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KEYNOTE ADDRESS I: 

Prof. Saparinah Sadli 

 

 
 

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT 

 

Women’s empowerment includes both personal strenghthening and enhancing women’s 

potential at a personal and societal level. Women ‘s empowerment is basically enhancing 

women’s life chances. As such, my conceptual understanding is that Women and 

Empowerment is how women’s choices and decisions direct their lives into private or public 

spheres of activity. Also that women’s empowerment can be illustrated based upon a life 

history . 

 

Within that context, I will share my personal journey towards the experience of empowerment. 

In particular to illustrate about women and empowerment within the context of my activities 

and professional role in a changing society like Indonesia. Also that womens’ empowerment as 

an activity is about a perception that what women do with their lives is based upon an 

individual decision, forced or as a free choice. But that in the final analysis what women do 

with their lives should remain an individual decision. As an individual decision, it becomes a 

responsibility to realize that choice. I also underline the importance that urging women to assist 

each other in accomplishing an aspired goal is important in women’s empowerment. 

 

Interpreting women’s empowerment as related to how women make decisions , how they 

formulate their aspired goals and overcome the barriers along their way to reach aspired 

achievements is an individual as well as a socio- cultural journey for the women involved. 

Because women’s empowerment is also about women ability of making choices between 

existing values, such as the existing patriarchal values or the elimination of discrimination 

against women. 

 

My personal journey , as a woman , about women and empowerment will focus on three 

interrelated experiences. 1. How new knowledge based on reading can become an empowering 

experience (such as motivating young scholars to learn about existing issues in their field of 

study); 2. how a forced decision (such as accepting the assignment of chairing the first post 

graduate women’s studies program at the University of Indonesia) and working with women 

(and a few men) scholars and social activists from different ages and professional backgrounds 

has empowered me personally and professionally. 3. how women’s collective action has been 

able to change a private issue , such as violence against women, into becoming a public issue. 

 

Although women’s empowerment presently is a widespread movement, activities related to 

enhancing women’s empowerment cannot wait for legislative decisions. Also that in that 

context women working together towards achieving women’s rights are human rights is still 

relevant today. 
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KEYNOTE ADDRESS II 

Prof. Aurora Javate- De Dios 

 
 

Women’s Rights, Well Being and Democracy : Women Navigating Constricted Global 

and National Spaces 

 

This article is focused on the role of women’s movements in the struggle to fight for their rights 

and well being within the twin contexts of globalizing economies where women are often left 

out on one hand and increasingly populist and authoritarian regimes in ASEAN which have 

greatly constricted the democratic spaces on the other. It asserts that women’s movements in 

the Philippines and in selected countries in Asia are an integral and indispensable part of the 

democratizing forces in ASEAN societies . 

 

With the Philippines as a case example, the article recalls the emergence and development of a 

diverse women’s movement that have contributed to the transition to democracy from 1986 to 

the present. It discusses the broad and extensive links of the women’s movement with the 

global women’s activism including those from ASEAN countries , thus giving rise to a strong 

transnational solidarity movement. 

 

It discusses the phases and process of development of the Philippine women’s movement, the 

factors that influenced their directions, the major milestones, turning points and lessons in the 

Filipino women’s struggle for their economic, political and socio cultural rights. 

 

Finally it explores the implications and possibilities of a women’s solidarity movement in 

ASEAN pushing for and sustaining more meaningful and gender sensitive political and 

economic participation as part of the democratic project in ASEAN. 
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RE-IMAGING WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND RESISTANCE IN NOLLYWOOD 

CINEMA: EXAMINING TONGUES OF FIRE AND WIVES ON STRIKE 

 

 

Emily Oghale GOD’SPRESENCE 

University of Port Harcourt, Nigeria 

E-mail: emily.godspresence@uniport.edu.ng 

 

ABSTRACT 

Much as the goal of feminist film critics is to press for change by advocating the 

reconstruction of (mis)representations of female power and femininity in cinema, the onus lies 

on female and feminist filmmakers to create feminist consciousness amongst viewers on the 

dangers of stereotypes and denigrating identity that downplay on women’s true strength and 

identity. Women’s emotional, sexual and physical power have often been ironically 

misconstrued as flash points of vulnerability thus, the argument to deconstruct the mundane 

stereotype and re-image the woman’s identity through the woman’s film, as counter cinema, 

puts feminist filmmakers at a vantage position to tell women’s stories from a woman’s point 

of view. This desire to correct the (mis)representations of women in cinema is derived from 

the notion that women will better tell their own stories themselves. However, some male 

filmmakers have consciously or inadvertently aligned with this feminist ideology in co-

creating women’s empowerment in cinema by projecting female characters with admirable 

courage, power, resistance, and enduring resilience. 

This study examines how female power and resistance are constructed in the selected films. 

The set objectives are: 1) to change the mundane narratives of negative female stereotypes 

often replicated in cinema, 2) to examine how female power and resistance are represented in 

the films under study, and 3) to view female resistance within a patriarchal space. This study 

adopts the analytical methodological approach in the appraisal of two Nollywood films: 

Tongues of Fire, and Wives on Strike. Analyses of these films reveal a new dimension to 

women’s empowerment and resistance within a patriarchal milieu; and the positive results 

female power can produce when explored. This study concludes that re-imaging women’s 

empowerment in cinema is cardinal to feminine power and identity within a patriarchal 

society. This work therefore recommends that Nollywood female filmmakers give a feminist 

perspective to women’s identity and representation in cinema. It also advocates that male 

filmmakers be co-creators of this new and emerging identity. 

Keywords: Women, Power, Identity, Cinema, Representation 

 

Introduction 

The representation of women in cinema is of great concern to feminist film critics. Issues 

bordering on gender stereotyping, objectification of women, imaging of women, gender 

identity, women’s power and their human rights, etc are crucial in feminist discourses whether 

in cinema, drama, literature or art. Critical comments by feminist theorists and critics are 

fundamental to feminist discourses. For example, Laura Mulvey’s Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema, according to Modleski, is often regarded as the “founding document of 

feminist film theory;” and as Constance Penley observed, it is important for its provision of 
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“the theoretical grounds for the rejection of Hollywood and its pleasures”(as cited in 

Freeland). 

 

Patriarchy, which is a system of male dominance, has often posed a challenge to women’s 

access to power and their fundamental human rights. Collins English Dictionary defines 

Patriarchy as “a system in which men have all or most of the power and importance in a 

society or group.” Therefore, it is natural for women to display some forms of resistance in 

order to achieve their goals. Resistance becomes a potent weapon because “although African 

feminism advocates cooperation and power sharing, sometimes, the male factor (dominance 

and subjugation) may override feminine innocence,” (as cited in God’spresence, 2014/2015, 

p. 219). Women’s resistance and exploitation of their innate power becomes a necessity to 

prevent them from succumbing to patriarchal pressures that might put them at a disadvantaged 

position. 

 

Methodology 

The study is fore grounded by the concept of counter cinema and theory of deconstruction. It 

adopted the analytic methodology in the appraisal of films selected. It is believed that 

stereotyped roles of women in cinema are a creation from a male’s perspective, thus feminist 

film critics like Claire Johnston have advocated counter cinema as alternative narrative. 

Johnston’s counter cinema argues on the role of the camera in the manipulation and mis 

representation of women’s true identity and image in cinema, and advocates women’s cinema 

which must tell women’s stories from a woman’s point of view because the camera cannot 

capture the reality of women’s oppression, thus “new meanings have to be created by 

disrupting the fabric of the male bourgeoisie cinema within the text of the film” (Johnston, 

1976, p.214). 

 

Theory of deconstruction does not necessarily mean to destroy but to reconstruct, to re-create 

something or an ideology. Deconstruction, according to Presidential Lectures, means “to 

undo” which is related to “analysis” thus “a deconstructive reading is a reading which 

analyzes the specificity of a text’s critical difference from itself” (as cited in God’spresence, 

2018, p.103). However, Catherine Turner (2016) explains deconstruction as being “concerned 

with countering the idea of a transcendental origin or natural referent” and it also requires “the 

interrogation of these competing interpretations that combine to produce meaning” (as cited in 

God’spresence, 2018, p.103). 
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In the context of this study, deconstruction will be viewed from the perspective of the 

alternative and experimental narrative given to women’s empowerment in the films under 

study to counter and undo the stereotyped representations that have been perpetuated in 

Nollywood. It has been observed that issues of “male dominance and sexual exploitation of 

women” put women at a disadvantaged position because “these media images carry to 

extremes long-standing cultural views of masculinity as aggressive and femininity as passive” 

(Wood, 1994, p.36). Thus, the representation of women in cinema is distorted through 

negative stereotypes because “men and women are portrayed in stereotypical ways that reflect 

and sustain socially endorsed views of gender” (Wood, 1994, p 31). 

 
 

Film Analysis: 

Synopsis 

Wives on Strike is in two parts. This work concentrates on part one, which focuses on child-

bride as a prevalent phenomenon in Africa. Directed and produced by a female, Omoni Oboli, 

it tells the story of some unassuming market women led by Mama Ngozi(OmoniOboli) who 

see the helplessness of their friend, Mama Amina (Ufuoma McDermott), as she watches her 

13 year-old daughter, Amina, about to be married off to an Alhaji by her father. The women 

see this development as an opportunity to fight against child marriage since all the men, 

especially Papa Ngozi decline from helping to speak to Amina’s father to stop the marriage. 

These aggrieved market women comprising Mama Ngozi, Madam 12.30 (UcheJombo-

Rodriguez) and two other market women decide to “lock up” their sexual obligations to their 

husbands. The men feel frustrated by this “club” formed by the women, and in the bid to 

satisfy their urge, Cali (Julius Agu) and his colleague turn to commercial sex workers who 

also deny them their sex services in solidarity with the striking women. Helpless, the men are 

compelled to succumb to the women’s resistance against child marriage, as another woman 

and media personality (ChiomaAkpotha) takes the battle to the global stage through her 

television programme, thereby making these women international stars and winning the war 

against child bride. 

Conversely, Tongues of Fire is a film produced by a male. It tells the story of survival and 

fight for women’s right in a polygamous family. Clara (Hilda Dokubo) who is the second wife 

of Chief Fredrick (Amaechi Muonagor) does not see the need to be silent when she could use 

her tongue to fight for her rights and recognition in her matrimonial home. Being the mother 

of three males and one female, she feels advantageous over her mate, Chinyere (Rachael 
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Oniga), who has only girls. Set in a patriarchal culture where females are regarded as mere 

commodities to be sold to the highest bidder as wives, Clara prides herself as mother to the 

heir apparent to her husband’s wealth and inheritance. Her sons become unruly as they fight 

with weapons leading to the death of their uncle, MaziNjoku(Obi Poly) and injury of his son, 

Chukwuma (Mberede Kingsley). 

 

 In line with tradition, Mazi Njoku’s wife, Uloaku (Juliet Anuma) is bequeathed to Chief Fred 

as wife. Saddled with the burden of three wives, Fred’s problems escalate as quarrels and 

fights become unbearable for him and he dies of heart attack, while Clara seizes the occasion 

to confiscate properties and documents of her late husband knowing well of the culture that 

will not let women share the properties of their late husband. At the end, Clara attempts 

committing suicide after realizing that her ‘inherited mate,’Uloaku, whom late Chief Fred 

refused to have any intimate relationship with while alive, is now pregnant for her first son, 

K.C (Austine Uzoegbu Prince). Fortunately, Nelly (Estella Etimbuk Out), Clara’s only 

daughter, comes to her rescue resulting to a family reconciliation and reunion. 
 

Female Resistance and Patriarchy 

In Tongues of Fire, although Clara is made to succumb to pressure yet, she epitomizes female 

power and resistance within a patriarchal space. It is important to note that despite the 

pressure from the Igwe and his council of chiefs for Clara to give up her husband’s properties 

and documents, her tongue was not immobile. Her vociferous nature and resilience 

bewildered them all as she insisted on her rights. She tells the women’s associated her reasons 

for taking that step: 

We are all women, and you understand the tradition very well. When 

a woman is bereaved, she is accused of killing the husband, and then 

she is allowed to wallow in her solitude, and then cry herself until she 

is tired. I was not ready to be in that position. I was not ready to be 

sorry. So when I noticed that the inevitable has happened, eh, I could 

not wake up Frederick anymore, I’m not God. What did I have to do? 

I acted immediately, I took what was mine. And I am not sorry for it. 

I do not hold anybody any apology. 

 

Clara capitalizes on the strength of her sons having given birth to three males as against her 

mate, Chinyere who has girls only, and fights for her rights and those of her children both in 

her matrimonial home and society. Clara was portrayed as a rival and arch enemy of her 
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Chinyere, saying:“it is only a foolish woman who does not know that these things are 

strangers in their father’s house. Are these children? Very soon people will come and buy 

them all off. These things are for sale. Are these children?”It is obvious that the filmmaker 

produced the film with a patriarchal mindset typical of the African culture where inheritance 

is the exclusive preserve of males while the females are married off. Much as the male 

filmmaker tries to portray the helplessness of women in a culture that denigrates womanhood, 

he still demonstrates female power through Clara. 

However, in Wives on Strike, the plight of the female gender in a culture that is oppressive is 

represented in a more deplorable manner through child marriage. Thanks to the market 

women led by Mama Ngozi who wish for a new definition and identity of womanhood by 

creating a platform to resist policies that are patriarchal in nature. Mama Ngozi who is 

worried about the nonchalance of their men on this disturbing subject of child-bride, tells 

Amina’s mother: “I don’t understand how your husband can’t see this matter the way it truly 

is.” 
 

Mama Amina and her friends, the market women cannot fathom the decision of Papa Amina 

in wanting to give out a 13- year- old Amina in marriage, while full grown women are all over 

the place looking for suitors. Madam 12:30 queries why “a man wants to marry a thirteen year 

old that hasn’t even developed breasts?” She explains one of the challenges of child marriage 

as urine leakage resulting to Vesico Vaginal Fistula, (VVF), making it a death sentence for 

these children. Having understood the enormity of the plight of Amina in particular, and other 

child- brides in general, Madam 12:30 reacts: “Mama Ngozi, this matter is making me upset.” 

She continues, “I’m even angry at my husband now as if he’s part of committing this 

abomination.”  
 

Madam 12:30 views child marriage as an abominable act which prompted her and other 

market women into a sex strike that eventually engulfed the community women because they 

see all men, including their husbands, as perpetrators of this ‘abomination.” Of course, the 

only understanding Papa Amina has, like other men, is that, marrying off Amina to Alhaji as 

wife would assuage the poverty in the family. This kind of discrimination against the female 

gender is what feminist critics kick against because it fosters male dominance and engenders 

gender inequality. This male domination is seen in form of “discrimination, violence and the 

denial of certain rights which consequently has placed women as subordinates to men” (Adaji 

and Gowon, 2011, p.193). 
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Female Power and Resistance in Wives on Strike and Tongues of Fire 

Female power and resistance are prominent factors that helped the women achieve their goals 

in both films. Clara, in tongues of fire exhibits power in a dimension that beats the wits of 

both males and females alike. Her resilience as evidence in her speech coupled with an inner 

spirit of determination and self worth aided her in pulling down and deconstructing male 

hegemony. Thus she establishes female presence in a new dimension. Clara is a character that 

is proud to be a woman regardless of the stumbling blocks and unsavouring conditions that 

custom and tradition holds for women. She knows what it takes to challenge such traditions 

and she is ready for a confrontation, explaining that she holds no apology for who she is: “it is 

not my fault that at every minute, I use my number six. It is also not my faults that while 

people are thinking and planning softly, I just act. What I do is to protect what is mine.” 

 

It is glaring that Clara’s power of resistance lies in her understanding of the fact that 

strategizing and taking people unawares put her one step ahead of others. And she does that 

without remorse or self criticism which most women subject themselves to, and are stripped 

of their innate strength. Clara also realizes the power in her tongue as her source of strength 

which she would not let any man, not even her husband to hush. Clara speaks: “Why should I 

shut up? Why won’t I shout? Why can’t I talk? What is all these rubbish?”Clara realizes the 

need for women to speak up just as she tells her husband about Chinyere’s supposedly 

weakness: “I cannot sit down here and begin to discuss issues with a woman who cannot talk 

in public.” 

 

In Wives on Strike, the market women decided to exhibit their collective power to make 

remarkable impact by urging themselves to resist child marriage even if their husbands would 

not help them. Mama Amina tells her fellow women of her helplessness in trying to resist her 

husband’s decision for Amina’s marriage, but Madam 12:30 tells her: “you shouldn’t just give 

up like that.” She adds, “you will fight for your child! Didn’t you give birth to her? Don’t you 

know that as things have happened this way, if anything happens to Amina, you will not be 

able to forgive yourself? I can’t lie, you are also to blame.” 

Women Changing the Stereotypes: A New Dimension of Female Power and Resistance 

in Nollywood.  
 

It is interesting to note that male partnership as co-creators of women’s empowerment is 

evident in Tongues of Fire thereby changing the stereotypes. In Wives on Strike, Omoni 

originated a new narrative in Nollywood cinema where, at the end of the film, women are not 
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punished for being vocal or assertive rather, they gain the support of the public. The solidarity 

and resilience of the women created a platform for women’s voices to be heard within their 

communities, spreading through the media to other parts of the world; and making them 

global actors before the very eyes of those who oppress them. Through resistance, they were 

able to convey their pains, desires, struggles, their fight and message to the watching world.  

It is interesting to note that women’s power is hidden from them by the same men who make 

them feel powerless. Despite Clara’s pride of having male children as against Chinyere’s 

daughters, the Igwe realizes the power women wield thus he quips “sons are a pride to the 

home but daughters are the builders of the home.” This lays credence to my claim that the 

family is built up by the female, the home space where the male prides himself as head. This 

pride of place symbolizes women’s empowerment in a space where they are often erroneously 

regarded as strangers who will soon be sold off through marriage. 
 

However, findings from researches on women’s representation in films earthed the following: 

“that women are vastly underrepresented in film, and when they are featured, their characters 

tend to reinforce harmful gender stereotypes;” and also “existing research finds that some of 

the lessons they offer for women and girls can be disempowering” thus it is assumed that 

“Nollywood teaches viewers that women should not pursue power and, if they do, it will 

come at a high price” (OAK foundation, pp.4-5).  

To deconstruct negative stereotypes and re-image women’s empowerment require women to 

tell their own stories as Oboli has done, which aligns with Maureen Blackwood and Martina 

Attille’s assertion that black women “must be the ones who define the areas of importance in 

(their) lives: work toward the break-down of ‘mainstream’ convention and popular 

assumptions perpetuated by existing forms of cinema and television” (as cited in Ukadike, 

2013, p.69). It is important to note that Oboli has used Wives on Strike as counter cinema to 

deconstruct the stereotyped perpetuated by male filmmakers because they will always tell 

their stories from a male’s point of view just as Ogunleye asserts that the representation of 

women in Nollywood is “figments of the imagination of men” and a “pure male 

construct”(2005, p.131). 

Summary and Conclusion 

This work examines how women’s power is constructed in two Nollywood films, Wives on 

Strike and Tongues of Fire, to see a new dimension of female empowerment and resistance 

within a patriarchal culture. The work situates female resistance within the contexts of child 
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marriage, and the status of women in a polygamous family. This work has viewed the role of 

male filmmakers as co-creators of female power through the film Tongues of Fire. The 

contributions of female filmmakers in re-imaging female empowerment and resistance have 

been made evident in Omoni Oboli’s Wives on Strike. 

 

Findings have shown that the women in both films are represented as potent forces that can 

cause social change. This study finds out that women’s strength lies in their collectiveness 

and solidarity as seen in Wives on Strike; and in their ability to build up resistance and stand 

for their rights as evident in Tongues of Fire. This study suggests that women should not be 

afraid to speak up, and should consolidate in their strength to resist because in togetherness 

and solidarity, in that spirit of sisterhood and collectivity, lies their power and victory. 

Therefore, counter cinema should serve as a medium for deconstructing the dominant 

ideology of powerlessness that pervades the cinema screen, and to re-image women’s 

empowerment so as to provide “a viable alternative to the rigid hierarchically structures of 

male-dominated cinema” (Johnston, 1976, p. 217). 
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Abstract 

 

The use of Instagram is an existing trend for individuals who are seeking information and 

vidual gratification. Such technology holds promise for improving women engagement and 

empowerment as well as community building. The study examines the Instagram account of a 

prominent Malaysian influencer - #Sareesandstories, who through her narrative storytelling 

posts, highlight issues concerning women and question societies’ construction of identity for 

Indian women. Textual and visual analysis on the Instagram posts was carried ou to determine 

the behaviors and themes that emerged. In-depth interview with the influencer herself was 

also conducted to delve deeper into understanding . culture and identity as highlighted. 

Findings reveal that Instagram has truly allowed women a platform to express themselves in a 

society which would not otherwise allow them to do so. The ability to engage with other like 

minded women around the world on pivotal issues, the need for openness and to not be judged 

for doing so is what this account has allowed women to do proves that technology can create a 

positive tribe. 

 

 

Keywords: empowerment; Instagram; Indian, stereotypes, identity. 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Instagram is a social media platform centralized around the image. It acts as a digital album 

where users create a public or private account to share photographs and videos while featuring 

an image with a single caption where users can “like,” repost, tag, direct message (DM) or 

comment on a post. Instagram reinforces how social media play an undeniably large role in 

how people connect virtually and in person. Instagram focuses on the image, making it a 

particularly rich object of inquiry and a very popular and powerful means of self-

representation through selfies, image curating, and self-branding.  Individuals participate in 

social media such as Instagram dialogues to ratify unique needs, for example: convenience, 

identity, peer pressure, as well as “personal fulfillment, social surveillance, 

expression/affiliation, self-documentation, letting off steam, and anti-media sentiment” 

(Johnson & Kane 2010: 3-4).  

This platform is currently seeing a different sort of change. One which many women are 

struggling with which is the re-construction of self and identity. The most important measure 
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of women being empowered in the use of technology such as that of Instagram should be the 

extent to which it enables woman to interpret, apply and enforce laws of their own making, 

incorporating their own voices, values and concerns (Bhuyan, 2006 :63). 

1.1 Empowerment 

To support women’s empowerment requires greater engagement. Empowerment enables one 

to understand what makes change happen in their lives. The classic idea of empowerment is 

gaining the material means to empower themselves (women) as individuals and putting this to 

the service of their families and communities. Studies have neglected what women are doing 

for and by themselves to bring about change in their own and others women ‘s lives. 

According to Bhuyan (2006) empowerment refers to being self dependent by providing access 

to all the freedoms and opportunities which they were denied in the past. In the specific sense, 

women empowerment refers to enhancing their position in the power structure of society. 

This also means that women have the power or capacity to regulate their day to day lives in 

sociopolitical and economic terms having a power which enables them to move from the 

periphery to center stage as mentioned by Erwin Goffman. But this my not be possible if 

women continue to play to a more patriarchial drumbeat rather than her own. 

1.2 Research Question and Objective 

The study explored the self-presentation of the Indian culture and women’s identity on 

Instagram to gain more insight into how this practice leads to  empowering women with a 

voice. The goal of this is to investigate the purpose and characteristics of Instagram use in 

relation to the construction of an online self, drawing from Goffman’s (1959) theory of the 

representation of the self, which implies that individuals are constantly performing and 

shaping their own digital self through actions and interactions. It then takes a turn in analysing 

the relationship between Instagram and the usage in addressing women and cultural 

stereotypes, as it will analyse the important themes that arose from this particular Instagram 

account and will explore the  socio cultural characteristics that manifests itself through 

Instagram photos and captions. In this study the researchers explore the use of technology as a 

platform of change beyond deliberate and planned interventions. This is also a good time as 

there seems to be a shift in societal and cultural norms where Indian women who were bound 

by tradition and societal expectations use new technological platforms to express themselves 

and voice their opinions. 
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2 Methodology 

 

#Sareesandstories is the name of the Instagram page written and posted by Sumitra Selvaraj. 

All her posts are about her in a saree, talking about the drape, the texture, colour and or 

weave. Along the way she includes stories and anecdotes of various issues including the 

social perception of draping sarees to family and culture, identity and ultimately, female 

empowerment. On Instagram, she has almost 11,000 followers and receives hundreds of 

messages with saree-related questions and stories from fellow enthusiasts. She started the 

Instagram account, initially to document her sarees and eventually evolved into various other 

topics of interest which resonated with other Instagram users including the fact that “wearing 

a saree had her “going through the same deft motions that connects centuries of Indian women 

all the way back to the Indus Valley civilisation”. Along the way her posts tackles current 

issues and delves into the concept of identity. This particular Instagrammer was selected for 

her activity level on Instagram, and the number of Instagram followers she had.  The 

researchers also wanted to explore the possibility of using a traditional icon such as the saree 

on a modern platform such as Instagram to create a voice amongst women. 

2.1 Textual Analysis 

In order to answer the research questions, this study used a qualitative textual analysis 

approach of #sareesandstories Instagram. Modeling the current study on a study by Stever 

and Lawson (2013), the authors did textual analysis to effectively analyze the said Instagram 

account. Textual analysis was employed to explore the issues discussed. Textual analysis is 

generally used for "sorting messages into different categories according to some set of 

classification criteria" (Rosenberry & Vicker, 2009, p. 42). A textual analysis will be used to 

look at themes and engagement of the case with respect to Indian women, identity formation 

and empowerment through the Instagram account. The researchers immerse themselves fully 

into the study using a natural setting and analyzed through an interpretive lens. Thus, the 

researchers employed a textual analysis to discover themes and patterns that emerged from the 

use of captions by the Instagrammer on her Instagram photos. This enabled the researchers to 

also capture how the Instagrammer was enacting self-presentation through her text as well as 

her photographs.  

2.2  Indepth Interview 



 
24 

It helped to ‘ learn about people’s elicited narrative ad representations of their social world, 

including beliefsm ideologies, justifications, motivations and aspirations’ (Boellstorff, Nardi, 

Pearce and Taylor 2012 :93). The questions were designed based on literature review of 

previous studies done and findings from the textual analaysis of the Instagram posts. The 

actual interview took place in June of 2018. This interview was audio recorded and 

subsequently transcribed. Transcripts were later checked to match against audio records 

(Kurasaki 2000). The transcripts were coded based on a preset list of themes which arose 

from the textual analysis of the Instagram posts. 

2.3  Data Collection  

Researchers sampled only 50 posts from 15
th

 May 2016 to 30
th

 June 2018 will allow the 

researcher to only look at themes and engagement during that time so it is manageable to 

gather information. Photographs and captions were analyzed separately using separate 

schemes and analyses. The reason for analyzing the elements separately attributes to the two 

not always being correlated. Separate analysis of the two elements allows for full and 

independent analysis. Any video, graphic, or text/meme was discarded from the analysis as 

did collage pictures and pictures with no captions. A total of 50 photographs were analyzed  

 

3. Findings 

 

The findings revealed that the Instagram posts was a way of historically documenting the 

everyday life of an Indian woman in a saree. The saree being an Indian attire is seen as a 

societal construction of ‘the good Indian woman’ who is family oriented, pious or ‘temple 

going’, seen but not heard, married or at a marrying age, not opinionated and dependent on 

male support (this can be father, brother or husband). In contradiction, the six yards of fabric 

is also seen by society as an attire that exemplifies a woman’s sexuality and objectifies her on 

the male gaze. The fact that this six yards of fabric can be woven to mean different things to 

different people and yet bind a woman to suppression is an interesting unfolding of various 

issues and elements that needs to be looked at. The Instagram posts and interview seem to 

share a common thread which is to address issues which seem important to any woman – that 

of societal constructs of how and what a woman should be.  

The textual analysis of the Instagram post therefore led to eight categories of the following: 

Career posts involved anything related to being a producer (authors job), environment she 

works in, Relationship content included relationships with husband, mother, mother-in-law or 
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grandmother, Tradition content included ancestory, roots, migration, immigrant, culture or  

beliefs, Identity content include  being a woman, wife, married, divorcee,  Personal content 

involves everything that the readers may not know about such as  character traits, vocal, 

opinionated, intimidating, head strong, Fashion and Style posts include explanation on saree 

draping, colour, weave, fabric use, and blouse, education posts include learning process, 

decision making, values, making sense of things and Issues post involved issues that deemed 

important that needed to be discussed and this included current issues which were being 

highlighted globally. The categories developed were interwoven with each other that each 

post was not able to be distinguished as having solely one category. 

Based on the intagram posts and interview, it can be clearly noticed that the most common use 

of Instagram  by the author is to document her everyday saree drapes. This is evident in the 

first six months of regular posting which the author only talks about the saree she is wearing, 

the colour and weave. Eventually, she realizes that she also wanted to talk about her day and 

went on incorporating her ‘saree of the day’ with little anecdotes of happenings at home or at 

work. Through these posts readers are introduced to her married life, her relationship with her 

husband mother, late father and grandmother and an introduction to her ancestory which seem 

to set the setting and contribute to her identity as a career woman and Indian at that. She 

clearly states that she is by far not a good example to being a traditional Indian woman except 

her ability to speak Tamil, wear a saree and a ‘pottu’ on her forehead.  

Based on the analysis of the intagram posts, wearing a saree is a personalized decision that 

every woman should be able to make. Simple decisions made by a woman in wearing a saree 

should be self choice. ‘Don’t wear it for me or anyone else. Wear it because you want to’ and 

wearing a saree for yourself is a start of empowering a woman to make her own decision in 

other matters of her life. The Instagrammer stressed this point in a post with the 

hashtag #kecualisaree when government departments were on a furror over womens use of the 

saree. The author, Sumitra wrote :  

‘The initial ruling was made by narrow minded morons, but the greater error was in 

issuing a non sensical, defensive explanation. Either way, I have no respect for the 

way they handled the situation. But do keep in mind that they retracted the initial 

dress code and issued a new, more inclusive one’. 

 

The utterance above seems to have an underlying meaning of cultural feminism where it 

revalidates what they consider undervalued female attributes.   It emphasizes the variance 

between men and women but considers that variance to be mentally, psychologically, and to 

https://www.instagram.com/explore/tags/kecualisaree/
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be culturally created rather than the natural characteristic. The author has used negative 

connotations on people from the societal norms who follows the customarily and culturally 

created norms rather than respecting an individual’s desires and preferences.  

 
I've been reading comments and critiques from people who are baying for blood. Apparently 

their cultural right and tradition has been decimated and they want an eye for an eye. Really? 

This is what your tradition teaches you? To be rude and vindictive? Do you really need to 

compare lacy kebayas to corset backed Saree blouses? Does that help? Does it help to call 

others names? Is this becoming of your precious cultural upbringing? 

 

Formation of questions by author indicates the deepening frustration that she has for the set of 

people in the society who feels and believe that their cultural norms are the best compared to 

the rest. “woman” is  always a debatable category, complicated by class, ethnicity, sexuality, 

and other facets of identity. The author in her utterances above used descriptive connotations 

of “Lacy Kebayas” and “corset backed Sari blouses” to show how suppression and controls 

on women attire from two different ethnicity is seen. The question posed also indicates that 

the author is educating the critics that their opinion on women and their dressing should not 

be addressed in a negative lime light as your opinion and actions portrays on your own 

respective upbringing.  

I have worn a Saree to work for more than 80% of the time for the last 15 years. I have 

endured sexist and racist comments from all manner of people, Indians included. 'Oh, your 

Tamil is quite English accented, but you are wearing a Saree? 'Ohh, you are divorced, but 

wearing a Saree and pottu, are you available? 'Oh, you are drinking whisky but wepaparing a 

Saree, isn't that being disrespectful?' These are just some of the gems from Indian people who 

have decided to be my moral police. I ignore it all, because no one has the right to dictate my 

choice of outfit, or lifestyle.  

 

Words like “English accent”, “Divorcee”, “Drinking Whisky” seems to be negative 

connotations that do not seem to go with the traditional norms of culture and values. In her 

posts and indepth interview she stresses that she is a Malaysian woman, Indian but ‘cannot 

identify with the traits of a ‘typical’ Indian woman’ in that she is far from the ideals of society 

of what an Indian woman should be such as  ‘prim and proper’ or ‘ a homemaker’ 

demonstrating herself as ‘a vocal woman’, ‘opinionated’, ’40 year old woman who is not 

typically shaped/sized/dressed’. 

As a career woman and one she considers ‘priveledged’, she constantly is reflective on 

championing values in society and sharing with people that there needs to be a greater 

purpose than just being. She constantly narrates the need for women to be themselves but 

addresses that ‘women go through judgemental nonsense just for choosing to be themselves’ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethnicity
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and advising that ‘you (women) cannot expect men to change entitled behaviour if women still 

inflict it upon their own’. This she stresses to the fact that many women intend to put other 

women down with their judgements and stereotypes and this is seen through ‘unsolicited’ and 

‘unwelcome’ behaviour such as asking her to wear a different saree blouse or to wear brighter 

colours.  

Clearly her utterence here strongly stress the fact that people should be accountable for 

what they say online as is what one needs to wear. This is clearly seen in her post where she 

states ‘Let people wear what they want; you draw inspiration from them if it suits you, give 

credit where it is due, and if you want, bestow genuine, heartfelt compliments. There are no 

'musts' really, so don't ever be afraid to be yourself   …. 

The self-presentation is seen as a process that becomes an ever-evolving cycle in 

which the individual’s identity is introduced, compared, adapted or justified on the 

background of different realities: social, cultural, economic, as well as political (Papacharissi 

2011: 304). This is what Goffman called the ‘information game’: “a potentially infinite cycle 

of concealment, discovery, false revelation, and rediscovery” (Goffman 1959: 20). In this 

anlysis, the author makes it is clear that she has evolved over time and age has played an 

important role in this change as she mentions in her post :  

‘I dedicated a lot of time in my twenties and early thirties seeking forgiveness for who I was. 

Along the way, I lost myself. It was easier to apologise and change, rather than stand my 

ground and fight for my values.And I think, as women, this is something that we are all too 

familiar with. But you know what happens as you grow older in the company of the right 

people? You stop being so concerned about looking after others, and start focusing on 

yourself’. 

 

In our set of multicultural society the traditional notion of feminism which focuses on identity 

rather than the individual’s condition allows society to neither empathize nor sympathize the 

individual who is being criticized. The expression “Oh you are … this and your are that” or  

forcing women to a dress code or having a date to mark the importance of the dress code 

“wear a Saree on the 1st of July 'in solidarity”,  is a undesirable and destructive power 

structure and that it is responsible for oppression and inequality. 

How many times have you stood in front of the mirror and adjusted your Saree so that it's not 

too revealing?... I've tugged up the edge of my Saree so that the top of my bust is hidden, and 

I've hiked up the part that winds around my waist so that there isn't too much skin on display. 

I've checked and rechecked if my bra lines are showing, or worse, if a strap has the temerity to 

peek out.And I am tired of adjusting. I am tired of taking on the burden of covering myself up 

so that I won't ignite the passions of a poor defenceless man. And I am sure as hell tired of 

draping my Saree properly to avoid busybody aunties from coming and lending a 'helping' 
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hand… I will INSIST that we keep revisiting this topic over and over again, until there comes 

a time when a woman can look in the mirror and just smile at her reflection, rather than being 

worried about the repercussions of what she chooses to wear. 

 

Adjusting Saree, food, customs, lifestyle or attire marks the identity of some region class or 

ethnicity. When the author says about standing in front of the mirror to adjust the saree here is 

not on a literal understanding that we need to look good or placing the right edges 

appropriately but it’s about covering yourself in a two piece outfit, making yourself follow the 

traditional norms of wearing a saree. Not reveling your body too much as society would 

portray you negatively. Your attire needs to carry your self-identity that relies entirely on the 

cultural mindset of people.  Wearing a saree in any way, shape or form from the regular 

equals to an immoral or a bad girl type.  

The utterance above shows descriptively action words that stresses up a women who 

wants to wear a sari but keeping in mind all the rules and regulation and the norms of a saree 

and its significant to the culturally manmade standard customary values.  The above utterance 

also peaks at the body parts of a women which is seen as  sexual erotic or voluptuous. The 

question here is who made all this as an essential need to satisfy what others sees it as a good 

culture value/norms.  

The author seems to be frustrated and tired of following the rules. “I am tired of taking 

on the burden of covering myself up so that I won't ignitee passions of a poor defenseless 

man.” She shows her heartfelt disappointment satisfying the needs of society. The question 

here is why should we be stressed out or why should a women care or give up her desires just 

to abide to society’s meaningless ideologies. Why should we women be penalized for the 

desires that makes men weaker? These questions do not seem to fit the context of the 

culturally formed theories that a women should be dressed specifically in a specific set of 

attire that satisfies everyone’s eyes. The authors personal belief of women and power, 

strengths, freedom, status and class doesn’t seem to penetrate the culturally bounded 

ideologies that cannot be adjusted as it will or might look wrong if changed or adjusted.  The 

utterances conveyed is literally the author feeling tired of satisfying the needs of the culturally 

set standards of tying a saree. Words such as “busybody aunties” is a symbolic piece of 

rumored thought that has been viewed negatively by all Indian origin girls as these aunties are 

representation of social whose task is to be the ‘moral police’ of Indian cultural norms and 

values to be uphold in the wearing of traditional attire especially to represent the origins and 
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the taste of class in the name of virtues. The author also tends to mention that the judgements 

on other women do not only come from men but also women.  

The findings clearly indicates that the author is persistent on not just being true to herself but 

employs the idea that all women should empower themselves with some ammount of dignity, 

self esteem and confidence in carrying themseleves without worrying about the constructions 

of society. “We are ALL guilty of hanging on to things, sometimes it is material, sometimes it 

is emotional. ..I've come to learn that you MUST rid your life of baggage. If something does 

not add value to your life, it doesn't deserve your head space...”The post reiterates the same 

fact by using words to empower women to give up negative feelings and emotions and live in 

the moment of positivism.  

4. Conclusion 

Discourse on tradition and modernity have existed simultaneously and often contradictory. A 

new global media such as Instagram provides the symbols, myths, resources, ideas and 

images for the construction of a common culture as well as of individual identities. The new 

middle class Indian emphasises all that is modern in the world today and this includes a view 

of the Indian woman that transcends the earlier perceived place of women in the domestic 

world. The case study of #sareesandstories explores the view of the modern Indian woman as 

having ‘substance’ and includes a more visible and public view of women in the workplace 

both within the new spheres of work and home. In a contemporary Indian community in 

Malaysia, old modes of contact such as religious practices, cultural traditions and social 

customs and new modes of contact such as education and media, shape, influence, structure 

and construct gender identity in particular and varied ways. The Indian woman in Malaysia of 

today although have cast of their age old shackles of serfdom and male domination, are still 

bound by societal judgements which have continued to prevail to ensure these women are not 

uplifted or their emancipation is ‘de-throaned’. Concurring with Bhuyan (2006), the 

researchers reiterate that although their voice is now forceful and important to that of men – 

there are personal issues that are still being struggled with. These issues of self - worth, 

confidence, self - esteem, judgements, societal construction of roles and identity are still to be 

blamed.  

The idea of empowerment for an Indian woman is based on three common well 

identifiable themes. An empowered woman should be financially independent, where she has 

the ability to earn her own living and not depend on anyone to hold her down because of the 
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inability to financially support herself. Secondly the ability to be equiped with not just a paper 

qualification but positive worldly knowledge and the ability to use that knowledge to get 

around in life and thirdly the ability to have self esteem, to stand up for oneself, to make 

decisions and take charge which includes the ability to construct our view of ourselves and 

out notion of the real. These three elements would allow a woman to accomplish what she set 

herself to do and enable one to break free from societal preassures.  Nevertheless, as much as 

rural women will continue to be empowered with education and financial independence, the 

struggles of the urban Indian woman will be internal battles of identity and re-constructing 

meaning and self.  
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Abstract 

 

In an openly discriminatory Nazi regime, where feminine voice and opportunity were  

repressed, Edith Stein’s struggle to preserve the ideal of a human community respectful of  

women and of human dignity yields an ethical legacy founded on empathy. Stein’s 

intellectual discourse on empathy as our consciousness of others gives us an enlightened view 

of humanity as capable of sharing fundamental values. Acts of respect for others, like all  

positive social acts, always raise human spirits and phenomenologically, they are best 

understood in their philosophical profundity within a theory of empathy. In this study, I  

explore the distinct significance of empathy to resist the dehumanization of indifference and 

individualism such as Stein experienced during the last two world wars.   While a masculine 

perspective might yield power-rule or competitiveness as solutions to these humanitarian 

problems, a feminist approach to these problems favors human connection, reaching out, and 

building relations. Edith Stein’s thought on building community through empathy as a form of 

resistance to dehumanization singles out her philosophical thought as a valuable feminist 

contribution in the task of rehabilitating humanity in the face of moral deterioration.  

 

Keywords: Empathy, community, dehumanization, consciousness, phenomenology  

 

1. Introduction 

 

Edith Stein (1891-1942) was one of the first women to earn a PhD in philosophy. We might 

assume that philosophers in her time would have welcomed her enthusiastically into the 

academia.  The fact is they didn’t, despite Stein’s accomplishments:   summa cum laude in her 

doctoral dissertation, her original contribution in the study of empathy, her integration of 

phenomenology with Thomism, and her close connection with the founder of 

phenomenology, Edmund Husserl, her mentor, whom she also worked for as his assistant. The 

highest teaching post she could obtain was in a high school for girls, teaching Grammar. The 

reason for this was that Stein was a woman.  In an era where women were barred from 

holding teaching posts in a university because of their sex, Stein contributions to Philosophy 

remained in the shadows. This, however, did not prevent Stein from writing on the most 

controversial issues that then beset society and the world: the problem  of woman’s place in 

the world, the need for empathy, and the importance of community. Aside from being  refused 

a career in the academe, Stein was killed with other  Jews  in Auschwitz in 1942. Her life and 

writings show us how she resisted not only  falling into hopelessness and fear, but of  

mailto:mpmaybellepadua@gmail.com
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becoming altogether dehumanized  by the conditions that consumed Germany where she lived  

and by a whole world  ravished by indifference, hatred, and conflict. 

 

2. Methodology 

The paper is a philosophical investigation which employs expository study, reflection,  and a 

phenomenological analysis of Edith Stein’s theory of empathy, and community.   I extract 

from her study various insights about the nature of the human individual, the relationship 

between the  individual and community, what values reveal about us, as individuals and as 

communities, what we  find meaningful, what possibilities  individuals and communities have 

in terms of working together towards common goals.   

I investigate how humans are generally capable of connectedness with others through 

empathy, allowing us to break down indifference and reach out to others in concern and love.  

 

3. Empathy as a Response to the Dehumanization of Indifference and Hatred 

The givenness of an individual person’s co-existence with others is a phenomenon that cannot 

be ignored. No person is an isolated individual existing by himself or herself. To be human 

calls for ‘living with’ others in a life of sociality and interaction. It is  something which 

humans naturally aspire to and is necessary for the full perfection of their existence. 

Otherwise, humans will be reduced to animal existence. But unlike animals, which naturally 

tend toward survival of the fittest, human beings transcend mere survival.  The human’s 

essentially spiritual nature  makes them rise above a purely material existence. Animals will 

kill instinctively for food, while human beings can, at will, give up the very sustenance of 

their  lives or life itself for motives higher than mere survival.   We can look to the examples 

of persons such as martyrs, heroes, saints who have done so: for instance, Maximillian Kolbe, 

who offered himself in the concentration camps of Auschwitz to take the place of a fellow 

prisoner, a father sentenced  by the Nazis to die by starvation, so that the man could live and 

hope to return to his children; Mother Teresa, who took to the dirty, forsaken streets of 

Calcutta, India to shelter the poor, to nurse the sick and the dying;  Father Damien, who 

volunteered to take on a parish assignment to tend to the lepers of Molokai, Hawaii, cast away 

by law to  die in a lonely island, to prevent the spread of leprosy at a time when the infectious 

disease  had no cure; and Edith Stein, herself, who looked after the depressed women and 

their neglected children, feeding them, bathing them, in the concentration camps of Auschwitz 

even as she herself was a forsaken Jew, condemned like everyone else there to suffer their 

discrimination and die.   
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Human beings, in their spiritual nature, are capable of self-giving, generosity, self-sacrifice, 

and love.  These acts which are socially significant almost always effect positively on others.  

We have had our own experiences of being helped by others, of being understood when we 

felt we were different from the rest,  of being cared for in sickness, of being uplifted in 

moments of lowliness and pain.  Acts of empathy always raise spirits and help human beings 

feel more intensely the joy of having fellow humans around them in the family, among friends 

or colleagues.  

Much can be done with individuals empathizing with each other, with reaching out, and 

building relations that can last a lifetime.  It all starts with empathy.   

 

3.1 What is Empathy? 

Empathy is the deliberate act of consciousness that permits one to know or become inwardly 

aware of another human individual. Edith Stein (1891-1942), a German-Jew, schooled in the 

tradition of phenomenology under Edmund Husserl and one of the few women who belonged 

to the German intellectual elite of her time,  explores how the phenomenon of empathy 

(Einfuhlung)
1
 makes sociality possible by inquiring into what it means to ‘become aware of’ 

the lived experience of another. Stein developed a rigorous method of examining the 

phenomenon of empathy and how empathy reveals the  individual consciousness showing 

how an ego becomes inwardly aware of itself  and of others by its understanding of others. As 

the capacity human beings have for intersubjective relations with others, empathy helps us to 

understand how community or meaningfully living together in shared values is achievable 

(PE, pp. 6-35). 

Empathy is an act of consciousness that permits one to know or become inwardly aware of 

another consciousness. Stein’s use of empathy shows us how we are able to  step into the 

shoes of another, share his grief or joy, sense the other’s need.  This is pivotal to 

understanding our connections with others and sustaining others with life-giving stimulus 

through our choices and actions.  

                                                           
1
 The English word “empathy” is not an exact equivalent for the German Einfühlung which Stein uses.  

The etymology of empathy is the Greek im (in) and pathe (suffer, feel), literally translating it as to feel in.   

 

Stein uses the term Einfuhlung, German for in-feeling, to explicate how empathy allows the ego to 

recognize the other ego as another ego and to understand, in part, the consciousness of the other qua its activity 

and content; yet the consciousness of the ego is not reducible to the consciousness of the other and vice versa.  

The ego literally “enters into” (ein) the life of the alter ego even without having to know or understand the 

consciousness of the other absolutely. (Marianne Sawicki, Personal Connections:  The Phenomenology of Edith 

Stein, p. 154. In Yearbook of the Irish Philosophical Society, 2004, Maynooth, Ireland.,  cited henceforward as 

PC.) 
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Our experiences are known through our consciousness which reveals that we are not isolated 

being in our existence. We have the experience of others who co-exist with us, whose 

experience is something we can experience and this phenomenon is  made known to us 

through empathy. 

Empathy is the process by which a human being becomes aware of other human 

beings and perceives or experiences the experience of another.  I become conscious of another 

one like me, but not me.  Stein elucidates the rigorous process of how this can happen.  Stein 

assumes that foreign
2
 subjects and their experience are ‘given’ to us; and she examines the 

phenomenon of givenness in the setting of the phenomenological reduction. 

Phenomenological reduction (or epoché, the ancient Greek term) describes the theoretical 

moment where all judgments about the existence of the external world, and consequently all 

action in the world, are suspended. Phenomenological reduction  allows one to  detach oneself 

from all forms of conventional opinion, including our commonsense psychology, our 

scientific consensus on issues, and all philosophical and metaphysical theorizing about the 

object of our consciousness. In the process, we  put aside our beliefs about our beliefs, as it 

were. We disregard our prior misconceptions.  

The fact is, things stand outside of us, independent of who we are or what we think about 

them.  But to make sense of events, or to give them some significance or relevance, our 

perceptions of these things  come into play and are important for drawing meaning for our 

existence. What I think, how these things affect me, what I feel, render these things 

differently, as these aspects of my being are affected, making me take a certain perspective 

about events. But by putting aside psychological, cultural, religious, and scientific 

assumptions, or a fallacious metabasis, in Husserl’s terms (Ideas I, § 61),  one “holds back” or 

“brackets” one’s biases or pre-conceived notions about the object of consciousness (see 

Husserl, Chapter Four, “Phenomenological Reductions,” Ideas I). This implies recognizing 

differences, acceptng others or events,  and respecting humans for what and who they are in 

their unique histories, backgrounds, perspectives. To derive insights from this, I would have a 

different upbringing from that of my colleagues, a family history of my own, a regional 

origin, a different way of speaking, of thinking, a belief system that I grew up with 

considering the family tradition and customs of my birthplace from my colleagues. Yet my 

uniqueness does not prevent me from getting to know them or befriending them and 

                                                           
2
 Fremdes is the German word for foreign. Baseheart and other Stein scholars use word 'foreign' to 

translate the German Fremdes to mean the other as distinguished from the self. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ancient_Greek
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becoming involved in their lives, sharing what they believe in, and they, what I believe in. By 

empathizing, an ego becomes more aware of itself by its understanding of others.  

Through empathy, others around us, are felt-into, according to Stein. They are not 

lifeless bodies to which we have to be indifferent. I feel the feeling of another as such, in that 

I am aware of something about my own feeling that directly presents the other human being.  

I feel myself led (geleitet) in this feeling (PE, p. 10). They are empathized, with the feeling 

registering  entirely within one’s consciousness, and it registers there in a way that announces 

a foreign life (PE, pp. 98-99).   

Empathy is an intentional state (or is object-directed, is volitional) in which other 

persons and the mental and emotional states of other persons are given to us (PE, pp. 91-107).  

In an empathetic experience, we are presented with not mere bodies in motion, but rather with 

persons – and they are presented to us as persons who are jubilant, sad, or who are filled with 

excitement. They are not theoretical ideas or unobservable things. They are persons like 

oneself, another ‘I’ and  I cannot disregard the fact that I am aware of the other (See PE, p. 6).  

This human capacity to be aware of others, to have their presence in one’s consciousness is 

the beginning of community. 

 

3.2 Community in Opposition to the Dehumanization of Individualism  

As the most basic unit of the community, the human individual is Stein’s starting point of  

community. Stein’s theory of empathy is the pathway  for getting to know the human 

individual, for unraveling  the ‘structure’ of  the human individual or what composes the 

human individual and allows it the capacity for a life of sociality with others.  

 

The Human Individual at the Center of Community 

Stein shows that the human individual is a psycho-physical and spiritual being. Few 

philosophers have investigated the correlation of sensations with human relations as Stein did. 

Her doctrine of the body as a sensing, living body, tells us the living human body is not 

merely a physical body. The human body that senses is the first thing we come into contact 

with in all human relations. It is a body that conveys a meaningful connection between the 

material and the physical.  It is a body that  communicates the innermost feelings of a human 

being, that transmits these feelings to a loved one.  It is a body that can carry a message of 

hope or of faith, because it exudes joy and openness and  has a warm touch for those who 

come close.   
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The psycho-physical and spiritual realities in the human being are, however, not separate parts 

of the human individual that we could cut him up in two.  They are realities belonging to the 

individual in an interlinking fashion because the human being is really an integrated whole.  I 

show this in the illustration below.   

 

Psycho-physical 

    

Spiritual  

  Causality  

  

 

  

Motivation 

  
   

 

    Sensations  

 

Evaluation of events 

 e.g., cold, heat, itch, pain, filthiness, Reflection on the meaning of experience 

tightness, crampness, insect bite Correlation of events 

 Bodily happenings 

 

Thinking and deliberating  

 e.g., health, illness, disease, 

comfort, Empathy 

  bloatedness from eating too much,  e.g. feeling the  joy, grief of another 

strength from exercising, etc. 

        

While the connection between a human’s psycho-physical and spiritual realms both 

unveil the human’s capacity for empathy,  Stein thinks the lived body is crucial for Stein to 

establish empathy. Whatever is bodily is  involved in bringing about empathy:  sensations, 

causation and have a bearing on the inner life of the human being and whatever else is 

involved in this realm, such as the mind and the soul.  

The soul, on the other hand, is the ‘form’ (in scholastic language) of the body and one 

of the primary properties  is consciousness, the awareness of one’s existence and all it 

encompasses:  one’s sensations, thoughts, surroundings, what is happening around. The 

unique personality of the human being issues from his or her soul. These depth of the soul  

refer to the inner  self, the locus of inner perception (looking and examining inwards) and 

reflection (a turning in on self)  through which one ponders the correlations of the external 

world to oneself.  This is where one’s distinct aspirations and choices are shaped in 

connection to the events that transpire in the outer world.  

 

Implications on Community Life  

Stein’s thinking on the human individual calls for us to consider the fact of human  

corporeality (and not just study the human’s mind or reasoning powers, as most philosophers 

have done).  This has important implications: this body is one that has sensations of hunger, 

pain, itch, temperature, of cleanliness, and of filth and all these affect the human being as a 

whole.   If my shoes were ill-fitting, causing me some muscle and back pain, I am affected -- I 

cannot stand and walk properly  and therefore cannot think with ease while teaching  in class 
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as when my shoes are comfortable.  I have the experience of the sensation of the tightness of 

my shoes;  it does not escape my attention.  This tells me that whatever my body feels, my ‘I’ 

also experiences.  So this opens up to us important considerations about whatever we do to the 

body as having an effect on the entire human being. If these were extended to entire group of 

humans, it would tell us that we should organize our physical environment so as to benefit the 

people and provide for their physical well-being so that they could live in dignified and 

humanitarian conditions as befits their state as human beings. 

This thinking calls for mindfulness of others, perceptiveness of what is happening to 

them, and sensitivity to their physical condition. If we were to ‘not mind’ others in our day to 

day life, we would not notice the little manifestations of pain or suffering which need to be  

alleviated. Stein writes, “When I empathize with the pain of the injured in looking at a wound, 

I tend to look at his face to have my experience confirmed in his expression of suffering” (PE, 

p. 84). It is by empathy that “it becomes clear how we understand what is concealed behind a 

countenance. . .” (PE, p. 85).  This means it is important to look at others. Oftentimes, we 

don’t because we are absorbed in ourselves and in our own concerns. 

The human person  struggles through the spheres of nature and spirit and experiences 

himself as beholden to the psyche which can be depleted of energy, then rejuvenated anew, 

precisely by the very sources that gave it vigor in the first place: nature and spirit. This 

phenomenon reveals the person as existing in relation to nature and community, making it 

aware of itself as challenged by natural forces from outside it and spiritual forces within.  

Interestingly, the energy does not stop with the individual person. It can be shared 

among a plurality of individuals (PPH, 169). To give an example, I can be energized by the 

joy and optimism that a certain problem in the family can be overcome. I can infect my 

siblings  with the same joy and optimism or I can also be negative and discouraged. My 

energy does not stay with me. Precisely because I live with others, I can share my energy (or 

lack of it) with them.  To illustrate this is this sketch below where the arrows show that the 

energy of one individual can be shared with other individuals who in turn can share the 

energy with others, as can happen in a family (which is shown in the sketch).  
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When it is a group of individuals united to achieve a purpose and to channel their joint 

energies and abilities to see that goal fulfilled, it is no longer the individual alone working 

towards the goal. It is the collective group that acts together, so that they can say ‘we’ think 

this way, ‘we’ feel this way, ‘we’  act in this manner. 

 

4. Conclusion 

I close my study by reflecting on the application of Stein’s phenomenological analysis of 

empathy  to issues that confront us today  such as  the need for  a global community effort to 

respect rights, to ground ourselves on common values so that we can move away from the 

shackles of selfish individualism and materialism that make us obsessed about the ‘I’ and 

often disregard the other and the ‘we’, and even to protect the environment. As Stein shows,  

we are beings with a  great capacity for empathy that we can use to advance a world towards 

greater compassion and love, and that we can do this better as a collective,  so that we can  

counteract problems that  assault human dignity. Empathy promotes the need for dialogue  

and cooperation  in promoting spiritual and ethical values. 

Much of the quality of our existence depends on our motivations both as individuals 

and as a community. Were our motivations set on values that contribute positively to the life 

of others and our own, we would be sustaining a ‘lifeline’ of energy-giving power source (like 

a fully charged generator or power supply) enough to supply our need for strength amidst our 

daily experience of toil, heat, cold, work, exhaustion, of friction in relations, and other 

activities where energy is expended. Were they set on things that have a negative impact on 

others, we would be transmitting burnt energy or depleting the power source altogether and 

weakening the lifeline. 

Our lives are profoundly connected. We affect each other in many ways. Stein 

responded to the problems of her time by utilizing precisely that connection with others 

instead of fighting discrimination, conflict, and ruthlessness with hatred and egocentricim.   

We may yet be able to appropriate Stein’s  anthropological and ethical spirit to make the 

human race person-based and community-oriented (not individualistic, materialistic, 

isolationist, utilitarian, and purely economics-oriented). We may yet be able to create a world 

that is oriented to others, instead of one preoccupied with the self.   

In times when humans can become ambivalent to the meaning of person and 

community, we can recall through the philosophy of Edith Stein that there are a great many 

motivations that make it possible for us to live full lives with others, rich in meaning, and all 

that makes community living shared, dignified, and beautiful. 
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5. Concept Map  

For easier reading, I would like to refer my readers to the following concept map wherein I 

summarize Stein’s phenomenological analysis of empathy and how it connects to her 

investigation on person and community. 

Individual – I
Corporeal Reality
Psycho-Physical Dimensions

Other  I’s We

Enters Experience with other I’s

One Lifestream
Energy Transfer
Lifepower Exchange

Acts of Consciousness
- ideas
- motivations
- attitudes
- dispositions
- emotions 

Values
-Human Dignity    

Empathy

Community

Intentionality

Communal Mind
Communal Emotions
Communal Will  

CONCEPT MAP

Individual – I
Psycho-Physical  Reality
Spiritual Reality

Enters  into Experience  with other I’s

Empathy

Others We

Energy Transfer/Lifepower Exchange
-Acts of Consciousness

-Ideas
-Motivations
-Attitudes
-Dispositions
-Emotions

-Values

Concept Map 

Community 
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Abstract 

Since the establishment of the Islamic State of Syria and Iraq (ISIS) in 2013, there was a wave 

of surge in women joining the organization. Traditionally, nationalist and leftist militant 

movements were utilizing women only during periods of mobilization and political struggle. 

Upon the periods of state consolidation, women were discarded and pushed out of the state 

institutions. Ironically and against the above established trend, this article demonstrates that 

this trend is vice-versa in the case of ISIS. By using the mahram concept, the article also 

explains the reason why women were largely absent at the midst of ISIS’s conflict and 

military clashes and were “empowered” and brought to the stage only after the triumph of the 

organization in establishing its caliphate. The findings of this thesis are based on secondary 

data and primary data personally collected from more than 150 interviews through multiple 

field trips to Iraq, Turkey, Iran, Afghanistan, Lebanon, and the borders of ISIS-controlled 

territories in Syria from July 2015 to January 2017. 

 

Keywords: Women, ISIS, Mahram, Empowerment, Caliphate Building, Migration, Political 

Violence 

 

Introduction 

There are several diverse notions along which the world is separated into different categories 

including gender, race, religion, nations, class or political ideologies. The gender relations and 

the position of women in society and labor force has been always a topic of serious 

discussions among scholars in different academic fields. As the most basic and predominant 

classification in social life throughout the world (Epstein 2007), gender and women’s position 

also play an important role in global labor force which has traditionally been a patriarchal 

domain which many women have found unreceptive or even hostile (United Nations 2006). 

The current trend in global labor force employment clearly demonstrates a 

discriminatory pattern in favor of men in which in 2016, the male employment-to-population 

ratio was 72.2%, while the ratio for women was only 47.1% (ILO 2017). Although it is 

argued that a significant number of women are involved in informal employment as they often 

have less legal and social support however, the overall employment gender gap continues in 

favor of men.  

In line with the global discriminative employment trend, women’s employment rate in 

the majority of the Islamic countries -especially those in the Middle East and North Africa- is 

even more disappointing. The repercussions of social restrictions are readily observable in the 

lower number of Muslim women who are employed in the labor force in comparison to other 

mailto:hamoon@usm.my
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countries and regions around the world. The 2017 World Bank's World Development 

Indicators clearly demonstrate that the level of women’s employment in the labor force across 

countries in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is 25% below the global average 

(Elder and Rosas 2017). 

In line with social restrictions, orthodox interpretations of Islamic jurisprudence also 

puts restrictions on different other aspects of women’s engagement in social affairs, including 

recruitment in militant activities. Traditional Islamic sources are mostly negative about 

women’s incorporation into militant organizations (Cook 2005), and these texts emphasize the 

importance of women’s roles as mothers, sisters, daughters, and wives of Muslim men at war 

(Sjoberg and Gentry 2011). However, against the current women’s employment trends in 

most Islamic countries and contrary to the negative perspective of the Islamic jurisprudence 

on women’s recruitment in militant organizations, there is an increase in the number of 

women recruited in jihadi organizations in both numbers and roles.  

Since the escalation of crisis in Syria and Iraq in 2013, and with the growth of new 

jihadi organizations such as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), Jabhat Fateh al-Sham 

and, Jaish al-Fatah, there was a new wave of surge in women joining jihadi groups. It is 

reported that more than ten percent of all Western members of ISIS were women (Charai and 

Braude 2014). More than 750 women from various countries in the EU have joined jihadi 

groups in Syria and Iraq including 150 Germans and 200 French (Europol 2017). The same 

growth in women’s joining groups such as ISIS was evident in the case of non-European 

female nationals including 700 Tunisians (Barrett et al. 2016) and more than 500 Moroccans 

(Morocco World News 2015). 

Primary data collected for my research in Afghanistan, Iraq, southern parts of Turkey, 

borders of ISIS-controlled Syria and Lebanon from 2015 to 2017 clearly demonstrate that 

despite social and religious restrictions, women were integrated in groups such as ISIS in an 

increasing trend. Unlike organizations such as Al-Qaeda, women were integrated into ISIS in 

a wide range of roles and capacities with a mechanism unlike any other jihadi establishments 

which will be discussed in the following sections of this article.   

Women and State Building Process 

The rise of ISIS has certainly changed the definition of jihadi organizations. Initially the 

operative extension of Al-Qaeda in Iraq with salafi thoughts, the organization stunned the 

world by declaring the establishment of a Caliphate in 2014 in an immense geographic area 

within Iraqi and Syrian terrains. Contrasting most other jihadi groups such as Al-Qaeda with a 

vague idea about establishing and administrating a caliphate, ISIS had clearly set its objective 

to establish a new society, governed by a strict interpretation of sharia law in practice (Hoyle, 

Bradford, and Frenett 2015). For this reason, groups such as ISIS should not be viewed as 

mere insurgent organizations, but groups in control of running a functioning caliphate. This 

approach of ISIS towards caliphate building was resulted in integration of thousands of 

women from around the world in its vision society. 
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The caliphate building project of ISIS shared similarities with the process of nation 

and state building in several other places in the world. Nation building conflicts have been 

always an important phenomenon of studying state building. It is important to take note that 

there is no single pathway to state building. According to Staniland (2012, 264), several states 

were “built in unremitting blood and fire, others as fractious collections of elites, and others as 

stable but tacit deals between political forces.” ISIS’s caliphate building process certainly falls 

into the violent path towards establishing a state.   

Creating a state has been a central point of violent competition among different sectors 

of a society through the course of history. This has been intensified in the aftermath of World 

War II where the most struggles in the world have been due to nation-building efforts 

(Conteh-Morgan 2004). Violence therefore has been a key component to the process of state 

building. In this case, militancy plays a vital role not only in “defending the nation-state, but 

also in arbitrating criteria for membership (citizenship) in the nation” (Ranchod-Nilsson and 

Tétreault 2003, 7). This is evident in case of countries in which military (national) service is 

mandatory for its citizens including Singapore, Iran, Denmark or Turkey. In cases such as 

Israel, this mandatory military (national) service is compulsory for both men and women with 

no discrimination.   

Charles Tilly’s statement of war makes state and states make war is certainly the most 

popular phrase in the current literature for explaining the relationship between military 

conflicts (i.e. war) and the process of state building. His argument is based on three 

components of centralized control over territory, development of the state apparatus, and 

process of civilianization (Tilly, 1985). Based on this argument, state building would occur 

when “violent specialists and elites consolidate security and thereby provide the first and most 

important public good: the control over the use of force” (Duffield 2013, 3).  

Specific to this article, women’s active contribution to the process of state building 

through militant groups is evident (although less publicized) throughout the modern history. 

Women have been an invisible yet important part of national revolutionary movements in 

conflicts in El Salvador, Nicaragua, Libya, Eritrea, Vietnam, and Yugoslavia (Omar 2004). 

For instance, with the beginning of the First Indochina War against the French, the communist 

oriented Vietnamese nationalism rebelled against the dominant Confucian values (favoring 

women’s domestic roles as good mothers and wives) to mobilize more fighters (both men and 

women) against the common enemy. The emphasis on women’s participation in military 

affairs provided the Vietnamese national movement with a large number of women leaving 

their traditional domestic roles as mothers and wives and entering working and fighting force 

to pursue the state building cause. Between one third to half of Viet Cong troops were made 

up of women including regimental commanders (De Pauw 2014). During the Vietnam War, a 

female commander, Thi Dinh was the deputy commander of the entire Vietcong troops 

fighting against South Vietnamese. The Viet Cong troops were also consisted of few all-

women platoons with duties including “reconnaissance, communications, commando 

operations and nursing” (Ibid.).  
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Women in these platoons were trained on using different types of weapons, hand 

grenades, planting landmines, and even assassinating enemy’s key figures. It is reported that 

several female Viet Cong special commandos were effectively involved in one of the most 

famous operations against American forces in February 1969 in which 38 US army officers 

were killed in Cu Chi Airbase and all their Ch-47 Chinook helicopters were exploded by these 

commandos. The same pattern of women’s participation in military affairs is evident in 

several other anti-colonial liberation movements including the Zimbabwe African National 

Liberation Army. It is estimated that by 1979, nearly 7,500 of the 20,000 members of the 

Zimbabwe Liberation Army were female combatants and they were involved in several 

combat ranks including commanding female brigades and direct combat engagement with the 

enemies (Kriger 2003 and Seidman 1984). 

Women’s participation in such state building nationalist movements through militant 

organizations is also criticized by feminist scholars. The criticism is originated from the 

argument nationalist movements utilize women only during periods of mobilization and 

political struggle. Upon the periods of state consolidation, women are discarded and pushed 

out of the state institutions (Ranchod-Nilsson and Tétreault 2003). In her study of national 

symbolism in constructing gender, Karima Omar also has identified the same trend of 

women’s empowerment (during the struggle) and disempowerment (after the triumph of the 

struggle) in cases of the Vietnamese and Nicaraguan nationalist struggles.  

Ironically and against the above established trend, the following section of this article 

demonstrates that this trend is vice-versa in the case of ISIS. Women were largely absent at 

the midst of conflict and military clashes and were “empowered” and brought to the stage 

only after the triumph of ISIS in establishing its caliphate.  

Women, ISIS and the Caliphate Building Project 

While women are integrated by few jihadi organizations such as Al-Qaeda and several other 

smaller groups in Pakistan, Palestine and Iraq, their number remains modest compared to 

those of their male counterparts. Women are mostly integrated in these organizations as 

suicide bombers which is preeminently, a tactical tool than an expression of a long-term 

strategy. The female dress code in many Muslim societies provide a tactical advantage for 

jihadi organizations to conceal explosive and weapons they may need for their operations. 

Several female suicide bombers could pass security checkpoints and successfully conduct 

their operations due to this tactical advantage – especially as security forces in many Muslim 

countries are largely male dominant and thus unable to perform proper body search on women 

due to religious and cultural restrictions (Martin 2017). However, due to strong religious and 

cultural negative sentiments against the use of women in violent operations, even this tactical 

advantage has not resulted in extensive use of women in combat roles. 

The reasons for women’s lower integration into jihadi groups is rooted in the 

principles of mahram and sexual purity. Based on these conservative concepts, a Muslim 

woman should always be accompanied by a male mahram (either her husband or a relative in 

the prohibited degree of marriage) in public (Lahoud 2014). Due to the nature of war zones, 
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women would unavoidably find themselves in the illicit company of non-mahram males, 

therefore, to avoid such seemingly sinful circumstances, jihadi groups initially barred 

women’s involvement in jihadi activities. Emphasizing women’s sexual purity through the 

concept of mahram, shapes the ideological view of these organizations towards women and 

causes these groups to find themselves in constant a constant clash against “a world 

characterized by sexual disorder, one in which females are seen as encroaching on the male 

domain” (Hélie-Lucas 1999). As a response, jihadi organizations stress the domestic roles of 

women in jihad, which included being virtuous wives to male jihadists and good mothers to 

the next generation of jihadists. 

Contrary to the abovementioned classical approach of jihadi groups towards women’s 

position in jihad and through establishing its functioning caliphate, ISIS practically integrated 

a large number of women in its organizational structure. The success of ISIS in being the 

jihadi organization with the highest number of women should be viewed in two closely 

related levels. First, the success of the organization in solving the mahram obstacle, and 

second, transformation of ISIS from a mere militant jihadi establishment to a group in charge 

of administrating a functioning caliphate.  

Overcoming the Mahram Obstacle  

By establishing gender-segregated parallel institution, ISIS managed to minimize interactions 

between opposite sexes within its organization and therefore bypassed the mahram hurdle. 

This means a unit within virtually every existing ISIS institution is allocated to women only 

to address related women’s affairs. These units were fully administrated by women, and their 

level of interaction with their male counterparts was minimized. This system comprised all 

ISIS caliphate institutions, such as education, healthcare, administration, police, finance, and 

service provision. Unlike jihadi organizations, such as the Taliban and Al-Shabaab with ultra-

rigid orthodox ideological tenets, ISIS repeatedly showed interest in adopting pragmatic 

approaches learned from others. Implementing ‘gender-segregated parallel institutions,’ with 

the idea borrowed from the practices of Iran and Saudi Arabia, was an example of such 

pragmatic approaches. ISIS might not have been the first organization to use gender 

segregation as a tool for social engineering
3
 however, it was the first jihadi organization to 

implement this policy effectively throughout its ruling territory (Baggini 2006). 

Primary data collected through fieldwork in Iraq, along the ISIS-controlled Syrian borders 

in southern regions of Turkey and Lebanon reflect the effectiveness of ISIS in reconciling its 

ultra-conservative Islamic narrative of women, with the organization’s incorporation of the 

same through establishing gender-segregated parallel institutions. Iraqi and Syrian refugees 

interviewed for this research as well as conversations with Iraqi and Turkish security and 

military officials, confirmed the existence and functioning of these institutions across ISIS’s 

territories. 

                                                           
3 “Social engineering is the attempt by legislators to change the operations of institutions or the behavior of 

individuals in order to achieve a politically determined goal (Baggini, 2006).” 
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Women of ISIS Caliphate 

In studying ISIS, it is important to note that unlike Al-Qaeda, the organization should not be 

treated as only a militant organization. ISIS has morphed into a caliphate builder which made 

its structure and ultimately its view over women’s recruitment different from other jihadi 

groups. ISIS claims to have a stark vision for founding a caliphate, tracking the classical 

structure of the caliphates during the golden age of Islam (8
th

 century to 13
th

 century). ISIS 

envisages a caliphate as a unified, transnational government ruling over the entire Muslim 

community by imposing its strict interpretation of sharia law (Sekulow and Sekulow 2015). 

Within its controlling territory, ISIS implemented a detailed hierarchical structure of 

governance by using gender segregated parallel institutions, which encompassed of several 

councils including military, healthcare, education, defense, intelligence, and judiciary. ISIS’s 

recruitment of women was operationalized through this framework. Some of the main roles 

assigned to women by ISIS through its gender-segregated parallel institutions were as follow:  

 

Military Forces 

There are confirmed reports that ISIS had established a battalion consisted of female suicide 

bombers in Syria by mid-2015 (RBSS 2015). Maha, a 25-year-old former resident of Raqqa 

who fled to the Turkish city of Gaziantep in early 2016 and was still in touch with her 

relatives there explained; 

“I was approached by an unknown woman in a female gathering in Raqqa and 

was asked if I would like to sacrifice my life in the path of Allah. I was told by the 

woman that I can join a group of martyrdom seeking women who would like to 

defend the caliphate against the crusaders and the infidels. The woman told me 

that I will be trained to fire rifles and even how to use explosive jackets.” 

In July 7, 2016, ISIS officially claimed its first suicide attack conducted by one of its 

female members. Three ISIS members (including a women) conducted a series of suicide 

attacks against Sayyid Mohammed mosque (a Shi’a holy shrine) in the city of Balad, 80 

kilometers north of Baghdad, Iraq. The attacks killed 35 civilians and left 60 others seriously 

injured. In an official announcement by ISIS which was published in its news agency Al 

Amaq, the group accepted the responsibility for the attacks and identified the female suicide 

bomber as Um Ja'ada (Hunter 2016). 

It was also confirmed that ISIS was increasingly using its female members for fighting 

enemies in Libya, Kenya and European countries. In February 2016, seven ISIS female 

operatives were arrested by the Libyan officials in the western city of Sabratha in the Zawiya 

District of Libya. In the same attack, three more of ISIS female fighters were killed. Some of 

these women were fighting alongside their male jihadist counterparts in the battle field 

(Russia Today 2016). 

Police Force 
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Soon after declaring its caliphate in 2014, ISIS affirmed the establishment of hisbah (sharia 

police force) (Esposito 2004), a female-only police squad that was supervising ISIS territory 

for proper implementation of the organization’s strict interpretation of sharia law for women 

especially their dress code (Gardner 2015). It is difficult to estimate the exact number of 

women in this force due to the secretive structure of it and also limitations in accessing their 

members. However, General Mahdi Younis of Iraqi Peshmerga forces in northern Iraq told 

the author in an interview that about a thousand women were recruited by ISIS sharia police 

force throughout its territories. 

The Syrian and Iraqi refugees I interviewed during my field work in Iraq, Turkey and 

Lebanon explained that hisbah forces were functioning in all major towns throughout ISIS 

territories in Syria and Iraq. The interviewees told the author that they have witnessed women 

armed with AK-47s, covered in black robes patrolling the streets of Raqqa, Mosul, Fallujah, 

Manbij, Tell Abyed, Tell Afar and Jarablus either in cars or on feet. ISIS female police force 

was operating under the Security Council of ISIS which was in command of the internal 

policing.  

Mohammad a 58-year-old Syrian refugee who was living in the southern city of 

Gaziantep in Turkey shared his personal encounter with ISIS hisbah in the Syrian city of Tell 

Abyed, 

“I was walking with my wife on the street for shopping groceries. Along the 

way, we have come across a group of 10 to 15 people who were gathered around 

a couple. We heard that a female hisbah force who was carrying a gun was 

speaking loud to the couple. She was shouting that the woman has not observed 

the dress code and that she has to come with her to the police station. The 

woman’s husband was begging the woman to let her wife go. The ISIS woman 

had a clear Tunisian accent. As the population around the couple was mounting, 

a group of ISIS male police force showed up in a car to help their female 

colleagues. I told my wife to hurry up and stay away from the crowd. I do not 

know what happened to the couple.” 

Mahmoud a 46-years-old ex-ISIS member and former resident of Raqqa and currently 

a refugee in Gaziantep in south of Turkey also noted that,  

“Female hisbah members have a separate facility for their own in the city. This 

is to prevent them from mixing with their male jihadi counterparts. Hisbah 

members take the women who have broken the sharia law to this facility in 

Raqqa. Women who wear tight abaya (long black dress), not being accompanied 

by a male family member in public, smoke cigarettes, drink and eat publicly 

during the fasting month, commit adultery, commit acts of homosexual nature or 

wearing bright nail polish will be arrested by the force and will be taken to its 

facilities.”  
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For ISIS to expand its ideological control over all its society members, the group 

incorporated a large number of women as police force through its mechanism of gender-

segregated parallel institutions. This granted ISIS to increase its degree of control over its 

entire population.   

Teachers and Educators 

Education system and its affiliated institutes including schools and universities were crucial to 

ISIS as they were the perfect means for shaping the hearts and minds of the next generation of 

devoted jihadists (Benotman, and Malik 2016). Hence, ISIS set its educational goal to 

“decrease ignorance, spread religious sciences, resist corrupt sciences and curricula and 

replace them with righteous Islamic curricula” (Nabeel 2014). Despite reports on the closure 

of girls’ schools in ISIS territories, a number of them were still operational under strict 

restrictions put upon them by ISIS Diwan al-Ta'aleem (council of education). Schools were 

entirely gender segregated and only female teachers are allowed to work in girls’ schools. It 

was compulsory for both female teachers and students to observe the dress code of black robe 

and full-face veil.  

In city of Sanliurfa in southern Turkey, I also met Ayisha (30-year-old), a former 

teacher and a mother of two children who fled Deir ez-Zor in Syria in 2015. She explained to 

me that,  

“After the gender segregating of schools, only female teachers, principal and, 

cleaners were administrating the elementary school I was working in. A thick 

curtain was set up behind the main gate of the school and only women could enter 

the school. I have personally seen a number of ISIS female police forces checking 

the school regularly to assure the school pupils’ and staff’s adherence to sharia 

laws especially in terms of dressing. This made many citizens of the city to refuse 

sending their kids to schools.” 

While visiting Erbil in northern Iraq, I had also the opportunity of meeting Sharifah 

(originally from Mosul) whom her relatives and friends were still living in Mosul under the 

ISIS rule. Through Sharifah, I was connected by phone to one of her friends, Jamilah (32-

year-old), in Mosul. She explained her experience of dealing with ISIS education system,    

“At the early stages of ISIS taking control of Mosul, many female teachers who 

were working at schools left their jobs as they were not satisfied with the Islamic 

State’s ideological approach towards education. However, the caliphate forcefully 

called all female teachers to return to their schools under the new rules and 

regulations. Female teachers receive some minimal salaries directly from ISIS and 

they are threatened that upon leaving their jobs, their properties will be 

confiscated.” 

Apart from the elementary and secondary schools, ISIS established its first female 

finishing school, Al-Zawra for adult women. According to the mission statement of the 

school, it was providing training for women “interested in explosive belt and suicide bombing 
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more than a white dress or a castle or clothing or furniture” (Haaretz 2014) The institute 

provided a wide range of courses including “domestic work such as sewing and cooking, 

medical first aid, Islam and Sharia law, weaponry, training in social media and computer 

programs for editing and design” (Kulze and Shiloach 2014). Knowing the importance of 

women as the mothers of future jihadists, ISIS established a functioning system of ideological 

education for its female population based on gender segregation.    

 

 

Doctors and Nurses  

As ISIS has morphed beyond a plain militant organization towards founding its caliphate, 

providing public goods for its inhabitants while observing its strict interpretation of sharia law 

has become more important. The healthcare sector was one of those vital services which ISIS 

paid exceptional attention to. In early 2015, ISIS announced its Islamic State Healthcare 

System (ISHS) which was replicated from the UK National Healthcare System (NHS). In a 

YouTube video published by ISIS, an Indian doctor named Abu Muqatil al-Hindi, explains 

that “there are doctors from Russia, Tunisia, Sri Lanka and Australia, and that women are 

treated by female physicians” (Taraby and Kaufman 2015). The same pattern of gender 

segregation in other ISIS institutions was applied on the organization’s healthcare system 

(ISHS) as well. Female patients were only permitted to be visited and treated by female 

doctors and nursed in ‘Women Only’ sections of hospitals within ISIS territory.  

During my visit to Debaga refugee camp close to the city of Makhmur in Iraq, I met 

Kolthum, a 42-year-old female general physician who has fled the ISIS controlled city of 

Mosul with her husband and four children. She told me, 

“A section within Mosul general hospital is allocated to female patients to visit 

female doctors and nurses. ISIS threatened us (those female doctors who refused 

to return to their works in the hospital) with confiscation of our properties. The 

range of services offered by us (female doctors and nurses) were also more limited 

than those offered to men as the number of us (female doctors and nurses) were 

fewer than those of men.” 

Adilah a 30-year-old female nurse from Raqqa whom I met in Istanbul in April 2016, 

also emphasized, 

“Despite female doctors being able of continue working in Raqqa general hospital, 

ISIS officials were very strict about implementing sharia law at medical centers. 

While I was a nurse at hospital, I was really afraid of even touching 5-6-year-old 

sick boys for medical checkup as I was not allowed to treat men.” 

As an organization in charge of governing a society, ISIS quickly realized the importance of 

providing services for the entire population they rule. This included women as half of the 
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populace is well. By segregating health centers, ISIS managed to provide the basic health 

services for women without jeopardizing its strict salafi ideological commitments.   

Housing and Sheltering Officers  

ISIS was offering free accommodation, utilities, and services for its members. In terms of 

their female recruits, there were women in charge of these arrangements. According to Sana a 

39-year-old Syrian ex-ISIS female member whom I met in the Turkish city of Kilis; 

“Women who arrive in Syria or Iraq from abroad were being sent to ISIS owned 

houses called maqar. It is important to note that maqars were only for single 

women. Married women with their families would have been accommodated in 

proper houses by ISIS housing and sheltering officers. In this case since the male 

member of the family was in charge, they were attended by ISIS male housing and 

sheltering officers.” 

A 46-year-old female former resident of Mosul who wanted her identity to be protected 

as she was serving ISIS for a short period of time in 2015 and currently lives in Debaga 

refugee camp in northern Iraq explained;  

“The female housing and sheltering officers were also acting as translators to the 

newly arrived foreign females and help them overcome the language barrier at 

their initial weeks in ISIS territories. As translators, they were helping women 

familiarize themselves with the neighborhood and help them understand caliphate 

official documents and announcements.” 

These officers were also in charge of controlling the mobility of women during their 

stay in maqars. Based on ISIS strict regulations, women’s mobility in towns was limited and 

the officers were those ensuring these regulations to be observed by the newcomers. Contacts 

with local Syrian or Iraqi residents of the cities should have been arranged by the officers and 

it was very minimal at this stage. However, after leaving maqars, these women had more 

freedom to interact with locals in the cities they were assigned to live in. Several female 

housing and sheltering officers were closely cooperating with ISIS authorities as 

matchmakers. Naqibah, a 34-year-old ex-ISIS female member from Raqqa noted that female 

housing and shelter officers were very much involved in introducing single women to male 

jihadists and vise-versa. They were introducing the women to male jihadi candidates under 

the surveillance of the ISIS Marriage Affairs Department.  

The job description of female ISIS housing and sheltering officers was going beyond 

mere accommodating the newcomer women in their new houses. They have been used as 

agents of social engineering by ISIS to allocate the newcomer women in their new social 

positions within the ISIS-run society.  

Tax Collectors  
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Generating income is key to survival for groups such as ISIS. At its peak in 2014 and early 

2015, ISIS was crowned as the richest terrorist group with the annual net income of 2 billion 

US dollars (Carafano 2015). The Syrian and Iraqi oil fields were the main sources of income 

for the group in those years generating millions of dollars per month.  Losing its territories 

and therefore some of its most important oil fields, the group started to diversify its sources of 

revenue to counter its financial crisis. Taxation has been one of the important sources of 

income for the organization since its establishment in 2014 however, upon losing its oil and 

gas revenues, the group intensified the use of tax money to overcome the crisis. By the end of 

2016, taxation was making up to 50 percent of ISIS total revenue.  

While news and reports coming out of ISIS territories were clearly verifying the 

existence of the tax authority, no mentioning of women’s duty in the authority has been 

reported so far. However, upon the process of data collection along Syrian borders in southern 

Turkey, I have come across a couple of Syrian refugees who told me about the existence of a 

small group of female tax collectors within ISIS authority. Rashid, a 29-year-old who was a 

shopkeeper in Raqqa and now living in Kilis in south Turkey told me; 

“As the result of the international pressure on ISIS and as the aftermath of losing 

its oil revenue, jihadists have intensified their efforts in generating tax revenues. 

This would make women of no exception. Upon visiting the ISIS tax authority in 

Raqqa to pay my business tax, I noticed a room with closed door which was 

assigned by the group for women to pay their taxes. The process of tax collection 

was run by ISIS female tax collectors.”  

Although ISIS was crowned as the richest terrorist organization of its time however; 

near the end of its caliphate, the organization was facing sever financial crisis. For this reason, 

and through its gender-segregated parallel institution, the organization started to exploit all the 

financial resources possible including those of women. For this reason, female tax collectors 

were recruited to maximize the organization’s access to the scarce financial resources.    

Hijrah  

Women also contributed positively to the legitimacy of ISIS by making hijrah (migration) to 

its territory. Establishing a global caliphate for all Muslims (men and women) around the 

world regardless of their race, nationality and color is on its own a form of what is called 

Da’wa (global invitation for all Muslims) in Islamic jurisprudence. This invitation encourages 

Muslim men and women around the world to make hijrah (migration) to the true land of 

Islam and to form the real Islamic ummah (global community). Within this framework, 

thousands of women from all around the world migrated to ISIS controlled territories in Syria 

and Iraq. In absence of conventional tools of providing legitimacy such as suffrage, women’s 

participation in Hijrah in general was playing a vital role in providing state building jihadi 

organizations with the legitimacy they need to rule and run their caliphate. 

ISIS claimed that by making hijrah to newly established Islamic states, women who were 

socially and culturally alienated for their strong Islamist views and practices in western or 
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secular Muslim countries could have found a conducive environment in which they could 

become active members of society (through gender-segregated parallel institutions) while 

adhering to their radical interpretation of religion. The society established by ISIS claimed to 

provide the opportunity for these women to escape from a society in which to be an equal 

citizen required abandoning the duties of one’s religion.  

Conclusion  

ISIS might not be the first jihadi organization to establish its full-fledged caliphate, however it 

was the most effective and practical in terms of amount of territory and size of population 

controlled. Despite its brutal approach towards women of both religious and racial minorities, 

ISIS have provided a platform to incorporate a large number of women from all around the 

world. Such mobilization of women was unique in the history of jihadi organizations. The 

reasons for ISIS’s success in integrating this substantial number of women was rooted in the 

organization’s structure. Unlike groups such as Al-Qaeda, ISIS had a clear vision of 

governing a society based upon the principles of sharia law in practice.  

For that reason, ISIS was morphed from a mere militant organization like other jihadi 

groups to a caliphate builder. Along this metamorphosis, ISIS’s objectives and therefore 

organizational structure was transformed as well. While other jihadi organizations seek to 

dismiss western troops from “Muslim” lands, and to topple down western supported local 

governments with vague plans for the morning after, ISIS had set its objective to revitalize its 

own interpretation of the Islamic tradition of caliphate. For that reason, ISIS’s strategy for 

incorporating women was geared towards addressing the challenges facing a functioning 

state. These challenges included providing public good and services, maintaining order and 

security, and obtaining legitimacy.  

To address these challenges, women were incorporated through gender-segregated 

parallel institutions in a variety of roles which some of them were discussed in this article. By 

using these institutions, ISIS has successfully managed to solve the mahram issue unlike other 

jihadi organizations. The mahram concept burdens all jihadi organizations for incorporating 

more women in their ranks. It is almost impossible for jihadi organizations to ensure their 

female members are accompanied by a male mahram in all occasions especially during 

militant operations. For that reason, most jihadi groups are reluctant about the widespread use 

of women. This counts for the lower number of women in these groups in compare to the 

nationalist and secular militant groups throughout their course of struggle against enemies.  

However, upon triumph and establishing the state, while nationalist or secular 

movements dismiss or marginalize their female members, a jihadi group like ISIS intensified 

its utilization of women to address the challenges of administrating a state. This was due to 

the ability of ISIS in providing a conducive environment for women’s integration by solving 

the mahram burden through gender-segregated parallel institutions.  
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ABSTRACT 

Gender oppression is a social problem that has been supported by many customs, cultures and 

religions, and accepted most times without questions. Despite the clamor by feminist critics 

for women to attain equity with their male counterparts, culture and religion have always been 

the determining factors in women’s subjugation in patriarchal society. This paper examines 

this phenomenon by analyzing two African plays: The wedlock of the gods by Zulu Sofola 

and Marriage of Anasewa by Efua Sutherland, where women are represented as commodities 

in the African Socio-Cultural Milieu. The paper also situates its research on the cultural 

practices of Becheve tribe in Cross River state of Nigeria, where women are sold into 

marriage to settle the debts owed by their family. The paper employs the analytical and 

investigation methodologies to accentuate the ‘’money wives’’ cultural practice. 

 

The work also briefly discusses the religious perspective of seeing women as commodities, 

with special reference to the abduction of female students by the Boko Haram sects and their 

demands for ransom from the government in exchange for the freedom of the abducted girls. 

Findings in the study show that the average Nigerian woman is marginalized and oppressed 

due to religious and cultural dictates, and is less feminist conscious. Objectively, the study 

exposes the powerlessness of women who are burdened with socio cultural and religious 

norms, with the hope that the larger society will acknowledge their plights and raise feminist 

consciousness amongst women in an oppressive culture. The work concludes that educational 

empowerment for women and cultural rejuvenation are key factors to women’s’ freedom from 

oppressive cultures. 

 

Keywords: Culture, Oppression, Commodity, Religion, Marginalization 

 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 

All over the world, women have suffered discrimination in one way or the other because of 

the roles assigned to them by patriarchal system. In Africa the male and female are 

differentiated in so many aspects of life, and of course these differences are mostly 

detrimental to the female gender. The African cultural and religious practices to a large extent 

grant the men  unquestioned control over the women. The evidence of gender discrimination, 

oppression and subjugation is most glaring in the cultural and religious practices of marriage. 

However the irony of this fact is that the females most often time support this form of 
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repression and oppression by identifying with it and condoning it. This is because gender 

roles are culture based and is generally accepted as theoretical constructs that involve sets of 

social and behavioral norms considered to be correct or right for specific genders. In most 

African setting, the female child is considered to be a temporary resident in her father’s house. 

Her real home is her husband’s house, hence she is expected to settle down in her husband’s 

house no matter the inconveniences she might encounter in her matrimonial home, since she 

will not be welcomed back home if her marriage fails, out of fear of this rejection, she bears 

all sorts of atrocities in her husband’s house. Barclays Ayakoroma(2015) observed that in 

most parts of Nigeria, the woman has her role in the society distinct from the man. What 

obtain in most ethnic groups is that she cannot talk or act likes a man at any point in time. 

(p15) Helena Hassan (1992) when discussing about the woman and the society from the 

traditional point of view states that, women have been given specific roles, well defined as 

wife, mother, sister, co-wife, in-law, daughter, grandmother and widow, which are inferior to 

the man’s and they entail carrying out all the burden of life. (p.5)  

 

In Nigeria and by extension African culture, a woman is believed to have sold her 

freedom when entering a marital relationship. By getting married, she has unequivocally, 

given her husband the right to dominate and control her. She is expected to be docile, 

obedient and submissive while the man is encouraged to be manly by exhibiting abilities that 

show that he is capable of keeping his wife under control. Noyelum Mba (2015) noted that the 

woman’s virtue of silence and servility and submissive qualities in the face of any adversity 

and sufferings are considered noble and associated with well trained and properly brought up 

females. (p101)  Another belief that preys so much on female marital obligation is that the 

man’s sexual needs must be satisfied at all times, even if the woman is in no mood for sex. 

The idea that the male is polygamous in nature has added much burden to the female gender 

in Nigeria, where it is expected of her to accommodate other women in her husband’s life 

while she silently endures emotional and psychological traumas.  

 

WOMEN AS COMMODITIES 

 

Karl Marx, (1990), defined commodity as an external object, a thing which through its 

qualities satisfies needs of whatever kind and is exchanged for something else. (p.25). This 

exactly is what is happening in many African cultures, where women are seen as commodities 

to be sold and bought all in the name of marriage. It is very sad and disturbing to note that at 

the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) conference held on 23
rd

 April, 2014 in 

Stockholm, politicians across the world were addressed by the then population director of the 

United Nations, Babatunde Osotimehin to raise the status of women in their countries and to 

remind their heads of state of commitments they have to improve the lives of women and 

girls, yet Babatunde’s country Nigeria has been known to ignore or accept cultural practices 

in different ethnic groups that have marginalized women. In Nigeria, politically, religiously 

and culturally, women have been oppressed; they have been used as pawns, objects and 

commodities in cases relating to marriages, and terrorism. The religious terrorist group known 

as Boko Haram, has repeatedly abducted female students and used them as bargaining chips 

to get what they want from the Government. The evidence of such gender oppression is 
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explicitly made clear in two plays written by African feminist playwrights. The Wedlocks of 

the gods by Zulu Sofola and marriage of Anansewa by Efual Sutherland 

 

WOMEN AS COMMODITIES IN ZULU SOFOLA’S WEDLOCKS OF THE GODS 

AND EFUA SUTHERLAND’S MARRIAGE OF ANANSEWA 

 

 Nwazuluaha Sofola and Efua  .T. Sutherland are both African feminist playwrights of 

Nigerian and Ghanaian extractions respectively. Their plays have been used to sensitize 

women on their rights and how to break free from the oppression of tradition in a patriarchal 

society. Wedlocks of the gods; exposes the predicament of women in African society who are 

forced into marriage against their will for monetary gratification. Zulu Sofola revealed in her 

play, the views held in some cultures that women are mere commodities that could be 

exchanged for wealth and other material gain. In the play, Ogwoma was in love with Uloko, 

but Uloko was poor and could not pay the demanded bride price needed to cure ogwoma’s 

sick brother, she was then forced by her parents to marry Adingwu who was able to come up 

with the money. Ogwoma’s marriage to Adingwu was loveless and filled with problems. 

When Adingwu died, Ogwoma saw his death as an answer to her prayers and freedom to 

marry Uloko the man of her choice, so instead of completing the traditional mourning period 

and subsequently marrying Adingwu’s younger brother, Ogwoma got pregnant for Uloko. 

This was considered to be an abominable act. Meanwhile, Adibei, Ogwoma’s mother in-law, 

perform rites to destroy her as an act of vengeance for supposedly killing her son; because she 

eroneously believed that Ogwoma intentionally killed her son, so as to be free to marry 

Uloko. Zulu Sofola’s play exposed the bitter truth of how women can be used in exchange for 

money. Ogwoma was forced into marriage because her brother needed urgent medical 

attention; hence she was forced to marry the man who could provide that money via her bride 

price. The following dialogue between Anwasia and Ogwoma, revealed the depth of the pain 

Ogwoma had to go through.  

 

Anwasia : you were forced to marry Adingwu, we all know that … 

Ogwoma: Because you were not tied like a goat and whipped along the road to a man you 

hated.  

 

Ogwoma’s perception of herself as a tied up goat, reveals her helplessness and 

inability to escape from her fate and as a mere animal being dragged to the market to be sold. 

No wonder her husband’s demise was seen by her as an answer to her prayers by the gods, 

hence she did not see any reason to perform the mourning rites. For her that would have been 

hypocritical since she was actually happy about the death and saw it as an opportunity to 

reunite with her lover, Uloko. When confronted by her mother, concerning her attitude, 

Ogwoma speaks out her feelings even though her mother accuses her of selfishness. In the 

ensuing conversations between Nneka, Ogwoma’s mother and Ogwoma, it is clearly seen that 

giving away a daughter for monetary gains is culturally acceptable and even praised. 

 

Nneka:  Did we do anything that the land forbids? Is it not as others give their 

daughters away to husbands that we gave you away to one? 
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Ogwoma: No, mother. You and father were so hungry for money that you tied me like a 

goat and threw me away to a man I hated. 

Nneka:  Any good daughter with a dying brother would have told her parents to give 

her away to a husband and use her bride wealth to cure her brother. You did 

not do that. We did the best the poor parents of a dying son would have done. 

All we now get from you is shame and disgrace. 

 

Nneka’s reply shows that it is expected of the girl child to sacrifice her happiness for 

the male child, by volunteering to be sold into marriage. Again, just as commodities, can be 

passed from one person to another, the play also reveals the issue of widow inheritance, 

Ogwoma is expected to marry Adigwu’s yonger brother and bear a child by him for her late 

husband. In this regard, women continued to be regarded as commodities, even after their 

husband’s death. Traditionally, Ogwoma will be seen as an acquired property for the family 

of her late husband without any right to leave. This is clearly shown in the following dialogue; 

 

Nneka:  you are a man’s wife, dead or alive. Adigwu has a brother, and you are his 

wife. 

Anwasia:  it is a common thing, that when a man dies, his brother takes his wife and 

makes her his wife Adigwu has no child by you; his people want a child for him 

by a woman who was his wife. You are that wife and his brother can have that 

child for him by you. 

 

Here, the woman is portrayed like an object which has no say on how it is used. 

Ogwoma is simply seen as object to be inherited and used as found necessary and that is to 

produce an offspring for her late husband through her brother in law Ogwoma, however was 

strong willed and challenged them by replying 

 

Ogwoma:  Now you can go and tell them that their plans will fail. I will be buried alive 

before I become Okezie’s wife. 

 

The playwright thus gives a voice to women through Ogwoma’s words. To fight and not give 

in to debased cultural practice that dehumanizes women. 

 

THE MARRIAGE OF ANANSEWA 

 

In the marriage of Anansewa, Efua Sutherland tells the story of a cunning, crafty and shrewd 

father who, due to his strong desire for quick wealth, and the need to improve his financial 

status, selectively seeks the patronage of four chiefs as prospective suitors for 20 years old 

Anansewa, his one and only child. Oblivious of her status as “the object of interest” 

Anansewa types her father’s letters of proposal to these four suitors who: (1) Chief – who – is 

– chief, (2) chief of the Mines, (3) Chief of Sapa, and (4) Togbe Klu IV, Akate, Chief of 

Akate. Disappointingly and unexpectedly, all four suitors send forth their messengers to 

Ananse to announce their intentions to comer earlier than scheduled to pay the head-drink on 

their prospective bride and object of interest, Anansewa. Three of the chiefs are unable to 
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perform the customary rites on Anansewa since the marriage has not yet been consummated, 

except for chief-who-is-chief who did not just bring money and items like some did but is 

ready to fulfill all customary rites. This gestures dowse Ananse’s fears of the right husband 

for his daughter resulting in his resolve to give Anansewa’s hand in marriage to chief-whois-

chief with the pretence that love has awaken Anansewa from death. 

 

 The play exposes the subjection and objectification of woman which automatically 

places her in a precarious position as an expendable commodity. This tends to put her in pain 

and struggle within as she tries to realize her dreams and find herself. Anansewa struggles to 

accept her father’s sudden desire for her to get married. Her pain is compounded as she 

realizes that she is the object of interest stated in the letter she is made to type to the 

prospective suitors. Her realization that she is being sold off like a commodity, made her 

express her pains by saying; How exasperating! Oh, my father is selling me, he is selling me.” 

She continues: “I will not let you sell me like some parcel to a customer”. Ananse frequently 

reminds Anansewa of his investment in her, first, the typewriter he bought for her, and 

secondly, the typing training he has sent her to. Therefore Anansewa must type his “urgent 

letters” which would eventually place her on “auction” to prospective suitors to recoup the 

money he invested in her. It is obvious that Ananse has been receiving gifts in cash and 

otherwise from these chiefs who are paying for a commodity in advance. He tells Anansewa 

that the money for her school fees came from chief-who-is-chief. He assures her of Chief’s 

interest in her who has “sent something for the maintenance of the object of his interest” 

(p.22). Similarly, Ananse receives another cheque from chief of Mines (whose name is 

whispered in the ear). This would be his thirteenth cheque (p.39). what a great investment 

from these suitors and a great source of wealth and transformation for Ananse. The African 

custom of marrying off the girl-child to raise the financial status of the family through bride 

price and also to always have financial support from their wealthy in-laws puts the girl-child 

at jeopardy. The outcry of Anansewa is not different from that of the innocent girls on the 

realization of the betrayals of their parents through marriage. According to the story teller, the 

head-drink is paid on the living.  

 

THE BECHEVE EXPERIENCE 

 

The two plays is exemplified by the cultural marriage of the Becheve tribe of the Obaniliku 

Local Government Area of Cross River State, Nigeria. This community recently came into 

spotlight for practicing an age long custom of subjecting young girls to slavery in the name of 

a marriage known as “money wives” or “money marriage”. Amongst the Becheve people, two 

types of marriage exist; the love marriage, derogatorily called he-goat marriage and the 

money wives which is generally preferred by the men. Money woman or wife is the term used 

to describe a girl who is sold to a man by the girl’s parent in form of marriage without her 

consent or knowledge, in order to pay a debt usually borrowed before the girl was born. They 

can also be used as currencies in exchange for food and animals such as goats and pigs. The 

love marriage does not give a man full rights over his wife and children, in fact, the children 

belong to the wife and her family. Moreover, the woman is free to walk away anytime she 

chooses, but in the money marriage, the man buys the girl child for marriage, age disparity not 
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minded, and has absolute rights over the children of the “money wife”. He can even sell those 

children if he wishes, sometimes the money ‘wives’ become their husband’s chattels, to do as 

he pleases, while the girl’s family is absolved of the debt and continues to enjoy access to 

some benefits from the girl’s husband. According to the reports on channels television, it is 

very difficult to find a family where a man does not own a money wife. It is a sign of wealth 

and prestige amongst the Becheve men. So many of them have been known to own up to eight 

to ten “money wives”. A ‘money wife’ is essentially a property and when her husband dies, 

she is passed down to the next of kin because once she is handed over to her husband, the 

‘money wife’ ceases to be her family’s responsibility. She is often left to fend for herself and 

any children she may bear. Her husband does not see her as a woman whom he is liable to 

care for, rather she struggles to survive, working herself to the bones, most time to make 

money for her husband. The practice is a symbol of prominence because one cannot be a chief 

or build a house if does not have a ‘money wife’. Hence, she becomes a show of pride for her 

husband while being stripped of all her dignity as a human. Sometimes these girls are as 

young as preteens or early teens and married off to men in their ‘late forties, fifties and even 

sixties, and if she should die prematurely, her family is expected to replace her with another 

girl, no matter how long it takes. To further degrade her, the money wife is expected to have 

children from other men for her husband, if he is too old to have sexual intercourse with her.  

 

 In another report, Mudiaga Efe (2018) of The punch newspapers revealed that these girls 

are denied access to education sometimes sold as low as N10,000.00 which is equivalent to 

about 30 dollars, few goats, pigs and tubers of yam. Most of the women interviewed by 

Mudiaga Efe , could hardly express themselves amidst their pain and sorrows and showed 

visible signs of depression. Their stories were pathetic and they all admitted to being raped at 

one point or the other by their so called husbands.  Their accounts are attached to this work. 

 

To further hold these girls in bondage, not to think of running away, the men use a 

form of spiritistic practice known as the ‘effigy bond’ to create fear in the women. It is 

believed that once the marriage is consummated, the effigy will track down any fleeing wife 

and kill her. The effigy called Olambe is a cord tied in knots believed to be very potent and 

thus most ‘money wives’ do not have the courage to flee from the torture called marriage. The 

practice of the Becheve tribe justifies the views of feminist conflict theorists, who see 

exploitation and oppression of women as a universal problem because men use their greater 

strength and size to force women into subjugation or subordinate position. 

 

BOKO HARAM AND THE USE OF WOMEN AS COMMODITY  

 

Apart from culture, religion is also responsible for women oppression and subjugation. 

Nigeria has witnessed religious militant groups using abducted girls as bargaining chips to get 

what they want from the government. In April 2014, when Boko Haram kidnapped over 250 

girls from a secondary school in North West region of Nigeria, the Chibok girls saga sparked 

up a global outrage. It was in September 2017, three years and five months later that about 

100 girls were returned and reunited with their families. Adelani Adepegba and Olusola 

(2017) reported that after series of negotiations with the Nigerian government. Millions of 
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dollars was paid out as ransom to release the girls. There were also stories of prisons swaps 

that saw five top Boko Haram officials released. Till date, more than one hundred girls still 

remain unaccounted for. From the information gathered from the released girls, some of those 

girls were married off by the militants and quite a few lost their lives. Again in February 

2018, another girl’s secondary school in the North East was raided and over a hundred girls 

were abducted. According to a United Nations report (2018), 48 of these girls were released 

weeks later after negotiations with the Nigerian government. From the ensuing facts, it is very 

clear that the girl child constantly exists under a subjugated and oppressive environment 

promoted by obnoxious cultural and religious practices that imbibes sexism. The plight of the 

girl child in African environment cannot be over emphasized. It does exist and experienced by 

so many, in contrast, no male secondary school has ever been attacked in Nigeria. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

From the discourse, it is truly evident that gender oppression is a social problem created by 

tradition, cultures, and religious believes. It is not new and has existed in most African 

societies. It is also accepted without questions in most of these societies because the women 

have not been taught to know their rights. Due to ignorance, illiteracy, and fear of rejection, 

most of these women accept their fate enduring torturous journeys in life because of the 

culture and tradition of their people. It is imperative to note that Ogwoma and Anansewa, like 

the Becheve girls were not allowed to make a choice of a husband which is an infringement 

on their rights. Writing on the subject of forced marriage, and choice of partner, In so long a 

letter, Mariama Ba, shows her disapproval for the traditional ‘arranged’ marriage through the 

character Ramatoulaye “where the parents or relatives, and the family- make the choice for 

the bride and groom” (Makward, 1986, p.274). Makward feels that freedom of choice and 

love in marriage would bring happiness to the couples resulting to gains in our communities. 

 

The scenario painted in the plays discussed, coupled with the case study of the 

Becheve “money wives” have revealed the existence of gender inequality in contemporary 

Africa. Adaji and Gowon, (2011) agree  that “the domination of the male gender in social, 

political and economic life over the female gender” is still prevalent. The feminization of 

poverty is another factor that was exposed in this discourse. The fact that the burden of 

poverty is born by women is clearly shown in the plays. Both Ogwoma and Anansewa were 

used to bear the poverty and greed of their respective families. This is not different from the 

cases of the Becheve money wives, who were used to pay off debts incurred by their 

impoverished families. The personal feelings of these women were always secondary to 

economic gains hoped to be achieved through their marriage. No wonder, the female child is 

seen as a source of wealth for the parents, sometimes girls are named in such a way as to 

imply this. Names such as Egodi, meaning there is money, ‘Akum’ my wealth, are given as 

names to female children. In some parts of Nigeria, bride price has become commercialized, 

that the groom is given a long list of things to provide before he can marry. These sometimes 

run into thousands of dollars. Women being used as commodities are a tragedy of cultural 

dehumanization.  
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CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Ezenwanebe Osita (2006) observed that Nigerian women accepted their marginalized position 

in the   society when they were not aware of any other alternatives. Most Nigeria women are 

not feminist conscious despite their intense female consciousness and collective actions 

because they provide evidences of female consciousness and oppression of feminist 

consciousness; women are seen as something to be enjoyed. (p.3) 

 

The above statement clearly shows where the problem primarily lies, which is in the 

women themselves. The women have failed to boldly fight against female oppression 

collectively. They are afraid of unbalancing the culture and tradition that impose these 

oppressions on them. Sometimes they are afraid of the consequences and rejection from the 

society if they go against what is constituted to be proper norms and values. Ogundipe Leslie 

(1994) stated clearly that education is an indispensable tool to develop self-consciousness and 

awareness. The African woman is seen as being backward and this has been recognized as a 

major obstacle to their struggle to become feminist conscious, this backwardness are products 

of colonization, and new colonization, comprising poverty, ignorance and lack of scientific 

attitude to experience and nature (p.14). She thus conclude, that some form of brain washing 

and the attitude of holding tenaciously to what they have been taught without asking 

questions, make them accept their fate. The fact that women have been relegated to 

subjugated position for ages, also prevent them from agitating for change and fighting for 

their rights. This factor reveals the depth of their ignorance; therefore, a re-education of their 

rights as humans who needs to be treated with respect, dignity and honour should be 

emphasized. There need to be an awakening by advocacy groups who will go to the grass 

roots and help these women morally and mentally. The men must be educated into accepting 

that women need to be treated with dignity. They too must be made to understand the evils 

that are wrought by these obsolete customs and traditions that degrade women. Government 

and support groups should work together to ensure the eradication of these vile customs. Laws 

should also be made against these customs and be followed thoroughly. Those who break the 

law should be prosecuted; this will then serve as a form of deterrents to others. The women, 

men, government, advocacy groups as well as feminist organisations must collectively fight 

against such barbaric customs that are oppressive to the female gender. 

 

The opinion of Alex Asigbo and Emeka Nwosu (2004) should be adopted. According 

to them, feminism in all its shapes and permutation is concerned with emancipating women 

from the shackles of oppression, giving women a place in the scheme of things and generally 

mainstreaming them especially into decision making and formulating policies. (p.20) 

If this is done conscientiously, women may then be in a better position to assists those living 

under oppressive cultures like that found in Becheve. 
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ABSTRACT 

Many people in this world are forced to leave their native land under unfavorable 

circumstances such as civil wars, political unrest, discrimination against ethnic minorities, and 

many more reasons. This article is based on the qualitative research with a group of 

purposively selected 9 refugee children (aged 12-14) from two faith-based learning centers 

under non-formal education in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. The purpose of this article is to 

explore the challenges encountered by Myanmar refugee children in the country of asylum, 

Malaysia. This research was based on child-focused approach. The source of the data was 

collected in the form of semi-structured interviews, and participant observation. Myanmar 

language was used as the medium of communication. The collected data was translated, 

coded, analyzed thematically based on the objective of the study. The researcher has spent 

considerable time at the research site to immerse herself into the social life of the people 

under study and gather a vast amount of data as it allows the researcher to relate the concepts 

and the first-hand experiences of the researcher. The secondary data from the participants’ 

immediate environment and the related documents are included as the consolidation of data. 

The researcher is from Myanmar, was brought up from the same nation, under the same laws 

and policies of Myanmar and was known the current life situations in Malaysia so that there 

were no limitations in getting required information for the study, and in interpretations of the 

data. The findings revealed that these refugee children have experienced challenges related to 

economic insecurity, loss of home, identity denial and deprivation of child rights. This article 

makes a conclusion with the discussion of how societal pressures, laws and policies of any 

country have a strong influence on the development of children and why ‘child protection’ is 

important to consider as an international issue.  

Keywords: Forced Migration, Myanmar, Refugee Children, Refugee Policy, And Child 

Rights. 

Introduction 

            Many people in this world are forced to leave their native land under unfavorable 

circumstances such as civil wars, political unrest, discrimination against ethnic minorities, and 

many more reasons. The plight of becoming refugees is one of the complicated global issues. 

Refugees are encountering different sets of challenges in their pre-migration, trans-migration 

and post-migration phases. According to the figures by UNHCR (2017) World Refugee 

Report, there are 65.5 million people have been forced to leave their homeland. This displaced 

population comprises 50 per cent of the people are under the age of 18. Children from 

refugee-background have been regarded as the most vulnerable social class in the refugee 
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literature (Bowlby, 1980) as well as the adolescent refugee (Ahearn and Athey, 1991). 

Different countries have different sets of policies concerning with refugees that have a major 

impact on their life situations. Refugees around the world, who are in relief camps or under 

temporarily settled conditions, they encounter various problems socially, physically, 

emotionally and psychologically (Shears and Lusty, 1987). Many refugees are facing 

problems in getting help and support (Youngminds, 2005). 

Multi-dimensional Challenges upon Myanmar Refugee Children  

            Civilians from Myanmar have been encountered political instability, socio-economic 

problems, civil wars and deprivation of human rights and low standard of living for decades 

under successive governments. In search of secured life conditions, many people, especially 

the ethnic minorities have been forced to flee to the neighboring countries such as Thailand, 

Bangladesh and Malaysia that are not the signatory countries of 1951 Convention and 1967 

protocol. Myanmar refugees, registered as well as unregistered have been detained in official 

and unofficial camps, called ‘temporary shelters ‘in Thailand and Bangladesh. In Malaysia, 

there are no refugee holding centers. Refugees are dispersed across the country. There is no 

national legal asylum framework for refugees and asylum seekers in this country. Refugees or 

asylum seekers in Malaysia are experiencing challenges like refugees from most the countries 

in the world. They are living in constant fear of deportation, and facing challenges like limited 

or no access to any form of employment, receiving education and social benefits (Drachman, 

1995 and Wilkinson, 2007). Children of Myanmar refugees are the innocent victims. They 

have been encountered a lot of problems such as difficulty to meet the basic necessities in life, 

violations of Human Rights and loss of ‘home’.  

Methodology 

           Qualitative research approach, using case study method was adopted in conducting this 

study to focus on the lives of Myanmar refugee children who are surviving their lives abound 

by a multitude of stressors. Qualitative research methods are employed in exploring lives of 

people that draw conclusions of a single matter from multiple perspectives (Bogdan and 

Biklen, 2003; Patton, 2002). In this study, purposeful sampling method (Patton, 2002) was 

employed because participants have been identified as information-rich cases the collected 

data would be closely correlated with the central phenomenon.  
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Participants 

           In this study, there were nine Myanmar refugee children aged, between12-14, who 

have been attending faith-based learning centers under non-formal education. These children 

represent the lives of Myanmar refugee children who are surviving in the host country 

Malaysia. Particular attention was paid to the ways in recruiting the participants to explore the 

sensitive issues.  

 

Data collection 

           The source of the data was collected in the form of semi-structured interviews, and 

participant observation. The researcher has spent considerable time at the research site to 

immerse herself into the social life of the people under study and gather a vast amount of data 

as it allowed the researcher to relate the concepts and the first-hand experiences of the 

researcher. The researcher has taken up the roles as a researcher and a volunteer English 

language teacher. Child friendly data collection methods were used to step into the lives of the 

children. All the interviews were taped-recorded. Each interview took about 60-80 minutes. In 

this data collection process, the follow-up interviews and informal discussions were also 

included. Observation was the part of the interview which has been a key factor in finding 

about how people understood the world and their lives. Myanmar language was used as the 

medium of communication so that the participants had an opportunity to talk freely without 

language barriers about their life stories. 

 

Data Analysis 

           Data analysis in this research included selecting the data, organizing the data, 

analyzing the data, identifying the themes, translation and interpretation of the data. The data 

were triangulated with various forms in producing reliable findings. In this study, the 

following (3) types of triangulation were used to check and establish validity of in the study: 

data triangulation, investigator triangulation, clarification of researcher bias. The researcher is 

from Myanmar, was brought up from the same nation, under the same laws and policies of 

Myanmar and was known the current life situations in Malaysia so that there were no 

limitations in getting required information for the study, and in interpretations of the data. The 

authentic insight into the situations and the personal experiences of the researcher offered 

valid recommendations for the validity and reliability of these facts. 
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Ethics 

           This research had been based on child-focused approach so that children participated in 

the form of communicating and building mutual-respect on the researcher. The informants 

were explained the objectives, processes and procedures of the research. The rights of the 

informants were considered as the first priority regarding reporting data. Children were 

explained that they had a right to say “No” in every step of the research. Children were 

observed and interviewed in their natural school setting, where the children felt safe and 

secured. Small talks, play, recurrent visits, patience and time were the essential parts in 

obtaining reliable data on such delicate issues as family background and their painful 

experiences. Generally in the study, children who participate in this study were in their own 

free will in every research process. The collected data such as scripts of interviews, their 

personal information, and data- rich observational record sheets have been protected as 

confidential. During interviews and communicating with the participants in this study, the 

medium of language was in Myanmar. The researcher took the multi-roles in doing this study 

in an unbiased and flexible manner. The researcher participated in this study not as just a 

participant but a person who was responsible for contribution to the study as well as to the 

community.  

 

Findings 

           The interviews on the key informants, parents or guardians and the school personnel 

suggest that the scope of challenges that refugee children facing are big and complicated. A 

number of themes come up through the analysis of the narrative accounts of children’s life 

experiences, the interviews on family members and school personnel and observations. The 

challenges are categorized under the dimensions of ‘poverty’, ‘loss of home’, ‘deprivation of 

human rights’ that Myanmar refugee children encounter in the host country, Malaysia. 

                       

Economic insecurity 

           Difficulty in meeting financial needs was reported by all participants as a major 

stressor that affected all aspects of their lives. It was also evident in the observation made by 

the researcher such as overcrowded housing, instability of job conditions, receiving education 

under non-formal education centers with under-resourced facilities. Some of the parents in 

this study were identified as facing chronic stressors such as lack of money for every day 
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needs, struggles within instability of jobs, and  poor social support were associated with day-

to-day life. Most parents expressed their concerns about job instability, frustration that their 

illegal status or their working experiences were not recognized, and anxiety about the job 

security in their daily lives as: 

‘We are trying to adjust ourselves here. I am hoping that everything is going to be 

better … we were forced to leave. I realized that I have a lot of experiences and I am a 

professional with credentials but here this means nothing… I have to start from the 

beginning and work as a blue collar worker … currently I am working to earn money 

in order to eat. It was very complicated and difficult. The first year was the 

hell.’(Honey’s mother) 

 

Loss of Home 

            After being left from the homeland, refugees in general suffer a lot of challenges and 

difficulties in their host country. Murphy (1955) explains clearly about the situations of 

refugees as a global context that besides difficulties concerning with trauma and persecution, 

all refugees encounter several types of loss such as the loss of families, the loss of homeland, 

and the challenges of building a new life. They, therefore, experience worries, emotional 

instabilities, depression, loss of control, inability to maintain the routine and become helpless, 

unorganized, the inability to interpret their wants and needs (Murphy, 1955). Refugees start 

their new lives with full of uncertainties. The researcher has heard the common stories of life 

threatening journey to Malaysia that they had gone through by informants. The meaning of 

‘home’ is closely related to someone’s culture, family and social values. ‘Home sickness’ is 

identified as one of the effects related to loss of home. The interview data confirm the fact of 

home sickness that generally refugees, adults as well as children are willing to go back their 

native land one day (Crisp, 2004, p.5; Brees, 2008; p. 385; UNHCR, 2010, p.55).  The 

children’s verbal utterances of their life experiences yielded that the most common reason is 

to search a secured and better life conditions. Loss of home is directly related to a multitude 

of negative consequences such as loss of family, loss of property, loss of identity, loss of 

rights and loss of future. These are the invisible effects of being refugees. 

 

Identity Denial 

           After they have made the illegal entry to Malaysia, they need to wait to receive the 

asylum status. They have been lost their national identities.  Malaysian laws make distinctions 

between only two kinds of migrants – ‘legal’ migrants, who have official employment permits 

and ‘illegal’ migrants, who arrive in Malaysia without any legal documents (Kaur, 2007a). 

Most of the parents consistently addressed the loss of ‘citizenship’ and ‘identities’ that is 
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related to their self-definitions. As described in the findings, the participants are facing a 

constant struggle of not feeling valued as unique beings, having to deal with fundamental 

disruptions of their lives and  impair their self-control. Through the data of the study, their 

identity motives appear and  they need for belongingness (cf. Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 

 

Deprivation of Child’s Rights 

           The complicated issues of refugees have been studied by practitioners and social 

scientists since a decade ago. Researchers identify ‘discrimination’ as one of the negative 

factor that is incumbent upon refugees because of one’s country of origin. So, discrimination 

has become the common feature of results that refugees receive in their host countries 

(Jasinskaja-Lahti et. al, 2003). The children in this study expressed their hopes and dreams. 

They are very simple. They want to become a teacher, a fire fighter, policeman, a 

businessman. It is obvious that children have their unique aspirations and hopes for their 

future. In reality, their lives are under limitations and constraints on day-to-day basis. 

Refugees are deprived of right to make a living, freedom of movement and residence (Kuar, 

2007). Since Malaysia is not a state party of the Convention on the Rights of Refugees, they 

are encountering two specific situations such as ‘being illegal immigrant category’ and 

‘difficulty to build secured lives’. Children refugees are encountering extremely difficult 

situations. They are not permitted to attend formal school and denied from health care (Kuar, 

2007). Many studies have emphasized that ‘the Convention on The Rights of the Child’ is the 

important milestone in history that declares specific rights for children from all over the world 

(Verhellen, 1992; Miljeteig, 1994). Several studies support the importance of the rights of the 

children. School psychologists have affirmed that there should be a commitment in our 

society to value and protect the rights of children (Woods, et.al.2011). 

 

Implications 

           Based on the findings of the study, these are the implications concerning with refugee 

children: 

 Refugees are one of the most vulnerable groups of people in society. 

 The societal pressures, laws and policies of any country have a strong influence on the 

development of children. 

 Children from refugee background need special care, protection and interventions. 
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 It is important to view ‘rights of a child’ and ‘protection of a child’ as international 

issues and it is essential to implement effective measures of community-based 

prevention of children from strata of our society. 

 Protection of children needs to be considered not only the protection from abuse, 

exploitation, danger but also their well-being, healthy development in their lives 

irrespective of their status   in our society 

 There is in need of more children-focused researches in which children participate in 

the processes of the studies as the active participants. 

 It is widely accepted that education can change the lives of people positively  so that 

the right to education of refugees should be taken into account that can transform their 

marginalized position in the country of refuge 

 

Conclusion 

           Through the life stories of refugee children, it is evident that the refugee children 

around the world are suffered from in multiple, and at times conflicting processes, in their 

native country and in their host country that have a great impact on their meaning making 

processes of their experiences at school (Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Suarez-Orozco and Suarez- 

Orozco, 2001). By listening to the refugee children’s voices, there was an opportunity to 

understand the factors that cause these children feel isolated and powerless. There are 

methodological and ethical challenges because of their illegal social status and their 

marginalized- circumstances. This study identifies several challenges to the lives of refugees 

under the illegal status. This research illuminates that there is a burning need of caring 

community that gives substantial support to the lives of people from developing countries. It 

is important for policymakers, social scientists, and educationists to join hand-in-hand in 

addressing the disadvantage, social inequality in the context of displaced populations.   

           The study is based on ‘the multi-dimensional challenges upon Myanmar refugee 

children in Malaysia context’ so that further research processes should be carried out to 

investigate a range of interesting outcomes across developmental ages, in different 

geographical areas, different cultural backgrounds. There are many examples of individuals 

from refugee background that have changed their lives in constructive ways. These 

individuals are portrayed as resilient refugees. They are termed as ordinary people in 

extraordinary circumstances. Further researches are needed not only on the interest of 

replication of this research but also to discover some specific factors that are related to 
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refugee population under different countries, different sets of challenges, their resilient 

factors, perceptions of adversities, and their achievements. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

Interest in women entrepreneurs has led to a growing number of research on the group. 

However, it is not uncommon that gender perspective has received little attention in women 

entrepreneurship research. This paper addresses this gap by investigating the influence of 

gendered institutions on women’s entrepreneurial activities. This study was contextualised 

within the experiences of Bumiputera women handicraft entrepreneurs (BWEs) in Sabah. This 

study adopts an interpretative approach and uses semi-structured interviews as the main data 

collection technique in exploring the experiences of 21 BWEs who are producing handicraft 

goods for their businesses. Results indicated that BWEs view their businesses as important for 

accommodating the next generation in business and in providing a comfortable life for the 

existing family. However, the findings revealed that the issue of gendered institutions have a 

significant influence on BWEs particularly in terms of the amount and quality of human 

capital they possess, access to financial resources, diversity of networks as well as time and 

mobility in fulfilling business responsibilities. This paper shows that BWEs’ entrepreneurial 

activities can be better understood by taking into consideration institutional contexts that are 

significant in influencing the operation of their businesses. This paper contributes to the 

literature on gender-related business barriers and the experiences of women entrepreneurs in a 

non-Western context. 

 

Keywords: Gendered institutions, women entrepreneurs, handicraft industry, challenges. 

 

1. Introduction 

The women’s institutional environment has long been debated as being ‘developed, 

dominated and symbolically interpreted from the standpoint of men in leading positions’ 

(Acker, 1992, p. 567). Except for the family institution, other institutional structures such as 

the economy, social, politics and many others are defined by the absence of women, thus 

creating the gendered institutions situation. To challenge the view that ‘society is man-made’ 
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(Hakim, 2006, p. 279), women fight for their inclusion in all aspects of the social and 

institutional world (Evans, 2011), particularly in the course of economic development 

(Potrafke and Ursprung, 2012). While the effects of gendered institutions in influencing 

women’s involvement in entrepreneurial activities has been established in the women’s 

entrepreneurship literature, this research area is of recent origin and requires further 

exploration (Patak, Goltz and Buche, 2013). In this study, this gap is addressed. The concept 

of gendered institutions used in this study refers to institutional structure practices that impact 

differently on women and men (Van Staveren, 2013). It is the focus of this paper to explore 

how gendered institutions influence the entrepreneurial activities of BWEs particularly in 

hindering the progress of their business.  

 

2. Bumiputera women entrepreneurs (BWEs) and the Malaysia handicraft industry 

The Malaysian handicraft industry is represented largely by the Bumiputera group-the largest 

population group in Malaysia, as well as women entrepreneurs (Mat Amin, 2006; MHDC 

Sabah, 2008). One possible reason for the high involvement of BWEs is related to the 

characteristics of the industry that hold advantages for them in starting their businesses. Those 

characteristics are: it is a home-based industry, which therefore requires minimum overhead 

expenses and infrastructure to establish and operate; it is small-scale; and it employs a high 

number of women as part-time workers (“Full potential of handicraft”, 2012). However, it is 

argued that issues and challenges exist at almost all levels of the handicraft industry: 

production, research and development, marketing, human resources and regulations (Mat 

Amin, 2006). In addition, the industry also face with the demand (i.e. competitiveness) and 

supply (e.g. skilled labour, price of raw material) constraints (Hatta Azad Khan, 2006; 

Redzuan and Aref, 2011). As such, it is the interest of this study to investigate how BWEs 

face common challenges of the industry as well as other challenges that are specifically 

associated with women entrepreneurs. 

 

3. Literature review 

In everyday life, a person is instantly recognised as a man or woman, and all daily activities 

are carried out based on this distinction (Connell, 2009).  However, it has been argued that the 

use of biological sex in explaining the experience of women in society is inappropriate, as it 

does not acknowledge women’s differences in relation to men (Greed, 2005; Moser, 1993). 

Therefore, the concept of gender is seen as relevant in providing a better understanding of 
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women’s reality. Nevertheless, in the women’s social environment, it is men who control the 

majority of power resources, thus it is men who dominate women (Bradley, 2007). The 

domination of men in every aspect of women’s lives has caused different types of 

constraining factors for women and such constraints is known as gendered institutions (Goetz, 

1997). These constraints can appear in formal institutions (e.g. policy in accessing resources) 

as well as informal institutions (e.g. cultural practices). These constraints will be faced by 

women in carrying out their tasks, both in the private and public sphere, including their 

involvement in entrepreneurial activities. Within this context, it is not uncommon that 

women’s involvement in the public sphere is discriminated as they have to ‘mimic the aspects 

of male behaviour’ (Evans, 2011, p. 604) and their achievements are measured based on the 

achievements of men (Ahl, 2006; Loscocco and Bird, 2012). 

Although getting involved in entrepreneurial activities is never free of problems, it is 

argued that the process is `trickier’ for women than men (McGowan, Redeker, Cooper & 

Greenan, 2012, p. 69). The fact that women are disadvantaged compared to men in society 

makes their business challenges more extensive than men (Brush and Gatewood, 2008). This 

situation creates the gendered institutions issue for women entrepreneurs. For example, the 

influence of gendered institutions can be seen in a situation where the financial institutions 

prefer in giving financial support to larger and more established firms (Coleman, 2000) and to 

charge higher interest rates for women (Muravyev,  Talavera and Schäfer, 2009). Given that 

women-owned businesses are normally smaller than men-owned businesses (Alsos, Isaksen 

and Ljunggren, 2006), it can be argued that such practices could minimise women’s potential 

to access finance. In addition, women entrepreneurs are argued to have a limited amount and 

quality of human capital, particularly in relation to education and prior employment 

experience (Boden and Nucci, 2000), a lack of experience as entrepreneurs (McGowan et al., 

2012) and a lack of business and managerial skills (Roomi, Harrison & Beaumont-Kerridge, 

2009). These constraining factors can be argued to be the result of their previous employment, 

which is mostly in ‘low-paid, unskilled or semi-skilled positions and service sector’ (Carter, 

2000, p. 329). Jobs in the service industry are seen as well suited for female –type aptitudes 

and skill sets (England, Budig & Folbre, 2002). Although this situation should be 

advantageous to women, it may affects factors that explain gender differences in 

entrepreneurship participation rates (Elam and Terjesen, 2010).  In addition, unlike men, 

women entrepreneurs also confront gender-related obstacles (Roomi and Parrott, 2008; Sadi 

and Al-Ghazali, 2010) and family issues remain as the greatest challenge for women 
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entrepreneurs (Fielden and Davidson, 2005). The idea that self-employment provides greater 

flexibility between the family and work roles has caused women to `devalue’ their businesses 

(Marlow, 2002, p. 89). Often women’s involvement in business is subject to their husband’s 

permission and the continuity of their traditional roles as women (Al-Dajani and Marlow, 

2010), thus limiting the time and mobility for business responsibilities (Ahmad, 2011). 

4. Methodology 

This study was conducted based on the inductive research strategy (Blaikie, 2000).  This 

study adopts a qualitative research design (Creswell, 2014) that focuses on an interpretivist 

approach (Mason, 2002) and capitalises on the in-depth interview strategy (Patton, 2002). The 

adoption of an in-depth interview strategy allows researchers to enter into BWEs’ 

perspectives and capture BWEs’ own words through formal conversations (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2011; Patton, 2002, Punch, 2005), thus replacing the `view from above’ (i.e. 

researcher’s view) to the `view from below’ (i.e. women’s views) (Mies, 1993, p. 68). A 

purposive sampling technique (Patton, 2002) was adopted in selecting the 21 BWEs based on 

four sample criteria: Bumiputera status, small and medium enterprise owners, involved in the 

handicraft industry and have established their businesses for more than 3.5 years (Kelley, 

Bosma & Amorós, 2011). Thematic analysis was carried out on the interview transcripts 

(Attride-Stirling, 2001) to obtain knowledge about BWEs’ experiences in managing business 

and the extent to which the experiences were influenced by the gendered institutions issue. 

5. Findings 

5.1 Business performance of BWEs 

The data revealed that BWEs view of their positive business performance based on non-

primary performance measures.  They indicated that their business achievements were related 

to improvements in their personal life - ‘build my own house,’ increased savings’ and 

‘generate monthly income’ (BWE4, BWE5) as well as their family- ‘better education’ 

(BWE7) and ‘entering universities’ (BWE19). In addition, other BWEs agreed that a positive 

business performance can ensure that their children “could take over” (BWE3), “can carry 

on the legacy” (BWE18), thus allowing the business to be “passed down for generations” 

(BWE8). However, although BWEs are satisfied with their business performance, the use of 

terms “comfortable” (BWE1, BWE6 and BWE19), “pretty good” (BWE19) and “okay” 

(BWE6 and BWE11) indicates that BWEs have some reservations in describing their business 

performance.  
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5.2 The challenges related to gendered institutions faced by BWEs 

5.2.1 Limited amount and quality of human capital 

The data revealed that, in general, BWEs have a low level of educational attainment. For 

example, BWEs highlight that “it has never been easy to run the business if you’re not 

educated” (BWE14) “the only drawback is that I’m not highly educated” (BWE7) and “I’m 

not highly educated (BWE17). The majority of BWEs have been exposed to handicraft 

activities since they were young; therefore, this experience has provided them with the 

necessary skills to produce their handicraft products.  However, in some aspects of their 

businesses, BWEs felt that they need to be equipped with other skills that can help their 

business to survive. For example; skills in “designing handicraft” (BWE17; BWE18) and 

“communication” (BWE2; BWE14). For BWEs, the lack of communication skills has caused 

them difficulty such as in “communicating with people in the urban areas” (BWE14) as well 

as in “influencing people so that they become confident” in their business (BWE2). BWEs 

view indicate that while the handicraft knowledge and skills possessed by BWEs has helped 

them to establish their business, there is a need for BWEs to master other related skills 

appropriate to their business development. The majority of BWEs obtained work-related 

experience in an informal way. Although useful, their experience was limited to particular 

tasks. BWEs stated: “I’ve been taking weaving orders at home” (BWE14); “I’d only sell 

them if there is any order” (BWE16) and “But at the time, I was doing it for fun, a part-time 

job” (BWE11). Also, the formal work experiences of BWEs were more related to low-level 

jobs such as sales assistants in retail businesses or administration work in government offices. 

Again, this informal business experience provides BWEs with less knowledge of running a 

formal business. In fact, BWE18 shared the feeling of “insecure in doing business” due to the 

fact that she is not highly educated and lacks of experience. 

 

5.2.2 Limited access to financial resources 

The majority of BWEs (16) used their personal money, five obtained capital from their 

spouses and one from a family member, yet, these funding sources were highlighted as 

insufficient and limit the capacity of their business operations. Only two BWEs (BWE16 and 

BWE19) had obtained a government loan and one BWE (BWE11) had successfully obtained 
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a business loan from a bank. The external sources of financing for BWEs in this study are 

mainly from government organisations and in the form of micro-financing. The data revealed 

some gendered institutions issues in accessing micro-financing in which BWEs’ applications 

need to be attached with “a copy of my identity card and my husband’s” (BWE18), “a copy of 

my husband’s and my ID (BWE21) and “a copy of your ID [BWE] and your [BWE] 

husband’s” (BWE17) and applied in a group with other BWEs. This procedure indicates the 

secondary position of BWEs’ in relation to men in accessing external financing and BWEs as 

risky borrowers.  

 

5.2.3 Limited diversity of networks 

The data revealed that BWEs refer most of their business issues to their friends, particularly 

because they have lack of knowledge on other alternatives of networks that can be accessed. 

This informal network is mostly consist of BWEs’ friends who are also micro handicraft 

entrepreneurs or handicraft producers which is significant in providing information about “to 

get the supplies” (BWE20), “to apply for a loan [paperwork]” (BWE5), “business 

information” (BWE6, BWE16, BWE20) and  “product out-sourcing” (BWE4, BWE18). In 

addition, BWEs are mostly registered with a government organisation that is responsible for 

the development of the handicraft industry in the research area. However, BWEs stated that 

the networking with government organisations only gives advantage to the organisations in 

developing handicraft “census” (BWE4) but “without wanting to probe about the conditions 

of the handicraft producers” (BWE16). 

5.2.4 Limited time and mobility for business responsibilities 

Regardless their marital status, BWEs agree on the strong presence of the gender-appropriate 

behaviour in the Malaysian context and this issue is more prevalent for married than for single 

BWEs. For example, BWE5 shared her view that: “I was single when I started running the 

business so I didn’t feel that difficult then. But once I got married and have kids, this is much 

more challenging.” However, although BWEs manage to juggle their different roles, it is 

done at their expense. They stated that after completing their domestic tasks, they work “until 

midnight”   (BWE8, BWE11) and “until late at night after my children were all asleep” 

(BWE14). In this sense, BWEs forfeit their personal time and prolong their working hours 

producing handicraft products in the domestic environment. In addition, while BWEs agree 

that they get support from their spouses in conducting their businesses, they use phrases such 
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as “a fussy man” (BWE3), “as long as I settle all the house chores” (BWE17), “it’s difficult 

for women to leave their houses” (BWE21) and “if their husbands won’t stop them” to 

describe the freedom they have in running their businesses. These phrases show that BWEs’ 

freedom in conducting their businesses is subject to their spouse consent. 

 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

This study revealed that BWEs views business performance as related to the increase of 

personal assets, economically less dependent on their husbands, ability to accommodate the 

next generation in business and ability to provide a comfortable life for the existing family as 

highlighted by Osman et al. (2010). In this sense, the use of financial factor such as turnover 

and number of employees (e.g. Shaw et al., 2009) in determining the business performance of 

BWEs is not established in this study. Interestingly, it can be seen that family institution helps 

BWEs to set a long-term focus for their businesses. The significant of family institution in 

influencing BWEs’ business survival provides a new perspective that can enhance the existing 

theoretical understandings of entrepreneurial activities of women entrepreneurs. The study 

discovered that BWEs possess limited amount and quality of human capital as highlighted by 

previous researchers (e.g. McGowan et al., 2012; Roomi et al., 2009). The data revealed that 

the reason of BWEs early involvement in producing handicraft products was to generate 

additional income for their family. Since the handicraft making activities are generally 

perceived by society as women’s work, the responsibility of producing handicraft products 

was automatically given to the ‘young’ BWEs. As such, it becomes apparent that the need to 

increase the economy of the family through the production of handicraft products has 

minimised the educational opportunities for BWEs after completing their secondary school. In 

addition, the institutional perception on women’s employment suitability (e.g. tailoring at 

home, helping family members, low-level jobs in retail or service businesses) has provided 

BWEs with limited skills and knowledge necessary for their businesses.  In this respect, these 

findings support previous claims that women’s previous working experience in the service 

industry (England, Budig and Folbre, 2002) and in ‘low-paid, unskilled or semi-skilled 

positions and service sector’ (Carter, 2000: 329) has placed women at a disadvantage position 

in relation to men.  

The analysis shows that external financing is not common for BWEs, although some 

of them   have successfully secured external financing from government organisations.  

However, BWEs agree that this source of financing were insufficient and limit the capacity of 
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their business operations, thus corresponding with the argument that government financing is 

limited and less focused on business expansion (Welter, 2004). This study demonstrates two 

issues in accessing micro financing for BWEs: the need to support application with their 

spouse’s identity card and the need to apply in a group with other BWE the need for BWEs to 

use their spouse’s identity card when applying for finance shows another influence of the 

spouse’s role in BWEs’ entrepreneurial activity. While the former reflects the dominant role 

of men over women’s productive activities in the public sphere that is prevalent in the non-

Western context (Tan, Lee & Theng, 2002), the latter reinforce the view of women as risky 

borrowers- a perception that has long been debated in the women’s entrepreneurship literature 

(e.g. Coleman, 2000; Muravyev et al., 2009). The findings also reveal that BWEs rely heavily 

on social networking with friends as their main support network (McGowan and Hampton, 

2007; Roomi et al., 2009). However, the appropriateness and adequacy of the guidance and 

advice received from other BWEs in helping the survival of their businesses is debatable, thus 

conforming the previous argument on the value of the information obtained from the informal 

women’s networks (Renzulli, Aldrich & Moody, 2000). BWEs agree on the importance of 

being formally networked as highlighted by (McGowan and Hampton, 2007), however, the 

formal network which is developed with government organisations is regarded as no quality 

due to the lack of concern on the issue of gender sensitivity (Huq and Moyeen, 2011). Finally, 

this study found that women’s domestic roles take priority over their roles as entrepreneurs, 

thus indicating the presence of strong prevailing traditions and values which determine the 

gender identities of men and women in Malaysia (Ariffin, 1999; Hashim, Md. Yusof, Ismail 

& Raihanah, 2011) and devalue women’s enterprises (Marlow, 2002). The data revealed that 

BWEs need to obtain their spouse’s consent before engaging in entrepreneurial-related 

activities (Al-Dajani and Marlow, 2010). The conflicts that occur in carrying out family and 

business responsibilities described by BWEs in this study suggest and support previous claims 

that women’s social environment has a great influence on their entrepreneurial activities 

(Marlow, 2002; Roomi and Parrot, 2008 and Sadi and Al-Ghazali, 2010). 

 

7. Implication for policymakers 

 

This study recommends that the challenges faced by BWEs which are related to gendered 

institutional issue can be minimised through the relevant government support programmes 

that are not developed based on the concept of ‘one-size-fits-all’. First and foremost, any 

entrepreneurial support programmes that are designed for BWEs should reflect the stage of 
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their businesses. For example, the financial initiatives for BWEs should be able to support the 

financial needs at various stages of their business, thus minimising the phenomenon of too 

much micro financing for women entrepreneurs. Secondly, any entrepreneurial training 

programmes should consider the impact of gender inequalities on BWEs by capturing the 

questions of where, when and how the programmes will be conducted, what is the focus of the 

programmes and who is responsible for delivering the programmes. By capturing these 

questions, the impact of gendered issues on BWEs can be minimised, thus increasing their 

involvement in as well as improving the quality of the entrepreneurial training programmes. 

Finally, more efforts by government organisations should be made in giving exposure on 

current business and gender issues to government officials (GOs) and other employees of the 

organisations, thus strengthening the quality of networks between BWEs and GOs.  
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ABSTRACT 

This conceptual paper aims to explore the meaning of gender-specific policies in the context 

of women’s role in Malaysia. In developing countries such as Malaysia, family targeted 

policies are often raised under women’s rights and empowerment within the context of gender 

equality. On the 10th of June 2018, Deputy Prime Minister in Malaysia Datuk Seri Dr Wan 

Azizah Wan Ismail, who is also the Minister for Women, Family and Community 

Development urges that flexible hours for women in relevant employment areas should be 

implemented after further studies.  This intention is lauded for all Malaysian women, but by 

explicitly targeting women in gender-specific policies, it would lead to other dilemmas: are 

we empowering women or are we reinforcing the role of women as a mother and a wife? 

More specifically, by creating gender-specific policies, are we regressing women’s role in 

society and, in doing so, will we alienate other family members that have vital roles in the 

family institution. As preliminary research, this paper combined the reviews of a few selected 

flexible working arrangement (FWA) policies and its structures in Malaysia and selected 

countries with a series of literature reviews as a method. The initial finding departs from the 

traditional mainstream understanding of gender-specific rights and empowerment in the 

working sector by highlighting both the rights of women and other family members in 

policies related to the family institution in Malaysia.. This paper suggests, it is vital to 

deliberate the consequences of gender-specific policies prior to creating a family-friendly 

policy as it often has a negative connotation on women’s role in family and society. It is 

recommended this policy should include all relevant social members that will be beneficial for 

the family. More pertinently, by reimagining the policies that limit the role of women in 

Malaysia, we will be able to empower them. 

 

Keywords: Empowerment, Flexible Working Arrangement, Gender-Specific Policies, 

Reimagining, Women 
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Introduction 
 

In 2014, the Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development (MWFCD) and the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) collaborated to study women’s labour 

force participation in Malaysia. The project revealed that most Malaysian women respondents 

struggled with work-life balance. This was mainly due to their inclination to perform care 

work compared to others in the family. In June 2018, Malaysia’s Minister for Women, Family 

and Community Development, Datuk Seri Dr Wan Azizah Wan Ismail, pushed for flexible 

working hours for women and this is in line with the study to support the work-life balance of 

working women in Malaysia. Nevertheless, MWFCD and UNDP’s report also emphasised 

that the government must ensure the stereotyping of women’s role is stopped and 

responsibilities at home must be shared with their partners. While the push for flexible 

working hours for women in Malaysia is applauded, we must ask if this policy is 

implemented, will it help to balance the work-life of working women and more significantly, 

does it help end the stereotyping of women’s role?  

There have been attempts to reconcile the traditional division of labour in countries 

like Germany. As a conservative welfare state that is dependent on the male breadwinner 

model, Germany is showing progress in regulating their archetypal division of labour (Olah & 

Fratczak, 2009). For example, Germany has successfully implemented the Elterngeld 

programme that supports parents in the early stages of their children’s life. This programme 

provides financial support for child care so that both parents can achieve work-life balance. 

According to Botsch (2015), this income replacement scheme encourages fathers to play a 

more active role in child care and it allows mothers to continue being actively employed. 

Moreover, Olah and Fratczak (2009) reported that women were re-entering the labour market 

earlier than before the implementation of the programme. This reveals that focusing on 

family-friendly policies
4
 (FFP) instead of gender-specific policies will allow women to shed 

their stereotypical role as only a mother and empower them in employment. Furthermore, it 

also allows men to play a more active role in family care. Therefore, this paper argues that the 

push for policies focusing on women alone is not sufficient to ease the burden of working 

Malaysian women and to stop the stereotyping of their role in society. Thus, the objective of 

                                                           
4 In this paper, FFP refers to policies that take into consideration all relevant parties in family care regardless of 

gender while gender-specific policy is a policy targeted at a specific gender. This paper supports policies that 
are gender-specific, especially ones that give voice to women, but believes the narratives of all involving parties 
should be included. 
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this paper is to explore the meaning of gender-specific policies in available FFP in Malaysia 

and other countries that are related to family care matters.  

Literature Review 

Between 1970 and 2017, the female labour force participation rate in Malaysia increased from 

36%
5
 to 55%

6
. This was a significant 19% increment compared to the male labour force 

participation rate that declined from 83% to 81%. The increment was possible due to the 

industrialisation process in the 1970s. As a leading producer of natural rubber and tin ore in 

the 1970s, Malaysia was able to kick-start its industrialisation process (see Hirschman & 

Aghajanian, 1980). Simultaneously, a fundamental change was occurring to Malaysia’s 

industrialisation policies. Subramaniam and Selvaratnam (2010, pp. 43-44) observed that 

Malaysia was shifting from being an import-focused industry to an export-oriented industry. 

The combination of these, along with the need to support their families in the midst of 

urbanisation and to gain self-autonomy (see Ariffin, 1983; Heng, 1994) have led to an 

increase in female labour force in Malaysia.  

 Nonetheless, women face work-home challenges, often more than men, in juggling 

their time at work and at home (see Aminah, 2005; Hill, Märtinson, Ferris, & Baker, 2004; 

Marican & Sabil, 2017). In ‘Women at Work’ (2016, p. 66), the International Labor Office 

(ILO) reported that women who work full time and have larger care responsibilities face 

issues with their income, career development, and status at retirement. The report further 

stated that this occurs because women in this position are unable to contribute to extending 

working hours and often they are the ones that initiate care for their family and little children 

(see also Subramaniam, Ali, & Overton, 2010). A possible explanation for this comes from 

Franck’s (2012) research on informal micro-entrepreneurship for women in Penang, 

Malaysia. In her research, she found that even when women took over the breadwinner role, 

there was ‘no re-negotiation of the gendered division of labour within the household’ (Franck, 

2012, p. 71). In short, women are still expected to fulfil their domestic roles while working in 

paid employment. The continuation of this normative behaviour further stereotyped their role. 

According to the ILO report (2016, p. 1), this inclination is the reason women are still 

experiencing inequality at work.  

                                                           
5 Malaysia’s 1970 Census: An Interim Report on the Post-Enumeration Survey. 
6 The World Bank Data. Retrieved on 16th September 2018.   
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Realising the inequalities faced by Malaysia’s female workforce such as the 

discrimination of working females with families and work-home conflicts, the Malaysian 

Government is adapting to support flexible working arrangement (FWA
7
) and family-friendly 

system at the workplace. Specifically, the government is offering grants and tax incentives to 

encourage organisations to implement parent-friendly work settings and to retain women in 

employment. Examples are retention grant and double tax deduction for organisations that 

hire and train women on a career break and provide a childcare centre in the workplace. Based 

on TalentCorp’s survey (2014), corporations such as Sunway, Maybank, Taylor’s Education 

Group, and Celcom have taken the initiative to introduce flexible working arrangements such 

as flexible working hours. Nevertheless, these arrangements were not a policy introduced by 

the government, which explains the insistence of the Minister for Women, Family and 

Community Development of Malaysia to introduce flexible working hours for women
8
. 

According to Hill et al. (2004), flexible working hours are imperative as it enables women 

with young children to balance their time for work and home. 

While Malaysia is still in the early stages of seeking resolutions for working women, 

other countries like Norway, Sweden, Germany, Australia, New Zealand, and the United 

States have long advanced and evolved in FFP. For instance, the focus on women’s 

entitlements in family policies has shifted to the labour market status of women instead of 

their role as mothers since the early 1970s in Sweden (Lewis & Åström, 1992). Besides that, 

in Brandth and Kvande’s study (2009), they discovered that the six weeks of parental leave 

period reserved for fathers in Norway had a positive effect on their participation in child care. 

These two studies have revealed that FFP does not have to hinge on women’s role as a mother 

and as a wife and it can include fathers and other carers into the FFP.  

Hence, Malaysia should not consider FFP solely based on women’s role as mothers 

but should also take their labour market status into consideration. In addition, the FFP must 

consider the role of fathers and other carers in family care. With more fathers being involved 

in caring for the family, women can be more present at work and thus empowered.  

Method 

                                                           
7 FWA is a work arrangement that considers flexibility in a workplace or work time regularly as an alternative of  

parental leave (see Allen, Johnson, Kiburz, & Shockley, 2013; Hegewisch, 2009; Subramaniam & Selvaratnam, 

2010, p. 44; Workplace Flexibility 2010, 2006) 

 

 
8 There is, however, no mention of fathers or other carers’ role in these arrangements. 
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This paper works as a conceptual paper to initiate a preliminary investigation into the nature 

of FFP in Malaysia. As a conceptual paper, it is solely based on literature review that was 

accomplished in two parts. The first part focused on reviewing the available FFP in Malaysia. 

This paper chose to focus on one policy in Malaysia, i.e. Circulation Number 5/2014 

(Childcare Leave [CL]). This government policy was chosen because it is not only crucial for 

the public sector as the single largest employer in Malaysia but it, directly and indirectly, 

influences the private sector as well (see Abdullah & Mansor, 2009). The second part focused 

on reviewing the policies and issues of previous researches on FFP, particularly those from 

countries with established FFP such as Sweden and Norway. This review enabled a preview 

into the present condition of FFP and to some extent the FWA in Malaysia, whereby its 

prospects and limitations were examined. The paper faced some restrictions due to its limited 

research resources and thus urges for future research on FFP in Malaysia to be conducted as 

promptly as possible. Based on this, the future research on FFP in Malaysia is more likely to 

be descriptive and explorative. Hence, this paper suggests a quantitative approach with the 

Likert survey as a primary method to obtain respondents’ perceptions of gender-specific and 

gender-neutral policies involving all relevant parties in family care. 

Findings and Analysis  

Since Malaysia has no FWA policy, this paper has considered a few government FFP in 

Malaysia, namely Circulation Number 5/2014 and Circulation Number 11/2017. These 

policies were chosen because it offers a current view on FFP that are gender-specific. 

However, for discussion purposes, this paper will only focus on Circulation Number 5/2014. 

Circulation Number 5/2014 is the latest and improved version of CL policy for female 

government employees. This policy was first introduced in the Service Circulation Number 9 

in 1991. In the circulation, a female employee who has recently given birth can apply for 

unpaid leave up to 90 days, once she has completed her 42 days of paid maternity leave. The 

purpose was to offer an additional period for breastfeeding and care for the newborn baby. 

This policy ensures a secured job for female government employees who must care for their 

young children. Although CL differs from Maternity Leave (ML), they both work together.  

In 1998, under Circulation Number 2, the number of ML was increased to 60 days. 

Consequently, the CL became applicable on the 61st day after the ML ends. In Circulation 

Number 15/2007, the CL was once again considered for the betterment of the family. In this 

circulation, the government granted up to 1,825 days of unpaid leave (equivalent to 5 years) to 
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female government employees with children under the age of 5. Following this, in line with 

the Tenth Malaysia Plan to empower women to enhance their economic contribution, the 

Malaysian government improved the CL policy. Therefore, in circulation Number 5/2014, the 

CL is no longer bounded to the ML. Female government employees could now split their 

leave between their children, granted it is within the 5-year limit and only for children aged 5 

years old and below. Additionally, this policy is now extended to female government 

employees with stepchildren, legally adopted children, and minors under guardian’s care. 

Furthermore, all these employees will still be considered for promotion during this period.  

Increasing the number of CL was a huge step forward in terms of FFP in Malaysia. 

Nevertheless, this policy is a double-edged sword. On one end, it permits female employees to 

take care of their child while simultaneously it secures their job and career since this policy 

allows them to be considered for promotion if they have fulfilled the requirements by the time 

they commence their leave. On the other end, the leave, which is only made available to 

female employees, has forced the care of children and family to be the sole responsibility of 

women. This inevitably affects their career in the long run (Görlich & De Grip, 2008; K. J. 

Morgan & Zippel, 2003; Waldfogel, 2001). Besides that, the policy has also conveniently 

overlooked the father or carer’s role. Even though the Malaysian government’s aim was to 

empower women in economic contribution, this gender-specific policy has considerably 

regressed that intention, since it was created based on women’s role as a mother and a wife 

and not on their labour market status. On a deeper level, this female-as-the-main-family-carer 

model should not come as a surprise, as Malaysian women are subjected to a patriarchal 

society (see Subramaniam & Selvaratnam, 2010, p. 46). Rather than empowering women, this 

gender-specific policy appears to regress women’s role in Malaysian society. This was the 

underlying problem in the Swedish government’s old FFP.  

In the following section, the progress of FFP in Sweden will be briefly discussed. The 

paper’s intention is not to provide a historical context of the Swedish FFP but instead, it aims 

to draw out issues pertaining to gender-specific and gender-neutral policies.  

Issues in Gender-specific Policies  

Together with the rest of the Nordic countries, Sweden is considered a forerunner in designing 

FFP. One of Sweden’s earliest FFP focused on women’s status as mothers. As early as the 

beginning of the 20th century, Sweden has already adopted gender-specific policies. In 1900, 
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a maternity law was passed to prohibit women from working for two weeks following 

childbirth. This law was implemented because women cannot afford to be sick after childbirth 

because it will affect their roles as mother and wife (Stanfors & Larsson, 2014). Nonetheless, 

this maternity leave was unpaid and it did not guarantee the women’s job. However, 

discriminating women for being married and pregnant became unlawful, in 1936 and 1946, 

respectively. As for paid maternity leave, it only materialised in 1955. Prior to this, paid 

maternity leave was based on the agreement between two parties. In the 1940s, Alva Myrdal 

and Viola Klein pushed forward their influential idea for women’s right to be workers but this 

was heavily accompanied by their role as a mother (Lewis & Åström, 1992, p. 66). According 

to Stanfors and Larsson (2014), up until the late 1960s, many FFP was centred on women’s 

childbearing and family responsibilities. The issue with Sweden’s gender-specific FFP was it 

hindered women’s labour participation and significantly impeded gender equality (K. P. 

Morgan, 1991). Hence, by the end of the 1960s, the Swedish government strategized to define 

all adults as workers, thus relieving them from being dependent on the traditional model of 

division labour.  

Issues in Gender-neutral Policies 

In the 1970s, the Swedish government introduced flexible working rights for both parents. As 

part of their parental leave, parents are entitled to moderate their working hours from 8 to 6 

hours until the youngest child turns 8. In addition to this, each parent is entitled to 240 days of 

paid parental leave. To ensure gender equality, 90 days of this leave are kept solely for the 

father or mother and they are not transferable (see Åkerström, 2018). According to Hegewisch 

(2009), this played a significant role in increasing the labour force participation of Swedish 

women.  

Nevertheless, Gupta, Smith, and Verner (2008) believe certain ‘boomerang’ effects 

can emerge from this model of gender-neutral FFP. Similar to the study by Duvander, 

Ferrarini, and Thalberg (2005), they observed that flexible parental leave is often taken by 

mothers rather than fathers (see also Nielsen, Simonsen, & Verner, 2002). According to them, 

this has not only led to the worsening of women’s position in the labour market but also 

impacted their wages. They added that this negatively influenced the children’s welfare and 

cognitive development. Even though gender-neutral policies are intended to support gender 

equality and create a work-life balance, there still seems to be a problem.  
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 Brandth and Kvande (2009) offer an insight into the pros and cons of gender-neutral 

policies through a comparative study of gender-specific and gender-neutral policies in a 

Norwegian context. In 1993, the Norwegian government created a 6-week gender-specific 

parental leave reserved for fathers. Following that, in 1998, the Norwegian government rolled 

out a gender-neutral cash-for-care scheme. In Brandth and Kvandes’s (2009, pp. 186-187) 

research, they discovered that while the cash-for-care scheme is meant to promote gender 

equality, it is practised as a gendered one because it sits on a gendered social context (see 

Hagqvist, Nordenmark, Pérez, Trujillo Alemán, & Gillander Gådin, 2017). Nonetheless, 

through the gender-specific policy, fathers were found to be less stressed and strained to care 

for their children, while being the minority to do so.  

In summary, the review on the development of these policies not only reveal the 

challenges of gender-specific policies but it also highlights the issues of gender-neutral 

policies. Gender-specific policies were intended to support women at work and at home. 

Nevertheless, this has led to gender inequality at work as this model focused on women’s role 

as a homemaker. To counter this, Nordic countries developed gender-neutral policies with the 

intention to create gender equality. Even though Sweden focused on women’s labour market 

status in their FFP as early as in the 1970s, Lewis and Åström (1992) believe this has only 

changed the position of women. While men are included in the FFP, the gender-neutral 

policy, more often than not, inevitably forced women to decide their shift at work and at home 

more than men. Lewis and Åström (1992) noted that the rate of men claiming parental leave 

ranged between a low 5.5% and 6.5% in the span of 15 years. This raises the question 

regarding women’s inclination towards family care within gender-neutral policies and even in 

an assumed gendered-neutral model of division of labour. Interestingly, in a gender-specific 

policy such as the parental leave reserved for fathers in Norway, the autonomous participation 

of fathers in childcare is ensured. On the other hand, while Sweden has a 90-day leave 

reserved for fathers, by placing it under the guise of gender-neutral policy, it has reduced the 

need to recognise fathers’ role in childcare that remains neglected. Thus, comparatively, it 

appears Norway has induced more changes in the social norms concerning the archetypal role 

of fathers through gender-specific policy and this in some ways has reduced the stereotyping 

of fathers’ role. As such, to reduce the general stereotyping of women and men’s roles and 

their inclination to self-typecast, FFP could focus on inducing more changes in normative 

social behaviour.  

Malaysia’s CL policy is gender-specific and based on the traditional division of labour 
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model. Families in Malaysia are in dire need of an effective FFP, especially with the steady 

increment of female labour participation rate in Malaysia. As the government has the ability 

to influence gender equality (see Orloff, 1996), it is vital that during the early stages of 

drafting FWA and FFP in Malaysia, the fundamental issue of family care is considered. The 

mistakes of earlier FFP experienced by the Nordic countries that were based on the traditional 

division of labour model should be avoided. Even if the gender-neutral model is applied as the 

basis of the policy, precautionary steps must be taken so that it does not continue to stereotype 

women and men’s roles. Therefore, the Malaysian government needs to recognise the 

contributing power of women in Malaysia and the role of fathers and carers in FFP.  

 

Conclusion 

While gender-specific policies have significantly advanced gender equality, and improved 

women’s education and employment opportunities, women are yet to achieve work-life 

balance. ILO reported that women are still behind men in terms of employment, earnings, and 

working conditions (2016, p. 1). Apart from that, in the United Nations’ report (2015), it was 

observed that women worked longer hours than men if unpaid work was included. Even in 

developed nations, there is still a significant gap between the two genders. There is no doubt 

that women have gained more control in their lives, nevertheless, the responsibility to care for 

the family remains a women’s role and thus unchanged. Gupta et al. (2008) warn that an 

overemphasis on gender-specific or targeted policies will do modern women more disservice 

as it will hinder their career progression. This is because gender-specific policies were 

formulated based on women’s role as a mother and a wife instead of as a contributor to the 

labour market. However, despite this, Malaysia still does not have a policy that supports FWA 

and its FFP needs improvement. While the private sector is encouraged by the Malaysian 

government to be active in FFP, policy within the government is mostly absent. Moreover, it 

must also be realised that FFP in the private sector is considered more as a perk rather than as 

a requirement.  

Malaysia has a long way to go in terms of FFP and FWA. As Malaysian women’s 

presence is felt more than ever in employment, and men are ready to share the responsibilities 

at home, policymakers should avoid modelling the FFP based on the traditional division of 

labour model. Gender-specific policies should be considered if it is aimed at reforming social 

norms that generally assumes women to be the family caretaker and the male being 

uninvolved. This will ensure family members, be it the mother, father or carer who looks after 
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the family regardless of gender, could benefit from these policies. Women have always been 

resilient to the changes of the world but at times, this comes at a cost that is often theirs alone 

to bear. Besides, women should be able to pursue their career without being the foremost 

person the family is dependent upon. By reimagining the policies that limit the role of women 

in Malaysia, women can be empowered.  
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ABSTRACT 

Empowering and encouraging women to participate more fully in the home and public sphere 

is essential. Gender diversity in public institutions such as parliament assembly, executive positions 

and courts is particularly crucial, given that these institutions make decisions and create rules that 

affect people’s rights, behaviours and life choices. Ensuring that decision-making bodies reflect the 

diversity of the societies they represent guarantees a balanced perspective in designing and 

implementing these rules, and enables an inclusive approach to policy making and service delivery. 

The equal participation of women and men in decision-making processes at all levels expressed 

concern about the lack, at the local, national, regional and international levels, of sufficient 

information and data disaggregated by sex on the participation of women and men in decision-making 

processes in all areas, including the economy, the public and private sectors, the judiciary, 

international affairs, academia, trade unions, the media, non-governmental organizations and others;” 

and called on “the relevant entities of the United Nations system, other international and regional 

organizations, including the international financial institutions, national parliaments, political parties, 

civil society, including the private sector, trade unions, academia, the media, non- governmental 

organizations and other actors to take a series of actions to improve the participation of women in 

decision-making participants’ contributions indicated slow change 

Keywords: Gender, Economic, Decision making, public sector, Private sector.  

 

1. Introduction 

Traditionally, men have worked outside their home and have been considered as the 

breadwinners for the family. In the society, they have held more significant and powerful jobs 

such as those of doctors, lawyers or politicians. Women, on the other hand, have managed the 



 
107 

home front with their role confined to the domestic sphere. They are expected to stay at home, 

raise children and cooks meals for their family. Some of the women who worked outside 

home were usually engaged as nurses, secretaries, school teachers, receptionists, telephone 

operators or in some such stereotyped female profession. Empowering and encouraging 

women to participate more fully in the home and public sphere is essential. Gender diversity 

in public institutions such as parliament assembly, executive positions and courts is 

particularly crucial, given that these institutions make decisions and create rules that affect 

people’s rights, behaviours and life choices. Ensuring that decision-making bodies reflect the 

diversity of the societies they represent guarantees a balanced perspective in designing and 

implementing these rules, and enables an inclusive approach to policy making and service 

delivery.  

In India women are participating in areas of public life where they were not previously 

visible. Women are slowly but increasingly occupying senior positions in the public and 

private sectors, including the judiciary, the academia and the media. There was less evidence 

in the discussion of women in leadership roles in trade unions, professional associations, and 

non-traditional areas. Men are still overwhelmingly the decision-makers as senior executives 

and board members of corporations, public sector officials, judges and law-makers, media 

executives, negotiators in trade unions, and leaders of civil society organizations may not 

thought that women issues are also an important concern while making decisions. But it is 

obvious that the institutions leaded by women love achieved considerably. 

 According to John Gardner, in On Leadership, "Leadership is the process of 

persuasion or example by which an individual (or leadership team) induces a group to pursue 

objectives held by the leader or shared by the leader and his or her followers." If we accept 

that definition, then leadership style is the way in which that process is carried out. Leaders' 

styles encompass how they relate to others within and outside the organization, how they view 

themselves and their position, and - to a very large extent - whether or not they are successful 

as leaders. 

1.1. Closing gender gaps in public life  

Women’s access to public leadership positions, whether in politics, the legal profession, the 

private sector or academia, remains elusive across the world. Women comprise only one in  five 

parliamentarians and just 27% of judges worldwide. A mere 22% per cent of senior managers in 

economic and strategic positions in the India public sector are women.  

1.2 .Strengthening women’s voice  
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  Despite progress and women’s proven ability to lead, women’s voter turnout is consistently 

lower than men’s at both local and national levels across the world.  

1.3 .Increasing the inclusiveness of policy making and programme delivery   

The capacity of governments to incorporate gender considerations into government spending, 

policies and programmes – e.g. looking at how different policy choices affect both men and women – 

remains uneven. Governments will need to address these gaps to deliver on their commitments of 

fostering inclusive growth, restoring public trust and enhancing women’s de facto equality in all 

arenas. To this end, the Global Forum will explore different approaches to making the state: 

1.4 Achieving Gender Balance in Public Leadership 

  The public sector is among the largest national employers in many countries, and women are 

strongly represented in many public sectors. Yet only a few countries exceed 40% representation in 

the top echelons of civil service, and women leaders are often conned to social portfolios. 

1.5 Implications of Women's Status for Participation in Leadership, Governance and 

       Development  

Women constitute half of India population. They are essential and largely unacknowledged 

contribution to economic life and play a crucial role in all spheres of society. However, the restrictive 

practices and constraints have not allowed them to take advantage of their numbers and position in 

order to significantly influence the decision-making processes. As a result, the potential of half of the 

India population remains unexplored and the scope of labour, energy, and human resources available 

for national development is restricted. India women have been marginalized in the formal political 

systems owing to traditional beliefs and practices which inhibit their advancement and participation in 

public life. 

1.6. Creating awareness 

An honest conversation between men and women needs to begin in order to raise 

awareness of the subtle inhibiters to women's experience in the workplace. Leaders must 

create and leverage awareness around the principles and values of diversity in business. A 

review of the corporate leadership paradigm is required to shift models of authority away 

from a narrow, technical, short-term orientation that rewards some men and isolates most 

women. Leadership expectations need to be made explicit throughout management ranks, 

drilled down through organizations, and underpinned by specific performance indicators and 

incentives that change behaviours.  
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1.7. Situational Style  

Some participants selected the situational style of leadership based on their work with 

different people of different educational and social backgrounds and those who have different needs; 

therefore, changing the leadership style from time to time was the perfect choice. One participant 

responded that in their place of business, customers are never sure until the last minute, so one needs 

to go with the flow, and tries to adapt to the customer’s request because they believe that the 

customers are always right. Because of the dynamic nature of another participant’s job, and their 

subordinates are not as skilled or as highly educated, therefore, their leadership style is situational 

because this participant adapts to the changing needs, and people in the organization up to a level that 

their decision-making and leadership styles are accepted by their constituents. Flexibility was another 

reason why some of the participants selected the situational style of leadership. Many respondents 

believed that they work better with bosses who are flexible, and considerate of their needs, therefore, 

they in turn have been considerate and flexible towards the needs of their subordinates. People are 

different and one is bound to see new things, therefore, one should adapt or change things as they 

come. One respondent answered that “no man is an island, so you need other people’s idea to function 

as a leader and giving enough room for change in the organizational by being flexible”. 

1.8. Leadership and leadership theory, and actually listed a whole bunch of common  leadership 

styles: 

 Bureaucratic leadership, in which a task-oriented leader focuses on following every rule with 

an organization objective or organization purpose in mind 

 Charismatic leadership, in which a leader boasts the skills to inspire and influence their whole 

team and is energetic in motivating others to move forward 

 Servant leadership, in which leaders focus on meeting the needs of the team perhaps with 

specific goals or a vision in mind 

 Transactional leadership, in which leaders inspire by expecting the best from everyone and 

themselves 

 Situational leadership, in which a leader adjusts their style to fit the development level of the 

followers they're trying to influence 

 Transformational leadership, which is a leadership approach that instills positive change in 

individuals and social systems and, ideally, turns followers into leaders with similar traits and 

qualities, too 

 Servant leadership, which is a philosophy and set of practices that enriches the lives of 

individuals, builds better organizations and strives for a more just and caring world 
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1.9. Conceptions of Leadership 

The leadership style of an organization may be concerned with less dramatic issues than 

these examples, but it nonetheless has profound effects on the people within that organization, 

and on everything the organization does. Styles have to do with a leader's - and organization's 

- ideas of what leadership is and does. Possible conceptions include:  

 Exercising power. Leadership is a matter of pursuing one's own ends. Asserting power over 

others is an end in itself, and symbolizes one's position as a leader. 

 Gaining and exercising the privileges of high status. Leadership is about getting to the top, 

and being recognized as having the highest status. 

 Being the boss. Leadership is overseeing the work of the organization by telling everyone 

what to do when, and rewarding or punishing as appropriate. 

 Task orientation. Leadership is getting the job done - that's all that matters. 

 Taking care of people. Leadership is looking out for those you lead, and making sure they get 

what they need. 

 Empowerment. Leadership is helping those you lead gain power and become leaders. 

2. Review of Literature   

Eyben (2010) describes political empowerment as “people’s capacity to influence policy, 

make demands, and call to account the state institutions that impact upon their lives. This includes 

political representation and collective action”. When considering women’s participation in public and 

political life, empowerment must also consider women’s access and mobilization within formal and 

informal political spaces. No longer can political empowerment be conceptualized as limited to the 

formal sector, including elections and political parties. It now must span new public and political 

spaces that, as yet, remain under-analyzed, raising new questions 

Gardner (1995) is ‘the ability to influence  either directly or indirectly the behaviour, thoughts, 

and actions of a significant number of individuals’. A comprehensive definition of leadership is that of 

a process in which an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal 

(Northouse, 2004). Though these definitions look simple the concept is least understood and in itself 

involves much more. According to Gardner (1995, p. 292), “The greatest challenge the leaders face is 

to bring about significant and lasting changes in a large and heterogeneous group”. Leadership style is 

by definition leadership behaviour with two clearly independent dimensions: the task dimension that 

includes goal setting, organization, direction, and control; and the relationship dimension involving 

support, communication, interaction, and active listening (Hersey and Blanchard, 1988). A precise 

definition of the perfect or ideal leadership style would be useless considering the numerous factors 

that might shape such a style (Trinidad and Normore, 2005) 
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3. Research Methodology 

3.1 Objectives 

 To analyze the socio-economic background of the respondents 

 To study the leadership and decision making of the women in private and public. 

 To suggest future action plan for gender 

3.2 Sampling 

Sampling involves the selection of a few items from the particular group to be studied with a 

view to obtaining relevant data that help draw conclusions regarding the entire group. The research 

design was a survey-based design study. Cluster sampling is a sampling technique adopted in this 

study. Cluster sampling is chosen since the population is divided into clusters according to several 

departments. The characteristics of this cluster sampling are heterogeneous as the respondents are 

from three different departments. The population of this study includes all women employees at 

Karaikudi. The unit of analysis of this study is individual level as such, the women employees who is 

working with Karaikudi Taluk. Based on the objectives of the study an Interview schedule had been 

prepared to elicit the facts and details from the respondents selected for the study. The studies have 

been conducting Karaikudi Taluk, Sivagangai district, Tamil Nadu, India. The sample size 100 

working women in study area.  

4. Findings  

Based on findings, the result indicated that work-life balance has a significant relationship 

with career advancement is in consensus with the findings of Burke & McKeen (1994), Indra, Tanusia 

& Abu Baker (2013). In this aspect, in order not only to attract and retain female workers at 

workplace, one ways to enhance employee’s personal development is by encouraging them to take part 

in professional licensing examinations. Furthermore, ask the employees to further study as soon as 

possible especially for female employees. This is due to women will have more commitment toward 

their family once they get married which may lead to slower career mobility. However, in Karaikudi 

Taluk, responsibilities to family and personal matters are the highest rank of barriers toward women 

career mobility, Indra & Tanusia (2013). Besides that, the study on barriers of women manager in 

Indian Bank Government Link Companies (GLC) also highlighted that men are given chances to show 

their capabilities through challenging task which resulting in making them outstanding before being 

selected to the higher position. In addition, other research discovered that the major factors lead to 

successful career advancement is education and continuous learning.  

This in line with the study by Mukulu, (2011) who found that access to education and training 

& development program could enable women to develop and participate in managerial level. Female 

workers can develop career opportunity by another explanation to account can be related to the 
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increase in educational qualification. The educational qualification of karaikudi women have increased 

dramatically over the years with more female enrolling in tertiary level education.  

It is likely that these changes in demographic representation of tertiary level courses by female 

would go some way toward creating higher levels of aspirations toward more senior role in public 

sector, Uma and Glenice (2008). In addition, stereotypes are capable of influencing promotion 

practices and career advancement opportunities in organization. Strong negative evaluations held 

about the effectiveness of women participation especially in public sector acquiring information 

regarding their field of career with identification of career goal and planning. This is important since a 

good quality of information can ensure the production of good quality of career. 

As most decision making roles to be held by males, on-going negative stereotypical attitudes 

offer an explanation why women are not making their way into senior managerial and leadership roles 

in karaikudi at the same pace as their male colleagues. Last but not least, the individual who are 

responsible toward career advancement within organization include managers, human resources 

personnel and of course, the employees itself. The managers can create family-friendly environment so 

that the employees keep focus on their daily tasks and able to reach personal goals appropriately 

despite having commitment to their family.  

Not only that, the employees must ensure that they plan and manage their own career path 

appropriately. As for gender stereotypes, result indicated that there is a significant relationship with 

barriers for career advancement. One interpretation of the evaluation of the female is that suggestion to 

have equality in the promotion process even though women are qualified as their male counterparts. 

This includes ensuring gender diversity at all levels especially at managerial level, although the 

organization in this study has taken steps in promoting women in the workforce by embracing a 

diversity program, more women in this survey thought that the policy implementation of flexible 

working hours was effective as they found themselves bounded by work overload. 

 65 % of the women facing in light of the absence of social welfare institutions, gender roles 

constitute an added burden on women, in terms of patterns of obtaining rights, where these 

rights are often less for them.  

 88% of the respondent’s entry into the public sphere has not been accompanied by a 

redistribution of gender roles within the private sphere, which doubled women’s burdens and 

limited their ability to enter into public life and their capacity to influence decisions in the 

realms of legislation and policy-making, in addition to other factors interfering with achieving 

equality.  

 73% of the respondents, the social system still works on limiting women’s capacity to 

participate in decision-making processes at all levels. Moreover, gender roles at the family 

level, including reproductive roles, household roles, and production roles, are still the most 
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important factors in limiting women’s abilities to venture into the workplace and the political 

world.  

 98% of the respondents still combine household work, taking care of their family members of 

different ages and social backgrounds, with managing the family purchases and expenses as 

well as day-to-day operational decisions.  

 67% of the respondents also noticeable that the kind of rights and duties women possess at the 

family level are guaranteed based on authorization from men, or the lack of their objection.  

 However, such rights could be withdrawn or imperiled the moment men feel the need to do 

that.  

 Women make many decisions within the family unit out of necessity to fill the void left by 

men who delegate the burden to women, all the while retaining their positions of inspectors.  

 In case a man feels a transformation in those duties into rights, he resorts to withdrawing some 

of what he had delegated to the woman to emphasize that he is the first and foremost decision 

maker. 

 Women decision-making process within the family is in most cases, an additional burden on 

them, whether they work or are housewives.  

 It is in fact a form of men escaping their family responsibilities regarding reproductive health 

care and meeting the needs of their homes and families.  

 Gradually, these burdens and additional tasks constitute the meaning of women’s existence 

and presence in the family.  

 This is often referred to, mistakenly, within the patriarchal culture, as women’s “hidden 

power.” In reality these are capacities women enjoy through the authorization of the men in 

the family, in order to alleviate their own burdens. Men can withdraw such authorization, as 

they see fit. 

5. Suggestions  

 Equipping educators with the technical and leadership skills to effect change at schools 

  Building systems that make educators accountable for the success of their schools 

(performance measurement is currently being mooted for principals in India)  

  Instilling a culture of teaching and learning within families and communities  

  Actively investing in women’s adult education by improving the quality, integrity and 

accessibility of education and training institutions 

 Education and skills development is one of the most important and sustainable interventions 

needed to effectively assist women in restoring their lives and positively influencing the future 

of young girls. 

 

6. Conclusion  
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There is no doubt that women still remain highly marginalized in all spheres of India life. This 

is more glaring now when the proportion of men to women in politics and decision-making positions 

is compared. Several factors, which include socio-cultural practices, lack of finance and women 

empowerment, religious discrimination, lack of political funding, illiteracy and inadequate education, 

marginalization in political party hierarchy, patriarchy settings, early marriages, and stereotypical 

constraints among others, have been identified as inhibiting women's low participation in leadership 

and politics. In order to have women participate in leadership and politics, gender equality initiatives 

should be implemented at all levels of governance. The government needs to work towards changing 

the political structures which produce gender inequalities. 

 Women gender inequality should be addressed in relation to women's deprivation, socio-

economic and political factors. Achieving the goal of equal participation of women and men in 

decision-making positions will provide a balance which more accurately reflects the composition of 

society, interests and the general good of all citizens. Finally for there to be greater participation of 

women in all spheres of Indian society, government and other stakeholders should engage in 

programmes and policies that would empower women politically, socially and economically. In 

determining the leadership and decision-making styles of women, they vary from transformational, 

autocratic, democratic, and laissez-faire, all well-known leadership styles widely used in 

organizational leadership. Literature referencing the effectiveness of organizational leaders attempting 

to lead change and motivate their subordinates to achieve higher productivity is plentiful. Women in 

these communities know what the challenges that need to be addressed are; yet they are usually barred 

from the decision-making processes which directly affect them and the community. 
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ABSTRACT 

This study primarily tries to find out the degree of women’s changing status and participation 

in the leadership and decision-making process in the family, community and other 

formal/non-formal institutions as a result of various development interventions that have been 

taken by the government and non-government organizations to ensure women’s 

empowerment at Noakhali district of Bangladesh. This study also measures women’s level of 

consciousness regarding their access to different government services and opportunities by the 

government for ensuring their empowerment. This is a qualitative study using focus group 

discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interview techniques. The primary respondents of this study 

are the residents of the research area majorly belonging to the lower middle class and poor 

income class, along with local government and non-government officials working in the 

respective research area. The findings of the study reveal that though the existing government 

and non-government programmes are gradually becoming successful to make some people 

aware of women’s rights, still a lot of barriers are coming in the way in the study areas and 

most of them are socio-religious and just descendants of customary patriarchal notions. It was 

also seen that, though women are now receiving capacity building training on gender issues 

and women’s leadership from government and non-government organizations, their 

perception about women’s empowerment or women’s involvement in the public sphere has 

not changed outstandingly. As the research finds that the existing social setting of Noakhali 

district is utterly patriarchal; so approaches to bringing women outside in the public sphere 

and to promote them to a leadership position should not be just one-dimensional. Through the 

formation of a coalition of the same minded development organization, government and non-

government organizations need to provide multi-faceted service to these women according to 

their needs. On the positive note, this study also finds out that now the scenario is changing; 

but still the rate of change is very slow. 

 
Keywords: Leadership; Sustainable Development; Women’s Empowerment; NGOs. 

 

1. Introduction 

As with most societies in today’s world, gender inequality is deeply entrenched in the overall 

composition in Bangladesh. Women in Bangladesh face huge discrimination in all aspects of 

life. Conservative practice of purdah, low political participation, low literacy rates, low labour 

participation has all led to the unequal status of women and gross levels of discrimination. 

Women’s role in decision-making is one of the most significant questions for contemplation 

in the movement for their empowerment. The issue of women and empowerment is a 
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significant one, which can be viewed through various indicators. Yet, autonomous decision-

making practice on different socio-economic issues is indeed an essential part of women 

empowerment (Kabeer, 2001). As we know, the empowerment of women is a crucial 

prerequisite for the eradication of world poverty and the perpetuation of human rights (DFID, 

2000); empowerment often involves developing self-confidence among the empowered 

people about their own capabilities. The empowerment of women in underprivileged positions 

can be achieved through raising the consciousness of their rights in order to achieve control 

over their own settings (Musokotwane, Siwale & Nkhata, 2001; Hashemi, Schuler & Riley, 

1996). The definitions of women’s empowerment may differ but the majority of writers at 

least are of the same opinion on the fact that empowerment is a process, and more 

distinctively a process of change, enabling people to achieve the power so carefully integrated 

in the word empowerment (Musokotwane, Siwale & Nkhata, 2001; Hashemi, Schuler & 

Riley, 1996; Nussbaum, 1995). Women’s empowerment is the process by which women gain 

greater control over the circumstances of their lives (Presser & Sen, 2000). It is a 

multidimensional concept, which purports to measure a woman’s ability to control resources, 

her ability to choose and control different outcomes, and above all enhance her self-esteem.  

Women’s role in leadership and decision-making is one of the most significant 

questions for contemplation in the movement for their empowerment. The importance of 

leadership through empowerment and collective action has been discussed by Astin and 

Leland (1991; cited in Denmark, 1993). There are concepts of leadership that are understood 

either implicitly or explicitly connecting leadership to gender (Hassan & Silong, 2008). 

Leadership roles and capabilities increase women’s human, social, and political capital 

through intensified networking which benefits women at both personal and organizational 

levels (Hopkins, et. Al., 2008). Studies demonstrate that there are differences in the leadership 

styles of men and women leaders. Female leaders have a propensity to be more relationship-

oriented and democratic and male leaders more task-oriented and autocratic (Eagly & 

Johnson, 1990).  

Keeping in mind, the importance of women’s participation in decision-making, the 

government of Bangladesh has initiated efforts to widen the scope of women for participation 

in the development process (Laheri & Ahmed, 2001). Empowering women by making them 

conscious about their rights and enlighten their intellect with the light of leadership, 

Bangladesh can reach to the next level of development. Women’s empowerment needs to be 
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assured to make the current drive of development sustainable.  Yet, putting women in the 

leading role is still not much easy in the existing social situation of Bangladesh. Having an 

entire patriarchal setting, the social structure, and influential social actors, who are preferably 

men, like to see women confound in the domestic arena. Though women are coming outside 

the home and joining the leading positions, men are still not ready to see women there. 

Besides the socially ascribed triple role of women is stopping their full leadership qualities to 

be flourished.   

A World Bank study in Bangladesh highlights that women have limited role in household 

decision-making, limited access and control over household resources (physical and financial 

assets), low level of individual assets, heavy domestic workloads, restricted mobility and 

inadequate knowledge and skills that leading to women’s vulnerability (Sebstad & Cohen, 

2002). Even where women do gain greater access to resources, this may be at the expense of 

increases in their burden of labor, leaving them exhausted. Where they have control over 

resources, they may be unable to effectively mobilize these resources to support sustainable 

livelihoods. So women’s community mobilizing role as leaders should be patronized and 

implemented in order to lessen the existing gender disparity of the society and actively 

participating in local government can be the first step.  

2. Research Methodology in Brief 

This is a qualitative study using focus group discussions (FGDs), in-depth interview and Key 

informant interview techniques. Five unions were selected within from three sub-districts of 

Noakhali district for the collection of research Data. Those unions were selected through 

random sampling. Five focus group discussions, ten in-depth interviews, and five key 

informant interviews were conducted throughout the study. The number of respondents in 

each focus group discussions varied from fifteen to twenty. The respondents were randomly 

selected from the study area. Every session was comprised of both women and men 

respondents. Both the women and men respondents were from different age group and social 

status. The people of lower middle class and poor income class were majorly included in the 

discussions as they represented the majority of people in living in the study areas. The focus 

group discussions helped to get an overall view of the existing social situation, basic 

information about the respondents, and their experience regarding the training conducted by 

different government and non-government organizations to empower women through 

encouraging leadership. A couple of respondents were selected in each session for 
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interviewing while conducting the focus group discussion sessions who seemed interesting 

and informative. The interviews were open-ended so no particular questionnaires were set. 

Through the interviews, it became possible to have an almost clear conception about their 

views on gender relations, women’s leadership and their decision making the role. 

Furthermore, key informant interviews were also conducted with non-state actors and local 

government officials in respective areas upon their availability and willingness to be 

interviewed. The key informant interviewees were also selected through a random sampling 

method. 

3. Research Findings: Views from the Field 

The socio-economical situation and the patriarchal social history of Bangladesh do not easily 

allow women to come out frequently and join public sphere workforce with men. Though the 

situation is changing, still the pace is not as rapid as expected. Yet a lot of barriers are coming 

in the way and most of them are socio-religious, socio-economic or just successors of age-old 

patriarchal notions. As Noakhali is a district having a more religious society in comparison to 

any other part of the country, empowering women by engaging them in the public sphere is 

really a challenge here. Every day women are facing many incidents which are hindering their 

way towards empowerment directly or indirectly.  

During the data collection, the researcher was informed that poor people of the 

research areas are provided with up to forty services by the government through union 

Parishad, lowest tier in the governmental strata. Among these services, some are specially 

designed for women like aid for widows, pregnant or women whose husbands left them. 

Women’s access to these service depends on a lot of things but the first always is the 

knowledge about the available services. With knowledge, women’s participation to get such 

services and their awareness about their due opportunities are now increasing due to the 

awareness programs conducted by local NGOs and government initiatives. If women face any 

problems regarding the services, they jointly take the decision to mitigate the problem and as 

a matter of fact, they are achieving success in that. Because of the existing socio-economic 

situation, women sometimes face hindrances to claim their rights, yet they are now aware of 

the services available around them.  

Quite a while ago, women of the respective study areas were afraid to go to local 

government officials with their demands even those were valid and legal. When they come to 
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know about the services they are entitled to by the government of Bangladesh through local 

government officials they became interested to go and talk to them. Now those rural women 

are able to meet local government officials of the respective area and raise their demands. A 

number of women now are in connection with formal institutions. Though the number is not 

so great and depends on the person’s socio-economic status, women are now going to local 

government institutions for claiming their rights, getting formal education and also being 

involved with many other formal organizations. That all became possible because of their 

awareness and knowledge about those institutions. The government officials have also 

comprehended the importance of women’s access to these services. Talking with the 

respondents of the focus group discussions one thing became clear that, a lot of women now 

came to know about the opportunities around them and learned to claim those. The people 

who actually got such opportunities could be small in numbers but they are playing the role of 

mediums in the society to make everybody aware about the services. The access to the 

services depends on several issues like political reality, social situation, religious background 

and the willingness of women to challenge existing norms. The good thing is, as women have 

become aware of their rights someday they will be able to come out of those shackles and 

claim their rights.  

The capacity building training conducted by both government and non-government 

organizations helped women to come out from their shells and demand for their own rights. 

Women have now become self-confident and are trying to influence the lives of other for a 

positive change. A lot of people are now being aware and women are playing a greater role to 

make people aware of various opportunities. After getting various capacity building training 

women are now also playing a great role to disseminate the knowledge to others. Women 

became more benefitted than men through these capacity buildings training because 

previously women remain absent in the public sphere where knowledge has been 

disseminated through the years. As they have missed such opportunities of gaining knowledge 

on different social aspects from childhood, these training sessions came to as rain in the 

desert. They learned everything from the training very keenly and enthusiastically dispersed 

the knowledge to other women. 

4. Analysis of the Situation: Searching the Way to Equality 

A major goal of different government and non-government initiatives is to strengthen civil 

society and community-based organizations for enabling the most vulnerable, marginalized, 
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economically, socially and geographically excluded women have sustainable access to 

essential services and economic opportunities to promote their leadership potentials. 

Women’s access to those services and economic opportunities are reliant on too many causes.  

It’s not possible to change or to mold age-old traditional values among people overnight. As 

the existing social setting of Noakhali district is totally patriarchal; so bringing women outside 

the home, encouraging them to become engaged with various public sphere activities or to 

promote them to a leadership position is not too easy. In Bangladesh, out of the total 

population of the country, 48.9 percent is women, of which 80 percent live in rural areas and 

only about 16 percent women are literate compared to a 30 percent rate of literate men (Khan, 

1998; BBS, 2001). Lack of education is one of the major factors, which dissuades women 

from the equal contribution in socio-economic activities with her male counterparts and helps 

to perpetuate the inequality between sexes (Khan, 1998). 

But the scenario is changing now; yet the rate of change is very low. Women have 

become conscious of their rights but they do not want to challenge the existing social settings 

extremely. Women now know where they have to go for getting any service provided by 

government such as family planning, legal aid or necessary information. The local 

government representatives of Noakhali district are quite conscious of women’s rights and 

their due opportunities in the society, still, those are not fully functioning as they supposed to 

be. Women of the study area also seemed less interested in active participation in public 

sphere activities during the focus group discussion sessions. Even when the capacity building 

or skill development training are organized, the quota of female participants is not full filled. 

Women’s participation in different community development issues and in the local programs 

is not up to the mark. Women are still not fully aware of their potentialities or they are afraid 

of coming out of the home in the public sphere. The main reason behind such incidents is the 

socio-religious setting of Noakhali. The societal setting of Noakhali is largely based on 

religious ideologies. As most of the religious ideologies are strictly patriarchal so women’s 

experience of being in such societies is no other exceptions. Women are not allowed to join 

the public sector freely with men by the social ideologies and they do not have enough 

courage to challenge those settings.  

Gender sensitivity among those people has not reached up to the mark even after 

capacity building training. Many men still think that women of well-off households should 

not come out in the public sphere and be engaged with income generating activities. While 
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interviewing, several men were found, whose wives, daughters or daughters-in-law are not 

allowed to join public sphere workforce because of the religious background of the family. 

Though they have received capacity building training on gender issues and women’s 

leadership, their perception about women’s empowerment or women’s involvement in the 

public sphere has not changed too much. They still think that women belong to the private 

sphere because of religious bindings.  

It also seemed from the field data that most of the members who did not receive such 

training in most cases are not aware of the training that others received. There is a lack of 

coordination about the distribution of the learnings. People who received those training were 

either not interested to disseminate that information or the other members were not interested 

in receiving those. Even people who have received those training did not comprehend those 

training well and almost forgot what they were taught. Though a lot of campaigns have been 

done and training have been conducted, women’s leadership role has not been recognized 

fully by the members of the society at Noakhali. Still, women face very much secondary role 

in the society regarding playing leadership role or decision making. In local shalish, most of 

the time women are absent. They can only participate either if they are a victim, close relative 

of a victim, an eyewitness or is the member of union pariah. There are several reasons behind 

women’s absence which could be overcome; such as shalish taking place at night or mainly 

men don’t think women are able to do such work. Because of the age-old patriarchal 

socialization men generally, think that women are not able to take tough decisions so doing 

shalish is not women’s cup of tea. Though a number of women have received training on 

women’s leadership they still think women cannot act as leaders as men. The matter of hope 

is such training has been able to create some gender-sensitive person who thinks that women 

should also get opportunities while taking any decisions.  

5. Suggestive Measures 

Analysing the major findings of the study, we can locate certain issues that are needed be 

solved in order to have a positive social reform for promoting women’s leadership situation to 

a more fruitful one. Meeting these issues might help the marginalized and socially excluded 

people to have a better position in the society and be more self-reliant than ever for ensuring 

truly sustainable human development. First, by linking women more often with training 

programs of the department of youth development on various incomes generating activities 

we will be able to make them more self-reliant and being enabled to start some income 
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generating activities will advance to their goal of empowerment. Second, after getting 

different livelihood training they will be able to produce many cottage industries based 

products; so initiatives could be taken to form a cottage industry centre in the district or sub-

district level so that women can sell their products from a specific platform. As because of the 

existing local social setting it is not easy for women to go to market publicly to sell their 

goods and they cannot always gather sufficient information about the ongoing situation of the 

market, the formation of such centre will help them to gather their products and sell 

collectively. Third, because of the existing social situation, it is important to create more 

space for women in the public sphere. Increased linkage with government officials for 

creating such opportunities might be a viable solution. Local government officials should try 

to disseminate various opportunities provided by the government with having a strong focus 

on women. Fourth, cultural campaign on various social issues like domestic violence, eve 

teasing, women’s leadership and all forms of gender-based violence against women should be 

implemented to make people understand the issues better and it will help to make mass people 

aware too. There are many spheres where women are not getting equal or equitable access to 

men like leadership, community decision making etc. These campaigns should be emphasized 

to be done through different cultural activities like folk songs and role play. Fifth, formation 

of a coalition of same minded development organization working at the same place could 

come handy to mitigate the issue of women’s leadership and empowerment. Such initiatives 

will help will help women to be aware and practice their leadership capabilities. By making a 

coalition, the work of such organizations will be more fruitful and will need less workforce.   

6. Concluding Remarks 

Because of the socio-religious setting of Noakhali, the society is too much conservative and 

strictly patriarchal. However, through time with the speared of education, ongoing media 

awareness programs and government campaigns people are becoming more conscious about 

gender-related inequalities. Not only about being involved with the public sphere, women 

have also become aware of other gender issues about which they did not have any previous 

knowledge. Now they are fully aware of the gender-based disparities, the bad sides of child 

marriages, polygamy etc. and how to take charge to stop such acts through capacity building 

training sessions. 

To conclude the study, we can say that the women of Noakhali district are now becoming 

more aware of their entitled rights as a citizen of Bangladesh than before and are exploring 
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the ways to achieve those. They are also becoming more conscious about their rights and their 

true potentials as leaders. Yet, the majority of the marginalized and excluded people, 

especially women, are facing some barriers. The existing patriarchal society has always seen 

women as inferior to men, so raising awareness for giving women equal rights was a hit to the 

core of such a social setting. It took time to make people aware of women’s right and the 

scenario is now improving but the scenario is not satisfactory as well. Men are still not ready 

to accept women as equal to them in every aspect. Another major problem is the political 

invasion in the allowance entitled to poor women and men. The existing societal situation is 

not favorable to leadership from women. The active role of women is critical in ensuring 

sustainability of development processes within the family, household and community levels. 

Sustainable development cannot take place until women of a country obtain their due rights. 
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ABSTRACT 

Fatherhood is an important component to ascertain men’s virility all over the world. It is a 

complex, ongoing socio-cultural construction that different men experience in their own ways 

in diverse familial and socio- cultural setting. This article tries to initiate a discussion on how 

fatherhood is enacted across two generations of fathers and also tries to encapsulate their 

diverse fathering roles and responsibilities. The article is based on a qualitative study among 

20 fathers from two different age groups who are currently residing in Dhaka. It is found that 

the fathers from young generation perform fatherhood differently than fathers from older 

generation because of their changed socio-economic context. Most fathers from older 

generations traced providing for children’s education, health and other needs as the main 

responsibility of any father. Younger fathers perform fatherhood more on the basis of emotion 

rather than obligations. New fathers add in the contemporary culture of fatherhood is an 

aspect of compassion, emotionality and engagement which focus more on how they feel doing 

certain fathering roles rather what they really do. The article ends with an opinion that 

performance associated to fatherhood in urban Dhaka is changing. Though these changes are 

very small in number and slow in progression but embrace positive spirit of fatherhood.  

Keywords: Fatherhood, fathering roles and responsibilities, emotion, change  

 

 

1. Introduction: 

     Fatherhood is a central identity for men to ascertain their virility all over the world.  Like 

any other social identity, men experience fatherhood diversely in various contexts. It is a 

complex, socio-culture entity and continuously evolving in response to social- economic and 

cultural changes. When it comes to researches on families mostly researches focus on 

construction and experience of motherhood, involvement and role of mothers in children’s 

lives etc.  Emergence of Fatherhood as a research issue is comparatively a new phenomenon 

and only started after 1970s (Marsiglio et al. 2000). In 1990s, more extensive and eclectic 

social science literatures on numerous aspects of fatherhood were produced (Marsiglio, 

Amato, Day and Lamb, 2000). Many of these scholarly projects have substantiated with 

empirical data that the ‘dominant motif’ of fatherhood (Lamb quoted in Daly, 1995, p.22) and 

fathering roles have gone through many phases of transition. Profound demographic and 

socioeconomic transformations in the second half of the 20th century have significantly 

altered men’s roles in the family. Theoretically, the concept of “new fatherhood” or ‘intimate 

fatherhood’ (Dermott, 2008) has emerged. There is a heightened expectation of men’s family 
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involvement as gender ideologies become more egalitarian. Women with young children are 

increasingly participating in labor market, the rise of marital dissolution rates and the 

increased geographic mobility due to globalization has changed the way fatherhood is 

perceived.  While previously fathers were expected to be primarily an economic provider and 

an authoritarian moral teacher, but the “new fathers” from recent times are expected to also 

provide day-to-day physical and emotional care to children as an equal partner of the mother.  

         

       In the era of vast globalization the pattern of family, work and gender relation are 

changing in Bangladesh. Now there are substantial statistical and empirical evidence to 

validate this phenomenon. Analyzing national data and labor force surveys, it is shown by 

center for policy dialogue (2015) that women along with men are entering the labor market in 

a vast scale. Women’s labor force participation has increased from 15.8% in 1995-96 to 36% 

in 2010-2011 at national level (p.7). Women are taking up job with  professional, technical 

and managerial ranks in urban area .Though they are low in number but  women with higher 

ranked job have break down from the traditional position of women in Bangladesh (  Jahan 

1995).  Now women see wage employment as the means of improving their status within 

family and society. The literacy rate of women at national level has significantly improved 

over time starting from 28.5% in 1995-96 to 49.1% in 2011 (Bureau   of statistics, 

p.19).Women’s increased education and labor force participation altered their position in 

household decision making. The divorce rate is greater than before both for men and women 

(Asian Development Bank 2001; World Bank, 2008). The ideal of nuclear family is emerging. 

The World Bank Gender Norms Survey (2006) showed that young men and women’s attitude 

towards marriage and family are more liberal than their previous generation which not only 

instigate liberal marital relation but also encourage comparatively more egalitarian gender 

roles for both men and women within the family (World Bank, 2008). Moreover, there are 

increased numbers of men who have begun to marry more educated women than them.  It is 

identified by World Bank (2008) that over one-third of the younger women in Bangladesh are 

more educated than their husbands. In this case, my argument is that there is more likely to be 

a transition in ways the family roles are played out in Bangladesh and also the way men 

perform fatherhood.  

   

  According to my knowledge and archival researches, little systematic work has been 

conducted on fatherhood in South Asia specifically in Bangladesh. Ideologically, Bangladesh 

is governed by patriarchal rules (Mansoor, 1999; Karim, 2010) and the socio-economic and 
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cultural environment is quite different. Therefore, it can be assumed that the experience of 

fatherhood in Bangladesh would be quite different than the western industrial countries. This 

paper tries to understand the context specific experience of fatherhood in two generations of 

fathers in urban Bangladesh. It also initiates a discussion on how roles, responsibilities and 

involvement of fatherhood vary across generation and time. First, I will try to identify and 

update multiple forms of fathering roles , responsibilities and involvement across generations 

while considering the fact that fatherhood is fluid identity (  Dowd,2000; Marsiglio et al. 

,2000) and  practices related to fatherhood can be changed in and across generation and in an 

individual’s life time (Dowd, 2000).  To continue further, in this article, I am going to 

comment on fathers’ interpersonal relationship with their own fathers and wives and will also 

try to elucidate on the point that these interpersonal relationships have significant influence on 

father’s varied involvement with their children. Finally, in the concluding section, I will try to 

highlight two points. Firstly, fathers have multiple and changing roles and responsibility and 

some of these roles are more salient than others. And secondly, empirical data in my research 

shows potential for change in fathering across generations. 

 

2. Knowing the fathers better: Research design and methodology  

   This research has followed a qualitative research design. Qualitative methodology helps to 

capture the in depth and complex meanings fatherhood and subjective experience of fathers 

through interaction.  I have conducted my research in capital city of Bangladesh: Dhaka. 

Dhaka being the capital was always the main site of most socio economic change and 

development. In recent times, the city has experienced industrialization, migration, 

urbanization and economic boom in larger extent than any other region of Bangladesh. 

Particularly this reason has encouraged me and provided the ground to choose Dhaka as my 

main site of exploration. 

   William Marsiglio (1995) argues, social class has played and continues to play a vital role in 

shaping fatherhood experience and imagery. My main informants are Dhaka city based 20 

middle class fathers from two different generations and different family backgrounds. It is 

also according to my experience, in urban Dhaka, middle class families have better access to 

education, formal employment, and socio-political decision making which positioned them in   

the fore front of any kind social change. To differentiate between generations of fathers, I 

have decided to consider the age of their children. The fathers with one or more children 

above 25 years will be considered as older generation and the fathers with one or more 

children under 10 years of age will be considered as new generation. I have conducted 10 in–
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depth interviews with fathers from each generation. A semi structured and open ended 

interview guide was prepared for all interviews.  

 

3. Finding and Analysis:   

Fathers had very diverse accounts on the nature of their roles and responsibilities. Fathers 

occupy and will continue to occupy different varieties of roles based on children’s need and 

their own contextual situations. After analyzing accounts of fathers from different 

generations, it could be found out that there is a difference in opinion among fathers across 

different generations regarding what should be the main roles and responsibilities as a father.  

Fathers from same generation were also not in consensus elaborating this point. Narratives 

from both generations are discussed below. 

 

3.1 Narratives of Older generation of fathers: 

Most fathers from older generations traced providing for children’s education, health and 

other needs is the main responsibility of any father. For older fathers, bread winning to meet 

family’s financial need remains the central pre-requisite for fathering fulfillment. The main 

point is that financial provision is a component, like other form of care, which emerges from 

the particular characterization of fatherhood by older fathers. Earning money primarily is 

about being able to give children opportunities (Dermott, 2008). Among these opportunities, 

the most important for middle class Bangladeshi father is to provide for children’s education.  

Not only education, health is another significant concern for older fathers. Taking caring of 

children’s health is significantly important for lot of fathers. 

Some of these fathers talked about the importance of providing the children good 

schooling which includes not only formal education but also ethical and moral upbringing. 

Their role as teachers, moral guide and disciplinarian was heavily emphasized by most 

fathers. Michael lamb (1987)   identified four distinct roles fathers played in different 

historical period. These roles include father’s role as moral teacher, breadwinner, and sex role 

model and more recently as nurturing fathers.  Though Lamb’s findings done not necessarily 

were   made to understand fathering practices in Bangladesh but his suggested fathering roles 

as moral teacher, disciplinarian and breadwinner are also prevalent in Bangladesh. 

Manosh Chowdhury and Rehnuma Ahmed (2000) have tried to describe a 

fundamental middle class phenomenon among urban middle class families. In marriage and 

family men and women share two very distinct roles. Men keep the family going by making 

money and women perform family duties. Men role as a provider and bread earner is a highly 
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valued middle class ideology which significantly influences men performance as fathers. Not 

only that Chowdhury and Ahmed also mentioned that education is a middle class capital 

based on which middle class claim their authority in urban Bangladeshi society. So, I am 

assuming older fathers stressing highly on providing for education is just a middle class value 

laden assertion. 

As mentioned before fathering involvement may change one’s life time. Related to 

this argument another very interesting point came across interviews. Most men were keen to 

emphasize on transition to more involved fathering, sometimes more in to social fathering 

with time and age. Fathers who have identified as less involved fathers in their early age, they 

claimed to be better fathers as they grow older. Communication with their own children 

improved in lot of ways.  As fathers grow old their duties and financial obligation towards 

children starts to decline which let fathers devote more time to their families. In interviews, 

some of the older fathers mentioned about taking care of grand children in their free time.  

Somehow fathers try to make up for their absence in their children by practicing social 

fathering towards their grandchildren. 

 

3.2. Narratives of younger generation of fathers: 

    Young generation of fathers has come up with rather varied accounts on fathering 

roles, responsibilities and practices. Some of them resonated what older father mentioned as 

their prime roles and responsibility as fathers.  For young fathers, providing, still occupy a 

major place as part of their identity. Some of the young acknowledged some other roles like 

spending quality time by reading books, helping children to do homework or engaging in 

children’s day today life routine   are equally important beside providing, disciplining and 

moral upbringing. 

   Esther Darmott (2008) suggested that “some of the scholars in fatherhood claimed 

that the current ideals of fatherhood no longer have, as central elements, the roles of 

disciplinarian, educationist and moral authority. These have been replaced by a focus on the 

nurturing elements of parental care, especially engagement with children in leisure activities 

and the carrying out of practical childcare tasks” (p. 27), which could be reflected in some of 

the younger father accounts. Some of the fathers mentioned that their roles as a playmate and 

listener are equally important to his other fathering roles. Though some young fathers 

discussed not to be available for daily child care tasks but their urge to make their presence 

felt by the children is crucial to how they perform fathering activities. Small in number, there 

were young fathers’ plays active role daily child care too. There were other fathers who were 
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involved in prenatal and post-natal care of their partners and children to show their mutual 

support towards their partners in particular. Young fathers also claimed to be more involved 

when it came to taking care of their sick children. Involvement in prenatal care and children’s 

sickness was common in lot of young fathers. This small but significant style of involvement 

was the highlighter to show changes in younger fathers’ fatherhood performance. But they 

identified one of the struggle  is  to act against  the societal gender norm which promote 

men’s providing as most celebrated fathering and masculine attribute and designated women 

as sole care taker for the children. 

It was evident from the current research that in nuclear families where both the 

partners are working full time, fatherhood practices are more flexible. I would like to argue 

that fathers are more involved in childcare because of practical reasons. It is not a strategic 

attempt out of gender consciousness rather a practical situation where parents are in an 

inevitable situation to alter and share their regular roles as father and mother. Women’s 

increased labor force participation has started to contest fathers’ role as sole provider. As 

Ralph La Rossa (1997) competently underscored that the change in forms of fatherhood does 

not mean that the former most prominent ones are to be extricated. Now, Fathers find 

themselves in more complex situations as they are aware of changes around them but find it 

hard to incorporate in their day to day fatherhood performance due to lack socio-legal 

sanction and construction of masculinity. Younger fathers’ accounts mostly elucidate the 

potential for change in fathering practices. Some of the young father pointed out there 

readiness to become fathers by highlighting their own experiences. 

 

3.3. Influence of ‘substantial others’ on fathering involvement: Relation with father and 

wife 

 It is argued that the most powerful influence on fathering practices and involvement is one’s 

experience in family while growing up (Taylor and Andrew, 2005). In four generations study, 

John Snarey (1993) showed that men’s relation with their fathers is a significant factor in 

men’s own practice and involvement related fatherhood. Later Taylor and Andrew (2005) 

validated this argument among Latino fathers living in USA and Mexican border. Nacy 

E.Dowd (2000) made the claim that father’s involvement is strongly correlates with the 

relationship of the partner. My empirical data also showed that my informants fathers across 

generation are profoundly affected by these two factor which considered as the ‘substantial 

others’. Each of the above mentioned factor interact with fathering and influence men’s  

choice of  roles related to fatherhood as most salient. 
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3.3.1. Relation with father:  

Fathers’ accounts showed that there are positive and negative impacts of the relationship with 

own their own fathers. Across generation, my informants either want to rework and reshape 

the model their own father provided or they simply replicated their fathers as role models. For 

older fathers, it is rather a very distant picture and they hardly could detail out their relation 

with their own fathers. Older fathers mentioned their own fathers to be very detached from 

their own children.  For this generation, their own fathers were not there to discipline them 

rather their mothers provide father’s image as a symbol of authority. This image is used to 

reinforce father’s presence and authority to discipline them. All older fathers who were 

interviewed with insignificant exception, mentioned their fathers to be very authoritative and 

the most influential man in their families. Older fathers’ lack of committed relationship with 

their own fathers reinforced the deficient model of fatherhood. They themselves stayed 

physically more detached from their children replicating their own father. 

Younger fathers clearly identified the fact that they perform fatherhood differently 

than their fathers. Some of the younger fathers completely disapprove the way their own 

father acted out fathering practices and expressed the urge to do fatherhood completely 

differently than the previous generation.  For younger fathers, their relations with their own 

fathers were only relationships of authority and their fathers were way too occupied with their 

own things. Some of them mentioned that their fathers had their own world which was 

inaccessible by children and fathers were not available even when they had spare time to 

spend with children. Some did mentioned the restrictive relations with their fathers made 

them improve themselves as fathers and according to them they are more understanding 

fathers.  “All of the men who had been detached  from their own fathers placed great 

importance on always ‘being there’  for their children”( Naomi Rosh White ,1994,p.122) 

 

3.3.2 Relationship with wife: 

      The level of father’s involvement is strongly correlated with the father’s relationship 

with his wife/ child’s mother (Dowd, 2000).  Dowd’s argument can also be used to explain 

my empirical narratives of father across generations. Almost all father from both generations 

agreed with this particular argument. Older father emphasized on necessity of a healthy 

marital relationship for children’s healthy psychological growth. Mothers play important role 

in defining father’s image for their own children. Not only were that, for most of older fathers, 

their wives are the key persons to keep their symbolic authority intact within family even 
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when fathers are physically absent.  Sometimes strong maternal gate keeping is the element 

that determine to what extent fathers are allowed to have emotional involvement with their 

own children. 

Younger fathers pointed some other aspect of having a healthy relationship with 

partners. Younger father involved themselves with children because of their mutual 

understanding and commitment towards their wives and the quality of marriage they share as 

couples (Doherty et al., 1998). Younger fathers mentioned their wives being  supporters of 

active engagement with the children. Marital patterns of my young informants will make it 

apparent that with only one exception, all younger fathers have opted for love marriage where 

as it is a completely opposite scenario for older fathers. Among older fathers, only two men 

got married to the women based on mutual understanding. Other than these two all marriages 

were arranged. It is well apparent that the increased marriages based on love and 

understanding before marriage has a positive impact on couples which not only helped 

younger men to be better partners and in some extent a better father. There is no way to claim 

that older generations of father have less compatible marriages but most arranged marriage is  

based obligation to form a family  rather than mutual choice and understanding. 

 

5. Concluding Discussion: 

It’s evident from older fathers’ narration that the roles they play and pattern of their 

involvement is out of their right as a father. All rights come with certain obligations and 

responsibilities. Rights which are given by religious law and prominent fatherhood discourse 

both helped older men to uphold providing as their salient role identity related to fatherhood.  

Fathers from younger generation are not performing roles which are completely opposite to 

older fathers. Provider role is still salient in their salience hierarchy of fathering roles. But 

younger fathers perform fatherhood more on the basis of emotion rather than obligations 

especially when their partners have full time job and almost the co-earner in the family. What 

new fathers add in the contemporary culture of fatherhood is an aspect of compassion, 

emotionality and engagement which focus more on how they feel doing certain fathering roles 

rather what they really do. Younger fathers’ fathering performance is not completely different 

than previous generation. It is just how they feel doing the same old thing with lot of 

compassion and quite open about expressing that emotion through physical gestures. ‘Able to 

be there’ for their own children is quite a big concern for lot of young fathers. Partners of 

these fathers acted or act as ‘substantial other’ to influence fathering attachment and 

performance. Young mothers positively inspire and engage new fathers which were missing 
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in earlier generation. Though the social situation is changed in lot of ways but the middle 

class ideal of having a successful job has not changed yet in Bangladesh is makes it hard of 

lot men in both the generation to fit in to new nurturing model of fatherhood.  

  It is needed to be mentioned that if the new generation of fathers see and perform 

fatherhood differently that is not because they have become heavily gender sensitized or they 

start to believe in gender equality rather it is propelled by multiple factors like more nuclear 

families, women’s increased labor force participation, exposure to new kind of ideas of 

fatherhood and last but not least the awareness of positive outcome that increased 

involvement could bring. Fathers from older generation have involved themselves when its 

concern about the whole family. One to one communication or building relationship with 

children was not idealized as prominent feature of the family or fatherhood identity. Distance 

and respect was core to father-child relationship. Socio- economic changes has propagated 

some modification in fathering roles and involvement which is still very small.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

Women experience challenges to fulfil family obligation while maintaining their career 

involvement in dual-earner households. Various coping strategies are available and could be 

employed for accommodating their work and family life and reducing work-family conflict 

experiences. Indeed, not all coping strategies are successfully help women for juggling their 

work and family role responsibilities. Lack of study is initiated to explain the phenomena. The 

effectiveness of the coping strategies is expected to be relied heavily on their engagement in 

negotiating with their superior and colleagues at work as well as their partner for optimal 

arrangement to experience the desired work and family life. Women are expected to initiate 

the negotiation by themselves to make known to significant others. Thus, communication skill 

is needed for women to negotiate with their work and family environment to change role 

expectations from others and themselves. This conceptual paper aims to propose 

communication skill as potential moderator on the relationship between the coping strategies 

and work-family conflict. The proposition is underpinned by the boundary theory which 

reflects the permeability and flexibility to cross the boundaries between work and family 

domains among individuals that requires negotiation and communication to shape the desired 

boundary. The possible coping strategies which need to be integrated with communication 

skill to take effect on work-family conflict mitigation are identified and discussed. The 

possible differences between traditional and non-traditional women in coping strategies are 

discussed as well. The implication and future direction of the area of study are also addressed. 

 

Keywords: Coping strategy; Communication skill; Work-family conflict; Negotiation; 

Women. 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Healthy and harmonious work and family roles reconciliation in dual-earner families in 

developed and developing countries is an important issue which should be given attention for 
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encouraging and maintaining women participation in labor force. Less satisfied work and 

family life reconciliation could lead to stressfully work-family conflict incident which affects 

the marital satisfaction (Aycan & Eskin, 2005; Edwards, 2008; Ferguson, Carlson, Zivnuska 

& Whitten, 2012) and job retention (Batt & Valcour, 2003; Carlson, Grzywacz, Ferguson, 

Hunter, Clinch, & Arcury, 2011). 

Dual-earner couples may hold distinctive gender ideologies (e.g., traditional and non-

traditional or egalitarian) which influence their attitude and behaviors toward the work and 

family role responsibilities (Ahmad, 1999; Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2007). Besides, they 

have different boundary preferences (e.g., integration and segmentation) (Brannen, 2005; 

Kreiner, 2006; Piszczek, 2017; Rothbard, Phillips, & Dumas, 2005), life role value held (e.g., 

work centrality and importance of work), level of family responsibilities experiences (Carlson 

& Kacmar, 2000) and at different stage of life (Allen & Finkelstein, 2014; Carlson et al., 

2011; Wiersma, & Van den Berg, 1991; Young & Schieman, 2018). These differences 

perhaps could be the potential causes of the inconsistency of the effectiveness of coping 

strategies utilized to mitigate work-family conflict despite of some coping strategies seem 

beneficial in the first place. Solely hinge on the coping strategies per se lacks of synergistic 

effect. Thus, it requires dual-earner couples to engage in boundaries negotiation process with 

their spouse or partners at home and superiors and colleagues at the workplace and use 

communication skills to achieve optimal outcome of negotiation by accurately capture the 

individual differences in various needs and desires. 

This paper provides the overview of possible coping strategies utilized by working 

marriage couples to overcome the negative spillover and exert positive spillover between their 

work and family life experiences. Besides, the importance of communication skills in 

negotiation process for boundaries creation, maintenance and integration as well as dealing 

with the discrepancy face between individuals from dual-earner families with their partners 

and people they work with and report to at their workplace are addressed. Finally, 

communication skills are proposed to be the potential moderator for achieving optimal 

negotiation outcome and communication satisfaction between working marriage couples at 

home, and working marriage couples with their superiors and colleagues at the workplace 

which the skills are believed could strengthen the effectiveness of coping strategies on work-

family conflict reduction.    
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2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Coping Strategies and Work-Family Conflict 

Work-family conflict is ‘a form of interrole conflict in which the general demands of, time 

devoted to, and strain created by the job (family) interfere with performing family (job)-

related responsibilities’ (Netemeyer, McMurrian, and Boles, 1996). Such conflict emerges as 

individuals face scarce resources to fulfill their multiple role obligations that expend their 

psychological and physiological resources and the depletion of the resources impairs 

individuals’ functioning in both work and family life domains (Aryee, Srinivas, & Tan, 2005). 

In responding to such conflict, individuals may engage in three possible tactics to cope with 

work-family conflict, structural role definition (i.e., altering and structurally reinforce others’ 

expectations on one’s roles), personal role definition (i.e., changing one’s own expectations 

within the given roles), and reactive role behaviour (i.e., attempting to fulfil all role 

expectations) (Hall, 1972; Jennings & McDougald, 2007; Somec & Drach-Zahavy, 2007). 

In Brannen’s (2005) focus group interview, different coping strategies are employed 

by working marriage couples to manage work and family domains of life, either integration or 

segmentation strategies. One cope with integration and their partner employs segmentation 

strategy or both employ integration strategy to manage their work-family boundaries. 

Segmentation is a strategy that keeps work and family life separated physically and 

psychologically which work and family boundaries are impermeable (Ashforth, Kreiner, & 

Fugate2000; Nippert-Eng, 2008). On the other hand, integration allows both work and family 

life to be integrated or overlapped which blurring the work and family boundaries as the 

boundaries are permeable (Ashforth et al., 2000; Nippert-Eng, 2008). Work roles take place 

while they are at home and vice versa, positive or negative affect in one domain spillover to 

other domain of life, talk about their family life matters during their interaction with others at 

work, display personal artifact at work etc. 

Piszczek (2017) reported that those with high preference in integration of work and 

family life feel greater boundary control whereas others who prefer segmentation feel lower 

boundary control when using communication technology to fulfil the work demands at home.  

In contrast, Kossek, Lautsch and Eaton’s (2006) study which three-fourth of respondents are 

professional who use telework revealed that those with higher on integration of work-family 
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boundary face greater family-to-work conflict instead of conflict reduction. It may result from 

person-environment unfit. The setting of teleworking involves boundary crossing from work 

to family. It reflects integration form which is not match with the users who prefer to keep 

their work away from family. Besides, the study also found that the use of telework per se 

does not predict both work-to-family and family-to-work conflicts among women with 

children. However, psychological job control was found alleviates family-to-work conflict 

(Kossek et al., 2006). 

Competitive and cooperative tactics have been demonstrated in negotiation for the 

amount of work efforts involved in Livingston’s (2014) study. With regard to competitive 

tactic, negotiators tend to defend their self-interest whereas individuals more likely to express 

others’ concern if cooperative tactic is applied. Less proportion of career effort is devoted 

when female negotiators engage in competitive negotiation. However, slightly higher 

proportion of career effort by male negotiators when they use similar tactic. Surprisingly, the 

cooperative tactic does not have any impact on the determinant of the amount of career effort 

devoted (Livingston, 2014).  

Traditional gender role ideology and the stage of life seem have some influences on 

the choice of strategies to cope with work and family life (Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2007; 

Young & Schieman, 2018). Traditional women are more likely to use delegation at work and 

good enough at work strategies to experience less work-to-family conflict as well as utilize 

priorities at work and delegation at work as their coping strategies to reduce family-to-work 

conflict whereas traditional men tend to be good enough at home and super at work as their 

coping strategies to mitigate family-to-work conflict (Somech & Drach-Zahavy, 2007). 

Young and Schieman’s (2018) study indicates that mothers with young children are more 

likely than fathers with young children in scaling back on work demands and seeking more 

flexible work arrangements such as schedule control. The acts reflects the traditional gender 

role ideology which women are primary family role players in child rearing and household 

tasks while men are main breadwinner for financial provision of the household (Ahmad, 

1999). However, mothers and fathers with older children tend to pursue lower work demand 

and increase schedule control when facing work-family conflict. Mothers seem seek these 

strategies regardless of their stage of life. The influence of stage of life is apparently more 

overt on fathers. Fathers are more established in financial position and career at their later 

stage of life feel secure to pursue more favorable work conditions such as reduce work 

demand and more flexible work arrangements for devoting time in family life compared to 
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when they are at the early stage of child’s life which more time devoted to heavy work 

demand that is believed to gain more rewards and career advancement for strengthening their 

financial provision to their family (Young & Schieman, 2018).  

According to Somech and Drach-Zahavy (2007), those with modern gender ideology, 

nontraditional men are apparently taking care of their family role responsibilities which are 

equally important with their work roles. They are highly use similar coping strategy as do 

traditional women, delegation at work which results in less work-to-family conflict 

experience. Other similar coping strategies employed by these groups of people which could 

reduce family-to-work conflict are delegation at work and priorities at work. Nontraditional 

women have equal emphasis on work and family role responsibilities also employ similar 

coping strategies with traditional men, good enough at home and super at work  which exert 

less family-to-work conflict. Highly utilize good enough at home strategy could help 

nontraditional women to reduce work-to-family conflict. 

Use of partner coping is useful for women to reduce family-to-work conflict and 

enhance family-to-work enrichment. Women manage to reduce both directions of work-to-

family and family-to-work conflict and enhance their family-to work enrichment when they 

utilize management and planning skills as their coping strategy while the strategy will only 

weaken men’s work-to-family conflict and enhance the men’s positive spillover from family 

to work domain of life (Matias & Fontaine, 2015). Some coping strategies are vague in its 

effectiveness regards with work-family interface. Positive attitude held towards multiple roles 

could yield both positive and detrimental outcomes such as increase wives’ work-to-family 

conflict as well as enhance both husbands’ and wives’ work-to-family enrichment in dual-

earner families (Matias & Fontaine, 2015). The strategy also contributes to family-to-work 

enrichment which the positive outcome is limited to husbands only. Husbands who use of 

management and planning skills to cope with work and family roles will heighten their wives’ 

or partners’ perception of work interference with family life. However, husbands perceive 

greater family-to-work enrichment when their wives or partners use management and 

planning in work and family life arrangements (Matias & Fontaine, 2015). 

 

2.2  Boundary Theory 

Boundaries between work and family could be created in the forms of time (e.g., work hours 

and family time or family day) and space (e.g., office and house) (Ashforth et al., 2000; Clark, 
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2000; Nippert-Eng, 2008). Individuals prompt to take initiative to create, modify and maintain 

the boundaries to juggle both work and family role responsibilities. Based on boundary 

theory, the boundaries are characterized as the extent of the flexibility to move from roles 

within one domain of life to the roles in another domain of life (e.g., leaving work to send sick 

elderly to hospital). The other characteristic is permeability of the boundaries that refers as the 

degree to which the boundary interference is allowed (e.g., receive personal phone call while 

working, doing company work while at home or bring unfinished work to home). The work 

and family boundaries are shaped by individuals’ attempts through communication and 

negotiation (Clark, 2000; Kreiner, Hollensbe, & Sheep, 2009). Thus, dual-earner couples are 

expected to proactively involving in communication and negotiation to create and maintain 

their desired work-family boundary. 

2.3 Coping Strategies, Communication, Negotiation, Communication Skills, and Work-

Family Conflict 

Good functioning of work and family life is hinge on individuals’ responsibilities to 

communicate and negotiate with significant others and craft the time devoted and the 

boundaries between work and family (Brannen, 2005; Clark, 2000). According to Ahmad 

(1999) and Livingston (2014), couples engage in negotiation and renegotiation with their 

partners pertaining to their efforts allocated to the division of household labor as well as 

division of career roles as individuals have distinctive belief on their partners’ career primacy 

either the career is important to them, their partners, or equally important to them and their 

partners. 

Despite of having desired integration of work and family boundaries and job autonomy allow 

dual-earner couples to juggle their multiple roles in work and family spheres and mitigate 

work-family conflict, grievance remains as the couples feel lack of rest time and stressful 

(Brannen, 2005). This implies further renegotiation with superior is required to avoid 

excessive workload although they can work at home. Communication between dual-earner 

couples whose boundary preferences are opposite to each other is encouraged for better 

understanding their partners’ needs and expectations for maintaining good relationship. 

Supportive communication could help women to juggle the demands from work and family 

life (Edwards, 2008). In the other life sphere,  communication between superior and 

subordinate, and between colleagues at workplace is needed to appropriately access work-
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family policy and benefits which are truly useful to help individuals to have better work-

family life arrangements (Kirby & Krone, 2002).  

Appropriate and effective communication to achieve quality communication and goals 

needs communication skills (Berlo, 1960; Elfenbein, Der Foo, White, Tan, & Aik, 2007; 

Madlock, 2008; Monge, Bachman, Dillard, & Eisenberg, 1981; Spitzberg, 2003; Watson, 

Haines, & Bretherton, 1996; Willemyns, Gallois, & Callan, 2003). Two basic fundamentals of 

communication skills are encoding and decoding skills (Monge et al., 1981). Encoding skills 

refer as the ability to write and speak the right things at the right time, communicate 

appropriately with the knowledge possessed and the clarity of idea expression and message 

sent to other interactants. Decoding skills, on the other way, involve good listening, attentive 

and sensitive to other’ needs at the moment of interaction with others, responsive to oral or 

written messages from others and easy to talk to others. Openness, pleasant and two-way 

communication, active listening and self-disclosure are among the positive communication 

skills which could strengthen the sense of group membership, willingness to communicate, 

and trust building and maintenance between superiors and subordinates (Ji, Zhou, Li, & Yan, 

2015; Rosenzweig, Malsch, Brennan, Huffstutter, Stewart, and Lieberman, 2011; Willemyns 

et al., 2003). Communication that consider interactants’ emotional needs, reflect supportive, 

empathetic, trustworthy and interactants are valued as well as provide appropriate feedbacks 

and positive face expression in communication are crucial to establish positive relationship 

and trust between superiors and subordinates (Willemyns et al., 2003). Power gap between 

superiors and subordinates affects the communication effectiveness. Interactants are not aware 

the incongruence of perception on communication quality and quantity they involve owing to 

the power gap (Willemyns et al., 2003). Such gap may leads to failure in achieving the desired 

outcome of negotiation. 

Communication skills are potent resources to derive positive negotiation outcome 

(Elfenbein et al., 2007; Watson et al., 1996). Watson et al.’s (1996) study showed that 

negotiators’ communication skill could warrant negotiator relationship which peaceful 

outcome could be obtained in conflict negotiations. Negotiators’ ability to grasp the 

communication signals to understand the counterparts’ interest and desires enables them to 

have more control over the negotiation flow to achieve potential settlement in creating greater 

value for all the parties involved in negotiation or yield greater value for themselves 

(Elfenbein et al., 2007). For instance, negotiators with high emotion recognition accuracy are 

beneficial in negotiation process as they are able to recognize the counterparts’ preferred 
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bargaining range and offer their counterparts that could bring optimal value (Elfenbein et al., 

2007). Madlock’s (2008) study showed that supervisors’ communication skills could exert 

greater subordinates’ communication satisfaction in which such satisfaction reflects 

communication effectiveness and the meeting of desired communication goals (Spitzberg, 

2003).  

The communication skills possessed could reinforce positive and prospective 

supervisor-subordinate and colleagues’ communication to gain necessary support and 

promising work-family intervention such as flexible work arrangements (Etzion, 1984; 

Mikkelson, York, & Arritola, 2015; Morganson, Litano, & O’ Neill, 2014). Communication 

skills are crucial to send clear message to superiors and colleagues upon the challenge faces in 

the other life domain to gain better understanding and support from them to prevent the 

misperception of the favoritism given by their superiors to access particular work-family 

policy and benefits, and doubts about their job competence and commitment (Rosenzweig et 

al., 2011). Apply communication skills in daily interaction enhance the understanding with 

each others at workplace and motivate individuals to negotiate and utilize the work-family 

benefits without fear of negative impact on their career advancement and rewards.  

In viewing conflicting preferences in work-family boundary management exists in 

dual-earner couples (Brannen, 2005) and the intruding one’s personal boundary by others for 

work-related matters (Kreiner et al., 2009), communication skills are useful for gate keeping. 

Communication skills enable individuals to effectively communicate their expectations with 

others to keep work and family spheres separated or integrated and the time devoted to both 

domains to ensure others receive the message clearly which in turn, respect their desired 

personal life boundaries to alleviate work-family conflict (Kreiner et al., 2009). 

Individuals’ gender ideology and employed coping strategies could affect their 

partners’ perception and work-family life experiences in dual-earner families (Ahmad, 1999; 

Matias & Fontaine, 2015). Coping strategies are not constantly yield positive outcome in 

work and family life arrangements. Some coping strategies (e.g., management and planning 

skills and positive attitude held) used by one partner intensify other partner’s work-to-family 

conflict and they could also exert positive spillover from work to family in dual-earner family 

(Matias & Fontaine, 2015). Willingness to communicate and trust reinforced by the 

communication skills possess (Ji et al., 2015; Rosenzweig et al., 2011; Willemyns et al., 

2003) are expected to be conducive to communication between the couples in dual-earner 
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families for effective psychological and behavioral adjustments in structural and personal role 

definition and reactive role behavior to achieve optimal work and family life arrangements. 

Based on the literature above, it is expected that interactants’ communication skills are 

potential mechanism which could make difference with regard to the effectiveness of coping 

strategies on work-family conflict alleviation. Therefore, the following proposition is formed:  

Proposition 1: Communication skills moderate the relationship between coping strategies and 

work-family conflict. 

3. Discussion and Future Directions 

Work-family life arrangements are on-going process among dual-earner couples. Those 

interactants with stronger communication skills could make their interaction with others more 

meaningful and their communication effectiveness will be conducive to harmonious 

arrangements in work and family life domain and individuals’ well-being.  

Align with the importance of communication skills adoption in tackling individual 

differences (e.g., gender ideologies, boundary preferences, life role value held, family 

responsibilities level and life stage), interpersonal negotiation process, psychological and 

behavioral adjustments, reducing the discrepancy of desired and actual boundary management 

and better control the boundaries, the skills should be taken into consideration their buffering 

effects as well as the direct effect in future work-family research.  

There is lacking of study on dual-earner couples in work-family literature.  In viewing 

of the influences partners have on each other in work-family matters, it is suggested that more 

focus given to dyadic study on both partners in dual-earner family in future research to gain 

depth insight on how the dual-earner couples could achieve harmonious work-family life 

reconciliation. 

As the transformation of gender ideology occurs among women and men employees, 

legitimacy to access flexible work arrangements should be given to male besides female 

employees (Radcliffe & Cassell, 2015). Non-traditional women were found experience 

greater family life interference with their work life when they work at home. Thus, human 

resource and management need to consider the person-environment fit owing to the non-

traditional gender ideology in employee recruitment and selection for work setting that 

require heavy technologies usage as well as work assignments. Furthermore, management and 
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employees should be trained to equip the necessary communication skills to encourage open 

and supportive communication and strengthen their sensitivity to the individuals’ needs and 

desires to grant the right accessibility of work-family benefits and flexible work arrangements 

according to the employees desired resolution options through effective communication 

owing to the individual differences.  
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ABSTRACT 

The paper discusses aspect of gendered leadership by analyzing the leadership of Jessica 

Pearson in Suits. Gendered leadership is a concept put forth by Holmes (2006). Most 

positions of authority in different workplaces have traditionally been dominated by men; it is 

therefore unsurprising that the mentality of “think leader, think male” persists. Women 

occupying roles with real power and responsibility in professional white-collar organisations 

are a relatively new phenomenon. Thus, it might take a while for women in positions of 

authority to gain equality with men in terms of the number of representations. Women are not 

only facing inequality in the workplace, they are also being under-represented across the 

whole media genre. Television is the most realistic form of media, where majority of 

audiences are young women. However, female fictional characters on television are seldom 

depicted in powerful leadership roles. In this paper, the concept of gendered leadership 

focuses on the stereotypical role(s) for women leaders that Jessica Pearson’s portrays in the 

first season of Suits. Qualitative data was primarily obtained from the interactions of Jessica 

Pearson and her subordinates, specifically with Harvey Specter and Louis Litt, at Pearson 

Hardman. Utilising Kanter’s (1977) classification of stereotypical roles for women leaders, 

the thesis finds that Jessica Pearson portrays the Mother role. The Mother role symbolises the 

conventional position of authority often found within the domestic and private sphere of the 

family. Women leaders who portray the Mother are described as warm, caring and 

approachable (Baxter, 2010). The study concludes with recommendations for future research.    

Keywords: Gendered leadership; Discourse; Stereotypical roles; Women leaders 

Introduction 

“Hire a female” is the answer to efforts to find the formula for what makes effective leaders 

and figuring out who has the ‘right stuff’ (Sharpe, 2000). A study conducted by Sherwin 

(2014) which investigated women’s leadership effectiveness proved that women are more 

effective leaders than men. An article entitled ‘The New Gender Gap’ stated that “men could 

become losers in a global economy that values mental power over might” (Bloomberg 

Business Week, 2003). However, women occupying roles with real power and responsibility 

in professional white-collar organisations are a relatively new phenomenon (Holmes, 2006). 

However, Kent and Moss’s (1994) study on the effects of sex and gender role on self and 

group perceptions of leader emergence, found that although women were somewhat more 

capable of emerging as leaders than men, gender role had a stronger effect on emergent 

leadership than sex.  
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Studies on gender, language and leadership in popular media utilising multimodal 

discourse analysis are currently lacking especially one that looks into the leadership portrayed 

by a female character in television whom holds a position of power. Therefore, this study 

aims to address the gap in the literature by examining the stereotypical role(s) for women 

leaders that Jessica Pearson’s portrays in the first season of Suits, which was aired on the USA 

Network in the summer of 2011. Jessica Pearson is a fictional character in Suits. Suits is a 

legal drama set in a fictitious New York law firm, Pearson Hardman. Jessica Pearson is an 

attorney, a managing partner and a co-founder of Pearson Hardman.  

 

Literature Review  

 

Holmes (2006, p.34) asserted that the concept of leadership is “gendered”. Leadership is often 

linked to masculinity on the grounds that the majority of leaders have been men which has 

resulted in the prevailing mentality of “think leader, think male” (Holmes, 2006, p.34). 

Thimm, Koch and Schey (2003) suggested that men appear to be the ‘default’ gender 

occupying positions of authority. Carbonnell and Megargee (as cited in Kent & Moss, 1994) 

found that men more often emerge as leaders than women; a phenomenon attributed to the 

internal and external obstacles that limit the emergence of women leaders. 

 

According to Dewan and Myatt (2007) & Merchant (2012), communication is an 

imperative aspect of leadership, and leaders can motivate (Hamdi & Rajablu, 2012) and 

inspire their people and promote positivity (Brandts, Cooper & Weber, 2014), discipline, 

responsibility and strategic alignment through communication (Froschheiser, 2008). However, 

Holmes (2006) identified that our ways of communicating and speaking are gendered. The 

literature on gender and communication reveals that men and women have distinct 

communication styles (Vasavada, 2012). 

 

Women leaders are frequently given the “dubious accolade” as compared to male 

leaders (Baxter, 2010, p.37) and for that reason, women leaders often adopt a limited number 

of identity roles which enable them to legitimately conduct their professional roles. According 

to Kanter (1977), the Mother, Pet, Iron Maiden and Seductress roles are the four stereotypical 

roles or ‘role traps’ for women leaders.  
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Methodology 

 

This study employs the method of multimodal discourse analysis through the lens of 

discursive leadership. Specifically, this study analyses the linguistic devices and discursive 

strategies through a detailed micro-analysis of Jessica Pearson‘s interactions which construct 

her leadership style(s). Discursive leadership was chosen as the framework since it provides 

an optimal resource for examining the communicative practices involved in the management 

of meaning and the communicative construction of reality (Torres & Fyke, 2013). Although 

this study is firmly positioned within the practice of discursive leadership, the researcher 

utilises the method of multimodal discourse analysis to examine the stereotypical role(s) for 

women leaders that Jessica Pearson’s portrays in the first season of Suits. Multimodal 

discourse analysis is utilised by looking at the way Jessica Pearson communicates and 

interacts with her subordinates through her use of speech styles, gestures, and facial 

expressions. The multimodal discourse analysis approach is used here in an effort to gain 

fresh perspectives on and understanding of the complexities of performing leadership at 

micro-level interactions (Choi & Schnurr, 2013). 

 

According to Waters (2013), Jessica Pearson depicts the characteristics of a 

commanding and strong female lawyer, and is deeply respected by her male subordinates. 

Moreover, Jessica Pearson is the epitome of a strong female leader character on television 

(Baines, 2013). Jessica Pearson has positioned herself as a leader because, according to 

Hammargren (2007), law firm partnership is the primary leadership role in the legal 

community. The depiction of women attorneys on television has increased in parallel with the 

increment of women in the legal profession (Waters, 2013).  

 

The data collected in this study were qualitative in nature. The source of data for this 

study was from primary data which is the American legal drama, Suits. In this study, season 1, 

consisting of twelve episodes, was chosen as it serves as a foundation for audiences to 

understand the storyline and getting to know the characters and their relationship dynamics 

with each other. The researcher viewed all the episodes of season 1 of Suits to identify clips to 

determine Jessica Pearson’s leadership style(s). Jessica Pearson’s leadership at Pearson 

Hardman was observed through her daily interactions, facial expressions and body language, 

specifically with Harvey Specter and Louis Litt. It is pertinent for Jessica Pearson to be 

present in all the scenes identified. The duration of each important scene was noted to ease the 
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process of transcription and the interactions between Jessica Pearson and her subordinates 

were manually transcribed at this stage. Next, the researcher went through all the transcribed 

interactions to choose which clips to analyse in order to examine Jessica Pearson’s leadership 

as portrayed in the first season of Suits. The clips which the researcher selected were from 

Episode 1: Pilot, Episode 6: Tricks of the Trade, Episode 10: The Shelf Life, Episode 11: 

Rules of the Game and Episode 12: Dog Fight.  

 

Analysis & Discussion 

 

The Mother role symbolises the conventional position of authority often found within the 

domestic and private sphere of the family. Women leaders who portray the Mother are not 

perceived to be a sexual threat to men and are described as warm, caring and approachable 

(Baxter, 2010). However, the analysis of excerpt 4 shows that Jessica portrays the opposite 

side of the Mother role, the firm, strict and ‘tough-love’ side. 

 

Excerpt 4: Suits Season 1, Episode 10: The Shelf Life  

Duration: 00:04 – 00:54  

Context: Jessica, Harvey and Louis are attending a charity dinner on behalf of Pearson 

Hardman. It is a formal, black-tie event and the three of them are standing together, with 

Jessica standing between Harvey and Louis, surrounded by a crowd of other attendees. 
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Harvey and Louis’s rivalry and obvious dislike of each other are apparent from their 

continuous bickering from line 1 to 19. Throughout their conversation, Jessica remains silent. 

Finally, in line 20, after showing an expression as if she is bored of their conversations, 

Jessica interrupts while Louis is still speaking, saying “Okay, boys, you don't want me to give 

you a time-out now, do you?” Jessica’s utilisation of interruptions is an indication of 

masculine speech styles. However, Morris (2005) asserted that both men and women use 

interruptions as interruptions serve different purposes under different circumstances. 

Nevertheless, men do tend to employ interruptions more than women (Morris, 2005). Jessica 

also utilises a feminine speech style in her use of tag question ‘do you’ in line 20. It is 

interesting to note that Jessica refers to both Harvey and Louis as ‘boys’ instead of saying 

‘gentlemen’, which indicates that she either perceives them as immature for picking fights 

with each other or that she has asserted the authority of a stern ‘mother’ (Tannen, 1994) which 

she is enacting to stop her ‘children’ (her ‘boys’) from quarrelling. Jessica uses the inclusive 
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pronoun ‘we’ in line 26 which shows solidarity between Louis, Harvey, and herself almost as 

though they are a family. 

 

Taking Holmes’s (2005) definition of the Mother role as a combination of authority 

and care-giving, Jessica does both simultaneously, although her way of care-giving is subtly 

camouflaged by her firmness and decisiveness. The stereotypical association of authority with 

leadership allows women leaders to employ the role of the Mother to enact power in the 

workplace (Baxter, 2010). Holmes (2005, p.7) stated that women leaders seldom portray the 

role of the Mother because “mothers are not unambiguously powerful figures in our society”. 

Nevertheless, the role is regarded positively and commands a certain degree of respect, which 

is why Jessica’s portrayal of the role is effective in earning the respect and consequently the 

approval and commitment of her predominantly male and a few female subordinates, which 

assist her in doing leadership. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, the representation of Jessica Pearson as an effective leader in Suits challenges 

the association of a specific leadership style with one gender and contests the popular 

assumptions about gender differences in leadership which are maintained by gender 

stereotypes (Sung, 2011). Women leaders such as Jessica Pearson, as Holmes (2005, p.18) 

stated, are “broadening the notion of what counts as acceptable leadership behaviours and 

combating the erasure of women’s way of leading” by successfully climbing the corporate 

ladder, and staying there, by incorporating and balancing between their wide-ranging speech 

styles and being adequately feminine and masculine in performing effective leadership. The 

findings from this research have instigated potential future research topics. A fruitful area for 

future research is to examine the leadership styles of women leaders in other male dominated 

organisations and professions.  
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Abstract 

The displacement of people within their own countries as a result of armed conflict is a matter 

of growing concern on every continent. Internally displaced women can be disproportionately 

affected by loss of livelihoods during displacements. This study aimed to understand the 

effects of conflict-related displacement on women’s economic wellbeing and empowerment. 

The research employs a feminist research lens, which acknowledges the different life 

experiences of women using gender as a starting point of analysis. A qualitative research was 

conducted, to study 130 displaced women through semi structured interviews and focus 

groups. The study interviewed internally displaced persons (IDPs) located both in camps and 

outside the camps in three states of the Northeastern region: Maiduguri, Gombe, and 

Adamawa. Participants were drawn from a diverse group including women from rural and 

urban areas and from different ethnic and religious backgrounds, different ages groups and 

with different experiences of livelihood engagement or no engagement at all. The research 

showed that the displacement has increased great suffering, as traditional local structures, 

livelihoods, and gender norms were disrupted, it became harder to earn a living due to a lack 

of jobs, an inability to work due to health or other reasons, or absences (or death) of men in 

families. In these circumstances, several women were forced to work and this has brought 

new opportunities for many women to improve their livelihoods, access finance, join new 

groups, and, more rarely, become politically engaged. In spite of these progresses, there are 

still lots to be done to empower these women. The study suggests that there is need to foster 

awareness about gender equality and women’s rights, and also ensure that women’s voices are 

included at all levels of decision making processes. 

 

Keywords: Displacement, Armed conflict, Women, Empowerment. 
 

 

Introduction 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, the nature of warfare has changed 

dramatically. The most common form of violent conflicts today is intrastate armed conflicts, 

which are internal in nature. Most armed conflict occurs in the form of civil wars and 

insurgencies, proliferating in many parts of the world more specifically in the developing 

countries. In recent years, armed conflict has been one of the significant threats to global 

peace, security, and governance. Amongst the impact of armed conflict, is the displacement of 

people fleeing from unsafe areas (Paasche, 2012). Although, the root causes of population 

displacement are complex, multi-faceted, and often overlapping (IDMC, 2014). However, the 

changing patterns conflict has been widely identified as a major cause of forced displacement 

mailto:ramatububa05@yahoo.com
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(UNHCR 2005; Davenport et al. 2003; Cohen & Deng, 1998). Forced displacement triggered 

by violence and armed conflict is not only a humanitarian crisis, but is likely to affect 

people’s means of livelihoods, causing them to flee leaving their familiar community 

structures behind, and initiate involuntary journeys with unknown destinations.  

Forced displacement has been on the increase worldwide. Armed conflict is forcibly 

displacing more people than at any other time in history. Indra (1999:1-2) explains that many 

generations have been displaced as a result of armed conflict worldwide and a significant 

number of people have been displaced more than once. According to recent statistics, at the 

end of 2017 over 40 million people were internally displaced due to armed conflict (IDCM, 

GRID 2018). Displacement tends to make people vulnerable. Forced displacement causes 

enormous human suffering, particularly for the extreme poor and vulnerable including youth, 

women and children (World Bank, 2018). Forced displacement from the repeated threats and 

attacks on local communities of armed conflict and political violence is also a gendered 

experience. The experiences of being displaced tend to affect men and women in different 

ways. Women and girls constitute close to 80 per cent of internally displaced people and 

refugees worldwide. Benjamin (1998:11-12) notes that when displacement occurs, women’s 

lives and their social well-being are affected by the terrible disruption of their livelihood. The 

consequences include human rights abuse on women; breakdown of the family; social and 

cultural breakdown; insecurity; unemployment and economic survival; psychological trauma 

due to torture and poverty due to economic underdevelopment among others. Displacement 

disadvantages women because it results in reduced access to resources that are required to 

cope with household needs which increase physical and emotional stress (El Jack 2002:6).  

 Feminist scholars of gender, agency and armed conflict (Moser and Clark, 2001; 

Sjoberg and Gentry, 2007; Shepherd, 2006; Coulter, 2008; MacKenzie, 2009 Enloe, 2013; 

Mazurana and Proctor, 2013) recognizes the roles of women as both victims and perpetrators 

of violence and displacement. Since the upsurge Boko Haram insurgency in Nigeria, much of 

the research conducted on women and girls experiences under Boko Haram (Barkindo, 

Gudaku and Wesley 2013; Human Rights Watch 2014; Zenn J. and Person E. 2014; Pearson 

2015; Bloom and Matfess 2016; Oriola, 2017; Matfess 2017) have so far been related to acts 

of sexual violence, kidnappings and their roles as suicide bombers. However, little is known 

about the economic empowerment of internally displaced women (IDPs) in the context of the 

armed conflict. This paper aims to contribute to closing the research gap by at looking 

internally displaced women experiences of Boko Haram insurgency in northeast Nigeria in 

relation to economic empowerment during and the aftermath of the conflict. 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/disa.12269#disa12269-bib-0020
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/disa.12269#disa12269-bib-0042
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Research Aim and Objective 

The main objective of this paper is to understand women experiences of displacement 

by Boko Haram and how this has impacted on their livelihoods and economic empowerment  

 

Methodology 

A qualitative and feminist research design was carried out among internally displaced 

women. Using purposive sampling, with the help of State Emergency Management Agency 

(SEMA) a total of (130) Internally Displaced women were recruited. All the participants were 

selected from a diverse group including women from rural and urban areas and from different 

ethnic and religious backgrounds, different ages groups and with different experiences of 

livelihood engagement or no engagement at all. 

 Interviews were through semi structured interviews and focus groups narrative 

interviews. The Semi-structured questions were designed based on the various gender analysis 

tools. Through focus group discussions, women were given the opportunity to voice their 

experiences and concerns regarding past and current situations.  

The research took place from October - December 2016. The scope of the research 

looks at North East Nigeria through the lens of three conflict-affected/conflict impacted states. 

Borno- Maiduguri: the most affected state, with highest number of IDPS, with 58 per cent of 

women respondents identifying as Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs). The respondents were 

selected at Bakassi Internally displaced camp, with the assistance of the. Adamawa state was 

also affected by the insurgency and has a score of IDPS in camps, with 19 per cent of the 

women respondents were drawn from Fufore internally displaced person’s camp. Gombe was 

the less severely affected state, 30 women IDPs were selected from in three (3) host 

communities within the state (Wuro Sheye, Bolari, and Bogo).  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Feminist and empowerment theories are important perspectives for understanding and 

measuring gender inequality. Central to feminist theory is the belief that the inferior status 

delegated to women is due to societal inequality, that the personal status of women is shaped 

by political, economic and social power relations and that women should have equal access to 

all forms of power. Lee (2001) motes that for feminist theory, empowerment is an important 

element that seeks to increase the personal, interpersonal and political power of oppressed and 

marginalized populations for individual and collective transformation. Empowerment is best 
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viewed as a theoretical framework which helps people take more control over their lives 

(AlMaseb & Julia, 2007). Thus, empowerment requires changes in power and the power 

structures and relations that deny women choice in different spheres of their lives (Batliwala, 

2008; Petesch et al., 2005). Kabeer’s (1999) describes theoretical underpinning of 

empowerment as the ability to make first order decisions that result in desired outcomes 

incorporates three interrelated dimensions: resources, agency and achievements. Kabeer 

explains that agency as related to the ability of an individual to set his own goals and act upon 

them. The process involves bargaining and negotiation as well as resistance and manipulation. 

Rowland (1998) distinguished between “power within”, “power with” and “power to. 

Feminist’s theory suggests that conflict and displacement can sometimes be empowering.  

Due to the severe hardships and impacts that armed conflicts generate upon women’s 

lives, women may be forcing self-empowerment in order to survive and adapt to their new 

conditions and environments. While the empowerment approach acknowledges the 

importance for women of increasing their power, it seeks to identify power less in terms of 

domination over others and more in terms of the capacity of women to increase their self-

reliance and internal strength. Livelihood opportunities therefore, are essential to support 

displaced women’s economic wellbeing and empowerment. 

 

Woman Empowerment 

Empowerment is also viewed broadly as increasing poor people‘s freedom of choice 

and action to shape their own lives (Narayan 2005). Based on the definition of Kabeer (1999: 

346), empowerment is “the process by which those who have been denied the ability to make 

strategic life choices acquire such ability”. Similarly, women's empowerment refers to 

“women's ability to make strategic life choices where that ability had been previously denied 

them” (Malhotra et al., 2009). According to Ibrahim and Zalkuwi (2014: 39) “Women 

empowerment therefore is defined as a change in the context of a women’s life, which enables 

her increased capacity for leading a fulfilling human life”. Women empowerment essentially 

means that the women have the power or capacity to regulate their day-to-day lives in the 

social, political and economic terms, a power which enables them to move from the periphery 

to the centre stage (Bilal 2015:5).  Feminist scholars argue that empowerment is a process 

which involves power, choice, and change. This illustrates that empowerment is a process that 

does not only implies the self-change of people, but also a deeper change in society and 

structures of domination. 



 
165 

Women’s economic empowerment is an essential process of gender inequality and a 

guide against all forms of violence. Feminist scholars have argued that women’s economic 

empowerment is a gendered process (Mosedale, 2005).Women’s economic empowerment a 

means of increasing women’s capability to make choices, transform choices into actions, 

achieve autonomy, use their voices, and exert influence within and outside the household in a 

way that challenges and changes subordination and unequal social relations (Kabeer, 2005; 

Petesch, Smulavitz, & Walton, 2005). The International Centre for Research on Women puts 

forward a concise definition for women’s economic empowerment: “A woman is 

economically empowered when she has both the ability to succeed and advance economically 

and the power to make and act on economic decisions.  Gender inequality is a significant 

factor that constructs different opportunities for men and women (Svahn 2011). Feminist 

scholars argue that societies with greater gender equality experience faster economic growth. 

Justino et al. (2012), stress that women’s economic empowerment can also contribute to post-

conflict recovery and reconstruction. Domingo et al. (2013) notes that during conflict and 

immediately post-conflict, women are likely to experience greater economic participation. 

 

The Boko Haram Conflict and Forced Displacement 

Since 2009, nearly 15 million people have been affected by the armed conflict in 

Northeast Nigeria. The armed group Jama’atu Ahlis Sunna Lidda’awati Wal-Jihad/ Islamic 

State West Africa Province group, also known as Boko Haram, is the greatest single cause of 

displacement in the states of Adamawa, Bauchi, Borno, Gombe, Taraba and Yobe. The Boko 

Haram conflict stands out as one of the most violent characterized by the indiscriminate use of 

violence and significant loss of lives, destruction of social bonds and physical infrastructure 

(UNHCR and the World Bank Group, 2016:17). The conflict has led to the loss of an 

estimated 20,000 lives and the displacement of 2.5 million people (UNHCR and the World 

Bank Group, 2016). Of the 2.5 million people forcibly displaced by the Boko Haram conflict, 

1.9 million are displaced within Nigeria, making it 1 of 10 countries with highest population 

of IDPs in the world. Borno State in Nigeria, faces the highest density of Boko Haram related 

violence and hosts the majority of displaced people, also features the highest ‘vulnerability’ 

score in the region. It is estimated that 53 percent the internally displaced persons (IDPs) are 

women (IDCM, 2016).  
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Results and Discussion 

Women interviewed across the three states were directly or indirectly affected by the 

Boko Haram conflict and had experienced displacement or suffered damage to their 

livelihoods. The participants have emotionally shared stories about their lives, how they were 

shaped by the violence in the context of the insurgency, and their efforts to establish 

themselves and their families in a new and unfamiliar area. As internal Displaced Persons 

(IDPs), many of the participants displayed a sense of resignation, saying ‘we are just 

struggling to survive’. Several women in the study spoke about losing a husband or family 

relative. The women believe that they have been cut off from their traditional support 

systems; they feel detached in their new settings. They felt confused and disconnected; they 

are disheartened by what happened to them. They also talked about increased poverty due to 

prolong years of the violence. Despite all of the obstacles that women face during and after 

displacement, majority of the women participants maintain that their level of livelihood and 

economic empowerment has increased. 

 

Table 1 Participants Background 

Participants Age, Marital Status, Education and Occupation 

Age-

group 

Frequency Marital 

status 

Frequency Education Frequency Occupation Frequency 

18 - 24 20 Single  10 None 31 Farming 16 
25 - 29 20 Married 54 Primary 34 Petty trading 22 
30 - 34 30 Divorced 26 Junior Secondary 

School 

15 Cap/soap/perfume 

making 
45 

35 - 39 25 Separated 15 Senior Secondary 25 Restaurant 7 
40 - 44 20 Widowed 25 Tertiary  

institution 

5 Skilled job 10 

45 - 60 15   Arabic/Adult 

education/Training 

colleges 

20 Unemployed 30 

Total 130  130  130  130 

Source: Fieldwork 2016 

Table 1 indicates that the respondents were between 18 and 60 years of age, with the 

majority between the ages 30 and 40. This, therefore, suggest that most of the women in the 

area interviewed, form part of the economically active population of Nigeria. It shows that, 

majority (54 out of 130) of those interviewed were married, whereas only 10 of the 

respondents were single with the remaining 56 constituting women who are either separated, 

widowed or divorced. 6 out of the widows lost their husbands before the insurgency,  
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The study also sought to find out the level of education of respondents. It was 

necessary to ascertain the level of education of respondents, as education acts as one of the 

tools for empowerment. According to Kabeer (2005) conceptualization of empowerment, 

education remains critical in furthering people’s ability to make and act on their own life 

choices. The findings show that out of a total of 130 respondents sampled 31 of them had no 

formal education, with 34 respondents indicating that they had basic level education (primary 

school). Furthermore, 15 respondents had Junior high school and 25 of the respondents with 

secondary education (senior high school). While 5 of the respondents have tertiary level 

education, the remaining 20 women had either attended Arabic schools, adult education or 

non-formal training. This indicates a low level of education pertains among respondents 

sampled for the study. Low levels of educational attainment among women had a negative 

implication for empowerment in the study area. 

Education in any normal society is accepted as an instrument to power, prestige, 

survival, greatness and advancement for men and women. While globally, net enrollment has 

increased from 83% in 2000 to 91 per cent in 2015, the number of out-of-school children in 

Nigeria has increased over the same period. Of the 57 million out-of-school children in the 

world in 2015 more than 10.5 million of them are in Nigeria the majority of those out-of-

school children are in the North and most of them are girls. The women interviewed states 

that because of entrenched cultural and gender norms, western education has been very 

difficult for girls who often have to contend with early marriage, safety concerns on the way 

to and at school, and the unwillingness of families to invest in girls’ education. The 

insurgency in the north-eastern region has a serious impact on the education of children as a 

vulnerable group; the conflict has affected education especially of the girl child.  In a focus 

group discussion the participants narrates that sending their daughters to school is a challenge. 

Fatima 32 year old women explain that: 

“Boko Haram are taking our girls, because of the fear of more girls being abducted, 

we are so scared to send our children to school. I was not opportune to have a formal 

education, but I work hard every day to ensure that my children go to school. “ 

The study also inquire about women’s sources of engagement, of the 130 women 

participants 12% are into farming, 17% are petty traders,  35% are into cap, soap making and 

more, 5% work chefs, 8% have formal education are working either as teachers or community 

health workers, and the remaining 23 % have no jobs and depend on their families. This 

shows that majority of the women are engaged. During the focus group discussions the 

women revealed that they had access to vocational training which includes learning skills like 
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hairdressing, bead and jewelry making, cap making, cosmetology, knitting, tailoring, bag and 

shoe making, computer proficiency, recycling, catering, and more. Jalo a young woman from 

Banki residing at Fufore camp explained: 

“I learned a lot from the vocational training. I can make body creams, air 

fresheners, and dishwashing grease, which I sell in local markets. With the little I get I pay 

for rent, feed my children and send them to school.” 

All women participating in the study reported that, because it is their role and 

responsibility to ensure household food security, they work harder to find the means and 

resources through vocational training offered by various empowerment agencies and non-

governmental organizations. A 37 year old woman explained that she became the sole 

provider for her family after her husband was killed by Boko Haram: 

 “After we fled here because of the Boko haram, I came with nothing. I was doing 

nothing, but now at least I make little money to help my family,” I am indeed very happy, I 

can rent a two bedroom and feed my family comfortably without begging anybody.” 

 

Women and Economic Empowerment in Displacement  

Findings indicate that the experiences of women with regards to the insurgency have 

shaped household gender roles.  It has led to important changes in gender division of labour 

and the economic activity of the women. The women revealed that they now assume new 

roles, and these changes have offered more opportunities for their empowerment. The 

displacement has created economic opportunities for most of the women participants that are 

heading their households because their husbands were death or have migrated to neighboring 

countries. Their responsibilities are different now; they have to learn how to take care of their 

children alone, and how to exercise power, independence and strength, while joining new 

communities. Some of these women particularly those living in host communities, reported 

that for the first time, they had the opportunity to work outside their home, they have become 

income earners, have organized themselves with other women, and are now active in the 

public sphere. 

Participants who are engaged in active economic activities and are exposed to 

livelihood opportunities and training programmes offered by local and international 

organizations reported that their business had been relatively successful. Such livelihood 

activities, especially opening tailoring shops, restaurants and beauty salons, enabled women to 

provide for their families’ needs and earn their own income, making them feel empowered. 
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When asked whether the women have a degree of control over their own income, 

majority of them expressed that although perceptions around household decision-making 

remain with the men however, they have control over their earnings and can take decisions on 

what to do with their income. They reported that because of the new environment and 

campaign awareness on gender equality and women’s right by human right groups, men’s 

perception of confiding women to the homes had changed and they have started to give 

women more freedom to go out and be economically empowered. This has indeed reduced 

their economic dependence on men. Hafsat 25 year old displaced women from Madagali 

narrated that: 

“I never thought that one day I will go out of my home to work, back home there were 

very few working women. Before we fled I depend on my husband but now it is 

different It is no longer considered shameful for a woman to support the family. 

Previously, he would go and earn money and give it to me to take care of the home. 

He has no job now; I have to work to support the family. I love that because it shows 

equality. It doesn’t empower women over men but gets them to a point where they are 

equal to each other” 

Hadiza (38) from Izge who earn a living through farming and firewood selling said: 

 “I am happy that I am the one responsible for earning money for myself. I feel it gives 

me independence and it gives me income, I don’t need to ask anyone for money … It is 

all me running the household, my husband was a soldier killed by Boko Haram… I 

have children to take care of and send them to school.   

Some of the participants during focus group, who do not work disclosed that they want 

to work but are often faced with numerous challenges. They revealed that their culture and/or 

community would not accept women working outside the home. Other participants said they 

cannot work or do not want to work because they have young children and not having 

childcare support. Most these women reported that they depend on their husbands or children 

to feed and take care of themselves. They complain that their husbands cannot provide all that 

they need; these have indeed affected their livelihoods and are finding it very difficult to cope 

in the displaced communities.  

 

Conclusion  

 Violence and conflict are major causes or drivers of forced displaced. Women 

displaced by the Boko Haram insurgency in northeast Nigeria have experienced a wide range 

of profound challenges. Against a backdrop of severe gender inequalities and problems of 
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violence experienced by women in region the study finds that women were exposed to new 

ideas and new skills while displaced, and are propelled into economic empowerment. The 

study also illustrates the importance of giving women tools to taking control over their own 

lives and situations.  

Finally, the study suggests that there is need to call for widespread community level 

awareness, education, and mobilization programmes and campaigns that focus on changing 

gender inequitable attitudes, practices and relationships. Fostering gender equality in every 

sphere of life will promote women’s empower and lasting peace in northeast Nigeria.   
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