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ABSTRACT

Ve

N
Women’s empowerment and economic development are closely related: in one direction, development alone can play a major

role in driving down inequality between men and women,; in the other direction, empowering women may benefit development.
Research on the relationship between employment and empowerment often focuses on access to employment opportunities
and working conditions at the societal level, and on a woman'’s control over resources and contribution to total family earnings
in the household. They conclude that research on the links between economic development and empowerment must
include broader measures of education and empowerment and incorporate a greater breadth of social, household and life
course factors relevant to gender and family relations. This paper reviews the literature on both sides of the empowerment-
development nexus, and argues that the inter-relationships are probably too weak to be self-sustaining, and that continuous

L policy commitment to equality for its own sake may be needed to bring about equality between men and women.
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INTRODUCTION

The persistence of gender inequality is most starkly brought
home in the phenomenon of “missing women”. The term was
coined by Amartya Sen in a now classic article in the New
York Review of Books (Sen, 1990) to capture the fact that the
proportion of women is lower than what would be expected if
girls and women throughout the developing world were born
and died at the same rate, relative to boys and men, as they
do in Sub Saharan Africa. Today, it is estimated that 6 million
women are missing every year (World Development Report,
2012) of these, 23 percent are never born, and 10 percent
are missing in early childhood, 21 percent in the reproductive
years, and 38 percent above the age of 60. Stark as the ex-
cess mortality is, it still does not capture the fact that through-
out their lives, even before birth, women in developing coun-
tries are treated differently than their brothers, lagging behind
men in many domains. For each missing woman, there are
many more women who fail to get an education, a job, or a
political responsibility that they would have obtained if they
had been men.

RELAXING THE GRIP OF POVERTY THROUGH ECO-
NOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The first way by which economic development reduces in-
equality is by relaxing the constraints poor households face,
thus reducing the frequency at which they are placed in the
position to make life or death choices. Because these tragic
choices are often resolved at the expense of women’s wellbe-
ing, increasing the resources available to families, as eco-
nomic development does, reduces the excess vulnerability of
women.

Even in the countries where the preference for boys is strong-
est, the evidence that girls systematically receive less care
than boys under normal circumstances is not as clear-cut
as one might guess. It is, of course, very difficult to observe
whether, for example, girls are given less to eat than boys,
since households under observation are likely to change their

behavior. Also, when asked to keep diaries of how much each
member consumes over a given period, households may mis-
report the portions given to boys and girls. Finally, households
may give the same amount to boys and girls, but girls’ needs
may be different.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT, FERTILITY, AND MATER-
NAL MORTALITY

Other than pre-birth and in early childhood, women are most
likely to be missing relative to men in childbearing years. This,
of course, is not the result of active discrimination, but due to
the fact that women carry children and give birth, and that in
itself is a dangerous activity. Other than directly affecting the
welfare of women (and not men) in a significant way, maternal
mortality is potentially a source of lower parental investment
in childhood: if parents expect girls to be much more likely to
die as young women than boys, they may be more inclined
to invest in boys.

Overall, fertility decreases with income and education and
age at first birth increases. Age at first birth is a risk factor in
maternal mortality: very young mothers are more likely to die
or have complications in childbirth. Fertility has declined dra-
matically in most developing countries over the last two dec-
ades, with few countries now having a total fertility rate of 6 or
higher. That in itself has had a mechanical impact in reducing
the number of missing women by decreasing the number of
chances a woman has to die during her childbearing years.

GIVING WOMEN HOPE BY EXPANDING THEIR OPPOR-
TUNITIES

The fact that women have fewer opportunities in the labor
market may contribute to their unequal treatment in the
household. Parents have lower aspirations for their daugh-
ters than for their sons, and teenagers themselves have lower
aspirations. If women do not work outside the home, there
may be a perception that they do not need to be as strong
and healthy and that they do not need a formal education.
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Interviews of parents in five states in north India conducted for
the Public Report on Basic Education (PROBE) in India (The
probe Team, 1999), found that as high as 10 percent of them
believed that it was not important for girls to be educated—
only up to 1 percent believed the same for boys. Fifty-seven
percent wanted their sons to study “as far as possible,” while
only 28 percent wanted the same for their daughters.

Many parents believed that educating girls is not necessary,
since girls are only expected to marry and take care of their
households. In the Beaman et al (2011) study, 32% of the par-
ents reported that they wanted their teenage boys to graduate
from secondary school or college, and only 18% wished the
same for their girls.

IMPACT OF ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ON WOMEN’S
STATUS

As stated by Pradhan and Abraham (2005) “Recent empirical
advancement in growth economics emphasized that the key
factors in modern economic growth is the productive and ef-
ficient use of human resources. The role of women’s status
is very crucial, as they constitute an important supply of hu-
man capital”. They have very emphatically brought about the
relation between economic development and women'’s status
by using econometric model and thereafter using regression
model but to my understanding the results would have been
more emphatic if different dimensions of women’s status were
related to economic development. They have basically con-
centrated on educational and professional training for jobs to
be the main contributor to nation’s economic. Going about
to assess women’s status along with assessing their status
in every dimension means that we can gauge where women
need more attention and where our policies need to be con-
centrated be it health, education, economic, demographic or
political spheres.

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND WOMEN’S RIGHTS
Empirically, there is a strong correlation between economic
development and women'’s legal rights, in areas as diverse
as property rights, access to land, access to bank loans, vio-
lence against women, abortion policy, etc. Doepke and Tertilt
(2009) show a robust negative correlation of 0.4 or higher
across countries between the lack of rights and GDP per capi-
tal. Historically, the expansion of economic rights to women in
the US and Europe preceded their access to political rights.

While it is of course impossible to infer causality from the data,
two lines of argument suggest why economic growth could
lead men to willingly surrender economic rights to their wives.
Doepke and Tertilt (2009) argue that when the importance of
human capital in the economy increases (with technological
progress), men start to be willing to surrender some rights to
women to ensure that children get better educated (the argu-
ment requires that women care more about children’s human
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capital and that bargaining power matter for household deci-
sions, which we will discuss below).

The tradeoff is between their utility today, and the utility of
their offspring (children, grandchildren, and future genera-
tions). Fernandez’s (2009) argument is slightly different, al-
though related: she argues that as fertility declines, fathers’
interest as husbands (who would like to have all the rights),
start to conflict with their interest as fathers (who would like to
protect their daughters against their future son-in-laws). With
economic growth and a decline in fertility, the balance starts
tilting towards the latter interest, and women’s economic
rights are expanded.

Empirically, there remains much more to be done, and this is
a very interesting area of research. These two papers provide
convincing theoretical arguments; however, that economic
growth can lead to a progression in women'’s rights.

CONCLUSION

Women’s empowerment and economic development are
closely interrelated. While development itself will bring about
women’s empowerment, empowering women will bring about
changes in decision-making, which will have a direct impact
on development. Contrary to what is claimed by some of the
more optimistic policy makers, it is, however, not clear that
a one-time impulsion of women’s rights will spark a virtuous
circle, with women’s empowerment and development mutu-
ally reinforcing each other and women eventually being equal
partners in richer societies.

On the one hand, economic development alone is insufficient
to ensure significant progress in important dimensions of
women’s empowerment, in particular, significant progress in
decision-making ability in the face of pervasive stereotypes
against women’s ability. On the other hand, women’s empow-
erment leads to improvement in some aspects of children’s
welfare (health and nutrition, in particular), but at the expense
of some others (education).

This suggests that neither economic development nor wom-
en’s empowerment is the magic bullet it is sometimes made
out to be. Equity between men and women is only likely to be
achieved by continuing policy actions that favor women at the
expense of men, possibly for a very long time. While this may
result in some collateral benefits, those benefits may or may
not be sufficient to compensate the cost of the distortions asso-
ciated with such redistribution. This measure of realism needs
to temper the positions of policy makers on both sides of the
development/empowerment debate. This may not be the most
comforting message to deliver, but may be necessary to pre-
vent the backlash that failed miracle solutions generally attract
of pervasive stereo types against women’s ability.
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