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Abstract

Based on in-depth interviews carried out with men and women in both male and
female-headed households in the townships of Khayelitsha and Philippi in Cape Town,
South Africa, the thesis examines the impact of housing finance and participation in
housing projects on intra-household gender relations. The importance of the projects
to the low-income, mainly female Xhosa participants is explored, not only as a means
of delivering physical shelter with resulting improvement in quality of life, but also as
an empowering process. In particular the impact of an external factor on power
relations between men and women in male-headed households is explored, through
changes in decision-making abilities and control over household resources. Following
on from these shifts, and echoing wider societal changes in South Africa and beyond,
the notion of a ‘crisis in masculinity’ is explored. The role of emotions in decision-
making is highlighted, particularly in response to models and theories which exclude

the emotional context ofhousehold power relations.

Key findings include the degree to which empowering women outside the household
does not necessarily result in a similar shift in status within the household; and the
extent to which men consider their traditional authority and position as household
heads undermined by their perception of growing ‘women’s rights’. Women living
within female-headed households also present a strong case for the increasing
breakdown of the traditional nuclear household, through their representation of
marriage and partnership with men as not only emotionally but also economically
unstable. The destabilisation of marriage is generally regarded as more problematic by
men, who experience a loss of power when these fail, than by women who reported a
preference for female headship. Issues raised during the fieldwork illustrate the need
for an exploration of the meaning of terms such as household, headship, decision-
making and empowerment, particularly where these are used in models of the

household.
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Chapter One

Housing the Household: NGOs, Gender and Empowerment

Although it is often asserted that the household makes decisions ...the household
can neither decide nor think, since analytical constructs are not so empowered.
Rather certain people within the household make decisions...and other less-
empowered household members follow them.

Wolf, 1990:60

You have been in the meeting, out there, with the women, the way you are there.
When you get into the house and your husband is there, you do change, ‘ok, I'm
getting home now’. You have to change and obey the orders. It’s like that; you
have to respect your husband.

Emily, respondent in Kuyasa housing project

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are increasingly involved in the provision of
microfinance to women, not only as a means of triggering economic development, but
also as route to empowerment. The latter is a problematic concept, as understandings
of the term range from the practical to the political, the economic to the social.
Broadly, it recognises certain sections of society to be disempowered relative to others
and that improvement in their situation calls for an increase in available choices, and
the ability to articulate and exercise these choices. The association between women
and disempowerment has been illustrated by both practical development approaches
that highlight women’s poorer status across a number of welfare indicators, as well as
a political, gendered analysis that regards this differential as the product of a
particular system in which power is exercised by men. In efforts to improve women’s
well being as well as increase the resource base they draw upon to access choices,
microfinance has been forwarded as a practical mechanism for unlocking women’s
potential for greater economic and social empowerment. The link between gender,
finance and empowerment is based on a number of assumptions about the behaviour
of women (and the unseen behaviour of men), the capacity of NGOs to deliver

finances and support women’s uptake of credit and the nature of empowerment. This
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Chapter One

research explores the nature of these links, the assumptions that lie behind them and

their empirical validity. The three main research questions are explained below.

Where is the household?

Missing from the gender/finance/empowerment framework is recognition of the
importance of the household. To women, particularly those whose access to the
market is constrained, or whose homes are their market, the household is the sphere
within which their most important relationships are situated. The household has a key
role in legitimising the social construction of women’s identities, in framing the
relationships they have with other men and women and as a site for negotiation,
conflict and co-operation. Given this site’s primary importance in women’s lives,
understanding the relationships within it should be central to attempts to understand
how finance can empower women. In particular, given the growing literature on
models of the household and its internal negotiations, as well as an increasing
recognition of variation in household structure, there would appear to be a gap in
evaluations of the empowering potential of microfinance that do not incorporate the
household.

How is empowerment defined?

A key assumption in the relationship between women and microfinance has been that
power can be translated into the ability to make decisions, and that decision-making is
therefore an adequate indicator of empowerment. It is also assumed that decision-
making over economic resources is the most valuable form of decision-making. There
is a need to discover whether women place similar value on autonomy over all facets
of economic decision-making, or whether there might be preferences that have been
overlooked. There is also a need to understand the extent to which empowerment has
been assumed to place women beyond the household, or viewed the household as a
constraint to women’s empowerment. Women’s notions of empoWerment may be
more focused on the household and its well-being, and less on abstract ideas of power
relations. Unless socio-cultural context is known, then the ways in which women
express powér may not be recognised as such. In particular the way women conceive
of power, and what successful identities they can harness power to uphold, will vary
depending on context, and this needs to be understood to gain a full picture of the

impact of projects on women’s status.
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Chapter One

Where are the men? -

As NGOs have found out, women’s decision-making over economic resources may be
constrained by the role men play, either in appropriating finance, or through a lack of
male involvement and their consequeﬁt withholding of resources that could
potentially be harnessed to finance with greater benefit. In particular, the relationships
women have with men are central to this, as even where women do not live in male-
headed households, the centrality of gender relations means that the way women
engage with men will provide insights into women’s empowerment. A notion of
empowerment that assumes all women to be subordinate to all men risks losing the
nuances that characterise gender relations, and the possibility that women may
exercise power through other means than financial autonomy. Furthermore, the
exclusion of men from the process of increasing women’s resources and
empowerment may be detrimental to both women and men. In particular, there needs
to be an understanding of the impact upon men of a process that tends to target
women either implicitly or openly, and whether women’s empowerment can be

disempowering for men.

1.1 Theorising Empowerment

Defining empowerment has become increasingly difficult as the term has been widely
incorporated into a range of discourses, and has been adapted to context or used
interchangeably with other development terms (Desai, 1996; Kabeer, 1994, 1999;
Townsend et al, 1999). It is broadly recognised as a process by which those without
power acquire it, although key to this is an understanding of what power is, how it is
constituted and how it can be attained and exercised. Understanding and defining
power is complex and consequently most definitions are concerned with the
expression of power. At its most abstract, power is argued to exist only in its exercise,
between individuals or individuals and institutions. As such, power is conceptualised
as a process, a system of networks within which power exists and can be applied
(Alberti, 1999; Foucault, 1986). But the exercise of power is also problematic, and

there are various frameworks for translating power into action.
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Chapter One

The simplest notion of power is that of the ‘power to’, in which power is conceived of
as the ability to make decisions over observable conflicts, and is the capacity to act
over others (Lukes, 1974; Townsend et al, 1999). This framework is appealing in its
reduction of power to a decision-making function. This has the advantage of linking
the ability to make decisions to power and so consequently to assume that
improvements in decision-making capacity will lead to increased power. Such a
concept has informed development paradigms, including the Women In Development
framework, in which efforts have been channelled towards increasing the capacity of
the poor, and women in particular, to exercise power through decision-making.' The
lack of power in the lives of individuals, in particular low-income women in
developing countries, meant it was assumed that the exercise of collective action
would achieve power, both from a practical basis by mobilising resources and also
strategically by increasing women’s ability to take on systems of oppression (Moser,
1993). To this end, women’s organisations were encouraged as the means by which
disempowered women might gain power and so become empowered (Sen and Grown,
1987; Zapata, 1999). The practical basis of these organisations was regarded by
development practitioners as a potential mechanism by which socio-economic
interventions might be made, haressing and enhancing the power created by these
organisations. Such a link between income-generation, decision-making and
empowerment has become a comerstone in development programmes, particularly
those delivering microfinance (Mayoux, 1999). However, the growing emphasis on
income-generation as a means to empowerment has oversimplified the link between
the two, in which income-generation has become regarded as not only an indicator but

also a form of empowerment.

An alternative framework for conceptualising power is the notion of ‘power ovér’,
which refers to the ability of possessors of power to control the arena of conflict and
to suppress certain agendas from the decision-making forum (Kabeer, 1994; Lukes,
1974). This framework is concerned with the way power relations are institutionalised,

and consequently in the way that certain decisions are not ever contested, but an

! The Women in Development paradigm argued for the inclusion of women in development, reasoning
that their exclusion limited the success and reach of development programmes. This position has been
critiqued for failing to question the position of women within societies, and for regarding women as
conduits for development rather than actors in their own right (Kabeer, 1994; Moser, 1993).
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Chapter One

accepted part of social or gender relations. This idea of power is used in much
theorising of gender relations, in which the types of decisions women make are
limited by social norms that dictate where women exercise control. This links to the
need to understand women’s empowerment in the context of the relations and
networks of power within which women exist. Women’s empowerment is not drawn
out of improved economic productivity, because women face constraints to their
exercise of choice. In particular, feminist analysis considers that power relations
between men and women are such that women are restricted in the resources they can
access and the degree of power they can exert over these. Furthermore, the embedded
nature of these gendered power relations are such that a ‘patriarchal bargain’ exists, in
which women act and pursue their aims within a framework of social systems shaped
by men (Friedmann, 1992; Garcia-Guadilla, 1995; Kabeer, 1994; Kandiyoti, 1988;
Rowlands, 1997; Walby, 1990). Such a belief is particularly useful in analyses of the
household, where women’s power to exercise decision-making is restrained by wider

gendered beliefs as to the kinds of decisions women can take.

Closely linked to this concept of power is a third formulation, that of ‘power within’
(Lukes, 1974; Rowlands, 1997, Townsend et al, 1999), in which conflict is not only
removed from the decision-making forum by the exercise of institutional power, but is
removed from the consciousness of those involved. In this model, potential conflicts
in decision-making are left unarticulated by actors who might be presumed to have an
interest in their outcome, including those who enjoy a position of dominance over less
'empowered individuals or groups. As a consequence of such a formulation, there is a
clear need to understand empowerment as multidimensional and complex (Kabeer,
1999; Rowlands, 1997). In particular, the idea that empowerment can be delivered as
a component of wider income-generation programmes has been critiqued, and the
need for women to control the strategies for their own development has been
highlighted (Afshar, 1998; Datta, 2003; Folbre, 1997; Freire, 1993; Sen, 2000).
Women’s agency rather than women’s participation has become the focus of attempts
to incorporate empowerment into development. The process by which empowerment
through strategic needs occurs should acknowledge that women may not recognise as

strategic those aspects of their lives that have gone unquestioned, and that furthermore
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women will come into conflict with those actors and institutions with an interest in-
maintaining the power status quo. The call for ‘women-led development’ and
‘empowerment from within’ therefore has its basis in the belief that empowerment
cannot be bestowed, as well as recognising the impracticality of forcing an

unworkable project onto a community.

Incorporating empowerment into NGO projects has tended to focus on the practical
aspects that are believed to support empowerment, hence the link made between
socio-economic development and employment. This link has encouraged the growth
of microfinance projects, in which women’s disempowerment is regarded as
economic and that access to finance can be sufficient to initiate a process of economic
and self-empowerment. Research, however, has begun to show that microfinance does
not always trigger empowerment; indeed it can increase the constraints women face
(Goetz and Sen Gupta, 1996; Longwe, 2000; Mayoux, 1998, 1999). Empowerment is
therefore not merely a case of income-generation and participation in decision-making,
but of the control women have over these processes. Incorporating this more political

aspect in NGO projects is clearly more complex than just making finance available.

In response to this acknowledgement of complexity, Kabeer (1999) suggests
regarding power as the ability to exercise choice and sets this definition within a
framework of three criteria for making choices - existing resources, exercise of
agency and outcomes. This framework is particularly useful in understanding the
impact of microfinance, and understanding how this external change does not always
improve women’s conditions. If microfinance does not significantly expand women’s
resource bases or their ability to exercise agency (in making choices over the use of
their resources), then the impact of microfinance will be limited. This framework is
useful not only in illustrating the relationship between microfinance and the
individual, but by incorporating existing resource bases, makes spabe for the wider
household, community and socio-cultural institutions in which women exercise
agency and choice. An acknowledgement of the importance of context also highlights
that where empowerment is dependent upon the wider relations within which a
woman lives, it is equally likely to depend upon the personal characteristics and
circumstances of the women. As such, the experiences of the dissmpowered cannot be

homogenised and assuming unproblematic relationships within disempowered groups
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such as poor women can lead to the empowerment of some individuals at the expense

of others (Edwards and Sen, 2000; Yuval-Davis, 1998).

1.2 Non-governmental Organisations

Development discourse has come to focus on the private sector and NGOs as
mechanisms for deiivering development, rather than concentrating solely on the
public sector.? In some cases this is due to ‘state failure’ to provide services, which
has been picked up by international economic discourse and the increasing popularity
of a neo-liberal paradigm which regards the free market as the most effective and
appropriate mechanism for service delivery. In addition, a reduction in the state’s role
and the establishment of alternative channels of development are assumed to
strengthen civil society, a development aim in itself, particularly in countries with
limited experience of democratic systems of govemance (Fowler, 1991;
Himmelstrand, 1994; Hudock, 1999; Hyden, 1994; Mcllwaine, 1998; Mercer, 2002).
Where, as is often the case in developing countries, the market fails to provide for the
majority of the population, NGOs have been hailed by some actors as having the
scope to support civil society while delivering development with greater success than
either public or private sectors (Edwards and Hulme, 1995, 1997; Heinrich, 2001;
Hudock, 1999; Robinson, 1993).

The current neo-liberal political and economic climate has seen an increasing drive
for decentralisation and democratisation. The vacuum left after the ‘rolling back’ of
the state has not always been filled by the private sector, particularly in areas
characterised by geographical remoteness or low-income or marginalised populations.
Instead, in some areas, NGOs have become the main providers of development.
Generally associated with the declining role of states as aid recipients, they have seen
their funding by both bilateral and multiiateral donors increase due to the perception
that they are better placed to deliver development with greater efficiency and scope, at
lower cost and with a greater degree of beneficiary participation and empowerment
(Fowler, 2000; Habib and Taylor, 1999; Powell and Seddon, 1997; Wallace, 1997).

2NGOs can be loosely categorised as non-profit organisations that lie outside the public and private
sectors (Huddock, 1999) and that are engaged in the provision of development, although their
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This increasing importance of non-governmental forms of development is reflected in
the increasing funding levels available to NGOs. From 1970 to 1990 funding through
NGOs increased from $2.7bn to $7.2bn (Fowler, 1992, cited in Marcussen, 1996).
OECD estimates put annual NGO spending at $9-10bn (OECD 1993, cited in
Marcussen, 1996), while it is estimated that NGOs account for 13% of total official
development assistance, although this varies depending on governments (ibid). It is
estimated that in the early 1970s NGOs received 1.5% of their funding from donors,
but by the mid 1990s, this had risen to 30% (Overseas Development Institute 1995,
cited in Edwards and Hulme, 1997).

This emphasis on reduced state involvement has not gone uncontested.
Conceptualising a diminished role for the state is characteristic of neo-liberal thought
and not unproblematic (Allen, 1995; Baylies, 1995; Bayra, 1993; Drame, 1996;
Uphoff, 1995). The inability of the state to provide development raises questions over
its capabilities, its purpose and ultimately its legitimacy. As previously state-
controlled functions fall under the remit of non-state institutions, there is potential for
renegotiating the meaning of citizenship with wider implications for both citizens and
the state (McEwan, 2000, 2003; Wood, 1997). In some cases, this has been
encouraged by donors who have tied development aid to political conditionality and
sought to harness economic development to political reform. The ability of the state to
provide development is further weakened by the role of NGOs as preferred conduits
for donor finances, impacting on the capability of the state to deliver services and
demonstrating the potential power of international donors over individual states
(Baylies, 1995; Bebbington and Riddell, 1995; Bratton, 1989; Stewart 1997).

The case for NGOs is based on the belief that they are capable of reaching the poorest
and most marginalised populations; that the development processes they utilise are
more effective than those of conventional development agencies in reaching intended
beneficiaries and in promoting participation and empowerment; that these projects are
undertaken with lower operational costs and on a sustainable basis; and that they are

unconstrained by bureaucratic regulations and so are more adaptive and innovative

definition is contested (Dichter, 1997, Edwards and Hulme, 1997; Mercer, 2002; Stewart, 1997;
Uphoff, 1995; Vakil, 1997).

17



Chapter One

(Edwards and Hulme, 1992, 1996, 1997; Hudock, 1999; Marcussen, 1996). NGOs
claim that they are more effective in reaching and delivering services to the poor, who
are often excluded from more mainstream initiatives. In addition to this, NGOs claim
that their small-scale, locally aware and innovative approaches play a positive role in
strengthening civil society and can empower, rather than merely serve, local
communities. In particular their targeting of marginal groups, such as low-income
women, has been of interest to international donors desirous of seeing their funding

reach intended beneficiaries (Edwards and Hulme, 1995).

In fact, little is actually known about the efficiency and impact of many NGO projects
(Bratton 1989; Copestake, 2000; Noponen, 1997, UNDP 1993; Wallace 1997). NGO
projects do not necessarily reach the poorest sections of societies nor are they always
participatory, and they can suffer high operating costs as a consequence of attempting
to do so (Marcussen, 1996). Thus the success of NGOs at reaching those previously
excluded from development initiatives comes with a correspondingly higher
economic cost and expecting NGOs to mediate the separate demands for effective
development provision and greater financial sustainability may compromise their
ability to do either. Furthermore, the appropriateness of NGOs as large-scale
development providers is not only questionable on the basis of their methodologies,
~ but also on the impact that donor expectation has had on their ability to continue
operating with this advantage. The ability of NGOs to scale up, replicate their
programmes and co-ordinate with other NGOs and development agencies working in
the same geographical or project area is questioned, particularly in cases where the
value of NGO work lies in its ability to adapt to local contexts with emphasis on the
quality rather than quantity of service (Bebbington, 1995; Biggs and Neame, 1995;
Edwards and Hulme, 1995, 1996, 1997, Marcussen, 1996).

In addition, as recipients of donor finance NGOs have been called upon to become
more accountable and transparent in their internal processes (Edwards and Hulme,
1995; Oneworld Trust, 2003). Consequently, NGOs have become increasingly
accountablé to donors, which has served both to decrease their independence and to
focus accountability upwards to donors rather than downwards to beneficiaries as was
traditionally the case. The result of this, while serving to increase the scale of NGO

projects, has been a shift in the conceptualisation of programmes and target
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populations so as to provide greater financial sustainability within a shorter timeframe.
~ As such, the criteria for measuring success have shifted from beneficiary contentment
to financial sustainability, which has resulted in a convergence in the types of
programmes NGOs carry out (Edwards and Hulme, 1997). In particular, the
international focus on poverty alleviation as a development aim means there is an
increasing prevalence of projects targeted at income-generation capacity as opposed
to projects with less tangible and more long-term benefits, in particular those projects
that NGOs claimed would empower participants by challenging power relations. It is
within this context that microfinance services have become important tools for NGOs
as they can easily be replicated, scaled-up and publicised, as well as having obvious
poverty-alleviating components (Bennett, Goldberg and Hunte, 1996; Dichter, 1996;
Mayoux, 1999; Rhyne and Otero, 1996).

1.2.1 NGOs and Microfinance

As a tool used by NGOs, microfinance is drawn from three separate paradigms of
development thought: financial sustainability, poverty alleviation and empowerment
(Kabeer, 1994; Mahmud, 2003; Mayoux, 1999, 2000, 2001). The financial
sustainability approach considers that the widespread availability of credit services for
the poor will bridge pre-existing gaps in the formal market and by enabling the poor
to access credit, will initiate what Mayoux (1999) refers to as a ‘virtuous spiral’ of
socio-economic improvement. This is closely linked to the poverty alleviation
paradigm, in which practical measures for improving low-income populations’ quality
of life are advocated, both as tools for improving well-being and also as enabling
further empowering choices. These perspectives have focused on women in particular,
not only as they experience high levels of poverty but as they are vregarded as
gatekeepers to household welfare (Berger, 1989; Chant, 1997a; Kabeer, 1994). The
empowerment paradigm regards the provision of microfinance as a potentially
empowering tool: firstly, in enabling the previously excluded to participate, secondly,
in regarding the process as an empowering relationship and not merely a financial one
and thirdly, by using microfinance to improve economic quality of life with
associated effects on social capital (Kabeer, 2001; Mahmud, 2003; Mayoux, 1999).
The empowerment paradigm is less concerned with the practical basis of the previous
two paradigms except as a conduit to empowerment, but all three regard an increase in

access to economic services as a condition to success.
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Microfinance is also regarded as useful given the high degree to which the
‘unbankable’ poor organise and use their limited resources, particularly in the form of
savings and loans, in systems of informal finance. These generally take the form of
rotating savings and credit associations (ROSCAs), in which members save regular
amounts for disbursement over a specified period of time, or can take loans on the
basis of their saving record (Merrett and Russell, 1994; Reinke, 1998; Smets, 1996;
Thomas, 1991; Tomlinson, 1995). These systems appeal to the three paradigms
outlined above; either on the basis of their pragmatic financial sense in the face of
limited access to formal finance, or as part of a wider system of support potentially
empowering those who use their resources to improve well being (Copestake, 1996;
Dallimore and Jones, 2004).. In particular the pre-existence of savings groups means
that NGOs can incorporate indigenous financial models into their projects, arguing
that in so doing, they bring resources to well-regulated and functional, albeit informal,

financial systems.

However, these systems of informal finance are not easy to scale up into larger
microfinance projects for several reasons. Part of their success depends on their small
scale, whereby the risk associated with lending and saving together is offset by social
networks and peer pressure which act as security. Scaling up loses the personal
relationship upon which the trust necessary for shared saving is dependent. In addition,
groups are aware of the risk of group saving and loans and are therefore self-selecting.
Groups will not risk default from members in precarious financial situations and so
will exclude them from membership. The poorest therefore risk being excluded from
these saving systems, despite the appearance to outsiders that they are tailored for the
poor. Finally, ROSCAs tend to be highly gendered with limited participation by men
(Jones and Datta, 1999). This has implications for the scaling up of NGO projects and
a need to incorporate gender considerations, such as why it is women who focus on
savings and loans and not men, how NGOs might better understand this process so as
to support it and whether participation by women can be detrimental as well as

positive to their well-being and potential empowerment.

Microfinance covers a range of services including credit, savings and related schemes

such as pensions and insurance, and can be organised in different ways (Mayoux,
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1999). This can take the form of leﬁding to individuals or groups, for different
purposes (such as enterprise creation) and in different ways (either by linking
members to formal credit, or by setting up independent savings groups). The
encouragement of NGOs to undertake this role comes from the increasing belief that
formal institutions are failing to deliver financial services to the poor and that
evidence over several decades has illustrated the ability of the poor to access and
repay informal credit, often operating at higher rates of interest than in the formal
sector (Boleat, 1987, Dichter, 1997; Tun Wai, 1992). The mismatch between formal
financial institutions and the poor is seen as a consequence of the requirements made
by institutions, including minimum loan size, collateral, regular income and credit
checks. In addition to economic barriers, social constraints exist, such as the
requirement for literacy, and are especially effective in denying women access to
formal institutions (Copestake, 1996; Dichter, 1997; Mayoux, 1999; Rhyne and Otero,
1992). Whether NGOs are seen as most suitable to provide financial services to the
poor, or their contribution is regarded as taking up a shortfall that should ultimately
rest with the market, NGOs are currently the site in which a number of potentially
conflicting demands and requirements are met (Bennett and Cuevas, 1996; Renaud,
1999; Robinson, 1996; von Pischke, 1996).

This link between NGOs and microfinance can be problematic. The ability of NGOs
to deliver financial services is questioned. NGOs rarely have the scale or technical
expertise to administer microfinance (Bennett et al, 1996; Rhyne and Otero, 1992).
Financial sustainability is problematic on several counts: that subsidisation is often
required to cover start-up or administration costs, that default can be high, that initial
lending is on a small scale and that microloans alone do not improve livelihoods and
therefore are unsustainable (Dichter, 1996, 1997, Goetz and Sen Gupta, 1996). A
focus on microfinance alone may well yield higher financial efficiency but can
produce lower social benefits, and even social costs, for clients, especially women.
The socio-economic context within which credit is provided, particularly when it is
provided to women, needs to be considered to ensure that clients are not merely being
facilitated to take on debt and that the financial sustainability of NGOs is not
prioritised over beneficiary well-being. The extent to which microfinance can
alleviate poverty is therefore dependent not only on access to credit, but the use of

credit in successful income-generating activities. Additionally, an emphasis on
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sustainability sits at odds with the founding tenets of many NGOs and can encourage
NGOs to concentrate on the ‘better off’ poor as more ‘bankable’, excluding those who
are viewed as credit risks and reducing reach to the poorest of the poor (Dichter 1997;
Robinson, 1996). Finally, the success or otherwise of NGOs’ microfinance
programmes is not clear-cut. Despite the apparent emphasis of both the sustainability
and poverty-alleviation paradigms on quantitative indicators of success (such as
repayment rates or improvements in income and standard of living), the diverse range
of NGO work and the lack of a unified approach means there is little comparative
basis for evaluating NGO projects (Dallimore and Jones, 2004; Jones and Datta,
1999). The measurement of success with regards to empowerment is rendered even
more complex by the difficulty of using quantitative indicators for a subjective

concept (Mayoux, 1999).

1.2.2 NGOs and Housing Finance

Housing finance policy has been influenced by a similar shift in international
economic paradigms as those described for microfinance. This shift in emphasis has
meant ihat governments’ role in housing finance has been increasingly that of
facilitator and regulator, rather than that of housing provider. Housing markets and
housing finance have been subjected to the same calls for deregulation and
liberalisation that have characterised the neo-liberal paradigm, with the belief that
housing demand is best met by the free working of the market, rather than government
interference, and that increasing liberalisation and development increases developing
countries’ integration into international markets (Hamnett, 1994; Jones and Datta,
1999). Housing finance itself has become a perceived key to integrating national
financial networks, rather than an isolated mechanism (Kim, 1997). Thus World Bank
housing finance policy guidelines call for the development of a sustainable, integrated
market-based finance system, with government deregulation of controls on the private
sector and efficient subsidy use (Buckley, 1996, 1999; Jones and Datta, 2000; Renaud,
1999; Robinson, 1996). In the context of developing countries, where the ability of
the majority of the population to access formal finance is severely restricted, such a
policy relies on either increased access to formal institutions, or alternative finance

provision.
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In light of the growth of NGO microfinance services, it has been argued that NGOs
could play a role in delivering housing finance to low-income populations, either as
an interim service until finance institutions are able to reach these markets, or as part
of NGOs’ wider socio-economic development strategies (Jones and Mitlin, 1999; Kim,
1997; Renaud, 1999; UNCHS, 2001). The history of housing in the last 50 years has
been characterised by the failure of public provision and the increasing self-reliance
of the poor, in particular the role of self-help housing which continues to play a
dominant role in the housing of low-income populations. Where formal housing
finance is characterised by large loan size, long repayment periods, minimum income
requirements and the need for collateral, NGO microfinance is tailored to the needs of
the poor. The methodologies used in NGO microfinance projects can be applied to
housing finance, and the increasing interest of governments in this method of housing
provision has led to the integration of these schemes into large-scale programmes

(Jones and Mitlin, 1999; Mitlin, 1997).

The uptake of microfinance and housing finance provision by NGOs raises some
points of concern. The first concerns NGO transparency and the way in which
evaluations of NGO success in microfinance are carried out (usually by NGOs
themselves). This raises issues of accountability and includes the ways in which
NGOs evaluate their projects and the indicators used to measure criteria for success.
Thus NGO projects that claim financial sustainability may not include the
subsidisation of administrative costs, or may measure sustainability in financial terms,
ignoring wider empowerment and gender equality issues (Jones and Datta, 1999).
Secondly, NGOs claim that they are best suited to reach those excluded from formal
finance and large-scale development initiatives, such as women and the poorest
sections of society. Many NGOs specifically target women, as they are relatively
poorer than men and are regarded as gatekeepers to the household. These gender
assumptions require clarification, in particular whether women mi ghf also be targeted
by NGOs on the basis of implicit assumptions about women’s ‘free’ resources, such
as time, which can subsidise finance costs. It also raises questions as to the role of
men in NGO projects, microfinance and household. Following on from this,
particularly in the case of NGOs who claim an empowering component to their work,
there is a need to question whether NGOs operate within pre-existing gender

frameworks, or attempt to challenge these. Finally, where empowerment is
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highlighted as part of NGOs’ work, the framework within which power is understood
needs to be clarified. The notion that empowerment can be bestowed by NGOs
through participation in projects is contradictory to the nature of the concept (Kabeer,
1994) and risks reducing the divisions and difference of experiences within a group
into that of an essentialist understanding of ‘women’. There is also a need to consider
that credit may be disempowering. This may not be in a purely economic sense,
although there is no reason to assume debt to be empowering, but also concerned with
the intrahousehold and societal context within which people, and women in particular,

access and use credit.

1.2.3 Housing and Gender

Research on urban planning and housing has for the most part failed to incorporate
gender analyses and research on housing finance has tended to do the same (Datta and
Jones, 1999; Miraftab, 1992, 1998, 2001; Moser, 1993, 1995; Oruwari, 1992; Varley,
1994). The consequence of this gender blindness and the homogenisation of low-
income household experience has been to reduce the flexibility and responsiveness of
housing and finance provision to diverse urban populations. Assumptions about the
types of housing required and the types of households living within them have
impacted on the ability of a large number of the urban poor to access housing, not
only as a consequence of economic but also socio-cultural constraints. A limited
gendered understanding of these social and economic factors has had adverse

consequences on the housing opportunities of the poor.

Ignoring gender means that assumptions about household structure are often incorrect,
particularly in urban areas in developing countries which have a high percentage of
female-headed households (Chant, 1997a; Larsson and Schlyter, 1993; Longwe, 2000;
Miraftab, 1997). These have gone unnoticed in policy formation or suffered from lack
of ability to access housing as a consequence of discriminatory procedures (Chant,
1997b; Chant with Craske, 2003; Young, 1993). Furthermore, ignoring gender risks
ignoring gender roles in households and housing, and in particular the responsibility
of women for income generation, savings organisation and in some cases housing
provision (Chant, 1996; Folbre, 1991; Ghafur, 2002; Varley, 1994). This is
particularly relevant where women take up service provision after the state’s

withdrawal, despite their frequent inability to translate responsibility for the domestic
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into a significant economic and political voice (Miraftab, 1998; Tinker, 1995). In
addition, research on gender and household structure has concentrated on the
experience of single women with children and to an extent assumes this household
type represents female-headed households, ignoring other non-nuclear structures
(Addae-Dapaah, 1999; Blumberg, 1991; Chant, 1998; Datta and Mcllwaine, 2000;
Varley, 1995, 1996). Finally, where household type has been considered, analysis has
rarely been at the intrahousehold level and has assumed that where resources (such as
housing) or debt and finance have been taken on that this has impacted upon the
household as a cohesive entity. This ignores the existence of inequality within the
household, in particular the power relations between men and women, and the ways in
which externally-derived resources can entrench or reorder gender power relations
and may lead to empowerment (Agarwal, 1997; Goetz and Sen Gupta, 1996; Kabeer,
1998; Sen, 1990).

1.3. Households

A strong argument has been made for the usefulness of NGOs and microfinance as
mechanisms for delivering development and a persuasive link between the two
established theoretically, and to a lesser extent, empirically. However, the links
between NGOs (as context-sensitive development agents), microfinance (as a suitable
mechanism for practical and strategic development) and empowerment, particularly in
a gender context, have not been conclusive. There is a need to understand the impact
of microfinance on the household level, where gender relations are reproduced and
sustained and can influence the uptake and impact of credit. In particular, analysis of
the ways that intrahousehold relations have been theorised can help with
understanding the impact of microfinance on household welfare and individual
empowerment (Folbre, 1986a; Kabeer, 1991, 1994; Miraftab, 1992; Tinker, 1995). If
NGOs are to concentrate upon the household as a recipient of microfinance, then an
understanding of the household as a site of multiple spheres of consumption and
production with hierarchical power relations and unequal distribution of resources is
necessary to ensure that the impact of finance is understood. ‘Family’ and ‘household’
are not always synonymous with social capital and can act to the detriment of
individuals (Mayoux, 1999). Assumptions of improvement in income, household

welfare and women’s empowerment as a consequence of participation in projects
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need to be placed in the context of household relations; and it cannot be assumed that
all or indeed any of the expected outcomes will occur as a result of making finance
available. The success of microfinance needs to be understood in the context of
unequal power relations within households, where women in particular are assumed to
struggle to access and control resources énd for whom credit may be problematic.
This section analyses models of the household and argues that despite their |
shortcomings, their understanding of the household as comprising of potentially

conflicting actors is useful in understanding the success and failure of microfinance.

1.3.1 Modelling the Household

Traditional economic theories of the household regarded it as a ‘black box’, whereby
the economically rational allocation of resources to secure household reproduction
was presumed to take place, with no attempt to uncover the processes by which this
occurred (Becker, 1981; Folbre, 1986a, 1986b; Kabeer, 1994). This conveniently
avoided having to theorise the internal dynamics of the household and instead
depicted a household conceptualised in terms of a ‘typical’ nuclear type, pooling all
resources for the benefit of all members, with decision-making, where required, being
taken by a ‘benevolent dictator’ - an (implicitly male) household head who exercised
authority to make decisions for the benefit of the household (Becker, 1981; Kabeer,
1994).

While this way of theorising the household is appealing in its simplicity, it is flawed
on several counts. Firstly, the notion of a ‘rational economic man’ whose actions of
self-interest in the capitalist market place are subsumed by altruistic activity in the
household is paradoxical. It is based on the assumption that household members are
guided by altruism and disregards the notion that household relations are not always
co-operative. Secondly, and in part in explanation of the first, such an assumption
disregards wider social, political and even economic explanations of the household’s
existence, reducing the definition of household to that of a mutual resource base. This
ignores the possibility that not all resources are available to all household members.
Thirdly, it implicitly assumes a particular household structure as ubiquitous. As such
it has gender connotations, in which a heterosexual (usually married) couple and their
children are regarded as the norm and decisions on the allocation of resources are

made for the benefit of all, usually by the (typically) male household head. This
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disregards spatial, temporal and cultural variations in household makeup (and draws
on specific ideas of ‘family’) and offers no convincing explanation as to how

intrahousehold decisions are reached.

In response to the shortcomings of this model of the household, there have been
increasingly sophisticated attempts to understand and model the internal processes of
the household. Development of these models has moved from an assumption of
altruism as the guiding principle of household resource allocation, with its gendered
assumptions about household headship, to acknowledging that households are
comprised of different actors with different resources and requiremehts of the
household. In doing so, altruism as a basis of collective household behaviour has been
dismissed for several reasons. The assumption that all household inputs are pooled is
misleading (Fapohunda, 1988). Both men and women conceal money and other
resources that they do not pool for the benefit of the entire household and over which
they retain decision-making power. Furthermore, those resources that are pooled are
not necessarily distributed by the household head for the benefit of the household as a
whole. The household cannot be conceived of as an unproblematic entity, but rather
comprises of individuals with different and conflicting needs (Moser, 1993). It
therefore follows that distribution of limited resources will not always benefit all
household members. Nor can it be assumed that the household head will make
altruistic decisions over resource distribution. Rather, these decisions will be informed
by wider socio-cultural and gender discourses, as well as the nature of the personal
relationships between household members, all of which change over time (Fapohunda,
1988; Kabeer, 1994; Wolf, 1990). This model does not, therefore, accommodate the
possibility of intrahousehold conflict, or the negotiations that are necessary to resolve

these, or theorise power relations in the household.

Where households are not in agreement over the use of resources, and individuals
occupy unequal positions, scope is made for negotiation within the household over
allocational priorities. In particular this idea expands the definition of the household
economy to incorporate different spheres of production and consumption, in which
personal resources can be pooled or held back. But this negotiation takes as its basis
the “institutional rationality” of the household, by which the organisation of

household division of labour and resource allocation are assumed to depend on the
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financial rationality of pooling or withholding resources (Treas, 1991: 211). In this
model a ‘conjugal contract’ made between a couple determines the ways in which
their resources are exchanged within the household, although it is not supposed that
both partners have equal power in negotiating this contract (Carter and Katz, 1997,
Whitehead, 1981). In cases where a breakdown in relations occurs, this system of
multiple spheres of production and consumption can be adopted (Agarwal, 1997;
Blumberg, 1991; Carter and Katz, 1997; Treas, 1991). All these models assume a

nuclear household.

Theorising about the household in such a way not only carries gender implications
about the structure of the household, but also about gender divisions of labour and the
importance of income-generation. Thus low levels of female participation in the
market place is not a quesﬁon of gender discrimination, but rather a question of
comparative economic advantage, in which women’s relegation to the domestic
sphere is regarded as an economic rather than gendered decision. To an extent, critics
of this idea have focused on the exclusion of women from the marketplace as
problematic, rather than addressing the underlying ideologies by which this exclusion
is legitimated. This is due to the predominant belief that women’s disadvantage vis-a-
vis men has its source in their unequal access to economic resources, in particular
income generating activities. Thus women’s position in the household is held to be
determined by their access to economic resources and their contribution of these to the
household (Boserup, 1970; Bruce, 1989; Harris, 1981; Moser, 1993; Pahl, 1989). As
models of the household have become increasingly sophisticated in modelling internal
processes, the emphasis on income-generation has remained, partly because financial
flows are visible outcomes of decision-making, but also because of the belief that
-economic rather than socio-cultural resourcés confer the most power. In these models,
households are assumed to be dominated by economic considerations, to arrive at
decisions over resource allocation between members either through altruism,
economic rationality or unspecified negotiation and to exist outside their socio-

cultural context.

The most significant improvement to models of the household has been the shift away
from the belief that households are co-operative sites, to incorporating the potential

for conflict in decision-making processes. There has also been an attempt to
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incorporate non-economic factors into analyses of power within the household. The
‘co-operative/conflict’ model rejects the assumption that household members have
equal access to resources by highlighting the different degrees of power enjoyed by
different household members, which is formalised in what Sen (1990) refers to as the
‘entitlement bundle’: the range of economic and non-economic resources that an
individual can call upon. The position of an individual is also dependent upon the
perception both by others and themselves of the value of their entitlements; the extent
to which an individual will subordinate personal well-being to household need; and
the extent to which self-interest can be overruled by power exercised in the form of

(threats of) violence (Kabeer, 1994).

The entitlement bundle constitutes the assets and resources at the disposal of an
individual, both economic (such as cash, land and potential inheritance) as well as
socio-cultural factors (such as rights within formalised unions such as marriage). It is
important to emphasise that there is a moral obligation invoked, for example where a
married woman without independent financial means might still retain bargaining
power through her contributions to domestic labour or as the mother of children in the
household. While the entitlement bundle is the collection of assets that support a
household member, the use of this bundle depends on firstly, the ‘fall back’ position
or the ‘threat point’ of an individual and secondly, the perception of that individual’s
need and power (Agarwal, 1997; Folbre, 1986a; Katz, 1997). |

With regard to the first point, negotiations are rarely resolved through threats to adopt
fallback positions. Rather, negotiation for small resources and decision-making rights
can be carried out at the emotional level, without recourse to threat points (Folbre,
1986a). The minutia of such negotiations makes them impossible to model, despite
their forming the majority of interactions between household members. Influences
such as access to individual or communal resources, kinship and friendship networks,
state and civil society networks and socio-cultural norms all fall within the two
categories, either as part of the entitlement bundle or contributors to self-perception.
The greater the inclusion of these factors the more likely that the nuances of
household bargaining can be understood. In this model, however, the ability of a
household member to secure resources within the household ultimately rests on their

pre-existing and/or extrahousehold resources: “The premise here is that the greater a
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person’s ability to physically survive outside the family, the greater would be her/his
bargaining power over subsistence within the family” (Agarwal, 1997:9). It is
possible that this model places too much emphasis on the role of the assets an
individual can remove from the household, and does not accommodate emotional
links between household members. It certéinly begs the question as to whether it is
possible for improvements in decision-making status to be internally derived, or
whether shifts in decision-making power are always the result of externally derived
positioning, be it cultural or economic. Put simply, is a woman’s opportunity to gain
greater decision-making advantage dependent upon external influences, such as wage
labour, or is it possible that bonds of affection and moral obligation could be formed
that secure or advance a woman’s position without requiring external input? The
emotional context within which household decision-making is undertaken has been
left out of models of the household. While incorporating this emotional context is
difficult, at best there needs to be an acknowledgement that not all decisions within
the household will be economic, but that altruism and love, examined in further detail

in Chapter Three, are factors in decision-making.

The role of perception in determining resource allocation tends to discriminate against
women in the household, given that greater value is attached to income-generation
than to the reproductive labour typically carried out by women. Women’s self-
perception of their contributions is believed to lead them to undervalue their
contributions to the household (Agarwal, 1997; Oruwari, 1992; Papanek, 1990; Sen,
1990; Thorsen, 2002). There is a need to address the fact that women especially are
believed to consistently underplay their own self-interest for the benefit of the
household. Constraints on women’s self-interest are the result of external impositions
on women’s behaviour and carry gender assumptions about the types of behaviour
associated with women (Agarwal, 1994, 1997; Kabeer, 1994; Wilson, 1991). Despite
this tension, the co-operative/conflict model goes further than previous models in
providing room for a gendered understanding of how intrahousehold resource
distribution occurs. As Kabeer points out, it “shifts the emphasis from gender
differences in the Jact of productive contributions to gender differences in its visibility,
suggesting that women’s participation in outside gainful employment improves their
bargaining power within the household and is therefore associated with greater gender

equality in the distribution of household resources” (Kabeer, 1994:111 original italics).
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However, this shift in emphasis does not answer broader criticisms of the model, and

there are several issues to be examined.

Firstly, there are explicit gender assumptions made about household structure, in
particular that household headship is a recognised position, based on decision-making
authority and usually male. This ignores the research illustrating household as a
variable structure with alternatives to the nuclear type (Chant, 1997, 2002; Datta and
McIlWaine, 2000; Safa, 1995; Varley, 1996). There is also a strong gender assumption
in the way self-perception is used to legitimise women’s position within the
household. Without setting the household within its socio-cultural cohtext; it is
erroneous to make claims about the likelihood of women linking their well being to
that of the household and subordinating their own self-interest. Assumptions about
women as altruistic and men as self-interested appears to have their basis in gender

assumptions about the way men and women behave.

Secondly, this model draws heavily on economic understandings of power that
prioritise economic over social, gender and cultural factors in determining household
authority. This reflects the economic origins of household modelling, as well as
drawing on the belief that income-generation plays an important role in development
and that well-being is linked to income (Blumberg, 1991; Boserup, 1970; Datta, 2003;
Goetz and Sen Gupta, 1996; Thorsen, 2002; Young, 1992). Women can face
constraints in entering the market place, and their domestic work can be undervalued.
As a consequence, income generation is regarded as the most important resource in
the household, although the dominance of income has been questioned (Kabeer, 1998,
2001). This raises two questions: whether income-generation is always the most
valued aspect of household resources and whether market earnings can automatically

confer decision-making authority.

Thirdly, the model does not incorporate the complexities of the context within which
households are located, except as unspecified ‘entitlements’. Understanding the wider
socio-economic, gender and cultural networks within which households operate may
give a fuller understanding of decision-making processes which are currently believed
to derive from solely economic sources. Bargaining is not relegated to the internal

negotiations of the household, but also takes place between the household and the
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outside world. Therefore the household takes its place within a larger network of
relationships and bargaining positions between external institutions, and the gendered
bargaining that takes place within the household can be seen at work in these

institutions, all of which influence events in the household (Agarwal, 1997).

Finally, while the model allows for the existence of conflict in households and the
possibility of breakdown in the form of fallback positions, there is no clear
understanding of what power is, or how it is exercised, except in an economic context.
Furthermore, power is seen in the light of power over others, and the ability to
threaten or inflict violence as a means of exercising or retaining authority. This is a
limiting concept, which does not allow for the existence of other kinds of power, nor
does it explain where the power to co-operate or engage in conflict comes from, or
how it is gendered. The issue of empowerment is therefore expressed within the

income-generation-as-power paradigm, which is unnecessarily restrictive.

1.4 Decision-making and Empowerment

The key assumption in the precéding analysis of household models is that income, and
control over income, is the mechanism by which power is accessed and exercised
within the household. Thus income acts as a proxy for power in analyses of decision-
making and empowerment. This assumption ties into the focus of the poverty
alleviation paradigm on improving economic conditions, in particular income
generation capacity, as a means of improving the welfare of individuals and initiating
socio-economic development (Cantillon and Nolan, 2001). This approach sees income
generation and decision-making as key to development and has emphasised the
importance of a focus on women in improving both women’s and household welfare
(Jackson, 1996). Such a focus makes assumptions about the role of men, and the
impact on men of this shifting focus to women is discussed in Section 1.5. The link
between women, income and household welfare has been made in a number of studies
that have considered positive outcomes for all three where constraints to women’s
market participation were removed, and made a positive link to microfinance. As a
consequence, donors, governments and NGOs have increasingly targeted women as
primary recipients of poverty-alleviation development projects (Ackerly, 1995;
Fernando, 1997; Hashemi, Schuler and Riley, 1996; Jackson, 1996; Kabeer, 1998;
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Mayoux, 1999). This welfare focus on women is supported by a perception of
~ women’s greater responsibility for household well being and the proportionally higher
investment of their resources into the household than that by men, which has been
noted in research (Appleton, 1996; Aspaas, 1998; Berger, 1989; Bruce, 1989; Handa,
1994; Jiggins, 1989; Sen and Grown, 1987). ’

This poverty alleviation paradigm has been criticised from a gender perspective for its
WID framework, arguing it places an emphasis on women as conduits to household
welfare, relying on the position of women as mothers and wives (Chowdhry, 1995;
Kabeer, 1991; Mohanty, 1991; Moser, 1993; Tiano, 1984). Such an approach, it is
argued, will not directly challenge the underlying structure which render women more
likely to contribute proportionally more of their labour and income to household
welfare, nor question why it is women and not men who do this. This focus on the
practical needs of women in carrying out their duties, withoﬁt challenging the
underlying assumptions implicit in these, perpetuates the subordination of women by
providing them with access to development only through the roles in which much of
their subordination occurs (Hirshmann, 1995; Marchant and Parpart, 1995; Molyneux,
1986; Rathgeber 1990). Interestingly, targeting women outside the household in order
to direct resources to their children somewhat disproves the notion of either a
benevolent male dictator or of altruism in household resource distribution and
emphasises the limitations of models of the household that are based on co-operation
rather than bargaining. NGO microfinance projects which claim to empower women
through improvements in income-generation capacity therefore risk failing to support
women’s broader empowerment, and in some cases, failing to enable women to
increase income. The limitations of these practical and strategic aims are summarised

below.

1.4.1 Decision-making and Microfinance

A number of studies have argued that while microfinance programmes have been
regarded as beneficial to women, in some cases the expected outcomes of increased
income and empowerment have not been achieved, while in others the reverse has
occurred and women'’s position in the household has worsened (Ackerly, 1995; Goetz
and Sen Gupta, 1996; Fernando, 1997; Hanak, 2000; Mayoux, 2000). Explanations
for this lie in the role NGOs have played in the delivery and support of microfinance;
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the invisible role of men in women’s participation in projects; and the constraints

affecting women’s choices and decisions.

NGOs have focused on women not only as gateways to household welfare but also as
‘better-behaved’ than men, and as such, better participants in finance schemes (Goetz
and Sen Gupta, 1996; Mahmud, 2000; Mayoux, 1999, 2002). This has included high
repayments rates (despite women’s lower access to resources) and the subsidisation of
NGO costs by households, in particular through the ‘free’ resources of women,
including the assumption that women have the time to organise, administrate and
police their access to credit. Concentrating on women’s roles in the household also
means that NGOs have continued to conceptualise women in WID terms and have
incorporated women into projects that do not challenge the wider gender framework
within which women live, such as manipulating women’s constrained access to
markets and credit by bringing both to women (Ackerly, 1995). NGOs may also
detrimentally impact on women’s income-generating abilities where insufficient
attention is paid to the ways in which women will utilise credit for income generation.
Where women’s marketable skills are limited, their opportunities are likewise
constrained, leading to local market saturation and reduced income generation
(Ackerly, 1995, Mayoux, 1999). NGO concern with financial sustainability and
women’s desire to retain access to credit lines may also tend towards the exclusion of
the poorest members of a community on the basis that they are a higher risk, or where
they are included, do little to overcome the institutional constraints they face
(Fernando, 1997).

The assumption of unproblematic household relations has also led to limited success
and failure where microfinance targeted to women has been “lost’ in the financial
arrangements of the household. In particular, male appropriation of women’s loans
can lead to women’s loss of credit altogether, or male control over loan use with
women carrying out a management role (Goetz and Sen Gupta, 1996; Schmidt and
Zeitinger, 1996). In other‘instances, where women’s control over loans has led to a
consequent increase in women’s income and contribution to the household, this has
sometimes met with a reduction in male contribution, or male appropriation of cash,

leaving overall household resources unchanged (Mayoux, 1999).
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Where women have lost control over loans, they have in some cases continued to
~ meet repayments. This is regarded as problematic, not only in the financial strain it
places on women, but also as an indication that the mechanism of peer group pressure
can worsen the burden faced by women (Fernando, 1997; Goetz and Sen Gupta, 1996;
Hanak, 2000; Montgomery, 1996). Likewise, it has been argued that in taking on
responsibility for economic activity, women face greater stress as a consequence of
time management with existing duties, particularly where these are not shared with
male partners or other household members, or where existing patterns of gender
inequality are perpetuated by women calling on their daughters or mothers to take on

domestic duties (Mayoux, 1999).

In contrast, some NGO projects are regarded as successful and have illustrated
examples of improved income and empowerment, including a decrease in domestic
violence, increased market participation and greater levels of powér associated with
greater income (Blumberg, 1995; Hashemi, Schuler and Riley, 1996; Kahn, 1999;
Mayoux, 1999). Some women derive power from external sources, which they use in
their attempts to renegotiate household gender relations. Indeed it is this impact which
leads to the positive endorsement of external projects, despite potential negative
consequences. Kabeer (1998) explores this in her analysis of income generating and
micro-finance projects, where women’s position within the household was improved
through their external income-generating activities. This was achieved not only
through being able to offer a positive contribution to the material assets of the
household but also through the experience of shared involvement with other women
and the strength and confidence that this conferred. This highlights an interesting
factor in models of decision-making — that one of the assets women hold and that
contribute to their fall back position — is the knowledge and confidence to negotiate
for a better position. These are drawn through interactions beyond the household with
a variety of players such as other women, civil society organisaﬁons and NGO
projects. Such an addition need not be accompanied by an improvement in economic
status to be effective, although this helps. Rather it can serve to illuminate the
contributions women already make, and which they or other household members

choose not to value.
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In these summaries of both successful and unsuccessful projects, a number of factors
influencing the success of the projects and their ability to translate this into
empowerment are raised. These include the pre-existing relationships of power and
financial autonomy within the household, particularly with male partners; the
structure of the household; the wider socio-cultural institutions and ideologies
informing individuals; the degree of market access and knowledge of the beneficiary;
and the extent to which NGOs support beneficiaries. The ways in which NGO
projects are evaluated contributes to the confusion over their impact on beneficiaries.
In particular, the measurement of empowerment differs depending on how the concept
is understood and what criteria are used to measure it. Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996)
and Kabeer (1998), in their evaluations of the same credit projects, used different
criteria for measuring empowerment with different results. Goetz and Sen Gupta
made a link between male loan use and female disempowerment, while Kabeer
considered female access to credit to be empowering. Attributing value to indicators
without consulting the women whose empowerment is being measured therefore runs
the risk of producing a measure of empowerment that does not accurately reflect
women’s positions (Mahmud, 2003). The assumption that income generation and
independent financial control confer empowerment may well be the case in some
households, but not all women will consider this empowering, and there needs to be
scope in the measurement of empowerment to consider that not all women in
households compete with men for resources, or operate from situations of pre-existing
disempowerment. To this end, Mahmud (2003) raises the point that individual,
household and social context may affect the degree to which an external intervention

(such as microfinance) will be empowering.

Questions over evaluation and measurement aside, making a simplistic link between
access to finance and empowerment risks overlooking that making loans to women
does not necessarily translate into increased income, and where it does, income in turn
does not necessarily translate into empowerment. There is a wide range of factors
which affect the impact finance intervention will have, from broad socio-cultural
beliefs to the context of the household and the relationship female beneficiaries have
with other household members, particularly male partners. The assumption in both
models of the household and development discourse that men are in positions of

greater power over women in households as a consequence of men’s greater economic
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power is as simplistic as the assumption than women are subordinate as a
consequence of their lower economic status. The interplay between men and women
within households is dependent on much more that their relative economic positions.
If we are to understand how these relationships affect women’s uptake of finance, and
explain the neglect of men by NGO microfinance projects, then we need to
understand these relationships and the perspective of men needs to be brought back
into analyses of the household and empowerment. The following section analyses the

position of men in society and the ways in which this impacts on gender relations.

1.5 Excluding Men

The predominant focus on women in NGO projects is a consequence of a number of
factors. Sustained criticism, by the GAD movement in particular, of the gender-blind
nature of traditional development programmes led to a gradual shift in emphasis to
women, and the recognition that women were marginalised in society and in the
development process (Sen and Grown, 1987). The association of women’s self-
interest with the well being of the household meant that linking development to
women was expected to bring benefits to the household in the way that male-linked
development did not. Despite efforts to close the gender gap, women still under
perform in comparison to men across a number of indicators, and limited resources
therefore continue to be prioritised for women (Chant and Gutmann, 2000; Chant and
Mcliwaine, 1998;). Men’s participation in programmes has tended to overshadow that
of women and relegate women to a management role subordinate to that of men’s
control. The combination of these pragmatic and political perspectives has been the
continued focus on women as primary agents for development, in particular within
NGO microfinance schemes. Only recently have questions been asked about the
feasibility of a gender framework that excludes men (Chant, 2000b, 2002a; Chant and
Gutmann, 2000; Sweetman, 1997; White, 2000). In particular there is a need to
understand the processes behind assumptions about men’s behaviour, including: why
it is men who (are perceived to) act to the detriment of the household while women
support it; why it is that men’s better economic status does not translate into
successful engagement with NGO projects; and why attempts to empower women are

seen by men as threatening.
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The case for bringing men back into gender analysis involves acknowledging that
male exclusion can be bad for both men and women. For women in that they continue
to be regarded in terms of the roles they fulfil, and with stereotypical ideas of what
characteristics these roles confer (Varley, 1995); that the ‘natural’ link between
women and these roles increases women’s workloads by excluding men; and that in
conceptualising gender in women-only terms much depth and potential for improving
both men and women’s relationships and well-being is lost. The exclusion of men is
problematic in that it has led to stereotypical perceptions ofv men as self-interested
oppressors who exercise power; that the alienation of men can increase gender
hostility; and that both men and women are involved in day to day life, and projects
that exclude one or the other place unnatural constraints on the household and
community economy (Chant and Gutmann, 2000). Where socio-economic
empowerment is an aim of' projects, then concentrating on the empowerment of
women without the corresponding involvement of men can be unsustainable and
problematic, and not necessarily only for women. In part, this potential male
disempowerment has come to the fore of gender discussions as the notion of a ‘crisis

of masculinity’ gains greater currency.

1.5.1 Men in Crisis?

Masculine identities are problematic to define; as products of gender relations they are
subject to context-speciﬁc meanings and can mean different things to different people
(Connell, 1995; Kaufman, 1994; Maclnnes, 1998). If patriarchy is regarded as the
institution that perpetuates the power disequilibrium of gender relations, then
masculinity represents those aspects of being masculine and having power.
Furthermore, masculine identities are defined through their relationship with the
feminine and women play a signiﬁcant role in the construction and validation of
masculinity (Chant witﬁ Craske, 2003; Hearn, 1998; Walby, 1990; Whitehead, 2002).
Despite the variety of masculine identities, Connell (2000) considers that a hegemonic
masculinity operates as an ideal for both men and women and exercises power over
both. This idealised masculinity is set in the context of a range of gender relations and

interactions between men and women that are constantly shifting.

These gender relations are marked by crisis tendencies and structural change, a result

of their inherently unstable nature as products of shifting social relations (Connell,
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2002). Much of the current interest in masculinities is linked to the notion that men
are ‘in crisis’. This crisis tends to be regarded as the result of changes in economic
and social patterns, in particular the demise of the nuclear family and changing
patterns of employment. This has impacted on household formation as women’s
economic freedom enables them to alter household structure and men come under
increasing stress to maintain economically viable nuclear households (Chant, 2000a;
Safa, 1995). This potential threat to some aspects of men’s previously unchallenged
dominance of both the public and the private spheres is considered by some to

constitute a crisis.

The concept of a crisis in masculinity is troublesome in several ways. The notion of
masculinity itself is contested and it seems improbable that the myriad of masculine
identities available might all be undergoing crisis. Even if the assumption is that
certain masculinities are in crisis, what is meant by crisis? As femihist commentators
have pointed out, the current (limited) reordering of gender balances may well be
challenging the autonomy and privilege that men have enjoyed, but this is not
comparable to the conditions women still experience, which have never been referred
to as a crisis (Chant and Gutmann, 2000). Given the need to specify which types of
masculinity are in crisis, and the uncertainty that this term is even applicable, to what
extent might this crisis be a ‘moral panic’, drawing on a perception of declining male
power? There is also a question to be asked over whether it is men or masculinities
that are in crisis. While certain types of masculinity are increasingly difficult to
legitimise and are threatened by wider social change, men as a political category

continue to enjoy more privilege than women.

1.5.2. Men at Work

Global economic restructuring has impacted on labour forces and shifts in
employment trends have been most profoundly felt in terms of gender. The decline of
male employment has been to some extent matched by an increase in female
employment and the ‘feminisation of the workforce’. However, in a time when the
‘feminisation of poverty’ has also been identified, the implications of these shifts are
more complex than a straightforward exchange of gender in employment preference
(Elson, 1999; Horton, 1999; McDowell, 2000; Mehra and Gammage, 1999; Perrons,
2001; Standing, 1999). Despite the reality of women’s participation, the perception
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remains one of declining male employment and the increase of female participation,
and the representation of women as ‘taking men’s jobs’. This is inherent to the notion
of ‘crisis’, as employment forms an important part of the construction of masculinity

(Moodie, 1994; Morrell, 2001).

The link between men’s sense of identity and their work and participation in the
public sphere is very strong (Connell, 1998; Whitehead, 2002). The workplace is still
a highly gendéred arena, particularly in sectors that previously relied heavily on
physical strength (Pineda, 2000). The threat that unemployment poses to men is
therefore very real in that it impacts upon one of the key means by which men
constitute their identity, removing men from the system in which they had sought
validation and through which they constructed a large part of their identity. Part of
this understanding of the self as masculine is derived from the exclusion of women
from the workplace. The increase in women’s participation can be perceived as a
threat to the ways in which men conceptualise of work, not so much as a task to be
carried out for financial benefit, but one which becomes invested with specific
meanings of what it means to be male. This is not to argue that the public sphere
offers the sole means by which identity is formed, or that it is the only medium in
which men operate. Concepts of masculinity which are derived from the workplace
are not limited to the work performed, but draw on local understandings of work, on
existing discourses of masculinity and are informed by a wider sphere of social
interactions, of which the work men do forms only a part. But given the predominance
of waged labour as a means by which most men engage their time and participate in
the public sphere, it is not surprising that the importance and symbolism with which
their work is invested should form a large part of their understandings of themselves

and the way they present themselves to others.

1.5.3 Men at Home

One of the most profound consequences of men’s declining influence in the public
sphere has been the degree to which they are forced to renegotiate their engagement
with the private. While this simple dichotomy serves to provide a basic overview of
the division between masculinity and femininity in social space, it is a fallacy to
assume that such a divide summarises the gender situation. Women and men have

always crossed the boundaries of both, and while social hierarchies may have dictated
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the general pattern of gendered use of those spaces, individual histories are more
- flexible. However, the overall perception of both men and women is that women have

been predominantly engaged in the private sphere, either through choice or constraint.

The increasing inclusion of women in the public sphere has not been unproblematic,
but it has taken place under the gaze of almost all men and women and been open to
discussion and critique. By contrast, activities in the private sphere have remained
much more secluded from the public gaze and research. The almost universal cultural
assumption that the home and household are private and should remain beyond the
reach of interaction with others has done much to limit the reach of ferhinist and
women’s liberation thought. In many cases, the household remains the only site where
men’s dominance is assured. Where this assurance is questioned, or becomes
intolerable for other household members, it can lead to the abandonment of the
household by men or women, and the establishment of other household types (Chant,
2000). Much of the notion of crisis here is drawn from the perceived breakdown of
the ‘traditional household’ which has been blamed on the increasing uncertainty of
men’s roles and the abandonment of traditional roles by women (Hearn and Bagguley,
1999; Segal, 1997). In many cases the traditional household is in fact a historically
specific unit and very often the tensions involved in maintaining it are not worth the

costs incurred, socially, economically and in terms of household welfare.

1.5.4 Impacts of Crisis

While masculine identities are social constructs, given the power that is invested in
maintaining them they are vigorously defended from perceived threats. In particular,
violence has become a means whereby threatened masculinity asserts itself, with
detrimental effect on both the aggressors and the victims (Chant, 1998; Connell, 2001;
Maitse, 1997, Meth, 2003; Moser and Mcllwaine, 2000; Sweetman, 1997). The
realignment of gender roles as a consequence of changes at the global, local or
household scale, in particular the empowerment of women, has been seen as
threatening to masculinities that draw meaning from these gender roles. Where
masculine identity is validated by power over others, then it becomes demeaned by
challenges to this power and violence is regarded as a means of reasserting control
(Coltrane, 1994; Comwall and Lindisfarne, 1994; Moore, 1994). Domestic violence

can therefore be a response to men’s uncertainty, although in many societies it is a
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pre-existing culturally sanctioned practice, while in other cases threats to male

identity do not always translate into violence.

While this outcome is clearly negative, other impacts of threats to men can be more
mixed. Economic shifts that necessitate greater participation in the market place by
women can force the renegotiation of gender roles with positive outcomes in terms of
domestic labour sharing (Pineda, 2000). There can also be positive shifts in men’s
personal relationships with wives and children (Chant, 20025; Chant and Gutmann,
2000). Household structure can also be affected, either through breakdown or through
renegotiation over structure and type. Decision-making processes are also open to
change, particularly where a mutual acknowledgement of power as incorhe-based
means that women can improve decision-making capacity. In all cases, the context of
the personal relationship of the partners involved, as well as wider socio-cultural
prescriptions of masculinity and femininity, influence the extent to which changes

will be positive.

1.6 Outline of Chapters

The purpose of this chapter was to review the debates informing the role of NGO
microfinance programmes in potentially empowering participants through access to
economic resources and to highlight shortcomings and omissions in these debates.
Chapter Two places these debates in the context of the fieldwork: four NGO
programmes located in the city of Cape Town, one of South Africa’s major urban
centres. The three scales — national, organisational and household — which inform and
influence the ability of individuals, usually women, to access and use finance to build
houses are discussed. The importaﬁée of housing and access to NGO housing finance
is analysed from the perspective of project beneficiaries, in particular gender roles in
the housing and saving processes and the costs involved. In Chapter Three, the focus
is on the household level, in particular ways of theorising the household and its
workings. Both bargaining models and an emphasis on structure are considered as
useful ways of understanding how households are organised. The dominance of
economic flows as influences on decision-making capacity is examined in the context
of the household finance organisation of respondents. In lighf of the shortcomings of

this approach in illuminating the why rather than the Aow of household decision-
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making, Chapter Four focuses on the ways in which women and men within
households conceptualise and describe their decision-making processes, and how
these are informed by gender expectations of men and women. This chapter focuses
on the responses of women living in male-headed and female-headed houscholds,
illustrating common cultural understandings of male and female household duties, and
how different women engage with these identities. The ways in which women
understand and explain male behaviour are also examined. Chapter Five turns the
focus to the often excluded perspective of men in households, in particular how men’s
assumed cultural dominance is perceived by men to be undermined by changes in
wider South African society. The translation of this uncertainty into the household is
also examined, in particular the way men conceive of the problem in economic terms,
using this to explain wider gender shifts. Chapter Six draws these analyses together to
reflect on men and women’s experience of NGO microfinance intervention at the
household level. In particular, the household perspective offers a .way of evaluating
NGO projects from the user side, and also considers empowerment from within

cultural and household viewpoints.
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The Housing Process: A New Dawn?

We believe that of all our resources,. nothing compares with the latent energy of
the people. The housing programme must be designed to unleash that energy,
not only to get the houses onto the ground, but also to give meaning to the notion
of a people centred development. The time for policy debate is now past — the
time for delivery has arrived.

Preamble, South African Housing White Paper, 1995

In 1994, Nelson Mandela identified the provision of housing as one of the central
aims of his administration. Apartheid era urban planning had produced an uneven
urbanisation, and one that polarised along lines of race and class. The growth of the
non-white population in urban areas was met with attempts at control through forcible
removal and the provision of approved areas for black and coloured housing. This
gave rise to a pattern of segregation that was both morally flawed and poorly planned,
making service provision in urban areas problematic (Mabin and Smit, 1997). The
legacy of discrimination against non-white households included a concentration of
this socio-economic group in peripheral low-cost land, basic or non-existent service
provision and such insecurity of tenure that where housing construction was possible
it held little attraction. For those who transgressed the planning of apartheid, the state

response was forced removals or shack demolition.

The right to shelter is recognised in the South African Constitution: “Everyone has the
right to have access to adequate housing.” (Bill of Rights, Section 26(1), The
Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, 1996). The 1995 Housing White Paper

? During the apartheid era, permanent land tenure for black South Africans was limited to the
homelands (Parnell and -Hart, 1999; Royston and Ambert, 2002). These homelands, or ‘Bantustans’,
were rural areas designated for black South Africans within which they could hold rights to land. These
areas (comprising in total 13% of South Africa’s land area) were characterised by low productivity as a
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set out an ambitious plan for the construction of housing, calling for a partnership
- between government, private finance and community-led initiatives. Due to the vast
numbers requiring housing, and their predominantly low economic status, a subsidy
system was implemented which was designed to extend as broad a reach as possible
to those who required housing. It was recognised that this system spread public
resources thinly and that further contributions would be required to construct houses.
The expectation was that private finance in the form of a reformed and more low-
income oriented banking sector would meet the needs of some through the provision
of loans, adjusting this sector to the needs of the poor that provided such a large,
untapped market. In addition, it was expected that NGOs would play a role in
facilitating community initiatives. In particular it was expected that the NGOs would
promote a more people and community-based housing programme, in which social
development and empowerment aims would be achieved. Given the disempowering
experience of most urban dwellers during the apartheid years, this was considered to

be an important part of the housing process (Department of Housing, 1995).

This chapter sets out an overview of national housing policy and then concentrates on
the experience of Cape Town, in particular the role of the Kuyasa Fund and the
Homeless People’s Federation, two non-governmental housing finance organisations,
explaining the way they operate and their aims, before demonstrating how policy is
translated at the city level. The chapter then focuses on methodological considerations,
including issues of access, negotiation and power between the researcher, the NGOs

and the communities.
2.1 The Housing Process: A National Perspective

2.1.1 An Overview of Housing Policy _

Throughout the twentieth century, the movement of black South Africans across
- South Africa was constrained and managed by the state (Hendler, 1996; Mabin, 1992).
Cape Town’s population followed the same general trends as the rest of South Africa,

but did experience some differences in how national policy was executed as a result of

consequence of poor quality land and a highly authoritarian and interventionist management by a
succession of South African governments (Aliber, 2003; de Wet, 1994; Murray and Williams, 1994).
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its status as a Coloured Labour Preference area and its distance from the ‘homelands’
from which other major cities drew their black labour force. Throughout the 1920s
and 1930s non-white populations were moved out from locations within South
African cities to areas demarcated by the state. In part this relocation was in response
to a constructed notion of racial pathology that associated overcrowding with health
risks to the white population (Swanson, 1977) as well as more overt racially
motivated ideologies which saw the mixing of white and non-white populations as
undesirable (Dewar, 1982; Dewar, Rosmartin and Watson, 1991). Black and coloured
labour continued to be an important driving force in the South African economy,
particularly during the 1940s with the enforced protectionism of the wartime economy,
and despite the preferential policy for coloured labour, black African migration to the
Western Cape, and particularly Cape Town, continued (Spiegel, Watson and
Wilkinson, 1995). |

National policy attempted to limit the numbers of black migrants arriving in urban
areas by restricting access to housing, controlling movement within cities and limiting
the number of jobs and locations non-whites could access. Despite this, and due to the
availability of employment coupled with the difficulty of life in the homelands,
migration continued. The 1950s and 1960s saw a tightening of influx control and the
- increasing expulsion of black people from non-black areas, including the re-zoning of
certain previously black and coloured areas as white (most infamously Sophiatown in
Johannesburg and District Six in Cape Town).* This political clampdown manifested
itself in Cape Town in the increasingly harsh exercise of influx control laws, the
expulsion of women who lacked passes who had come to join husbands or attempt to
find work in the urban area and the enforced movement of black people from
particular locations and between existing tbwnships. Despite these attempts by the
authorities to restrict movement into the Cape, conditions in the homelands
(particularly Transkei and Ciskei, from where most of Cape Town’s black population

came) worsened and migration to the Cape was undertaken as a matter of household

* Nearly 4 million people were forcibly moved nationally between 1913 and 1983 (Field, 2001). There
were 200,000 removals in Cape Town from a population of 1 million, 60,000 of whom were from
District Six, which was declared a ‘white area’ on February 11 1966 (Western, 2002).
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survival (Dewar, Rosmartin and Watson, 1991; Parmnell, 1991).° Local authorities -
perceived the growth of the black population as the result of wives and families
joining men who were working, and so restricted the quality and size of housing as an

attempt to reduce the appeal of the urban areas.

South African urban areas were also affected by external ideologies and policy trends,
and the growth of self-help housing as a solution for housing crises in the developing
world, and Latin America in particular (after Turner, 1967), became incorporated into
official policy in South Africa, manifested in self-help and core housing schemes (le
Grange, 1995; Harrison, 1992). Such schemes were encouraged by some grbups; such
as the Urban Foundation, which were condemned by the civic movement for
promoting a ‘racist capitalism’ that reduced the costs of the reproduction of labour
(Awotona et al, 1995; Wilkinson, 1998). ® Similar arguments were forwarded outside
South Africa, but the political situation in South Africa lent a further legitimacy to the
accusation of exploitation. While it became clear in the 1980s that the policy of influx
control was not working, the state continued to control the settlement of black
Africans. This was epitomised in the creation of Khayelitsha in 1984, which was
further from Cape Town than any existing township and was meant to become the
holding area for the Cape’s black population. The protest with which this plan was
greeted led to its amendment and while informal and squatter settlements were
relocated to Khayelitsha, the townships of Nyanga, Langa and Gugulethu remained
(Dewar and Watson, 1984).

2.1.2 Post-apartheid Housing Policy

Despite their opposing political perspectives, the post-apartheid Government of
National Unity and later the African National Congress (ANC) government did not
approach the housing issue from a radically different perspective than the National
Party, maintaining a reliance on similar policy tools. While the ANC government has
placed no constraint on the movement of individuals to urban areas, the ways in

which it is addressing the housing shortfall are reproducing the spatial patterns drawn

5 Between 1980 and 1985 migration was estimated to be 350, 000 and rates remained high until the mid
1990s, when some decline was experienced, with projections for a further fall (Japha, 1995).

¢ The Urban Foundation was founded in 1976 by the private sector as a policy think tank and was
disbanded in 1995, but not before making a strong representation at the National Housing Forum for a
housing policy that ensured the creation of black homeowners.

47



Chapter Two

up in the twentieth century. Prior to the democratic elections of 1994 the National
Housing Forum, a multi-party body comprising representation from diverse interest
groups, although perhaps heavier representation from the neo-liberal paradigm (Bond,
1997a; Jones and Datta, 2000), was set up to debate the direction housing policy
should take, in particular the role of the market and the state. The conclusions of this
Forum were that government should facilitate a market-led housing process which
would depend upon the involvement of the formal banking sector, despite the
negative experiences of low-income groups in accessing formal finance (Simkins et al,
1992; Tomlinson, 1999a). In choosing to spread the housing budget as far and wide as
possible, the government implemented a housing subsidy scheme that reached as
many of the poor as possible.” Although the subsidy was available to cover upgrading
expenses, the shortfall in housing supply meant that a large number of new houses
would have to be built to meet demand. The policy prioritising homeownership, in
many cases considered inappropriate for the developing world (Ambert, 2002;
Crankshaw and Pamell, 1996; Dewar, 1995; Gilbert, 1999; Gilbert et al, 1997; Gilbert
and Crankshaw, 1999; Jenkins, 1999; Watson, 1994), combined with the shallow
subsidy system meant that large numbers of houses were to be built for as little as
possible, usually on cheaply purchased land that was inevitably on the urban
periphery. Such a policy sits at odds with the current belief in the need to make South
African cities more compact and racially inclusive, rather than increase urban sprawl.
However, the spatial result of the subsidy policy has been the replication of the urban
patterns of apartheid, with focus on housing as a free-standing construction failing to
consider the needs of communities to live in integrated urban spaces (Awotona, 1995;
Lalloo, 1999; le Grange, 1995; Turok, 2000). Post-apartheid housing developments
differ from townships in name only and for the most part are located within or on the
edges of the former townships, while market forces have taken over from apartheid
ideology and income rather than race (although the two are inextricably linked in
South Africa) is now the main determinant for restricting the housing choices of the
poor (Gilbert and Crankshaw, 1999). The subsidy does little to alter the social and
racial pattern of cities (Royston, 2003).

"The subsidy was set on a sliding scale, available to those earning under R3, 500 a month, with a
maximum of R15, 000 to those in the lowest income bracket. The maximum subsidy amount is
currently R22, 000, reflective of inflation within the South African economy. At the time of fieldwork,
the exchange rate was £1 to R15.
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Current housing policy in the form of the housing subsidy has been critiqued from
various standpoints. The market-led paradigm has been attacked by those who regard
the lack of debate around housing policy to have forced an unnecessary and
unworkable policy onto low-income South Africans (Bond, 1997a; 2000; Cheru,
2001). In particular a policy that calls for an incremental approach to housing has
been critiqued by opponents to self-help (Bond, 1997b) for failing to provide adequate
or integrated housing, merely replicating the apartheid spatial planning with little
focus on building coherent urban communities (Dewar, 1995; Tapscott, 1997). Others
have regarded the emphasis on small, freestanding houses as a failure to recognise the
diversity of household scale dynamics (Speigel, Watson and Wilkinson, 1994, 1996a),
or a failure to incorporate housing and tenure alternatives (Watson, 1994; Watson and
McCarthy, 1998). There has also been criticism of the gender blind nature of the
housing subsidy, which through its bias towards those over 21 or with dependants
excludes a large number of women under 21 with children, or those women who live
alone (Parnell, 1991, 1996; Todes and Walker, 1992). Despite government’s attempt
to include community participation in the housing process, there has been criticism of
the top-down approach (People’s Dialogue, 1996) while the failure of the institutional
frameworks supporting policy, if not policy itself, have been highlighted. Local
government, which due to decentralisation has become the delivery agent for housing,
has often proved to be woefully unprepared, under funded, under skilled and
exclusionary (Tomlinson, 1997b, 1998, 1999b). While these commentators
individually offer little in the way of viable alternatives to current policy, they are
usefully taken as a whole to illustrate that the housing needs of the poor are in fact far

more geographically and socially diverse than policy makers have assumed.

The housing policy takes as its starting point the assumption that ownership of
freestanding houses of between 17 — 40m? are both appropriate and desirable for those
who qualify for the housing subsidy.® There is a body of research which argues that

the current policy needs to diversify and consider other housing options, and work

¥ The RDP set out the right to ‘adequate housing’, understood as a serviced permanent shelter with
secure tenure. RDP housing built using only the government subsidy has come under criticism for its
inadequate size and peripheral location (Huchzermeyer, 2001) and beneficiary discontent with the
mismatch between perception and delivered product (Tomlinson, 1998; 1999b).
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towards improving the rental markets, particularly for the low-income sector for
whom the subsidy alone cannot provide a house (Gilbert, Mabin, McCarthy and
Watson, 1997; Watson, 1994; Watson and McCarthy, 1998). Given the high
proportion of the household budget which is spent by poor households on housing, the
option of low cost rental, with its better location cutting down on transport costs,
makes more sense than the financial strain of homeownership on peripheral land.
There is also the need to recognise that the costs associated with home ownership are
distinct from those of house building, and that the low-income sector of the
population that struggles to top up the government housing subsidy is likely to
struggle to meet the costs of service provision that come with a serviced subsidy
house (Behrens, Watson and Wilkinson, 1998; Tomlinson, 1998). Avoiding a focus
on rental also overlooks the ways in which the poor have housed themselves by
renting space from others. While in the case of Cape Town this sub-letting in the form
of backyard shacks also arose out of the shortage of available land to live on, for those
individuals who face irregular employment and whose resources are devoted to a rural
household, subletting provides a more efficient housing solution than home ownership

in Cape Town.

Other than the ideological concerns, and their implications for city planning, housing
~ policy has run into other problems. The expectation that formal bank finance would
be available to low-income groups has not materialised and this has constrained
people’s ability to complete their houses, or to build houses of an appropriate size.
The cost of building materials has risen steeply and the housing construction industry
is monopolistic, keeping costs high (Bond, 2000; Hendler, 1996). As a result of this
inability of people to meet the shortfall between the subsidy and the total cost of
housing, and as part of the government’s policy of partnership, the role of NGOs has
been highlighted to a greater extent than originally expected. Indeed, while the South
African NGO sector underwent expansion in the 1980s, the transfer of power to the
post-apartheid state saw many NGO staff being incorporated into the state sector. As
well as the loss of qualified staff, the NGO sector was not immediately incorporated
into ANC planning, and there were some clashes between government and the NGO

sector, with the attempt to divert funding for NGOs through the President’s office.
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Funding for the NGO sector also suffered a decline; as the former primary recipients
of foreign aid to South Africa they were now by-passed as donors channelled funds to
the new government.’ The failure of the partnership between government and private
finance, however, saw the creation of the People’s Housing Process,'® as recognition
of the emphasis on a social compact between all stakeholders in the housing process
reflected the shift in government policy towards an increasing reliance on
‘community’ as a provider as well as consumer of housing."' But in co-opting the
NGO sector the state may have constrained the ability of NGOs to work outside the
framework and develop alternative housing strategies, as well as base faith in NGOs
without an assessment of their expertise (Bond and Tait, 1997)."2 Despité claims of
greater transparency and participation, the stated aims of NGOs do not necessarily
translate into practice and their ability and suitability to deliver services are not
always apparent (de Clercq, 1994; Dewar, 1995; Lyons and Smuts, 1999; Millstein,
Oldfield and Stokke, 2003). | |

2.1.3 The Failure of Formal Finance

The housing subsidy was not intended to cover the full expense of house building, but
unforeseen factors such as the devaluation of the South African rand and the inflation
of building material costs meant that the price of a house rose in the years following
the introduction of the subsidy. The declining real value of the subsidy, combined
with the escalating costs of living, meant that low-income communities were more
dependent than had initially been expected upon the provision of formal finance from

the banking sector. As a result of the widespread institutionalisation of boycotts as a

® This is not always the case — in 2001 the Dutch government announced it would cut back on
development assistance to South Africa after 2004 as the country no longer met its criteria for aid
(despite variations in the country, averages were above set levels for aid qualification), but would
continue its support to NGOs, with their more precise targeting (Mail & Guardian, March 2 — 8, 2001).
' The People’s Housing Process was initiated in 1998 in response to international policy and donor
pressure (following the Habitat II conference in 1996) calling for a more people-oriented housing
process, in which funds to government would be channelled through a trust set up to improve
provincial and local government and NGO capability to support this process. The extent to which this
process is people-driven is debatable (Huchzermeyer, 2001; Thurman, 1999), as is the degree to which
it shifts responsibility for housing onto the poor (Bond, 2000).

' Reflected in the shift in language referring to self-help housing; from ‘toilets on the veldt’ to
‘incremental housing’.

2 There is a suggestion that NGOs face the risk (echoing concerns about the increasing
commercialisation of NGOs — Bebbington and Riddell, 1995; Gratton, 1989; Edwards and Hulme,
1995, 1996; Fowler, 1991) of moving away from donor funding towards a self-sufficiency paradigm
that may jeopardise their ability to act as the liaison between communities and the state (Bolnick and
Mitlin, 1999, Habib and Taylor, 1999).
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means of registering protest, the difficulty in shifting repossessed properties and-the
non-payment of fees, formal financial institutions had withdrawn provision from low-
income black communities, but it was hoped that they would return (Adler and
Oclofse 1996; Mackay, 1995). To this end, government addressed the sector’s
concerns in agreements such as the Record of Understanding and created the
Mortgage Indemnity Fund, both intended to protect private finance from the risk
associated with lending to the low-income sector (Jones and Datta, 2000; Tomlinson,
1997b). That this expectation failed is not disputed (Baumann, 2001), with claims that
banks funded only 15% of houses built since 1994, losing close to R1, 6 billion on
defaulted loans in the same time period (Mail and Guardian, February 20, 1998), but
the reasons for this failure are variously attributed by the different players. Formal
finance institutions criticise government for failing to provide the necessary
conditions to facilitate lendixig, while the inflexibility of the formal finance sector in
lending to the poor is highlighted by NGOs (Bolnick and Mitlin, 1999; DAG, 1997,
Kuyasa Fund, 2001).

Despite expectations that formal financial institutions would provide a service to the
low-income market, there has been a failure on their part to adjust their banking
practices to the needs of the untapped low-income population. The poor are excluded
from such institutions for a range of reasons. Often the mechanisms for their
exclusion include a focus by the banking sector on higher income clients, as well as a
number of banking requirements that implicitly exclude the poor. Through minimum
deposit requirements, banks exclude those potential clients who despite the ability to
save regularly are unable to do so in formal banks because the size of their saving is
too small. Thus the assumption on the part of the banking sector that the poor do not
save is mistaken, rather it is the manner df this saving which prevents them from
accessing banks. The high administrative fees charged by banks also discourage many
of the poor from doing business with them. By charging high fees, the banks reduce
the impact of interest on small transactions and discourage savings. Furthermore, the
physical location of the banks outside the communities where the poor live means that
the majority of the poor suffer higher transaction costs in banking (DAG, 1998/9;
Kuyasa Fund, 2001; Mackay, 1995; People’s Dialogue, 1999; Reinke, 1996,
Tomlinson, 1997b; Thurman, 1999). The poor are additionally excluded from the

formal banking and credit sectors through such requirements as collateral security, the
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need to be in formal employment, the use of payroll deductions and the need for

pension and provident fund guarantees.

There is, therefore, a gap in the provision of financial services to the poorest of the
poor, the unemployed and the precariously unemployed (Dallimore and Jones, 2004;
Huchzermeyer, 2001). The formal sector is unwilling to fill this gap and government’s
policy emphasis on facilitation means it is also unlikely to step into the breach,
although the importance of savings has become increasingly recognised by
government: “We are basically saying to people: “What are you bringing to the table
to add value to it (the housing subsidy)?’ Preference will then go to those who made
an effort to save and contribute to the cost of a house.” (Then Minister for Housing
Sankie Mthembi-Mahanyele, Mail & Guardian, February 23 — March 1, 2001; also
Huchzermeyer, 2001; People’s Dialogue, 1999; Tomlinson, 1999b). There is a need
for service provision to the low-income section of the population and recognition that
such a sector is not a homogenous entity, but a diverse grouping with different needs
and abilities to manage finance (Leibbrandt and Woolard, 2001). The National
Housing Finance Corporation carried out a survey of those earning under R6, 000 per
month in which it was uncovered that two thirds of those surveyed saved around 10%
of their monthly income for housing, yet one fifth of those interviewed could not buy
a house despite being able to afford one. A lack of suitable housing and a lack of
access to bank finance were the majbr obstacles to buying a house. To some extent the
formal sector is slowly moving into provision for this socio-economic group. Thus
Visa has begun expanding its operations into low-income markets in sub-Saharan
Africa, citing a belief that growth will come from the previously under-banked section
of the population (Business Report, April 20, 2001) while PEP Bank, a microlending
subsidiary of Board of Executors Bank, has launched initiatives for the low-income
population. However, for the most part such initiatives remain unreachable for those
who are unemployed, employed in the informal sector, or suffer infrequent
employment. While the appropriateness of homeownership for such people is
debatable, given the paucity of viable alternatives in current government policy
enabling access to housing remains a strong practical need. In Cape Town, such
initiatives have been pioneered by the NGO sector, and two organisations in particular

— the South African Homeless People’s Federation and the Kuyasa Fund.
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2.2 The Housing Process: A Local Perspective

2.2.1 NGOs and Housing at the city scale

The housing situation in the Cape Metropolitan Area (CMA) was estimated at a
shortfall of some 220 000 units (CMC Workshop, 2001) at the time of the research
(2000/2001)." In addition to this, local government estimated that 24 000 new units
were required annually to meet the needs of 'in-migration (estimated at 13 000 units)
and new household formation through natural population increase (estimated at 11
000 units). In response, in 2001 the number of subsidies granted was expected to
range from 10 — 14 000, depending on the efficiency of budget spending. Local
governments are now providing services to five times more people than in the past
without a corresponding increase in resources, and an estimated 30% of local
governments are technically bankrupt (Thurman, 1999). In 1996, the CMA was in
arrears of R2 billion, in part as a result of a history of rent and service boycotts,
making financial viability a clear concern. Moreover, the CMA inherited a spatially
divided city with deep fiscal divisions. During apartheid the townships were
financially autonomous from the white areas and controlled by Black Local
Authorities (BLA) that had almost no tax base, due to the lack of resources of most of
the BLAs’ constituents, as well as the limitations imposed upon them by the wider
apartheid state.'* The unifying of such areas with more prosperous locations in the
formation of the six municipalities was an effort towards increased social justice, but
without a corresponding rise in revenues it did little to adjust the basic problem and
merely spread existing resources more thinly.'” For a time, shortfalls in the revenue
base were made up by subsidies from national government, but this financial support

has been in decline, with knock-on effects for the poor who are increasingly expected

13 At the time of research, Cape Town and its townships were defined as the Cape Metropolitan Area,
and subdivided into six municipal local councils (MLC) and the Cape Metropolitan Council (CMC).
Since then, this system has seen the amalgamation of these six substructures and the CMC into the
Cape Town Unicity.

" For example the brewing and distribution of beer by black South Africans was one of the key
revenue bases of the BLAs throughout the 1970s.

' To this end, in 1996 Integrated Development Plans were introduced to assist local authorities in
implementing the objectives of the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), the national
blueprint for development which was initiated in the 1994 election campaign, and became the basis for
subsequent policy formulation (Harrison, 2001).
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to pay for their services.'® The result of this has been a return to the boycott as a
means of protest, as seen in Soweto in March 2001 when some residents marched in
protest at power cuts to those in arrears (Mail & Guardian, March 16 — 22, 2001). In
the CMA, the need for subsidisation by national government is highlighted by the
rental sector, where the city has taken increasing responsibility for ‘indigents’, has no
formal system for property maintenance, gains little revenue and faces stagnation in
the market as overcrowding leads to almost no turnover of tenants. It is hard to
imagine that a policy of debt management or the creation of indemnity programmes
would have any downward effect in improving the cost-recovery situation on the
ground, but rather would pass the problem upwards to the national level through the
need for subsidies. In 2001 the rental sector was in arrears of R430 million, which it
hoped an Indigents Policy would cover. Clearly this would meet the shortfall in the
local budget, but fails to address the structural market problem facing the current

system.

In terms of housing, between 1994 and 2001 the CMA had 48 000 subsidies approved
with 32 active projects. The main constraints to increasing the scale of delivery were
identified as a lack of land as well as the fragmented approach to housing that came
from having seven different administrations (the six municipalities and the CMC)
(CMC Workshop, 2001). There was a need for more land (constrained by the
escalation of land values), a need to spread resources more thinly (resulting in a focus
towards site and service rather than top structures), a need to maximise the
public/private partnerships (which had been disappointing) and a recognition that
local government faced problems in the declining real value of the subsidy and the
resource base, an increase in land and construction costs and uneven, inequitable
housing delivery (Royston, 2003). A situation was arising whereby local government
appeared to be in competition with the poor over resources from national government,
with attempts to ensure lost revenue was covered by national subsidies, or by passing
costs down to households. In the case of the housing subsidy, the costs for bulk

infrastructure (the provision of roads, sanitation and other services to housing sites)

16 Although spending on the social services budget (including housing) saw an average real increase of
3.9% from 1995/6 to 2000/1, spending for the three years from 2001 was not expected to keep up with
population growth of 2.5% per annum, and the budget share for social services was expected to decline
in this timeframe (Mail & Guardian, February 23 — March 1, 2001).
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are recovered from the subsidy, leaving it almost impossible to build a top struéture
with the remaining money. The CMA is therefore faced with a growing housing
backlog, without adequate local government structures or resources to cope with this
(Oldfield, 2000). Housing delivery is dispersed among several departments while
subsidies are approved at the ProvincialA level, and the need to ensure financial
sustainability through rents and service charges is compromised by political legacies.

Clearly local government alone cannot provide housing on an adequate scale.

The enhanced emphasis on NGO and community involvement, as marked by the PHP,
has therefore taken place in an environment in which the real value of the government
housing subsidy is declining, making it increasingly important for households to use
savings and credit to supplement their housing subsidies. In addition, the lack of
adequate access to end user finance erodes the capacity of communities to make full
use of the housing opportunities provided by the government’s housing subsidy
scheme. Housing can be seen as a platform for community development, and such an
opportunity is lost if homeowners are unable to invest in their housing, denying them
the chance of developing equity through housing. Indeed in some cases, houses built
using the subsidy have been sold for substantially less than the value of the subsidy
(Bond, 1997b; Thurman, 1999; Tomlinson, 1998), indicating a mismatch between
need and provision, as well as a failure of the low-income housing market within the
townships (Huchzermeyer, 2002). The ‘unlocking’ of savings has been regarded as a
means of improving housing, stimulating the housing market and economy as well as
involving community. In particular, government and NGOs have looked toward
adapting a strong tradition of saving groups, known as stokvels or gooi-goois, in
which a number of people with a mutual tie (such as kin, place of work, place of
residence, friendship) save specified amounts over a specified time, with regular
payouts to each member of the group (Reinke, 1998; Smets, 1996; Thomas, 1991;
Tomlinson, 1995). These rotating saving and credit associations (ROSCAs) are
widespread and well-known systems for managing money, and apart from basic
savings clubs, are also formalised in the form of burial societies, to which almost

every household interviewed was a member.!” Many women are members of gooi-

' Burial Societies operate in the same way as gooi-goois, with monthly contributions from all
members, paid out to a member when required. Funerals are very costly and require relatively large
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goois (although the groups are not exclusively a female domain, they tend to
concentrate on aspects of life considered to be within women’s provenance) and the
groups are a social as well as financial network. As indigenous savings systems they
are easily understood and make use of the knowledge and strengths of people in the
way that formal finance does not, while controlling risk through peer pressure
mechanisms and absorbing the costs of finance by using their clients’ resources rather
than the credit providers’. As such they have been forwarded as a suitable mechanism
through which microcredit might be delivered with innovation for the provision of
housing finance. Both the Kuyasa Fund and the Federation take as their practical
starting point the creation of savings groups. By harnessing a pre-existing system,
both organisations avoid the difficulty associated with implementing new systems and
are able to use the savings culture as a basis for credit evaluation, to support pre-
existing groups and to encourage horizontal learning between groups. In both cases it
is the regularity and duration of saving rather than the amount that Qualiﬁes savers for
loans. But, whereas for the Federation group membership is key, in Kuyasa the focus

1s on the individual.

2.2.2 The South African Homeless Peoples’ Federation

The South African Homeless Peoples’ Federation is a popular movement which grew
out of a collection of meetings held by homeless people in South Africa in the early
1990s, and which has since grown to national level and has affiliations to international
organisations.'® From a broad aim to recognise and address the socio-economic needs
of the poor, the Federation emphasises the importance of access to land and housing.
It is supported in this role by the People’s Dialogue on Land and Shelter, an NGO
which initially facilitated the establishment of the Federation, then took on the role of
administrative and fund-raising support. In opposition to what it perceives as a
national housing policy which bows to prevalent neo-liberal discourses, the
Federation advocates a bottom-up, people-centred approach to housing, drawing on

the resources available to the poor not only to access housing, but to do so in a way

financial outlay. The most frequent type of gooi-gooi encountered in the field was the annual December
food group, in which a number of women contributed a set amount every month beginning in January,
and all funds were paid out in December to cover the expenses associated with Christmas. Another
popular system involved a number of women saving together with a different woman receiving all
contributions every month, for no specified use.

'® Translation of the name uMfelandawonye waBantu BaseMjondolo, although respondents abbreviated
this to ‘the Federation’ , which will be the term used throughout the thesis.
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that builds social capital (Asian Coalition for Housing Rights, 2000; Peoﬁle’s
Dialogue, 1999, 2000)."® The ideology is that of self-help, but the Federation and
People’s Dialogue argue that rather than focus on the individual, the Federation’s
collective approach offers more than merely self-responsibility for housing provision.
In the face of the size and quality of Soﬁth Africa’s housing shortfall, the issue of
whether the Federation removes the burden of responsibility from the state (Bond,
2000; Bond and Tait, 1997) seems a moot point given the state’s current inability to
meet housing need. Furthermore, as a national organisation that operates in opposition
to state ideology, the Federation plays an important role in providing a feasible

alternative to the dominant housing paradigm (Millstein et al, 2003).

The Federation is comprised of loosely affiliated savings groups that are considered
an important means for learning and teaching, by which knowledge and experience
are disseminated horizontally rather than in a hierarchical structure. People’s Dialogue
recognises the difficulty of reconciling this approach to learning and sharing with the
demands of members and donors who place greater emphasis on housing delivery,
and the expectation that the urban poor are more likely to listen than be listened to
(Satterthwaite, 2001). Saving takes place in Housing Saving Schemes, which
emphasise group cohesion and regularity of saving over amount saved. Loan size is
not dependent on amount saved, as the Federation claims the value of the system lies
in the collective potential of members rather than finance. Loans are made from the
uTshani Fund,” a revolving fund which provides housing finance on the basis of a
15-year repayment rate, a 5% deposit and monthly repayments which are deposited
with the Fund as a single monthly payment from the Savings Scheme as a whole, thus
cutting down on transaction costs.’’ Loan security is based on peer pressure, which is
supposed to be maintained through the system of exchanges with other saving
schemes, serving to retain interest and commitment in the Federation’s work, and also

enforce the importance of repaying in order to enable the Fund to release funds to

1% Social capital is understood in this context to be the non-financial resources possessed by the poor,
including their individual skills and abilities and their relationships with other individuals,
organisations and networks, upon which they can draw.

0 yTshani means ‘grassroots’ in Zuh. The uTshani Fund draws its funding from international donors
and the uTshani Trust, the recipient of a R10 million grant from the Department of Housing.

! As does the fact that administration of loans and repayments, plus the disbursement of building
materials and the building process are all controlled by the Housing Savings Scheme.
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other projects. In 1996, it was estimated that 10 — 15% of Federation members were
late with their repayments at any one time (People’s Dialogue, 1996), which raises '
doubts about the ability of the Fund to ‘revolve’ successfully. In response it is claimed
that the uTshani Fund operates on the principle of “macro equilibrium” (Baumann,
2001:142), by which total disbursements are matched by funds entering the Fund
from a variety of sources, not only the repayments from beneficiaries. As such there is

no expectation that the poor will pay for their own housing,.

However, while macro equilibrium enables the Fund to cope with default, in
Vukuzenzele, one of the Federation fieldsites, respondents said they were not
repaying their loan (a monthly amount of R150) but were boycotting it as a means of
protest at what they perceived as unresolved disputes with their former Housing
Saving Scheme committee (who were claimed to have committed fraud) and the
inability of People’s Dialogue to resolve this. Respondents wére angry at their
inability to discover what had happened to the money that had gone missing, not only
because it directly constrained their ability to build, but because it ran contrary to the
policy of transparency advocated by the Federation. It was interesting to note that they
resorted to boycotting payments, a method of protest used widely against formal
financial institutions and the government during apartheid, and one that signified

powerlessness to pursue any other avenue of protest.

2.2.3 The Kuyasa Fund

Although it also adopts a concept of sustainability different to that offered by the neo-
liberal paradigm, the Kuyasa Fund is a much more ‘conventional’ microfinance
institution.?? Set up in 1999, it was born out of a perceived need for a small loans
institution recognised by a Cape Town NGO, the Development Action Group (DAG,
1998). It operates within the framework of the current state housing policy to provide
microloans to community organisations using the housing group subsidy. In this way,
the Cape Town urban poor who are not able to access formal finance are able to
construct affordable housing beyond the limits set by the housing subsidy through the
use of alternative credit. As a condition for its involvement the Kuyasa Fund requires

that community housing groups exercise self-accountability and financial

2 Kuyasa means ‘new dawn’ in Xhosa.
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management, allowing the Fund to retain a strictly credit-based relationship with the
communities, as well as a potentially empowering housing process as control remains
in the community. Thus Kuyasa, working with DAG, intends to provide not only the
financial means for construction, but also a social framework enabling community

involvement.

The Kuyasa model regards microfinance as a development tool and as such expects
that its operations will be subsidised in the short and medium term, although it does
anticipate becoming financially sustainable in ten years (Olivia van Rooyen, Kuyasa
Fund Manager, personal communication). Until then, van Rooyen argues that
sustainability be defined in terms of beneficiary household sustainability rather than
institutional sustainability. While Kuyasa provides credit to the traditionally ‘high-
risk’ urban poor, it does not do so by subsidising its interest rate — 32% at the time of
research — but its operational costs do require on-going subsidisation. As with the
Federation’s uTshani Fund, repayment rates are maintained through personalised
lending, in Kuyasa’s case focusing notgon the relationships among community
members, but those between members and the Kuyasa Fund. While in the case of the
uTshani Fund such costs are borne by the Federation Savings Groups, who are
responsible for the administration of savings and loans, in the case of the Kuyasa
Fund its staff administer and monitor individuals’ loans. The ability of the Kuyasa
Fund to scale up its outreach without a corresponding increase in staff and costs is
therefore constrained. However, the repayment rate in the first seven months of
operation was 100% and at the time of the research was 98%. According to the Fund
Manager, this level of repayment is maintained through the efforts of the loans
officers who are constantly on the ground, where their visibility ensures Kuyasa
remains a priority payment for households (Olivia Van Rooyen, personal
communication). Kuyasa considers that part of its success lies in its ability to establish
a relationship with clients that is purely financial and that it has no political ties to
communities. This emphasis on a client/service provider relationship means that
Kuyasa is focused on meeting its housing finance delivery targets, rather than
maintaining and supporting relationships with communities, although it does
recognise and encourage the growth of other institutions to support other aspects of
the housing and wider development process. In its focus on purely credit-based

products Kuyasa depends upon third party housing support institutions such as the
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PHP and DAG, as well as independent savings groups over which it has no control,
but it distinguishes between institutions that provide housing finance and those that
deliver housing, and argues that a dual focus reduces efficiency (Van Rooyen & Mills,
2003).

With the Kuyasa Fund, saving forms the basis for loan qualification, whereby an
applicant has to show a six month saving record in place of traditional collateral and
the maximum loan granted is up to three times the saving (up to a maximum of R10
000), to be repaid within a 30 month pe:riod.23 Such a system makes use of the assets
the poor have, and while the six-month saving programme is carried out in savings
groups, failure to make a deposit one month jeopardises only that individual’s chances
of loan qualification. In the same way, defaulting on a loan does not threaten the loans
of others; hence the potential for negative pressure from committee members is
lessened. This is not to say that they are not capable of applyi'ng social or peer
pressure to ensure the repayment of loans, but this is motivated more from a sense of
collective responsibility than personal threat to their own well-being within the

project.

The attraction to members is the possibility of accessing finance to build a larger
house than normally possible using the subsidy alone. According to the Kuyasa Fund
the average size of a contractor-built RDP-type house is 23m?, but when Kuyasa
clients add their savings (on average R1, 500) they build an average house of 36m?,
and when they add loans to their subsidy and savings, the average house size is 44m?.
Although figures for the Federation as a whole were not available, the average house
size of those Federation members interviewed in the course of the fieldwork was 44m?2.
The organisations’ claims to build bigger houses than can be provided using the

subsidy alone are being met.

3 The emphasis on income rather than employment acknowledges the high proportion of members who
work in the informal sector, which is characterised by low income and irregular work. The potential
financial pitfalls of periods of unemployment can be offset by support networks, alternative finance
options and renegotiated loan repayment schedules to the benefit of both the client and Kuyasa.
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2.3 In the Field: Methodological Considerations

The purpose of the research was threefold. Firstly, to observe the fieldsites, as it was
expected that only as issues began to unfold that avenues for research would open up.
This proved to be the case, and the role of men in households became an integral part
of the thesis in a way that had not been anticipated prior to the fieldwork. Secondly, as
outlined in Chapter One, the different literatures regarded the poor as adept at
providing their own housing, constrained by a lack of finance and knowledge, merely
wanting access to finance, seeking not only to access housing but to do so in a
meaningful and empowering manner and as desirous of contributing to the urban
agenda. By concentrating on the user rather than supply side of NGO programmes it
was hoped to return the focus to beneficiaries and determine the success of
programmes according to the criteria of recipients. Lastly, the research was concerned
with the gendered impacts of participation in the housing project and sought to
understand the effect of housing finance on relations within the household. It was felt
that the impact of a transformational intervention on men and women living in male-
headed households would provide an opportunity to evaluate the nature of gender

relations and determine whether external interventions could disrupt and reorder these.

The methodology was predominantly comprised of semi-structured interviews,
following a standard guideline of topics, but conducted in a fluid and respondent-led
conversation of between one to three hours.* While many people spoke good English,
a number of interviews were carried out in Xhosa through an interpreter and in the
majority of interviews respondents lapsed into Xhosa when they wished to articulate a
point in greater detail than their spoken English allowed. The interviews were
recorded and transcribed at a later date and cross-referenced with notes taken during
the interview where clarification was needed. Respondents were informed of the
purpose of the interviews (as part of a doctoral thesis). Anonymity was assured, and
all names have been changed. All respondents agreed to be interviewed and to have
their interview recorded. In addition to the interviews, a focus group was carried out
with women from Kuyasa project, in which the women discussed relationships with
men and how they conceptualised household relations. In the course of the research it

was decided that despite the huge importance of HIV/AIDS, given that the research
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was already broaching the sensitive topics of marital relations and household finances, -
it would be better to avoid the issue of AIDS unless raised by the respondents. In
some cases questions were asked, either where it was felt appropriate to gauge an
overall opinion, or where clarification was needed for a respondent’s statement. At no

time were respondents questioned on their or their household’s health status.

Participants were selected from those who were members of their community housing
projeét and had also taken out a loan with the Kuyasa Fund or the uTshani Fund. To a
large extent, access to the projects was mediated firstly by the Kuyasa Fund and the
Federation, and then by the committees who drew up lists of potential interviewees’
names and addresses. This, combined with the fact that in all projects single women
formed the majority of membership by some margin and the research focused on the
experiences of married women and men as well as single women, meant that
representative sampling would have produced a very low number of male-headed
households. Rather, once several interviews had been done, respondents were asked to
identify other members for interview and selection was made from this extended list.
In this way, any bias in selection by committee members was compensated for by

using their lists as starting points for gaining access to the community.

2.3.1 Feminist Epistemologies

In seeking to study the experiences of men and women in low-income communities
the thesis methodology draws heavily on feminist epistemologies which challenge
what knowledge is understood to be, who can know it and what can be known. In
particular, they have been concerned with the hitherto ignored experience of women,
which has been subsumed by a predominately male understanding of knowledge,
power and science, and in exposing how positivist epistemologies claiming neutrality
have in their own way been subjective and biased (Nagy Hesse-Biber, Leavy and

Yaiser, 2004).

Feminism has done much to advance qualitative methodologies in its attempts to
create a methodology suited to its theoretical base. The illumination of the
subordination of women, in both its observable and non-observable forms, has been a

priority in the design of its methodologies. This subjectivity of research and its aims

2 See Appendix A for the interview guidelines used in all interviews.
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has impacted on the social sciences as a whole in exposing the assumed objectivity of
the researcher. The position of ‘researcher’ is not an abstract one, but one to which
participants will react to and engage with, often on the basis of gender (England,
1994; McDowell, 1992; 1997), although the assumption that women have an ‘insider
status’ on the basis of a shared gender can sometimes be drawn more from a desire for
political cohesion than any real solidarity (Staeheli and Lawson, 1994; Kobayashi,
1994). An assumption of neutrality on the part of interviewers can also mask their
unequal power relations with respondents and merely seﬁe to perpetuate these
relations by extracting knowledge. Feminist standpoint theory argues that feminist
research should acknowledge this inequality and rather develop knowledge with
respondents, deliberately seeking to disrupt the existing power balance. As such,
feminist theory brings a political agenda to the research process (Cook, 1997; Katz,
1994; Kobayashi, 1994; Nast, 1994; Robinson, 1998). This position calls for
researchers to explicitly interact within the relationships they are studying and to

recognise the scope for knowledge construction within the research process.

This approach to research has informed the thesis methodology, and the interview
process was presented as a two-way exchange, moving away from the idea of the
interview as an extractive tool. Rather, the aim has been to acknowledge the different
positions occupied by the researcher and the respondents and to make this an integral
part of the research process and the basis of interviews. In part this is an ideological
position, drawing on a commitment to feminist theory, but it also serves to clarify the
research process for both the researcher and the respondent, stressing that both are
participants in the interviews. While ignoring this dimension may not compromise the
collection of information, the acknowledgement and inclusion of this relationship as
‘part of the research process enriches the quality of information given by respondents,
if only by increasing the capacity of the researcher to realise what is being exchanged

during the process.

2.3.2 Positionality, Reflexivity and Power

In denying objectivity and detachment from the research process, feminist
epistemologies explicitly acknowledge that they are based in a political paradigm in
which the relationship between the researcher and the respondents is one of unequal

power (Nagy Hesse-Biber and Yaiser, 2004). By emphasising the importance of
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reflexivity and an awareness of the existence of power relations, feminist
methodologies overcome the constraints faced by positivism and are able to critically
examine the position of the researcher within these power relations. In particular, the
way in which the background, assumptions and positionality of the researcher will
impact on the research process. In the case of this thesis, issues of positionality were
made clear-cut by the extreme differences in socio-economic and cultural situation
between myself and the respondents in a way they might not have been given a more
similar background. This difference in race, age and experience was acknowledged by
both researcher and respondents in the interview process and formed the basis for
lifestory comparisons in which information was exchanged rather than extracted. The
“unreal” and artificial nature of the interview was made all the more apparent by the
meeting of an English student and a South African township dweller solely for the
purpose of a two hour discussion, and this itself was the focus of some discussion. My
unfamiliarity with the socio-cultural context of the research also meant that local
knowledge systems were closed to me and I had to ask explicit questions in order to
gain background information, reducing the chances of assumption and interpretation

with interviewees’ responses.

The issue of power runs throughout the thesis, both from an academic interest in the
potential empowerment of respondents through project participation and also in the
personal relationships developed between the researcher, interpreters, NGO staff and
respondents. Empowerment is a key concept in the thesis, but as emphasised in
Chapter One, one with multiple interpretations. As the majority of these definitions
have come from those situated outside the process, a key interest in developing the
thesis methodology was to leave questions concerning power open-ended to see how
it was understood and expressed by respbndents. The most obvious shortcoming in
this approach was the difficulty for people in articulating abstract concepts, but most
gave examples of how they exercised power or were unable to. For the most part,
respondents explicitly expressed power as action rather than knowledge, although

some responses did suggest an awareness of inaction as also being a position of power.

The relationship with the NGOs seemed to be of minimal overt importance, yet given
the central role they played in enabling respondents to negotiate for housing there was

a constant relationship upon which access to certain households was predicated and
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which only became apparent in the later stages of the fieldwork. The role of the
interpreters was a largely positive one, as they acted as mediators between the two
very different world views of the researched and the researcher. Their role went
beyond translation between the Xhosa and English languages to translation between
the two cultures. While this risked their personal interpretation of the meanings
attributed by myself and the interviewees, it nevertheless provided a much more
nuanced understanding of non-verbal and cultural signifiers that would otherwise
have been lost in the interview. In interviews with women, both married and single,
the presence of the interpreters was a definite advantage, as often women would
explain to the interpreter in Xhosa what they assumed to be uninteresting contextual
detail deviating from the main purpose of the interview. Their explanations of Xhosa
attitudes to marriage, men and children were more comfortable for having a common
reference point with the interpreter. In interviews with men, the interpreters
occasionally appeared to inhibit men from expressing their opinion on similar topics
and they tended to assume a less participatory role in the interviews, explaining this as
the best approach for interviewing men. The majority of men, however, were not

obviously discomfited at the presence of another young woman in the interview.

What was marked throughout the interview process was the degree to which power
was held by the respondents, given that I was entering new geographical and cultural
territory with my marital status and age giving me little consequence. This sits at odds
with some literature on the power relations between first world researchers and third
world subjects which assumes that the former will necessarily be dominant in any
exchange (Katz, 1992; Madge, 1993; Sidaway, 1992, 1993; Valentine, 1997). Rather,
the research process confers more power on the respondent, to whom the interview is
incidental, than to the doctoral student for whom so much depends on the outcome of

the interview process.

2.3.3 Representing Respondents

Part of the impact of a feminist epistemology has been the focus on the words spoken
by respondents and how these can be presented in the unfamiliar context of an
academic thesis (Devault, 2004; Schoenberger, 1992). Much that is written on more
traditional ways of presenting information neglects the wide range of non-verbal

methods of communication which form an integral part of the interview process. In

66



Chapter Two

interpreting these unspoken gestures, subjective assumptions were made that coloured
the interpretation of spoken words, in particular ambiguous statements. This
subjective editing was also part of the transcribing process, in which many
respondents’ quotes have been “tidied up” for the sake of clarity, mostly as a
consequence of neither respondents nor intérpreters being native English speakers and
making grammatical errors that distracted from the meaning of the responses.
However, a deliberate attempt was made not to overly tidy quotes so as to provide an
accurate reflection of the voices of the respondents, and the manner in which answers
were phrased. In order to further provide space within the thesis and strengthen their

voice, respondents’ quotes have been presented in blocks within the text.

2.3.4 Overview of the Research

The first fieldwork period of three months (September to December 2000) consisted
of negotiating access with the two NGOs and finding an interpreter. February to July
2001 was spent in South Africa, carrying out the Kuyasa Fund interviews, with a
break over Easter as many respondents had returned to the Eastern Cape for the
holiday. September to December 2001 was spent in South Africa carrying out the
Federation interviews. The interview process speeded up as the interviews progressed
due to a decreasing reliance on the NGOs, an increase in familiarity with the area and
the techniques required for interviewing. A total of 79 interviews were carried out

across four projects, two per NGO.

Access was a major constraint at the beginning of the fieldwork, and the first three
months were spent attempting to gain access to the two NGOs who would in turn
provide access to their housing projects. Physical access to Khayelitsha and Philippi
was also constrained by the difficulty of navigating in unfamiliar and unmarked areas.
Initially the Kuyasa Fund acted as gatekeeper, and determined when interviews could
take place, but the impracticality of this for a short-staffed institution, as well as the
methqdological concerns it raised, meant that after an initial one month period they
withdrew from the interview process. In the case of both NGOs, the NGO provided an
initial introduction to a committee member of the selected housing project, who then
drew up a list of project participants. This list often included neighbours and friends
of the committee member and in order to avoid the cdnstraints this imposed

interviewees were randomly selected from within the project. Only one person
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declined to be interviewed. Appendix B contains a table summarising respondent

details for all respondents quoted within the thesis.

The methodology was designed to focus primarily on one-on-one interviews, but it
had been hoped to carry out a number of focus groups. In the end, only one focus

group was considered successful enough for inclusion in the thesis, while two others
| did not produce anything beyond factual data. A lack of experience, coupled with the
difficulties of conducting a focus group with a language barrier and through an
interpreter, meant that only one succeeded, more through the excellent group dynamic
than any mediation skills on the part of the researcher. The wealth of ihforrhation
exchanged in this final group and the comparison of personal experiences on a
number of topics across different cultural and age boundaries marked a high point in

the research process.

2.3.5 Khayelitsha and Philippi

As access to the communities was negotiated through the two NGOs, they exercised
the decision over which projects would be chosen for interviews. Eventually, four
projects were decided upon, two from each organisation, which were considered by
both organisations to be representative of their membership and their projects. Three
of these projects were located in Khayelitsha, the largest township in Cape Town, and
one in Philippi, an area of dense informal settlement, characterised by shacks, land
invasions and squatting. All four projects were located in black, predominantly
Xhosa-speaking low-income areas, with either first or second-generation migrants

from the Eastern Cape.

2.3.6 HOSHOP and Masithembane

Both projects from the Kuyasa Fund were located in Site B, one of the original
‘formal’ sites of Khayelitsha, based upon 9,100 serviced sites in which inhabitants
gained a formally allocated plot with a toilet and tap and secure tenure (le Grange,
1995; Seekings, Graff and Joubert, 1990).>> Kuyasa membership is predominantly
skewed towards women, with only 29% of loans going to men. However, as Kuyasa’s

database specifies the gender of the loan applicant, and not whether that person is the

% Tenure was initially a 99-year lease, with most plots converted to ownership, particularly during the
subsidy application procedure.
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household head, the figure of 71% reflects the percentage of Kuyasa loans given to
women and not necessarily the percentage of loans given to women-headed
households. In the course of the interviews housing provision and accessing housing
finance were identified by both men and women as predominantly carried out by
women, including women in male or joint-headed households, suggesting that men’s

access to housing finance was obscured by women’s participation.

The first project, the Homeless and Squatters Housing Project (HOSHOP) was set up
in 1999, formed by a core of neighbours who became the committee and had already
held some positions of responsibility in street committees and gooi-goois. The project
contacted DAG after seeing one of the staff vehicles driving past, and initiated
HOSHOP with the purpose of buildihg housing. After training with DAG and Kuyasa
and holding community-level workshops, the committee was well motivated and
capable of explaining the housing and subsidy process to members. Some members of
the committee believed they experienced a considerable degree of empowerment. As
well as receiving training, the members have also gained a high degree of autonomy
in the running of HOSHOP, through the disbursement of funds, the organisation of
building materials and the income-generating opportunities associated with working
in the project’s Housing Support Office and in the brick-making facility set up to meet
some of the demand for materials. While there have been positive impacts for some
committee members, there has also been internal conflict within the committee over
decision-making and power struggles (Olivia van Rooyen, personal communication).
In the context of the low-income community they serve, the opportunities for personal
gain offered by being a committee member test the principles instilled in DAG
workshops. For the ordinary members of HOSHOP, criticism of the committee is
generally reserved for some accusations of fraud, in that participants did not receive
‘change’ from their subsidy or receive their full quota of building materials.

Otherwise most members considered that HOSHOP had done a good job.

In all, 18 interviews were carried out in HOSHOP with members of the housing

project. These covered 13 households, six of which were headed by single women,
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and seven comprised a married couple.® Out of these seven conjugal households,
~ both partners were interviewed in five households, while in the remaining two only

one partner was available for interview.

The second project was called Masithembane.?’ It was started in 1997 by a
community initiative from which the committee was elected. As with HOSHOP, the
committee members had been active in other orgém'sations. The committee
approached their local councillor for assistance and were then referred to DAG with
whom they received training on managing the housing process. The community heard
about the project by word of mouth and by loudspeaker announcements, But unlike
the committee in HOSHOP, Masithembane appears to have been a model project
where committee behaviour was concerned (Ward, 2000), with the committee
organising themselves and bringing in key players at crucial times. Such innovation
has not gone unnoticed and after the completion of the first phase of construction, two
key staff members from the housing association were poached by the private building
materials supplier who worked on the project (Phillip Piki, DAG, personal
communication, himself later poached and no longer working for DAG). Whether the
subsequent committee can sustain such initiative in the second phase of building
remains to be seen. The facility with which committee members accessed information
suggests a pre-existing degree of empowerment and knowledge and a degree of self-
selection in the formation of the committee and representation of the community. That
such people might be the best equipped to manage the housing process, however, is an

important consideration.

In Masithembane, 18 interviews were carried out, with 15 households. Seven
households were headed by single womeﬁ, while eight were conjugal units. From the
eight conjugal households, both partners were interviewed in three. In the remaining
five households, four men were not available because they werev working in the
Eastern Cape and in one household a husband was unwilling for his wife to be

interviewed, and at a later date she refused a request for an interview.

2 Throughout the fieldwork marital status was defined by the respondents. No distinction was made
between traditional marriages or civil marriages. Likewise women who were no longer married used
the words ‘separated’ and ‘divorced’ interchangeably, and no distinction was made between the two.

%" Meaning “trust each other”.
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2.3.7 Vukuzenzele and Kuyasa

The two projects chosen by the Federation were in different parts of the Cape Flats,
although unlike the Kuyasa Fund projects, both these were built on land bought by the
NGO and were not the original sites of members’ shacks. The need to find and buy
land rendered the housing process much lengthier than that experienced by HOSHOP
and Masithembane, but as with the Kuyasa Fund, the Federation’s membership is
heavily weighted towards women, who account for around 90% of members (People’s

Dialogue, 2000).

Vukuzenzele was started in 1996 from two separate savings schemes drawn from
backyard shack dwellers from Gugulethu that joined together and began saving and
searching for land on which to build. The process took several years, including the
invasion of one site and then a forced removal, before a plot was bought from a
private owner in a sale overseen by the People’s Dialogue. The residents secured a
loan for R10,000 each from the uTshani Fund, with repayments of R150 a month at
the time of research (raised from initial repayments of R120). The loan of R10,000
was supposed to enable people to build a2 minimum of 40m?, and more with the
addition of their own savings. The residents were still waiting for approval of their
subsidies'in 2001 when the fieldwork took place, although most had already built their
- houses. Vukuzenzele is notable for its attempts to incorporate a variety of house styles,
including an attempt at densification through double storey houses and a row of
terraced houses (although they have not proved popular with their occupants), as well
as some small factory shops encouraging a mixed use of land and providing income
generation opportunities (People’s Dialogue, 1999). The double storey houses were
unpopular with homeowners, who disliked the steep stairs and wooden floors, and
considered that they had not done well from the housing project. Few had chosen the
double storey option and felt that they had been forced to take it. The plot is adjacent
to the Federation’s landmark project and main office, Victoria Mxenge, in Philippi. It
also is neighboured by a large squatter settlement, which several residents cited as a
source of crime and litter. Their own recent experience as informal settlement

dwellers did not appear to lend any sympathy to their neighbours.
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In Vukuzenzele 22 interviews were carried out in 17 households. Seven of these
households were headed by single women and one by a single (unmarried) man. The
remaining nine households comprised of a conjugal couple, and both partners were

interviewed in five households.

The final project, confusingly sharing the same name as the Kuyasa Fund, was also
primarily taken up with the search for land. Through the Federation and People’s
Dialogue, the Kuyasa group found a site in Khayelitsha. The site lies between areas of
formal settlement, with informal settlements nearby which project members also
regarded as undesirable, issuing repeated warnings and anxiety about my personal
safety in their neighbourhood. There were also concerns over the land upon which the
houses were built. Most of Khayelitsha is created from the levelling of sand dunes and
housing requires strong foundations. The lack of cover vegetation also exacerbates the

erosion problem and the general environment is very dry and dusty.
In Kuyasa, 21 interviews were carried out with 14 households. Of these, five

households were headed by single women, while of the nine conjugal households,

both partners were interviewed in seven.
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Housing and Households: From Shacks to Houses

See now I dream well, I am comfortable, if it’s raining I don’t get rain inside
here, it’s not like before. I feel like Thabo Mbeki!

Max, married, aged 47, Masithembane project

I'd like to have my own place, because I planned to build, and when I told him
he told me, I have this plan too, we should do mine. I lost some power. If I had
done my own house, I would be very far. I can’t do anything here, because it is
not my house. '

Kalie, engaged, age 31, Kuyasa Project

The housing process can be understood at three scales — the national level, at which
housing policy is informed by the apartheid past, the interest groups of the present,
and the national and international economy; the local scale at which organisations
- including NGOs, local government and communities understand housing and the
household scale. The previous chapter examined the relationship between the national
and local scales in the Cape Town context, while this chapter focuses on the
household or individual scale, in which housing has a much more immediate impact.
The chapter examines how beneficiaries of NGO housing projects understand the
housing process and draws out their attitudes to housing finance. An understanding of
éll three scales helps to explain how some low-income households have managed to
access housing, using a mixture of government and NGO strategies as well as their
own agency, in the two townships on Khayelitsha and Philippi on the periphery of

Cape Town.

3.1 Explaining the Local: Households on Housing

In contrast to the vocal criticism of housing subsidies and the ability of local

government to deliver housing, the overwhelming response at the household scale to
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the NGO projects was positive. While clearly this was due in a large part to the
importance of having attained formal housing, often for the first time since living in
Cape Town, respondents also gave a measured analysis of their reasons for wanting
housing, and the benefits of the housing they had received. There was also some
criticism of the process, as well as an explanation of the gender impacts of access to
housing. In this section, people’s opinion on gender roles in housing provision,
membership of housing associations, access to finance and home ownership are

explored to give an overview of the impact of housing policy at the household scale.

3.2 Gendering Housing

In the majority of cases, women were the primary motivators for housing and
managed the housing process, from membership and participation in the savings
groups through to overseeing delivery of materials and initial construction. Men’s
involvement tended to be limited to financial input and the final construction phase.
This is not to underplay the importance of their financial contribution, but the marked
difference in investment of time and energy does require explanation. This division of
labour may well make sense in a context of full male employment and where women
are restricted to the home, but this was far from the case in Khayelitsha and Philippi,
and in organisations which depended so heavily on the ‘free’ resources of the poor it
was women who were consistently the primary participants in housing projects. When
women were asked why they thought they were responsible for housing, they gave
various responses, varying from a belief that men were intrinsically lazy, to the
opinion that the way in which housing was accessed — through groups — was

responsible, a view that was backed up by a male respondent.

They (men) are lazy, and they move so slowly. They take things easy, they don’t take

things seriously. If you are married, if you are not active in your home, and just look at

your husband, you will have nothing. The women always have to do it. ‘
Mattie, single, aged 36

The women are very powerful, they build bigger houses than men. This lady (indicates
another) is got a big house but no husband, she’s not even employed, she’s powerful,
she’s got dreams, she’s got vision. Husband doesn’t do those things.

Olive, separated, aged 47
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It’s men’s duty to find shelter. Men are lazy! The women have children, that is why
they are always saying ‘my child must have a roof over their heads’. They are different
now, they help with the children, our fathers never used to help with cleaning or with
childcare, but now they help. They are trying to change.

Sonda, married, aged 38

My life is changed, because I am in the house, I am happy, it was my dream, I used to
dream, one day I need a house. Better (for a woman) to make a house because
everything is sitting nicely. Different because the men never ever attend the group,
women have the heart for the groups.

Sukie, married, aged 40

After the old committee the community elected a new one. I was the only man at that
time, but now there is another one. But he is not very involved, because it’s for the
women.

Owen, single, aged 30.

Even when partners did not participate actively in the housing process, and in
particular with the long preliminary process, they still exerted influence over women’s
ability to participate. As wives, women faced certain constraints on their time and an
expectation that they would remain visible, within the household and under their
partners’ control, no matter how infrequently this control was exercised. Given these
cultural expectations the demand on women’s time, particularly from the Federation
with its stress on bi-weekly meetings to encourage group cohesion, inevitably led to
clashes within the household, with varying degrees of intensity. By contrast, women
heading their own households often cited their freedom by using the meetings as an

example.

Better to be alone. I can attend the meetings, because I am one of the leaders. So now I
am staying with my children, nobody will ask me ‘why are you coming at this time?’
: Jemima, single, aged 49

He didn’t think it was a good idea, he didn’t understand what I was doing. Now he is
happy because he saw the house.
Maggie, married, aged 35

He didn’t like it because I was out late at night, we would fight at weekends. There are
no arguments now, he is a sweet guy.
Mary, married, aged 46
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He was interested at first, but now he does not want me to attend, because we have the
house. He sees no reason for me to go. I go because they told me to attend, it would
help with employment and experience. I enjoy them (the meetings).

Ruth, married, aged 28

A number of men also described the process of joining the organisations as carried out
by their wives, but with their permission, and in a couple of instances there were men
who attended in the place of their wives. Owen, a committee member of Vukuzenzele,
said he was one of only four men in the project. Men also seemed more likely to say
they were initially cautious of the projects, reflecting concern that they might prove to

be fraudulent, particularly where the household had lost money in previous schemes.

Most of the time my wife was attending. It was because of work pressure, I had to work
the day shift, night shifts. For the meetings, I did enjoy it, I usually go to the general
meeting, where all the groups do attend.

Jake, married, aged 28

Sometimes I was feeling, I don’t feel like going, I didn’t have patience, it took a very
long time. She told me to have strength and then one day, we must keep hoping.
Sometimes we just dropped with this Federation, because the thing comes slow, slow,
and the people told us ‘no, you must come back’.

Sandy, married, aged 36

She told me about this organisation. I said “ok you can go, join it”, you see, and then
she go. She can report to me and I accept it.
Roger, married, aged 36

This is the second. (The first) flopped. I was very, very cautious, very cautious. At first
for me it was a good idea because it was difficult for me to find a house, so when she
came with the idea, it was a good idea. It took a long time, she had to go to meetings,
she would come late at night, sleep over, you know. It took four years. I only attended
one meeting because I wanted to know what was going on.

Thomas, married, aged 39

I like organisations, not my wife, it was me who attended. It was nice, it still is. She
was not interested.
Henry, married, aged 30

Sandy summarised the position of most men:

The women, she can do everything with this (points to mouth), but action, no. Ok, she
will do, then she will come - “oh my god, you must pay this for that bank.”
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Sandy, married, aged 36

While men’s contribution and involvement in housing was nowhere near the same
proportionally as women’s, when men did attend their status tended to be higher. In
cases where husbands did claim to be involved it later emerged that their involvement
had been at the initial and final stages of the project, in signing up for the subsidy and
participating in the building. This suggests that despite attempts to make women the
focus of the organisations, men’s cultural position granted them authority, which was

resented by women.

The men know nothing about the Federation, they never come to the meetings. They
don’t know what is happening. The men who attended the meetings showed no respect.
Men who never attend are shown more respect when they attend meetings, than those
women who are regulars. Better the men don’t attend if they show no respect.

Linda, engaged, aged 25

The quote below illustrates the difficulty one woman faced from her husband during

the building of their house:

It’s a long story! We used to argue. I would attend the meetings, from 7 to 10. Then
when I come home after 10 he is already in his bed (laughter). ‘What time is this to
come home now?’ ‘No, I am coming from the meetings’ ‘What kind of meeting? I'm
sick and tired of these meetings!’ and all that. So when it comes to my turn to be
building the house, I said ok, it’s my turn’, but he didn’t want to listen, until we’d got
everything to start. Then when he decided to help make up the foundation, also he
couldn’t believe it. ‘It’s been two weeks, nothing is happening there’. He’d been up and
down until he could see the walls were going up, then he came. ‘Now, which one is
yours?’ (laughter) He didn’t even know, because he wasn’t there at the beginning. So I
show him, at that time I was so thin and frustrated, because it was ‘my thing’. Then
when he saw the roof, he got interested, he was the one to go to Mitchells Plain to buy
things for the house! (laughter) From then things were much more better. But from the
beginning, shoo, things were very tough.
Emily, married, aged 32

The vast majority of women who had either joined the Federation or taken a loan with
Kuyasa nominated themselves when asked who was the household head. When they
were asked why they were the head, they said that they were the owners of the house.
This position was later amended in the interviews when married women described a
decision-making process that ultimately deferred to their husbands, sometimes
contradicting examples they had given of their decision-making autonomy. It was also

contradicted (less surprisingly) by men who overwhelmingly named themselves as
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household heads, citing gender and cultural reasons. But the impact of participation in
~ the housing projects, while it might not lead women to reject the cultural expectation
of their roles as wives, certainly leads them to find alternative ways of articulating
their power — as owners if not heads. Ownership of houses in female-headed
households was not always clear-cut. For the overwhelming majority of the cases, the
women who had attended meetings and were the legal owners of the houses were the
household heads. In a few occasions this position did not carry autonomy — for
example where a young woman was the legal owner, yet household participation had
been instigated by her brother who had already accessed a housing subsidy, and she
was nominated because her mother lacked formal identification. Generally; however,
even where most of the house-building expenses had been covered by family
members, the woman who had joined the project and participated in the meetings was

the legal owner, and regarded as such by others.

Money - I have a problem because I have no job. Before, things were fine. It hurts me

that my sister has to pay, because I am the one, but I can’t help. But she does not mind

because before I helped her. '
Minnie, widowed, aged 41

Financial input was not the overriding determinant of ownership in either male or
female-headed households, but rather in the context of unstable employment

reciprocity and long-term financial support networks were equally important.

3.3 Loans

There was a very high level of understanding among respondents regarding the way
the loans functioned, what the loan money had entitled them to and the repayment
schedules they were supposed to be following. The household member, usually
female, who had attended meetings and signed the agreement with either Kuyasa or
uTshani was usually the one who had followed the breakdown of the subsidy or loan
into materials and taken delivery of those materials. They were inevitably able to give
a precise breakdown of the total cost of the house into the subsidy or uTshani loan,
the Kuyasa loan and personal savings. They were also able to provide costings of all
materials purchased using the subsidy or loan, and those materials they had purchased
using their own savings, often down to the prices for bags of cement and the number

purchased. Both organisations were therefore providing detailed breakdowns of
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expenses, and the majority of participants were able to keep track of their expenditure.
They also had a full knowledge of what they were entitled, and kept track of the

committees’ spending.

With the Kuyasa Fund loans, given the limited relationship between the Fund and its
clients, there was little scope for relations to deteriorate. According to respondents,
loans were delivered without any problems, and the main interaction clients had with
the Kuyasa Fund concerned repayments. Most people therefore had little to say on the
subject, apart from gratitude to Kuyasa for providing the loan, the need for the Fund
to make more loans available and, in some cases where repayments had fallen behind,
either embarrassment at their tardiness or complaints at their treatment. There was
almost certainly reluctance to discuss problems with repayments or voice criticism of
the Kuyasa Fund given that in both HOSHOP and Masithembane introductions to
interviewees were done either by Kuyasa staff or committee members, doing little to
dispel the impression that information gathered would be reported back, despite

assurances otherwise.

I was late this month. I called them to explain, and they said to me ‘this is not a
furniture shop, you are not allowed to be late with Kuyasa’.?® Then he called me and
said he spoke to the boss and I could not be late, but I have no money. No one has
come. I am unhappy, I thought I would get relief for telling them. They need to
improve service.

Tonya, separated, aged 39

I cannot give recommendations because I am a bad payer! I am trying hard not to be
late. I can’t advise because I fell behind. When people come to me for advice I send
them to others. Kuyasa must give people loans because there is much need.

‘Mary, married, aged 46

You must approach the people who are not paying in a good way.
Bonnie, married, aged 35

In contrast the Federation has a much closer relationship with its savings groups,

particularly once they have organised and begun building, as the Federation and

People’s Dialogue nurture the projects from inception through to the building stage.
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However, respondents were eager to articulate problems, including a lengthy wait to
get land, fraud by the first elected committee in Vukuzenzele, problems with the
quality and amount of building materials as a consequence of financial

mismanagement and design flaws in double storey buildings.

I saw that I would be in a shack for the rest of my life, so I joined. You must be active,
attend meetings, talk, even if you don’t make sense, so people will recognise you. Be
noticed by the Federation. People from other groups must know you.

Lorna, separated, aged 45

I heard a radio advertisement - houses for 20 cents - which was about the Federation.
They told us to save 20 cents a day and get a house. Some people went to Victoria
Mxenge. We built shacks on some land at New Crossroads and Lansdowne that was
free, we measured it. We were chased away by others, and some shacks were burnt.
They hoped that the government would relocate them. There was bad management, the
bricks were bad, and the money was stolen. The committee didn’t tell us when the
bricks were coming, so they were stolen. They pushed up the prices, even if two people
shared something they were each charged.
Jill, married, aged 42

Building took a long time because we were waiting for our bricks. First they made
bricks here, but then it took too long, so we changed. Some houses are still not finished
because the committee mismanaged the money. uTshani Fund gave them the
chequebook and they stole the money. It took me six months to build my house. It’s a
good system, the Federation builds big houses. And the subsidy is coming.

Gaby, widowed, aged 38

They told us about the double storey, the first ten they made were show houses. We
were not satisfied. The stairs were very steep, the floor upstairs was wooden, the stairs
were wooden. We need access to the bedroom for cultural reasons. They were more
expensive, we were not given enough information, so we decided no more. The first
houses were too small, we decided we needed 60m? and 70m?, we would find the
money. But the roof was very expensive. There were problems with the committee,
they were told to resign. There was not enough money to finish the double storey so
People’s Dialogue finished the double storeys. The new double storeys are worse than
the old ones, you can’t take furniture upstairs. Then People’s Dialogue said they would
not give uTshani loans to the people building the last houses, because of the boycott of
the repayments. So now we are waiting for the subsidies to finish the houses.
Melanie, single, aged 38

My brother was working, so I went to the meetings. We went and toyi-toyied to get the
land. And we made savings of R1 and R2, every day. We stopped saving because of the

% Referring to the system of hire purchase by which many low-income households buy goods. The
resultant monthly ‘accounts’ form a high proportion of the household monthly budget, and repayments
are often cut in the face of household financial strain, such as that associated with house building.
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fraud with the first committee, they stole the money. I don’t know if we will be
refunded.
Helen, single, aged 22

Despite these setbacks what was notable was the articulation of most of the
respondents when asked about the problems and their openness to do so. This
suggested that while the project had experienced problems, which given the
complexity and duration of the housing process rhight have been expected, these were
identified as caused by the committee and both the Federation and People’s Dialogue
and had not impaired member relations. The group had>c1ear1y understood both the
philosophy behind the Federation and the practical means by which they would realise
it, and their response to the fraud was disappointment that they had been let down by
both the Federation and People’s Dialogue. There was a feeling of powerlessness,
articulated in Owen’s explanation of attempts to get the Federation and People’s
Dialogue to address the issues, and an eagerness to explain the non-payment of loan
instalments, upon which they knew others depended for their own loans, as a political

boycott.

Even Federation is not transparent. People are just sitting on things, they did nothing
about the corruption — “we don’t know nothing”. My outlook on the Federation has
changed. People prefer the matchbox houses to the Federation — because they are not
democratic. It’s like a boat without direction, it’s not performing. I wanted to put a lot
into it. People’s Dialogue were supposed to be independent, but they made no
investigation, just replaced the money. There was a lot of corruption, it stopped things
being better. We were betrayed by our own people. It’s not development when you
steal from people.
Owen, single, aged 30

I joined because I had to build, it now costs a million to buy, so I can’t afford to buy.
The Federation helps the poor. But it needs management, they misused the money so
now there is none in the bank. They took the money and shared it, they didn’t bank it.
There were four people in the committee responsible. The Federation said they must
deal with it, so there was no police. But they did nothing.

Pamela, single, aged 31

3.4 Savings Groups

The majority of respondents were enthusiastic about saving groups, particularly those
from the two Kuyasa Fund projects who had been required to save for six months in
order to qualify for a loan. Interestingly, despite the enthusiastic endorsement of

savings groups as a vehicle for microcredit delivery, a number of people went on to
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say that they were no longer saving in gooi-goois because of the costs of house
building and loan repayments. Three points emerge from discussions. First, that the
costs of house-building continue to impact on household budgets long after building is
complete, secondly, that home ownership with its elevated costs of living might
detrimentally affect the ability of the poor to manage their money in the ways they
had done previously, particularly when coupled with job loss and thirdly, that saving,
even in stokvels or gooi-goois, was not viable for the very poor, or those suffering

financial stress.

The savings are good idea. I am not doing them now, because I am not working. It is a
good system, because people need to save. There was no problems because the money
was deposited in the bank.

Minnie, widowed, aged 41 -

I’'m not in the rotating savings because you need money for that. :
Owen, single, aged 30

The savings groups are good, but we have no money to use.
Sukie, married, aged 40

In situations where women’s participation in the saving schemes was not approved of
by their husbands, women alone carried the financial burden of ensuring they
continued to save. Most men were positive about their wives’ decision to join, but the
interviews took place after the houses had been built and the advantages of the
projects were readily apparent. Men’s recollection of their attitudes prior to and
during building did not match the description their wives gavé. Even husbands who
had not placed any constraint on their wives participation could still make their
disapproval felt. Where husbands were the main eamers, women were limited in how

much they could save. The saving process was therefore not conflict-free.

I joined the Federation, sometimes I’ve got no money I go to my husband, he is cross,
sometimes I steal from him, because I had no money. Now, hooo, ‘It's my house’!
(Laughter)

Susan, married, aged 26

I took my boyfriend’s money! (laughter)
Olive, separated, aged 47
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Those respondents working in the formal sector, whose wages were paid into bank
accounts, were more likely to keep some money in their accounts as a form of saving.
But most of the money households had was kept in circulation in a system of saving
and mutual obligation that was designed to cover shortfalls in budgets and unexpected
needs. This system was usually practised by women, particularly those whose
husbands controlled the household finances, and rather than a number of specific

loans took the form of a constant flow between households.

I don’t have a bank account, because the bank take a service fee. So my money is here
in the house. God is protecting it!
Mary, married, aged 46

My husband has a savings account at the bank. (laughs) It is useless to keep money in
the bank, it is better to take it out.
Bonnie, married, aged 35

When I have money, I lend it to others, so I can go to them when I need.
Owen, single, aged 30

3.5 Home Ownership and the Cost of Living

As noted above, many respondents felt that in the new house life had become more
expensive.”’ The rise in cost of living was attributed to expenses associated with
building a brick house, both in terms of materials and also with the need for greater
expenditure on household items. There appeared to be uncertainty with regard to
household finances, with some people estimating that the cost of living would
decrease once they had completed building, while others thought that the cost of
living would remain high. There was uncertainty over the possible costs and budget
regime in new houses. A couple of people thought that despite the initial costs of
building, life in the house would be cheaper than living in their shacks. This final

point seemed to be related to overall well being rather than financial status.

Yes, it was expensive, but it doesn’t matter because now I am so happy.
' ' Rosie, separated, aged 67

You need something a bit nice in a house, it’s not like a shack.

» A number of men claimed that the cost of living had declined after moving into the house, but they
did not have budget responsibility for household expenses.
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Mali, married, aged 47 -

Ja there is changes, when we were living in the shack, we didn’t need a lot of things
like this (indicates three-piece suite). You see, when we move in here we haven’t got
all these things. When we were in the shack we only had two wooden chairs. Then
when we move here, you can see now. Sometimes we don’t agree, especially fighting
when we are going to buy this chairs, it was not necessary for these chairs, I said no, no,
no. But at the end!

Bill, married, aged 43

I think it will be cheaper after a year or two years, because I’'m still doing the house,

inside and outside. Inside I like to put the face stone, also to put the ceiling, even

change the stairs. I can build also on top of the kitchen, put a yard here. .
Roger, married, aged 36

It will get cheaper because I've finished building the house. After 2 years.
Henry, married, aged 30

It’s more expensive, this is not a shack, it’s a new house. It will get more expensive.
Maybe, let’s say in S years time I want to change this (taps the sofa), also we want to
have our own car, or to extend, have an extension.

Laura, married, aged 28

Life is expensive. I hated to stay in the shack, even if the house is more expensive. I
hate the shack. Much better here, is cheaper. Is not like before, I would spend a lot of
money, because it was raining and then I had to spend to buy a plastic thing to cover,
and I had to leave it there, you can’t see the money today. I can’t say it’s cheaper
because I'm still busy to finish my house.

Ian, married, aged 52

Despite the expense of building and the increase in living costs almost every one was

happy to have a house and considered it an improvement over their previous living

standard. The increase in expense was therefore traded off against the improvement in

quality of life, including physical and emotional aspects. In particular, everyone

interviewed considered ownership to be the best option. For most people the

insecurity of employment meant that rental was regarded as insecure, with the

possibility of losing one’s home as well as one’s job. Clearly this was a response to

the informal rental market in backyard shacks, which did not operate on a legal basis,

but given the predominant bias against rental any attempt by the state to implement a

large-scale rental sector would require substantial persuasion.
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It’s better to own, sometimes you don’t have money to rent. At the end of the day, the

property is not yours.
' Jim, married, aged 29

It’s better to own, if you rent when you lose your job you lose your home.
Ruth, married, aged 28

It’s better to own, because if you are renting you are paying money and getting nothing.
Jemima, single, aged 49

If you own, you know it’s yours, you do anything you want to, and it’s like, if you’re
renting, you don’t take care of nothing.
Owen, single, aged 30

It’s better if you own, if you know it’s yours, you finish paying. Also they can’t tumm
you out of your own house. -
Sonda, married, aged 38

It is because, as I said, first time I was staying in Gugulethu, then my brother got a
house, he paid rent every month for how many years, a lot of years, that I decided no,
to buy own house is much better. Because at least you own something. When you’re
staying in the shack, nothing is right, the shack is cold. When it rains, the condition is
really uncomfortable. And it burns so quick too, that is another thing.

' Bill, married, aged 43

Security of tenure was therefore very important to the interviewees. With security
came a commitment to improve and upgrade housing, in contrast to conditions in
shacks with the risk of fire and flooding.*

I own it, we can do anything, build a pool for the children! I wanted a brick house
because there are fires, and the rain, now when I leave the house I know it is safe,
before I worried, no rest.

Mali, married, aged 47

I am very happy. I have asthma, you see, so it is better in the house. I prayed to God for
this house. And the fires, I saw a child burned to death, it’s no good in the shacks.

% In the informal settlements, the risk of fire is exacerbated by the use of naked flame and paraffin for
cooking, construction methods using flammable materials, the density of the settlements (which makes
it difficult to prevent fires spreading and allow emergency vehicles access); and fires are often spread
by the strong winds that are characteristic of the dry summer months. In winter it is cold and wet and
after heavy rainfall the Cape Flats are subject to flooding.
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Violet, separated, aged 71

There are fires, you take things out of your shack and then people steal it. Also our
shack was leaking, the water came inside.
Nomatso, separated, aged 61

Ownership also conveyed a sense of achievement and authority. Women, and
| particularly those who were heads of their households, saw the house as proof of their
ability to manage finance and construction. A number of men also pointed to owning
a brick house as important in terms of their sense of self and as an important step in
manhood. In instances where ownership meant that families were able to move out of
overcrowded accommodation, with the tensions such living arrangements engender,

respondents expressed relief.

It’s better, it’s my place, I am alone. My son is coming to live here, and see, here, I am
putting an outside door in his room. I do not want to see all his girlfriends.
Nomatso, separated, aged 61

I didn’t want to be like my mother, she is working her whole life and she has nothing,
no home.
Michelle, single, aged 29

Yes, the difference is that no one can control me, if I’'m under my parents they say “you
must do this and this and this, I don’t like this and this and this”. Now I just own a
house, I'm the owner I can say, “my wife and I we don’t like this and this”, also my
wife can say that. Sometimes the parents they say the bad words to me or my wife or
the children, and then we won’t like it, you see.

Roger, married, aged 36

I wanted my own house because, like, I’'m old enough now, I had to depend on myself,
not rely on my uncle or whoever. At the end of the day, if I'm living with someone else
those people want to extend, I need a place to stay. I wanted to have my own place,
where I have the responsibility. You can suffer building you own house but at the end
of the day you know you own the house. .
Jake, married, aged 28

Confidence from knowing that I'm a man. Because what experience I got, what
achievements I got, the house is a big achievement. For my age to be independent, to
have a house, no matter my house is not finished, but it gives me confidence. I can do
another thing.

Owen, single, aged 30
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Makes me stronger. I feel like a man, a man should have his own home.
Jim, married, aged 29

Ownership was not without problems. In the case of the Federation’s projects these
were identified mostly as the quality of the house and security of tenure. With the
Kuyasa Fund projects, as shacks were upgraded to houses on existing sites and not all
plots on a street weré members of the housing association, neighbour jealousy became
a problem. The quality of the houses was an issue for a number of people, and most
respondents either volunteered or said when asked that their bricks were a poor
quality and their roofs leaked. In the case of HOSHOP, which made its own bricks,
one of the respondents (a builder) claimed that the brick making was faulty. What is
surprising about his claim is that no action has been taken, despite him being married
to a committee member and one-time chairperson of HOSHOP and so ideally placed
to point out problems. Perhaps this illustrates the way in which the limited
opportunities for income-generation and autonomy within the project have been taken
up and are strongly defended — the running of the brickyard is overseen by just one
committee member. While tenure for the houses built with the Kuyasa Fund seemed
secure, members of the Federation’s projects seemed more uncertain as to their ability
to sell their or upgrade their properties, or for their children to inherit, which in many

cases had been a motivating factor for building.

They are not happy for me, they are jealous. Those people, they have husbands, but
they are in the shacks. Me, I have no husband but I have a house.
' Eunice, separated, aged 66

When you get a house, sometimes there are problems, like other people they are jealous,
they say things to provoke. Also a lot of money problems during construction. My
sister-in-law died when we had started building, and we had to pay for her funeral.

- Bonnie, married, aged 35

They use wrong material, that’s the first problem. They get a sand, but that sand is not
good for the blocks, there are so many different kinds of sand, you see. Ah, I told them
a long time ago! I advise them, they don’t care.

Kevin, married, aged 42

There are problems with the bricks, and there are leaks in the roof.
Barbara, separated, aged 33
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I am worried because we don’t have the title deed, so if we die the children will lose
the house. But I built it for them. :
Ruth, married, aged 28

If I can die now, nobody can chase my kids away, because I am the owner, and the
mother always has the good heart. If you die now, that husband will chase the children
away and get married. If you are the owner, the kids will always demand that house as
‘our mother’s house’. ‘You, dada, you can just march out and take your new wife.” We
do care for our children, and we are very powerful, make no mistake.

Olive, separated, aged 47

I can’t sell this house, it’s for the Federation. If I move out it will be for them the
Federation, to give it to someone else.
Roger, married, aged 36

3.6 Affordable Housing? Impact on the Household and the City

Housing delivery through the Federation and the Kuyasa Fund meets a number of the
needs of the poor. From the perspective of the low-income population, it provides a
limited choice of housing, which is dependent to an extent upon the mobilisation of
savings. But participants are offered the chance to build bigger houses than the
subsidy alone can provide, which is not an option with the majority of private
developer-led projects in the CMA (Thurman, 1999). The two organisations were also
able to invest more time to increasing the cohesion of the community associations and
supporting their participétion, although given that participation was initiated by a
select group of motivators, it seems unlikely that subsequent members of the housing
group would press to explore alternatives. While this may well suit the majority of
householders who merely wish for housing delivery, it does not suggest coherent
community action of the sort hoped for by the People’s Housing Process (PHP). In the
case of the two Federation projects there was also support given in the struggle to
access land. Finally, the investment not only of the subsidy but of savings and loans in

housing means that value is added, supporting the need to develop housing equity.

There are limitations to the effectiveness of delivery by the Federation and the Kuyasa
Fund. Leaving aside the institutional inefficiencies of the two organisations, they are
constrained by external limifations. First the size of the subsidy and participants’
savings limit the choice of housing on offer to 36m? to 72m?, reducing the opportunity

for developing alternative housing types. In particular, the fact that some respondents
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regard saving as an expense has implications for a national housing policy that is
attempting to harness the poor’s ability to mobilise savings as a means of subsidising
state housing provision. Secondly, as the subsidy is given for home ownership, there
is no opportunity to experiment with tenure options (Huchzermeyer, 2002; Royston
and Ambert, 2002). Thirdly, access to land is mediated by government and the
process for releasing land for housing development is lengthy, delaying the housing
process and risking the dissolution of savings grbups over time (Royston, 2003). The
land usually released for housing development, or purchased aé in the case of People’s
Dialogue, is low-cost and peripheral, and neither organisation has the political or
financial power to alter this. Fourthly, it is beyond the scope of either organisation to
promote integrated development; although both are aware of the need for more
comprehensive housing development, at present they can offer little more than
dormitory suburbs on the edges of Cape Town. Beneficiaries have highlighted the
need for employment as key to improving their quality of life, and a system of
housing provision which operates in isolation from job creation and the provision of
social facilities does not even begin to address the structural causes of poverty. Job-
creation is particularly important given the increased costs associated with living in a
serviced house and the inability of many of the poor to meet these increased costs.
Fifthly, and linked to the last point, the need to de-racialise the city cannot be
addressed by two organisations with limited resources and no scope for so doing.

Citywide planning must come from local and national government.

Access to housing through the two projects, however, also reveals risks for some
households. In most cases it required a total suspension of saving during the period of
building, leaving the household Vulnerablé to future shocks. It also consumed existing
savings, meaning that any unexpected expénses that arose during construction would
be difficult to meet. In undertaking to build a house, households were stretching
existing and potential resources to their limits. Very often the question with budgeting
became a question of which debts to service, rather than which goods t6 purchase.
The most obvious example of this was the prioritisation of loan repayments by
households over most other expenditure. In some cases it seems that households
managed their financial commitments by juggling other obligations and drawing on
one-off loans from their workplace or their family. These were generally taken out by

men, as they were more likely to be in formal employment, although women who
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worked as domestic servants were frequently able to borrow sums from their
employers. Where loans originated from employers there would be a fixed monthly |
repayment rate, but where they came from family, different arrangements were made.
Either the sum was to be repaid in whole at a later date, paid gradually by flexible
instalments, or it was understood that at some point in the future that household would
be obligated to provide a similar loan service to the person or household which had
giilen the loan. Other sources include small-scale loans made by family or neighbours,
generally by women to women. In some instances these transactions are disapproved
of by husbands, who try to avoid the dependency on the informal lending networks
that women often rely upon, particularly at the end of the month when money is
running short. Many women therefore conceal this activity from their husbands.
While it does not provide for any bulk buying, it does enable women to run their
households without exceeding their budgets and so having to approach their husbands
for more money, and it can be used for small-scale purchases for. the house during
construction. The amounts loaned vary, but generally it is understood that small
amounts will be reclaimed when the loan provider is in need, while larger amounts
may have a more formal repayment system. Households also made savings through
keeping materials from their shacks to save buying new, saving for several months or
years prior to beginning building, and in some cases, dependency on remittances from

relatives.

Further problems arose with employment uncertainty. Where households calculated
their ability to finance the construction of a house and then suffered a loss of
employment, they were often seriously affected not only in terms of construction but
also of survival. The vulnerability experienced during housing construction is not
limited to the household members being housed. Very often systems of
interdependence exist between urban dwellers and their kin members in rural areas. In
many cases, remittances to others formed a sizeable portion of houséhold budgets up
to the time of construction, once the financial pressure of construction began to be felt,
and these were cut or abandoned as budgets were adjusted. As a consequence, the
impact of housing is felt beyond the walls of the new house. While the new house
may well result in an increase in household members, as wider family members join

to take advantage of the increased security or to provide their labour, these
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realignments do not necessarily benefit those who had been dependent on financial
aid.

The expectation was that such a large shift in household circumstances would have
had an impact on gender relations. In particular it was expected that women would
have experienced an improvement in self-confidence from having participated in the
projects and built their own houses, which in turn could translate into better status
within households, particularly those that were male-headed. There was also a need to
explore the impact that this increase in female autonomy might have on men’s
position within the household. Respondents gave varied opinions, but only one
woman reported a decline in marital relations as a direct consequence of participation
in the housing project. The remainder of the respondents either said there had been no
change, or that relations héd improved. In the case of the latter this was not
necessarily related to the role of women in securing housing, but the general
improvement in the household’s quality of life. There did not appear to be an obvious

link between women’s role in housing and their position in the household.

There is no change, he is the same. He respects me the same.
Maggie, married, aged 35

There has been change, he still loves me the way he used to, but he has changed now.
When we were in the shack, we were staying with a big family, he used to drink,
smoke, not spend time in the house, never spoke nicely, said he didn’t feel like eating
cooked food, only takeaway. Now he is not drinking, he can even spend the whole day
in the house. He chooses to eat what I cook. Things are better.

Kalie, engaged, aged 31

I’m a Christian, see my kids around is another thing that does for me. Now I don’t do
some of the things I used to do, I cut size of friends, had too many friends, don’t got to
other places where I used to go before. I'm trying to (spend more time at home) I want
to be part of this (home).

Thomas, married, aged 39

Yes we are happy, because we have enough space. I can say it’s better (the
relationship). We are both happy, and we are comfortable.
Laura, married, aged 28

Most households did not expect an immediate reduction in costs after houses were

built, but expected to continue repaying loans for some time. Those who had taken
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Kuyasa loans were keen to ensure their repayment as they hoped to qualify for further
loans in order to improve their houses. Even without a subsequent loan, most
households stated that they expected to continue making incremental improvements to
their properties and did not expect that their levels of expenditure would decrease
considerably. Despite these, most people were eager to explain the work they intended

to carry out, and the point at which they would consider their houses ‘finished’.

Both the Kuyasa Fund and the Federation fill important gaps in the low-income
housing market and there is no reason to assume one model works better than the
other when they fulfil different functions and meet different needs. While the
Federation offers the very poorest the opportunity to build and save, Kuyasa offers
any one within the subsidy cut-off bracket the chance to borrow money at set terms.
The Federation advocates a péople—driven housing approach, in which participation is
as important (to the Federation if not its beneficiaries) as housing, aiming to increase
the role of the urban poor in the agenda-making of South African cities. Kuyasa in
contrast provides a specific service to individuals who have requested it, and makes
no attempt to incorporate further community development into its remit. The
Federation takes on the roles of savihgs, loans and education through exchanges and
dialogue with other groups. Kuyasa is aware that microfinance is just one in a range
of development interventions and that it is important for community development that
other programmes are implemented alongside housing finance in order to ensure that
full advantage is taken of the development potential of interventions. However, it

leaves such intervention to other organisations.

Neither of the two organisations’ methodologies is free from criticism. The
Federation’s emphasis on substantial member contribution in time and energy may
well utilise the only resources of the poor, but they are resources already stretched
thin. While some women enjoyed the weekly meetings and involvement with other
people, others reported difficulty negotiating time away from the household,
particularly when they were married. The transparency advocated did not always filter
down to thé ground, and ability to vocalise dissatisfaction was not always realised.
The Kuyasa Fund’s emphasis on credit provision rather than housing delivery means
it is dependent on other mechanisms for housing delivery. Despite targeting the poor

and women, its reliance on proven income may serve to exclude the very poorest.
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Neither does it seek to address wider policy debate (although it does inform it) but
operates within current policy, providing housing to those who wish to access it
through available channels. While the Federation claims to enable the urban poor to
articulate their needs (Bolnick and Mitlin, 1999), there is no sign that this articulation
is taking place. Both organisations rely heavily on gendered understandings of
housing responsibility and ‘free time’, with the implicit assumption that women are
more able to contribute to housing schemes translated into the explicit targeting of
women. In light of the complex relationship between finance, housing and individuals,
it is important to understand how some people successfully attain housing and
improve their position within the household. Where access to finance ié uniform,
differences in household type and individuals’ positions within them may offer an
insight into restraints and access to housing. Chapter Four tumns the focus to intra-
household relations and examines how models of the household can illuminate the
working of the household and the impacts these have on the ability of individuals to

motivate for improvements in their own status.
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Households: Structure and Financial Decision-Making

Since private affairs are part of the human condition, as well as public ones,
God has doled them out: All that takes place outside, He has trusted to man, all
that is within the house, to woman... This is an aspect of the divine providence
and wisdom, that the one who can conduct great affairs is inadequate or inept in
small things, so that the function of woman becomes necessary. For if He had
made man able to fulfil both functions, the feminine sex would have been
contemptible. And if He had entrusted the important questions to women, He
would have filled women with mad pride.

John Chrysostom (cited in King, L.R., 1997: 59)

In this paper we develop a 2x2x2 model of the family. There are two adults: one
male and one female; two types of work to be done: wage work and homework;
and two types of aptitudes: for wage work and homework. The male and female
who make up the family are matched randomly according to ‘true love’. One
partner must specialise in wage work and the other in homework. Though this
choice is to maximise the family payoff, it may still involve one or both of the
adults being assigned to work for which they are not well suited by either
training or aptitude. This problem arises because the adults are trained before
they are matched. Even though the training is chosen to minimise the co-
ordination problem it cannot eliminate the problem. True love causes a fall from
economic grace.

Engineer & Welling (1999:173/4)

4.1 Understanding the Household

The household is the site in which a .range of resources are collected for the benefit of
members and, as such, individual welfare is often closely linked to that of the
household. The ways in which households allocate resources to their members reflect
wider societal and gender beliefs and impact on the ability of some members to
improve their material and emotional well being, with consequent bearing on an
individual’s potential for empowerment. Understanding how households are
organised is necessary in order to understand the ways by which they allocate
resources, but theories of the household have been limited in their understanding of

‘household’ or have been difficult to apply empirically. This chapter briefly revisits
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the models introduced in Chapter One and considers the usefulness of these, in
particular the apparent tension between models that focus on decision-making at the
expense of structure and models that infer gender and social processes from structure.
The neglect of the emotional and the cultural by these models is considered. The
remainder of the chapter focuses on the ways in which the organisation of the
households interviewed in Khayelitsha and Philippi affected or was affected by intra-
household resource allocation and gender relations, so as to understand the context of

microfinance intervention.

4.1.1 Defining ‘Household’

There is no universally accepted definition of ‘household’, and how it is defined can
conceal the complexity of household interaction and resource allocation. As the site of
convergence for a number of factors, including kin, physical location and resource use,
its definition is not straightforward (Bruce and Lloyd, 1997; Chant, 1997b; Young,
1992; Wolf, 1990). Furthermore, definition and membership are mediated by cultural
norms, whereby a universal definition becomes problematic. The notion of household
as a spatial unit, with members living under the same roof, may appear to offer a
solution, but it is unnecessarily restrictive as in many cases members of the household
may be absent for long periods of time or be members of multiple households.
Likewise, a household might include non-related members, such that ‘family’ and
‘household’ are not coterminous and ‘household’ is not shorthand for a particular,
much less ideal, structure. Rather, households can be nuclear, male or female-headed,
extended, comprised of unrelated individuals or consist of one person (Chant, 1997b).
Just as households are not necessarily discrete spatial or kin units, they need not be
unified economic units. Within a household there can be different reproductive and
productive spheres, using different resources for the benefit of certain members and
excluding others. Moreover, household structures are not static, but change over time
and circumstances, and are more fluid and dynamic than can be incorporated into

fixed definitions.

The notion of a household head is one based in a Eurocentric and often patriarchal
understanding of society, in which household is often confused with family, and the
belief that one person, usually male, carries responsibility for ‘his’ household (Harris,

1984). The household type most commonly associated with this is the nuclear
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household, where the only adults in the house are the marital couple. This way of
seeing the nuclear household as the ‘natural’ household form was disseminated
through southern Africa by colonialism. Clearly the idea found cohesion with
patriarchal family systems that predated colonialism, But equally aspects of female
autonomy were curtailed by colonial belief systems (Chant and Mcllwaine, 1998;
Cheater and Gaidzanwa, 1996; de Wet, 1994; Martin, 1992). One attraction to
colonial and postcolonial authorities of the concept of a household head was the ease
it afforded to measurement by providing an individual to whom censuses and surveys
could be addressed. The head was, and is, assumed to carry economic responsibility
for the household, to carry out decision-making, and to carry the greafest's'ocial
authority of all household members. The most basic division of households is
therefore that between male-headed and female-headed households. Within these two
categories are further divisions into household type, but it is the gender of the

household head which preoccupies most policy interest.

Male headship is still overwhelmingly regarded as the norm for households, with
alternative household types regarded as a deviation from this norm. Preference for
male-headed households has concentrated on the economic, whereby the presence of a
male breadwinner (with his higher income potential) is assumed to illustrate
household well being; and the socio-cultural, whereby the presence of a husband and
father denotes family stability and morality. By contrast the female-headed household,
while by no means new and often incorporated into policy, still retains some aspects
of undesirability. Households headed by women are often assumed to be poorer, more
likely to pass the disadvantage of poverty to successive generations, to compromise
the social well being of children and to indicate a moral or sexual laxity on the part of
the head (Chant, 1997b). This association of female-headed households with greater
incidences of poverty is misleading. Firstly, as pointed out by Quisumbing, Haddad
and Pena (2001), the ways in which statistical conclusions about female headship and
poverty can be drawn are erroneous as there are insignificant variations in poverty
levels between male and female-headed households, except for regions where

variation could be accounted for by socio-cultural factors.®' Secondly, understanding

' It is important to remember that statistics can be interpreted convincingly for either side of this
argument. Thus Buvinic and Gupta (1997), reviewing 60 studies on the relationship between female
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of poverty is strongly economic, and assumes in cases where female houschold
income is lower than men’s that the household is worse off. Such an assumption
makes no allowance for the possibility of a more equitable distribution of resources
within female-headed households, which has been found to be the case in some
studies (Bruce and Lloyd, 1997; Chant, 1997b), or the importance of using non-
monetary indicators to measure well being or exclusion (Cantillion and Nolan, 2001;

Deaton, 1997).

The economic status of non-nuclear households is therefore often masked by moral or
cultural assumptions as to the suitability and viability of these household types.
Perceptions attached to female household heads vary depending on culture. In the
context of the Western Cape, where patterns of migrancy are such that female
headship is widespread, therev is little condemnation of unmarried mothers. The same
cannot be said of some other regions (Chant, 1997a, on Mexico, the Philippines and
Costa Rica; Chant and Mcllwaine, 1998, on Pakistan). This defence of female-headed
households aside, underplaying the diversity of female-headed households is
dangerous in that it risks concealing the wide variation in women’s experiences as
household heads, and neglects 'those‘women living within male-headed households
(Varley, 1996). The most common assumption is that female household heads are
- mothers and that their households are formerly nuclear households altered by male
abandonment. As such, women’s living arrangements are seen as the result of male
activity rather than women’s agency. In fact, there is a wide range of household types,
both male and female-headed, which can include other men, extended family, no
children, retired women or unrelated individuals, and diverse ways in which these

household types are formed and dissolved.

In the context of the thesis, ‘household’ is defined as those living under one roof, in
the house constructed by the community housing project. These households do not
always comprise of family, but may include others, or may include ‘family’ from a

wider kin network. Those living within the house may also consider absent

headship and poverty, found that the majority linked female headship, or types of female-headed
households, to poverty. The advantage in presenting female-headed households as more vulnerable lies
in making the case for increasing the policy attention they receive. Other authors seek to avoid the
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individuals to be part of the household, and respondents were asked to include anyone -
~ they considered to be part of their household. As such, households may vary in the
numbers of economically active members they contain and in the extent to which

these members contribute to the household.

In the fieldwork, both men and women were interviewed wherever possible.
Respondents were asked about headship as a means to initiate discussion on ideas of
household, issues of responsibility and decision-making control. Interestingly, often
when men and women were asked if there was a household head, they did not always
immediately grasp the meaning of the question and considered both partnérs to have
equal decision-making power, although they might later nominate a person to the
titular headship. In the majority of cases where a married or cohabiting couple was
interviewed, both nominated the man as the head, although later detail on decision-
making might not reflect this. The main reason given for nominaﬁng men as heads,
both men and women agreed, was that culturally men were expected to be the head of
house. The duties of the position were given as financial provision for household
members and overall responsibility for the household. In cases where men were
unemployed and their wives had financial responsibility for the household, men were
still adamant that their role was not diminished and further clarified the position by
stating headship was theirs because they were male. Head of household was therefore
a masculine position explicitly acknowledged by women within households as well as
by men. Women’s economic power could confer a degree of domestic decision-
making power, but this rarely openly clashed with male headship where both partners
were willing to sustain the cultural ideal. The potential for conflict between this
cultural ideal and the pressures of urban living seem obvious, and given the high
prevalence of female headed-houscholdé, some couples increasingly appear to be

finding the changes in socio-cultural life difficult to negotiate.

Social norms are important to any understanding of the household. No household
stands isolated from wider societal structures, and, indeed, there is a reciprocal

relationship between the household and society in terms of maintaining gender roles,

association of female headship with poverty and the dependency and ‘victimhood’ that this conveys
(Chant, 1985, 1997a; Varley, 1995).
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with each drawing legitimacy from the other. The power that male household
members hold over female members does not exist in a power vacuum, but rather is
created, legitimated and perpetuated through a network of gender ideologies that
covers the household, the state and society. It is social norms that dictate the
bargaining positions from which men and women within households negotiate access
to resources. Social perceptions also affect how individuals perceive the value and
contributions of household members and, to an extent, affect self-perception. Thus
during fieldwork, many women identified their par’ticipatioﬁ. in group activities as
confidence building, considered that they had made an important contribution to
household welfare through their involvement in housing provision and regarded
themselves as home-owners, with increased decision-making power. However, over
the issue of household headship, they rarely contradicted their husbands’ claim to be
heads and were for the most part in concurrence that male household headship was a
cultural phenomenon. Yet they were keen to challenge other male cultural
prerogatives, such as domestic violence and female labour-force participation. Clearly,
understanding how men and women choose to exercise power and which decisions
they wish to make, will indicate the ways in which they might express an increase in

power through participation in housing projects.

4.1.2 Theorising the Household

Economists have sought to formalise the interactions of the household through
modelling them, yet have not been able to incorporate the household’s gendered
socio-cultural complexities (Sen, 1983). The difficulties of formalising these is
threefold; the invisibility of many of the exchanges, their non-economic nature and
the gender-blindness of theorists writing on the household. Theorists have assumed
that women and men carry out the same type of work, or that where they do not, then
equal value is placed on different types of work and that everyone chooses to act for
the welfare of the household (Blumberg, 1991; Bourguignon and Chiappori, 1992,
Engineer and Welling, 1999; Kabeer, 1994). Such theories pay little attention to the
complexities of household definition and structure, and these omissions limit their
ability to model decision-making processes. Rather, there is a need to take into
account, firstly, the differences in expectation members might have of the household,
and secondly, thev effect an uneven distribution of power between household members

might have on intra-household distribution of resources.
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Given that empirical data has highlighted the conflict over the distribution of
household resources, the notion of a ‘benevolent dictator’, the (implicitly male)
household head who allocated resources according to need, has been dismissed
(Appleton, 1996; Blumberg, 1991; Handa, 1994; Sen, 1990). Rather, as was discussed
in'Section 1.3.1, the idea that household resources are bargained for has grown in
popularity. Access to household resources is not mediated by one for the benefit of all,
but rather is subject to distribution on the basis of a perceived right to resources,
position in the household and power. This difference in experience is not only based
on gender, but on other social constructs that affect the perception of individuals’
rights and ability to bargain for resources. The complex interactions between men and
women and the various pressures that they bring to bear on their negotiations within
the household are acknowledged in such models as the ‘bargaim'ng power’ of the
individuals (Sen 1990). The need for a notion of bargaining has bécome apparent as
research into households illustrates that far from being a unified entity the household
is made up of actors who have different and sometimes conflicting needs, and
different means of achieving these.’? The systems by which household finances are
managed can reflect the power relations between household members, and these have
been formalised into a typology allowing for agreement and conflict in financial
management systems (Pahl, 1989). Thus the household can be seen as ‘non-
cooperative’ (Katz, 1997); a site where bargaining takes place for resource allocation,
with the degree of decision-making power and resources allocated to an individual
depending on what Sen (1990) refers to as their ‘entitlements’; that is the bundle of
resources that members can motivate to gain household resources. In addition to this
entitlements bundle, individuals’ access to resources is also determined by the
perception of their right to resources, both the perception by others, and self-

perception.

In bargaining models, entitlements rather than household structure are key in

determining the position and power of individuals. While such models allow for

32 Becker’s (1981) unitary model of the household posits that all resources are pooled within the
household and distributed by a head who seeks to maximise household utility. What this model lacks in
understanding of the complexities of household behaviour, it makes up for in pleasing economic
simplicity (see Kabeer, 1994; Katz, 1997).
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complexity by suggesting a number of spheres of production and consumption exist
within one household, these co-existent spheres are not explicitly regarded as the
result of (tensions in) household structure, but inequalities in bargaining power as a
consequence of variation in entitlements. Within these models, an individual’s
entitlements act as a proxy for that individual’s position within the household. Such
an approach does go some way to successfully modelling the household. An
individual’s position in their household is determined by their bargaining position,
reflected in their entitlements, and indeed entitlements can incorporate the diverse
economic and socio-cultural influences on position. However, the bargaining model

does have limitations.

The first of these is that while hypothetically the limitations of the model’s ability to
determine an individual’s power are posed only by the mindsets of those theorists
defining ‘entitlements’, in many instances this is a serious limitation. If the structure
of a household and its gender implications go unnoticed, then much of the entitlement
bundle is correspondingly invisible. Secondly, there is a need to determine whether
position within the household is determined by the entitlement bundle, or whether
position determines entitlements. If a man and a woman with identical material
entitlements do not share a similar level of decision-making power, then clearly
entitlements alone are not sufficient determinants of household status. Claiming
men’s higher socio-cultural status as part of their entitlement bundle risks seeing this
gender privilege as a constant and denies individuals agency. Following on from this
last point concerning agency, entitlements may be the consequence of position. Thus
an individual’s entitlements are influenced by that individual’s socio-economic
standing (a relatively static position) as well as processes of intra and extra-household
negotiation, which can be difficult to model. Another limitation is the degree to which
models concentrate on entitlements and do not make allowance for emotional links
between household members. Nor do they consider whether it is possible for
improvements in status to be internally-derived within the household or the result of
externally derived positioning, be it cultural or economic. Put simply, is a women’s
opportunity to gain greater decision-making power dependent on external influences,

such as wage labour, or is it possible that bonds of affection and moral obligation
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could be formed that secure or advance a woman’s position without requiring external
input? Fifthly, while perception by others will generally reflect the socio-cultural
position of individuals, the issue of self-perception is not so clear-cut. Inherent to this
view is the assumption that women’s weaker bargaining positions arise not only from
their weaker material position, but also their perception that their contributions to the
household have less merit than those of other members’. It seems implausible to
suggest that women as a homogenous group will consistently undervalue their
contributions to the household, and rather reflects the gender assumptions of model
makers. Indeed, throughout the course of the fieldwork in Khayelitsha and Philippi
women were consistently positive about their contributions to the household,
suggesting that where this did not translate into increased decision-making authority,

other factors were responsible.

Research on the household which has been more empirically led has tended to focus
on the structure of the household and infer social and economic processes from this.
Such an approach has illuminated different household types, in particular the female-
headed household, and has gathered a body of research on aspects of these households.
While this approach is more flexible in that it seeks to explain the patterns of
household structure researchers find, rather than begin with a model of household
behaviour, it does have several limitations. Firstly, it can verge on the descriptive, in
that we know what men and women do within the household, but not why. Secondly,
structure is assumed to impact upon intrahousehold social and economic patterns, but
while external socio-economic contributions to household structure are documented,
the extent to which processes within the household influence structure is not known.
Thirdly, there is the possibility of repeating the error of bargaining models in
assuming gender carries certain characteristics, and that the behaviour of individuals

is the consequence of their gender.

Both bargaining and structure approaches depend to an extent on gender assumptions.
Thus it is assumed that self-perception will act to reduce women’s bargaining position
and enhance men’s, reflecting gender roles and not questioning whether this is true or
why it might be so. Likewise, some female-headed households are more equitable in
their distribution of household resources; this is highlighted as a consequence of their

structure and the gender of the principal decision-maker, without considering why
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women would be more altruistic than men. In both cases, bargaining and structure
models make assumptions about the nature of men and women within households and,
in doing so, exclude the possibility of intrahousehold negotiation that involves
personal and emotional, rather than socio-economic, factors. Yet clearly, the
assumption that women are more altruistic than men, and therefore more likely to
subordinate their interests in the face of their household’s, sits uneasily with economic
explanations of self-interest in determining position in the household. Models of the
household currently portray household members as either rational economic
individuals, seeking to maximise their own resources in a co-operative/conflict
household, or subsuming their own self-interest in altruistic behaviour to serve the

greater interests of the household.

4.1.3 Altruism and Love

At this point the problematic notion of women’s position in the household is reached,
for by a happy coincidence it is women who as a group have substituted self-interest
for altruism. The acknowledgement in models of the household that constraints and
advantages in bargaining power exist and that decision-making power for women is
crucial given their weaker fall-back positions does not go far enough in exposing the
crux of the matter, which is the overarching ideology through which women’s inferior
position vis-3-vis male household members comes about. Nor does it make explicit
that given the limited criteria by which advantage in bargaining is attained, in some
cases the household can act as a constraint to women. It is not surprising, therefore, to
discover that it is the individual with the least bargaining power who is the most

altruistic, or that this individual is often a woman.

There are variations in the extent to which women are constrained by the household.
Goetz and Sen Gupta (1996) writing on Bangladesh, Kabeer (1994) writing on
Bangladesh and India, Harriss-White (1998) writing on India, and Panapek (1990)
writing on South Asia all highlight that women are more likely to live within
patriarchal, patrilineal households, where socio-cultural norms restrict their behaviour
within the domestic sphere and their access to the market place. Afonja (1998) writing
on West Africa, Jiggins (1989) writing on sub-Saharan Africa and Stichter and Parpart
(1988) writing on Kenya point out that while women are constrained by patriarchal

practices they can exercise greater control over their day to day life, including owning
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assets and income generation. However, for the most part, women living within male-
. headed households are subject to a degree of constraint regarding their actions. One of
the key failings of household models that attempt to represent the household is the
belief that household members compete for resources from an equally self-interested

position, seeking to bargain to their best advantage.>

In instances where women are not seen to act in their own self-interest, several
explanations are offered. The theory that women are willing to forgo their own
advantage for the sake of others is weakened by the high degree to which women
attempt, both explicitly and implicitly, to subvert ideological systems that restrict their
access to resources. Such observations do not suggest that women have become
willing participants in their own subordination, or that they consider their ill treatment
legitimate (as suggested by Sen (1990) who argues that women do not conceptualise
their behaviour in terms of self-interest). An alternative explanatioh is the belief that
women are more altruistic, which may be inferred from the ways in which women in
vulnerable positions vis-a-vis other household members invest their share of resources
in others. This may be altruistic, but equally may be a means of ensuring that future
vulnerabilities are avoided by instilling a sense of obligation from others. Thus the
ways in which women are perceived to be altruistic - denying themselves inheritance,
food, assets, preference for sons and submission to more powerful household
members - might also be interpreted as ways of ensuring that they hold a continual
debt over these individuals to be called on in times of need. That women’s chances of
ensuring their survival through this method still predominantly depend on these
individuals choosing to honour these obligations (rendering women vulnerable to
others) should not detract from the fact that women make rational decisions over the
utilisation of what resources they possess in an attempt to safeguard themselves.
Maximising household welfare serves the interests of women who are dependent on
the survival of the household for their own survival. Self-interest is not so foreign to
oppressed women as some male household members and first world researchers might

suppose.While altruism may exist, there is no intrinsically biological reason to believe

33 Katz (1997) distinguishes between co-operative bargaining models, in which all household members
are assumed to have an equal voice (ability to enter household bargaining process) and exit
(alternatives to a co-operative solution), and non-cooperative models, where it is recognised that
members’ voice and exit are asymmetrical.
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women are more likely than men to practice it, but rather that the differences in their
positions (based on economic and gender advantages) may lead to different behaviour
to achieve the same end.** Thus it is likely that both self-interest and altruism
influence decision-making, and that the use of one form of influence over another
cannot be ascribed to sex, although it may appear that women are more likely to

practice altruism.

From the viewpoint of bargaining power, it is interesting to note that altruism is
associated with the loss of position. Within frameworks that consider power to be
‘power over’ or in the material form of economic assets, there is no space for an
understanding of altruism as conferring power. The value system by which income-
generation is prioritised over non-waged domestic labour, male activities over female
activities and economic assets over emotional assets excludes the realm of the
emotional from value. The typical understanding of what constitutes a resource
revolves around an economic definition, with no account of the emotional, the mental
or what Connell (1987) refers to as cathexis — “the social structure of emotions and
sexuality” (cited in Morrell, 2001: 10). Given that there is no recognition of desire,
love, sexual jealousy, affection or indeed any of the ‘irrational’ aspects of human
behaviour, there is no value placed upon them, and so these influences upon decision-
making and structure are neglected within conventional models of the household.
While such an omission is understandable, given the complexity of modelling human
emotion in the decision-making process, there can be no real understanding of the
household until it is acknowledged that the way in which power is currently theorised
is not always relevant to the ways in which household members define and exercise
power over each other. Bargaining is not therefore restricted to negotiation over
ultimately economic resources using econbmic power, but can also incorporate a

variety of non-economic factors.

4.1.4 So what of love?

Most theorising about the household excludes the emotional (Duncombe & Marsden,

1993). It is tempting to explore the workings of the household and then to consign the

* Varley, writing on Mexico, raises the interesting point that women are often stereotypically portrayed
as “vulnerable and self-sacrificing” (1995:179), inevitably for the benefit of other household members,
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unexplained or unexplainable to the sphere of emotions. But equally it is faulty to
assume that relations between men and women and children operate solely on the
basis of self-interest and economics. It can be said then, that the household preserves
and perseveres because it combines self-preservation with the human capacity for love
and altruism, but distinguishing these threads to uncover the motives for particular
~ actions risks failure in that the search for truth merely uncovers a multitude of truths,
all of which hold meaning and reason for those relating them. Despite the difficulty of
carrying out research focused on emotional aspects of household relations, it can
illustrate influences on decision-making processes béyond the economic. Duncombe
and Marsden’s (1993) study of emotional intimacy in a sample of British houSeholds
revealed two pertinent aspects to the emotional lives of their respondents. Firstly, that
financial arrangements often followed the emotional mood of relationships and not
vice versa, and thus finances were not the primary defining factor of household and - -
marital relations. Secondly, that despite women complaining 6f men’s lack of
emotional intimacy, they continued to supply emotional intimacy to their partners,
and on behalf of their partners to others such as children. This suggested that women
deliberately performed the emotional services of the household, and that these could
be deliberately withheld, contradicting the idea that women were the household’s
‘natural’ caregivers. Duncombe and Marsden (ibid.) hypothesised that the increasing
removal of women from the emotional might correspond to their increasing
participation in the job market, where the need for emotional intimacy and the self-
worth this conferred was replaced by self-respect (also Folbre and Nelson, 2000).
Love and intimacy therefore are not seen as an inherent part of household relations
nor an inherently female attribute, but as a service, albeit one usually provided by

women.

While the research cited above illustrates the increasing separation of love and the
duties performed in its name, there is no doubt that the modern ideal of ‘romantic love'
continues to remain convincing enough for many household members to act in ‘non-
economic’ ways. Indeed, ‘romantic love’ may have grown in popularity as a reason

for the formation of households. Smith (2001) argues that in Nigeria the role of

which denies the more complex reality that women experience (also Varley, 1996). The same can be
said for the South African experience.
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romantic love in the behaviour of Ibo youth in forming relationships and marrying has
increased, provoking tension between the expectations of this love and the continued,
traditional importance placed on fertility as a sign of a successful marriége. Thus men
continue to have extramarital affairs, although these directly contradict the types of
behaviour that romantic love demands. In the South African context this is backed up
by the respondents’ attitudes to marriage and prevalent attitudes to sex. Shefer and
Foster (2001) and Harrison, Xaba and Kunene (2001) highlight the difference in
gender attitudes towards love and sex, with the predominaht male sexual identity
more concerned with the perception of virility, involving multiple partners and
interest in sex as opposed to love. In contrast, female sexual identity is perceived to be
more involved with love, and more passive than men’s. While these dominant
discourses were by no means always present in respondents’ relationships, they still
provided insight into the sepafation of love, intimacy and sex as practised by men, and
the belief that for women the three were intertwined. Romantic love did little to dispel
this idea and, as in the example of Smith’s research in Nigeria, caused a tension in
marriage beyond that of sexual jealousy and fear of losing control of husbands’
economic resources. It would be easy to dismiss love as unimportant in households
simply because it is often subordinated to more traditional understandings of what the
function of marriage and household should be. In fact, the notion of romantic love
influences household and relationship formation and, therefore, has a bearing on the
continued cohesion of these units, even where it may exist in a state of tension with

other discourses.

Talking about love is, however, difficult to bring into fieldwork and respondents made
infrequent reference or alluded to it rather than speaking directly about it. This is not
to say that love did not play an important fole in the creation and disintegration of
households, but that respondents did not refer to it. One reason is the context of the
information exchange. It is unusual for strangers to converse about their personal
emotions, particularly about their partners. Respondents were more comfortable
giving financial informatidn or more generalised opinions. Single women in particular
saw the intérviews as opportunities to validate their life choices, and present a tough
front as justification for their decision to live without a man. Cultural reasons may
also have had an impact, in particular with men, or older couples who would not

discuss-such matters with a young, white female researcher. However, although the
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majority of respondents never talked explicitly or at length about love, the importance -
of emotional aspects of relationships were highlighted by respondents in their
descriptions of expected behaviour for partners and descriptions of household

decision-making.

4.2 Understanding Households in South Africa

In the South African context, household formation was disrupted by the policies of the
apartheid regime, particularly for those people whose racial categorisation led to
enforced mass movements. Thus for the Xhosa, the establishment of the ‘homelands’
of Transkei and Ciskei (now the Eastern Cape) and a policy of migrant labour,
coupled with movement to poorer rural areas meant that traditional systems of
household composition were reordered with “consistent transformations in the gender
and income structure or urban-rural households, as well as in the stability of their
composition” (Martin, 232:1992, also Murray, 1987).3° While the fracturing of rigid
patriarchal households might have been beneficial for some women, the replacement
forms tended to retain elements of patriarchal control while weakening the abi>lity of
women to exert power through channels previously available to them. Moreover,
while pre-colonial and colonial institutions limited female migration to sanctioned
routes, denying many women the opportunity to migrate unless in opposition to male
authority, and thereby limiting female migration to “the orphaned, the divorced, those
accused of witchcraft and those who had fled forced marriages” (Cheater and
Gaidzanwa 1996:192), migration generally entailed abandonment of male protection

and agreater incidence of female household heads in urban areas.

The hierarchical and patﬁarchal nature of rural household and village organisation
established stability within the gender order, and provided legitimate spaces for
women to exert control and seek protection. So while customary law in much of
southern Africa denied women rights unless through male family members (Jacobs,

1998; Kusow, 1992; Laburn-Peart, 1997, Thomas, Sibanda and Claassens, 1998),

 De Wet’s (1994) study of settlements in the Ciskei and other areas illustrates the negative
consequences on social networks and household gender relations of forced movement to government-
designated land, and the ensuing dependency on migrant wage labour. Dewar & Watson (1984) claim
that in 1982 almost 40% of the Transkei population were migrant workers, and that of those households
earning under R1000 p.a. 50% of household income was derived from remittances.

108



Chapter Four

women could establish de facto rights through, for example, the day-to-day
management of land. In South Africa, as male migration increased, so did women’s
responsibility for agriculture, and this increasing need for migrant labour gradually
brought about changes not only in the organisation of households, but in the
hierarchies and cultural constructions of communities and households (Carton, 2001).
Over several generations, these changes undermined the ability of women to respond
to and control the ways in which they were being portrayed and represented in society.
The rigidity of traditional gender roles, with their corresponding spaces for women to
seek redress for injury, was replaced by a more fluid system of migrant household
formation, which cemented aspects of women’s subordinate roles while also calling
for a greater degree of flexibility on their part to ensure survival. So, for example,
women attempting to join their partners in the cities were constrained by the pass laws
that limited women’s mi gration and threatened to return them to the homelands if they
had already migrated, a policy that had detrimental impacts on women and family life
(Slater, 2000). While it exaggerates the case to claim that the channels for protest
which existed for women were closed without replacement, the ways in which women
could negotiate were no longer culturally fixed and required finding ways of making
their voices heard within the household and the wider community. For example, in the
Eastern Cape, domestic violence was resolved by the intervention of both partners’
families. When migration to urban areas took place, the kin network was fragmented, -

and therefore there was no recourse to external mediation.

Signiﬁcéntly, in Cape Town, the impact of these factors - migration, gendered
attitudes to women in urban areas and the policies of apartheid urban planning - was
to render the nuclear household unviable. Spiegel, Watson and Wilkinson (1996b)
‘point to two studies by the Urban Problems Research Unit (UPRU, 1993) and the
Western Cape Community Housing Trust (WCCHT, 1995) that show over 60% of
households to be non-nuclear. Furthermore they claim that household size and
composition in the townships outside Cape Town changes rapidly. Household in Cape
Town is therefore not a static concept, but shifts according to the need and resources
of individuals. In some cases household composition was fluid, with short-term visits
by individuals, while in others it had been fixed for long periods of time. Despite this,

it was possible to categorise the respondents into household types, although it should
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be borne in mind that this is reflective only of household structure at the time of

interview.

4.3 Household Types

The table below summarises the types of households interviewed. The figure in
- brackets signifies the number of interviews carried out. As the research was concerned
with decision-making processes, and any shifts in these after project participation,
household headship was used to categorise household type. Given the assumed link
between headship and decision-making authority it was felt that headship would be
more useful than household structure in understanding intra-household decision-

making processes.

Table 1: Breakdown of Household Types (No. of interviews per category)

Total No. of No of Single No of Single
No of Conjugal
Households Female-Headed Male-Headed
Households
Interviewed Households Households
59 (79) 25 (25) 1(1) 33 (53)

Conjugal households were those which comprised of a marital couple, one of whom
was the household head. Headship was predominately male, but occasionally both
partners nominated the woman as the household head. The term ‘female-headed
household’ does not distinguish the marital status of the head, and so households
headed by women, which did not include male partners, are called ‘single female-
headed households’. Households headed by men that did not include female partners
were called ‘single male-headed households’. The numbers of interviews carried out
in the conjugal households reflects the fact that it was not always possible to interview
both partners. In 13 households, only one partner was available for interview and in
the remaining 20 households, both partners were interviewed. There were several
households that included other adults than the home owner, but headship was not

contested in these, either because the other adults were visiting for a specified amount

110



Chapter Four

of time, or their presence in the household depended upon the approval of the

household head, or because they were not the legal owners of the house.

‘Conjugal households’ had both partners present as a formally recognised union,
either through civil or religious marriage, engagement or de facto marriage. This
grouping was further divided into four categories: male-headed, female-headed, joint-
headed and contested. The majority of households were male-headed. Almost all men
interviewed nominated themselves as household head. Women either nominated their
husbands as household head, or described financial and decision-making patterns that
illustrated male control. In joint-headed households, the decision-making function
appeared to be equally divided between the couple, and women had access and
control over much of the household resources. In these instances, the rigid application
of either male or female headship seemed to limit the scope for combined decision-
making, particularly where both partners said they were both decision-makers. A
small number of households were female-headed, with both husbands and wives
saying the woman headed the household, and backing this up with descriptions of
decision-making and financial control. Contested households were those in which
headship was disputed and marital relations were strained, either as a consequence of
domestic violence, financial control or participation in the household. These points of
contention were not unique to these households, but as a consequence of the personal
relations of the couple there was a greater than usual tension over resource access and

allocation.
The breakdown of these categories is illustrated in the table below:

Table 2: Breakdown of Conjugal Household Types

No of
No of Male- No of Joint- No of
" Female-
Headed Headed Contested Total
Headed
Households Households Households
Households
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13 (39%) 5 (15%) 12 (37%) 3 (9%) 33 (100%)

The small sample means that no trends can be drawn, but it is possible to highlight
some factors that may contribute to understanding the formation of different
household types. The most obvious difference between joint-headed and male-headed
households was birthplace. None of the couples who were male-headed had been born
in Cape Town, but had migrated from the Eastern Cape. In contrast, six of the joint-
headed households had at least one partner born in Cape Town. Of the six joint
households where both partners migrated from elsewhere to Cape Town, only one
couple was married at the time of migration. This would seem to suggest that growing
up in Cape Town, with its more fluid households rather than the more traditional
structures of the Eastern Cape, coupled with marriage after the migration, with its
associated stresses and pressures on households, may have resulted in the formation of
joint-headed households. These joint-headed households were also mature, with an
age range of 34 — 41. However, this was not necessarily borne out by the same data on
male-headed households. For the most part those who migrated to Cape Town already
married were between 35 — 65+, which might suggest a more traditional view towards
marriage, backed up by a relatively mature age of migration (an average of 26).
However, place of birth, age and marital status at time of migration does not seem to
play a large role in the group who were single at the time of migration, with an
average age of 22. Here the longer period spent in Cape Town does not appear to
influence household structure, although it can be noted that five out of thirteen male-
headed households are comprised of a couple under 35, suggesting male headship is a

more popular choice in older households.

4.3.1 Examples of Female-Headed Households

There was great variation in the structure of female-headed households. Female
household heads could be married, widowed, separated or single. Their households
could comprise of only themselves, or include their children, a male partner, male or
female relatives or unrelated individuals. But the unifying point for almost all
households was that the woman in question was the clear and undisputed household

head. This definition was not culturally problematic (despite men’s insistence that

112



Chapter Four

headship was a male prerogative, most accepted women could be heads) particularly
where women were mothers, and as such considered legitimate heads in the eyes of
the wider community. Furthermore, the phenomenon of female headship is now so
widespread that it attracts almost no comment. On some specific occasions women
who were the legal owners of the houses were not household heads, but were used as
conduits for the housing subsidy by their parents, siblings or other relatives. In the
case of Helen, a 22-year-old single woman, the house was built by her older brother,
who joined Vukuzenzele and has since made the house over to her, as he and his
family moved to an area closer to his workplace. Despite being the legal owner of the
house, and having helped her brother through involvement in the housing process, she
referred to her mother as the household head, “because she is old”, and considered
that the house belonged to the family. She described a decision-making process in
which her mother had the final say, and her older brother also contributed, a result of
his position as a male, as the oldest child, as a financial contributor and also as the
builder of the house. In contrast, her twin brother, despite contributing to household
finances, did not have a contribution to household decision-making. The nomination
of Helen as the house’s legal owner would seem to be more out of convenience,
because her mother lacked the documentation required for a transfer of deeds, than
any sense of her right to it. Helen had, however, participated in the housing process,
as her older brother worked full-time. She was the household member who attended
meetings and protests to gain land, as “men have no patience” (for the lengthy
housing process). The choice to make her the household head, as opposed to her twin
brother who also lived in the house and worked for their older brother, may have been
as a consequence of this participation, or as a consequence of her gender, either
because as a woman she was expected to have a greater sense of responsibility for the
family or be more malleable as the titular head. This interview highlighted the
difference between ownership and headship; after identifying herself as the house
owner she deferred to her mother (unseen in a separate room) for all questions on the

household.

In the case of Marie, a 37-year-old single mother and member of Masithembane, she
is the household head because her father returned to the Eastern Cape, leaving her in
charge of the house and her three siblings. Part of this responsibility includes sending

remittances to her unemployed father and educating her siblings, her son and her

113



Chapter Four

nephew, all of whom live in the house. Despite not being employed, and the
household depending on remittances sent from an uncle in Johannesburg, Marie is the
principal decision-maker along with her sister, next in age, who has a job. They are
both mothers, a factor that adds to their legitimacy, but Marie’s authority is derived
from her age (she is the eldest) and from her father nominating her as head. Where
household headship is not clear-cut, as with Marie, income generation does not
always become an overriding factor. Marie’s current unemployment does not negate
her rights to decision-making, and her young sister’s status as a wage earner does not
elevate her above her older sister. Rather both share the decision-making process, and
pool resources for the benefit of the household. Age, parenthood, sibling dependence
and income generation all seem to contribute to the degree of decision-making

authority women have within households.

In the case of more ‘traditional’ female-headed households, where women live with
their children, headship is automatically theirs because there is no other adult in the
house. While it is a mistake to assume that only those within the household have an
impact on decision-making (for example the cultural or financial authority of an
external, particularly male, figure can be substantial), in the case of single mothers
they are generally the sole decision-makers. Income flows into the household that are
not derived from their own income generation tend to be in the form of child
maintenance, over the spending of which men have little say, or other informal cash
or in-kind flows from family or friends, generally of a reciprocal nature. Thus the
ways in which these financial inputs are distributed within the household are decided
by the female head and are not subject to constraints imposed by contributors. This is
illustrated in the case of Gaby, aged 38, who is a widow and lives with her four
children. She came to Cape Town with her two elder children after the death of her
husband and lived with her mother, leaving the third child with her grandmother in
the Eastern Cape. She sent for her third child after she settled in Capé Town, and her
fourth child was born in the city. The youngest child’s father does not live with them
although he does make irregular financial contributions. She considers herself
thehousehold head because she “does everything”, even though her job as a domestic
worker does not cover all her costs. She depends on her mother, aunt and cousins for
support, although she claims this network is mutual. She refuses to allow anyone else

to live in her house, either family or her boyfriend, saying that the house is for her
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children. Much as with Marie, Gaby is not financially autonomous, and her household
depends on financial input from an extended support network, but as the only adult in

the household, she retains full decision-making authority.

Similarly, Barbara, aged 33, was married and now lives alone with her children as the
head of her house. She separated legally from her husband in 1998 after he had a
number of relationships outside the marriage, and while they still have a relationship,
she refers to him as her boyfriend. After their divorce, she joined the Federation’s
Kuyasa project and built a house for herself and her two children. She is the
household head as she is the only adult in the house, as well as having built the house
and owning her own business. Déspite the fact that her husband was ﬁnanciallly secure,
owning his own taxi company and a shop, she considers that she is better off since
their separation because déspite having less money available, she is better at
managing it than her husband. Finances aside, she regards herself as having a stronger
position, particularly with regard to her former husband, who now wishes to return
although she won’t let him live in the house. Having been a wife, she now identifies
herself as a ‘nkazana’ — a lady with experience, and will not relinquish control over
her household. ' |

The authority women have is derived from their age as well as their status as mothers,
which recognises their need to provide foi' their children. In many cases, particularly
among the younger women, there is an explicit ‘anti-male’ attitude, in which they are
.open about their refusal to form a hoﬁsehold with a man and belief in their own
authority and capability - a self-fulfilling prophecy of sorts. For example, Pamela,
aged 31, lives with her two children, and never married. She considers that men are
selfish and irresponsible and used the interview to express this opinion. She never
attempted to ‘chase’ her partner for maintenance money, but rather goes to her mother
and sisters for financial help when she needs it. Kolette, aged 39, lives in her house
with her two younger siblings, and her son who visits from the Eastern Cape in school
holidays. While she remarked that it was not the custom to refuse one’s family, and
therefore she let people stay with her, she is adamant in her refusal to get married,
preferring the freedom of being single. Likewise Mattie, aged 36, who lives in her
house with her daughter, considers that marriage would disturb her way of life and

add stress and abuse with little to recompense for it. All three women were adamant
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that marriage was unnecessary and in many cases detrimental to women’s welfare and

position within the household.

Female pensioners are often forced to depend on the inputs of their children or other
relatives due to the limited nature of their income, which can impact on the
independence of their decision-making. Where single women pensioners are living in
houses they have built, it is unusual for them to be alone, mainly because qualification
for the housing subsidy requires that applicants have dependants. Very often their
children or grandchildren live with them, and in some instances these relationships
can appear exploitative, although all women referred to themselves as Ahous'_ehold
heads and insisted they made all decisions concerning the household. In the case of
Eunice, aged 66, whose only income is her pension of R540, she is the household
head, and lives with her two grandsons, one of six and the other in his early twenties.
36 Neither parents of these children pay her any maintenance money. One of her sons
lives with her at weekends, but does not contribute to household expenses. The
burden of household provision therefore falls on her, although her son and older
grandson are doubtless able to provide for themselves, if not her. Likewise Rosie,
aged 67, lives in her house with her son, her granddaughter and her three great
grandchildren. Her son’s income is spent on his expenses and his children’s, and her
granddaughter is unemployed, so Rosie’s pension meets the household expenses.
Such arrangements are likely to exist where women have the security of a brick house,
and other family members are invited to live within the house. This is a typical
arrangement in which the homeowner extends the increased security of a brick house
in exchange for the labour and company of family members, often children. Such a
relationship is not necessarily exploitative, although it can appear that way, or become
more of a burden on one side of the arrangement. Despite the apparent imposition by
several members of her family, Rosie defined herself as the household head, making

all the decisions in the household over money and giving instructions.

In some cases these living arrangements were fixed, while in others they were short-

term or infrequent visits. It was rare for a pensioner to live alone for a long period of
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time without housing another person. There was a difference distinguished between
‘family’ and visitors, although most visitors were kin. The distinction appeared to be
based on the intent of the stay, rather than the duration or relationship of the visitor to
the pensioner. Thus in one case a sister’s daughter could be described as ‘visiting
here’, while in another a sister’s daughter could be ‘living here with me’. The kin
relationship was the same, but it was the intent of the niece that changed the nature of
the relationship. There was, therefore, flexibility in household arrangements. There
were also differences in the power relations within these households. Some pensioners
were adamant that they would not have long-term visitors as they wished to retain full
control over their homes, while others took in family members, with varying degrees

of associated financial strain.

In all these households, headship is generally uncontested in that one person is
recognised as the head by all members. Usually the household head is the titular
owner of the house. This legal right to be identified as the owner confers legitimacy
onto the woman, particularly where she is not backed up by age or motherhood. The
role of income was not particularly important in deciding headship; very often female
household heads were unemployed, yet retained ultimate decision-making authority,
including over the distribution of other members’ earnings. The degree to which this
resource allocation called for negotiation was limited, as often the low income of the
household meant that only the very basics could be bought. In many cases the
household head was employed at the time of house construction, which may have lent
legitimacy to their role, given that they used their earnings for constructing the house.
But there also existed a degree of flexibility in these households, whereby other
members, principally those of a similar age and social status, would contribute advice
and opinion to the decision-making proceés, particularly where the household was
extended. Intervention was not limited to those living in the household, but also on
occasion to those external to it who contributed resources, or had some claim over
household members. Generally these figures were male and carried cultural rights to
household intervention, whereby fathers, uncles or older brothers could expect to

contribute to decision-making.

3 All figures for pensions, disability benefits and other state benefits are for the time of interview.
Given the duration of the fieldwork, and the variation in the South African economic situation, by the
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In a number of cases, women were household heads despite the presence of a male
partner. In four out of the five conjugal households that had female heads, the
husbands were unemployed or earned less than their wives. However, finances do not
appear to be the only reason, as in all five cases women were responsible for
motivating for housing. In three cases, the husbands lived in the Eastern Cape or ran
businesses there which required them to spend long periods away from home. The
combination of financial control, day-to-day autonomy and home ownership may
have been enough to ensure women headship, but these factors were observed in other
households without a similar effect. The difference appears to be in the attitude of
their husbands to headship. Roger, aged 36, referred to his wife as the household head,
a position she acknowledged as not only a consequence of owning the house, but also
their financial system. They both have access to money, but although he can help
himself, he never does. In the case of Doris, aged 55, she considers her headship
directly linked to home ownership, but also lists educating the children and providing
for the household as her duties, which her husband sometimes helps with. She retains
full control over their finances. Mary, aged 46, was unemployed at the time of the
interview, and usually had short-term part-time jobs, whereas her husband had regular
work driving taxis to the Eastern Cape. When she works, she keeps her money for
herself, but said that it was important that she did something with it “that he can see”,
which is why she built the house. In this situation, her motivation for a house and
membership of a housing project acted to illustrate her commitment to the household
and her husband in the same way that income generation does. She thus retained
control over home ownership and as a mark of her achievement, control over her

husband’s finances, and ensured his continued contribution to the household.

4.3.2 Examples of Male-Headed Households

In every case bar one, male-headed households had a woman partner present. In some
cases this partner was away for the duration of the fieldwork and so could not be
interviewed, but was considered a permanent resident in the house. Some male-
headed households were nuclear; they comprised of a man and a woman and their

children. Most couples were married, either in civil or traditional law, or were

end of the fieldwork period, monthly payments had changed.
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engaged. In some cases one of the couple was not the biological parent of one or more
of the children living in the household, or were the biological parent of child(ren) in
another household, and they stated that for the most part these children had the right
to reside in their household if they wished. Other male-headed households comprised
of the nuclear unit plus other individuals, ﬁsually relatives. The length of this person’s
stay varied, in some cases it was a short-term arrangement while the visitor found
employment or accommodation elsewhere, while in others it was a long-term

arrangement and they were referred to as part of the household.

In male-headed households, generally a man was head by virtue of his gender, and the
association of masculinity with headship. There were other contributing factors, such
as income generation and age. There was no simple correlation between income and
headship; rather this served to reinforced existing culturally defined roles. The
association of masculinity with headship, particularly where it conferred decision-
making power of veto, was often disputed by women during the interview, who did
not consider gender alone to determine headship. It was rare in male-headed
households to find complete agreement between husbands and wives on the decision-
making process, many wives said their role in decision-making was important, and
that they took decisions on many aspects of household finances which their husbands
had claimed to do. Men’s claims were often disproved through rigorous questioning
over household finances, the details of which they were vague on while their wives
showed much greater knowledge. In those households, the conflict between husbands
and wives was not explicit in that it was not expressed openly by both partners, nor

did it result in a breakdown of relations.

Jill, aged 42, is married with six children ahd her husband is the household head, she
states, because they are dependent on him. Although she runs a spaza shop from her
house, her husband’s income is greater and therefore regarded as more important to
household welfare and so he retains final decision-making power.’’ She says that as
she often has no income, they budget according to his needs, which she regards as

problematié as men budget differently to women. She is required to show him what

37 Spaza shops are informal township shops, usually comprising of one room within a house or shack,
which sell basic foodstuffs. Often it is possible to buy these in small quantities, to suit limited budgets.
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she has spent money on and is not free to make purchases without his prior approval.
Similarly, Alice, aged 30, said her husband was the household head because he was
the man and her husband. Headship conferred on him the duty to support the children
and the house, even if he was not working. She is not sure that he gives her all he
earns, but said he gives what is needed, although she also stated they often argue

about money.

In other instances of male headship, women considered that it brought advantage in
that the duties of the household were shared or shouldered by someone else, and that
it gave financial security. Gertrude, aged 34, referred to her husband as the household
head because he paid for everything including food, the children’s school fees and any
purchases she made. He also provided for her sister when she visited them. She never
asks her husband for money, but lets him know what their obligations and needs are,
and he pays them. They shop together, which she considers advé.ntageous as he is
aware of price rises and always buys what she says she needs, so he cannot complain
about her expenses. In the same way, Bonnie, aged 35, depends on her husband’s
income and is willing to give up a greater degree of control in exchange for her
husband showing responsibility for the household. While the house is in his name,
and he gives her an allowance from which she pays for household expenses, she is
satisfied with the system because she claims to retain equal decision-making power
with him. She works several hours a week, and keeps the money she earns for her
own expenses. She considers it important to work to supplement a husband’s income,

but would not do so otherwise.

Many women emphasised the advantages of not being a wife, and considered that
girlfriends did better in that they were able to access men’s money without having to
supply domestic labour in return. However, equally some women felt that the status
and obligations that wifehood conferred gave women greater financial security. Linda,
aged 25, lives with her partner, to whom she is engaged and with whom she has one
child. She refers to him as her ‘boyfriend’. While they are not legally married, she
lives in the house with him, their child and two sons from his previous relationship,
whose mother had recently died. Linda supports her partner (who is not working) and
his family using her earnings, and was the person who joined the Federation and built

the house. Her lack of a formal position as a wife is offset by her earning and home

120



Chapter Four

ownership, meaning she enjoys a much greater degree of decision-making than she
might otherwise as an unemployed wife, or a girlfriend. While she is not legally a
wife, she enjoys the cultural advantages of this position through cohabitation and
motherhood. Any negative impacts that this might have brought are negated by the

fact that she is the sole income earner for the household.

4.3.3 Examples of Joint-Headed Households

In 12 households, headship was described as joint by both wives and husbands, who
described a decision-making process to which both parties contributed equally. In
these households there was limited usefulness in the term ‘headship’. Initially,
headship was of interest in that it was expected to indicate the individual with final
decision-making power but in practice many households nominated a household head
yet described decision-making processes that included people other than the head. Yet
headship still maintained importance in a cultural sense even if it did not indicate
consistent decision-making authority. Rather, household headship was in a state of

flux in these households, with no one individual carrying overwhelming authority.

Kevin and Rose maintained that their household was joint-headed, with both partners
saying they both made household decisions. Kevin, aged 42, considered that both he
and his Wife were heads, sharing responsibility for the household. While his earnings
exceeded his wife’s, and he referred to her income from her domestic labour work as
“nothing”. His attitude meant that Rose, aged 46, retained control over her earnings,
as well as over his. He received an allowance from her, but apart from that she
retained full control over his wages and how they were spent, lending credibility to
his statement that Rose was also a household head. There are several other indications
that this was a mutual partnership ahd that Rose’s position was not merely dependent
upon Kevin. His insistence that their son give his mother part of his earnings when he
is working indicated a desire to have her acknowledged financially and emotionally as
head of the household. His wish that their daughter had stayed on at school and “done
something with her life” before getting married suggested that he considered
independence and experience important for women. He had also told Rose that he did
not think her becoming a committee member with HOSHOP was a good idea, nor

trying to build a house for them, but he made no attempt to stop her or criticise her
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when she did both. He also considered her the legal owner of the house, despite both

their names being on the title deeds.

In much the same way, Eric, aged 38, deferred to his wife in many matters of
household management — “wives know everything”. They both managed their
~finances, writing down a budget and pooling their resources. He then took money for
his own expenses out of the pool, after asking Nosipho, aged 38. He said that he was
initially worried about Nosipho joining the housing committee, as he felt there would
be problems with other people. But he was supportive, providing money for her to go
to college and get a tertiary diploma, and then to attend DAG training coufses, despite
thinking this was a waste of money. Nosipho mentioned difficulties at first in
reconciling her role outside the house as a committee member and working for the
community with her duties as a wife and mother, but there was no attempt on his part

to restrain her actions. They both owned the house.

4.3.4 Examples of Contested Households

While almost all households included some degree of disagreement in the decision-
making process, some experienced a more sustained level of conflict, and were
labelled ‘contested’ to signify this. Out of 59 households, three expressed conflict in
agreement on household head. This disagreement was not necessarily expressed to the
apparent household head, but was considered strong enough to mount a reasonable
challenge to his authority (all contested households initially appeared to be male-
headed). While there were other households where partners gave conflicting accounts
of headship, it was only these three where decision-making was considered to be

compromised by the impact of this conflict in relations.

‘Contested’ appeared to be the best way of labelling the Ntaba household. Nora, aged
28, lives with her husband Neil, aged 39, Neil’s younger brother and their three
children, and said she was the household head. In his interview, Neil said that he was
the household head. While in most cases this often arose and was resolved by either
determining from both interviewees who held power of veto over decision-making, or
by classifying the household as joint-headed, in this instance the dispute arose from
the high degree of domestic violence which began when Nora joined the Vukuzenzele

housing association. This breakdown in marital relations affected household decision-
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making, leading to a greater degree of isolated decision-making by both parties within
their particular spheres of influence. Management of money became more complex
given the increasingly harsh control Neil was exercising, and Nora’s desire for
increased financial and emotional autonomy from him. Cash and income flows were
even harder to trace in this context, particularly those of Neil, who concealed his
earnings from his wife, handing over ‘housekeeping money’ from which she had to
provide for the household. Given the active manoeuvring by Nora to avoid Neil’s
control, and his violence against her, household relations appeared to have broken

down.

The Sinkempes did not display such overt hostility, but they too showed very distinct
spheres of control. Simone, aged 31, was hostile to the idea of marriage and described
a decision-making process in which her husband opts out of contributing and in which
she pursues her agenda regardless of his opinion. Thus her participation in the Kuyasa
housing project was carried out in conflict with Sam, aged 35, who did not participate
and tried to limit her participation. While she describes him as now grateful, the
process still required her to take h<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>