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Executive summary
This study is based on literature and an on-site visit. Its 

goal was to investigate/summarize how fair handicraft 

contributes to the empowerment of women in 3 

organizations in India and Bangladesh. 

Several meetings and discussions, either individually or in discussion groups, have 
shown that fair handicraft has a significant impact for the majority of the components 
examined. The effect appears to be particularly important in socio-economic do-
mains, especially when it comes to obtaining material and human resources, 
knowledge and skills. Furthermore, the craftswomen also gain more inner power 
(critical conscience, self-esteem, etc.) which leads most of them to renegotiating 
their roles within their own and sometimes close environment (couple, family, com-
munity). Redefining their position has for example resulted in improved mobility, in 
better social interaction and in women being implicated in divers socio-economic 
activities (most of the times within the fair trade organization itself). 

The study also reveals certain limits of fair handicraft. More in particular, it doesn’t 
always allow to question the structurally subordinate position of women in Indian 
and Bangladesh societies (strategic needs). For example, they often have to struggle 
to obtain better access to and control of production means. The result of that struggle 
also depends, among other things, on the women’s ability to free themselves from 
the control of their husbands or families. Limitations for organizations often include 
limited resources (salary, training, ability to give orders, etc.) whereas the craftswo-
men can suffer from a lack of time or interest, fear of the unknown or the inability 
to get out of a “sacrificial” role. In the end, the degree of empowerment of craftswo-
men largely depends on the organization itself, on its strategy, its target audiences 
and its human and financial resources.
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Introduction
Inequalities. A word that seems to be taking hold in 

the media, as they quote T. Piketty, Oxfam 

International and the World Economic Forum1. One 

inequality is more notable than most as it affects 

more than half of the world’s population: gender 

inequality. Despite considerable progress over the 

past 25 years, in almost every part of the world 

women have fewer chances than men to decide 

their fate. In many countries they earn less, are less 

productive and have a higher risk of mortality2. 

Oxfam India’s decision in 2013 to 
dedicate the first year of its “Close 
the gap”3 campaign to gender ine-
qualities was symbolic because 
this country, along with many of its 
neighbours on the Indian subcon-
tinent, is ranked as one of the worst 
in the world for this type of inequal-
ity. India also ranks lowest out of all 
emerging countries4. Both of the 
countries covered in this study, In-
dia and Bangladesh, remain highly 
patriarchal societies. Social norms 
continue to considerably limit the 
opportunities for women to flourish 
and develop, both at a profession-
al and a personal level.

Reducing these inequalities is 
therefore both a moral and so-
cio-economic priority5. The ques-
tion is: how can this be achieved? 
Many tools, programmes and poli-
cies do, of course, exist. In this 
study we will concentrate on one 
particular sector – fair trade – and 
focus on three specific regions – 
Delhi, Calcutta and Dhaka. The main 
objective will be to look at fair trade 
as a tool for women’s development 
and analyse/identify those ele-
ments of fair trade that can serve 
as best practice. In order to achieve 
this we will turn to existing litera-
ture, as well as the results of a mis-

sion we carried out in August 2014 
within the following fair trade or-
ganisations: CORR - The Jute Works 
(Dhaka, Bangladesh), Sasha (Cal-
cutta, India) and Tara Projects (Del-
hi, India). 

This study is part of a wider “social 
change” project whose aim is to 
work with our partners to develop 
our respective skills in the social, 
educational and political spheres6. 
More specifically, one of the actions 
planned for 2015-2016 is to jointly 
develop an awareness raising/lob-
bying campaign on gender and fair 
trade handicrafts. This study will 
serve as a support tool for those 
involved in the future campaign, for 
example as a source of statistical 
data on gender or testimonials from 
artisans. It will also be used as a 
working base for a December 2014 
seminar whose main aim will be to 
develop with our partners, the cam-
paign’s sub-themes and tools. Fi-
nally, presenting the case for the 
campaign and exploring the various 
scenarios involved (sub-themes, 
tools, etc.) will be handled in sep-
arate analyses.
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Theoretical framework
Gender as a 
concept: an 
overview7 
The question of gender includes the 
notion of gender relations. This ap-
proach looks at the social functions 
and roles, the statuses and stere-
otypes that are allocated to a per-
son depending on whether they are 
a man or a woman. The definition, 
depiction and perception of a wom-
an or man as well as the values at-
tributed to them are actually social, 
historical, cultural and symbolic 
constructs. 

Unlike the anatomical and biologi-
cal difference between the sexes, 
which is innate and fixed, the social 
relationships between women and 
men fluctuate and change on a per-
manent basis (see table 1). The way 
in which a woman or man is viewed 
can therefore differ from one per-
son to the next. It can alter depend-
ing on the society they belong to, 
the period of time they live through 

and the social groups they belong 
to. It can even change for an indi-
vidual over the course of their life-
time.

Gender relations vary immensely 
and are also linked to the condi-
tions associated with social class, 
age, ethnic origin, political status, 
etc. Internal and external factors 
transform gender relations on a 
permanent basis: education, laws 
and legal frameworks as well as 
technological changes, economic 
policies, the labour market, food 
crises, conflict, etc.

Gender relations 
affected by 
inequalities
Throughout the world, the social 
roles and stereotypes of women 
and men are characterised by mul-
tiple inequalities, overwhelmingly 
to the detriment of women. Despite 
several decades of considerable 

progress, the political, economic, 
social and cultural rights of women 
are still limited in many countries. 
Certain figures serve to illustrate 
these inequalities: 

• In the labour market, women are 
overwhelmingly paid less than 
men for the same skills and re-
sponsibilities. Although UN re-
search demonstrates that women 
perform two thirds of the world’s 
work (productive and reproductive 
activities8), most of this work is 
unpaid (they only earn 10% of 
global income), and is not includ-
ed in a nation’s wealth 
statistics9.

• Their access to productive re-
sources and credit is severely re-
stricted. Women in India, for ex-
ample, own less than 10% of the 
land: a situation caused by a tra-
ditional bar on women receiving 
any inheritance, or simply due to 
fear or a lack of information10. 

• Compared to men, women are sig-
nificantly under-represented in 
positions of power. In 2009, only 7 
out of 143 heads of state were 
women. The picture was similar in 
terms of heads of government (out 
of 192 only 11 were female11) and 
national parliaments (on average 
women accounted for 21% of the 
world’s parliamentarians in 
201312).

• Although there has been wide-
spread progress in the past 25 
years, gender inequalities remain 
high in education. In 2013, two-
thirds of the world’s 774 million 

SEX GENDER

Is innate and inherited Is acquired and learnt

Is unalterable Is evolutionary and changeable

Is biological and determines:

- Genital organs

- Chromosomes

- Physical conditions (strength, 

weight, height, etc.)

Is constructed by society and stems from:

- The culture

- The learning process

- The roles assigned to women and 

men in a particular society

Allows us to highlight the differenc-

es between women and men.

Allows us to highlight the relation-

ships between women and men.

Table 1. Differences between sex and gender
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illiterate adults (aged 15+) were 
women13. And even those who at-
tend school have to leave earlier 
either to help their parents or as 
a result of early marriage. As a re-
sult, inequalities persist from one 
generation to the next. 

• And finally, women and children 
are particularly affected by vio-
lence and armed conflict. In 2010, 
out of the 40 million people forced 
to become refugees as a result of 
armed conflict or violations of hu-
man rights, 75% were women and 

children. Globally, one in three 
women has been raped, beaten or 
become the victim of one form of 
abuse or another at least once in 
their lifetime. In some countries, 
domestic violence is the main 
cause of death or damage to 
health in women aged 16 to 44. 
According to the United Nations, 
violence against women is a major 
impediment to human 
development.

Gender within 
international and 
cooperation 
institutions
The UN is not alone in reaching this 
conclusion. Many development in-
stitutions and non-State actors, 
both in the South and the North, 
now associate reducing gender in-
equalities with the exercise of hu-
man rights and sustainable devel-
opment objectives. 

Recent decades have seen many 
international commitments made in 
relation to gender. One of the first 
steps was the creation, in 1946, of 
the Commission on the Status of 
Women, part of the Commission on 
Human Rights. There then followed 
the International Conference on the 
Status of Women (Mexico, 1975), 
which launched the United Nation’s 
Decade for Women (1975-1985); 
then the adoption in 1979 by the UN 
of CEDAW (Convention on the Elim-
ination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women), a key inter-
national legal tool for women’s 
fundamental human rights14. In 
1994, the International Conference 
on Population and Development in 
Cairo abandoned the demographi-
cal control approach to focus on 
the sexual and reproductive rights 
of women.

The 1995 World Conference on 
Women in Beijing was without doubt 
a major turning point. The Declara-
tion of Beijing was a genuine found-
ing charter for women’s rights and 
consolidated the work that began 
20 years earlier in Mexico. In par-
ticular, it implemented the Beijing 
Platform for Action (BPfA), a type of 

THE BEIJING PLATFORM FOR ACTION’S  
12 STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES

• Combat the persistent and increasing burden of poverty on women.

• Tackle the inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal access to 
education and training.

• Combat the inequalities and inadequacies in and unequal access to 
healthcare and related services.

• Tackle violence against women.

• Fight the effects of armed conflict on women.

• Promote equality in economic structures and policies, in all forms of 
productive activities and in access to resources.

• Foster equality between men and women in the sharing of power and 
decision-making.

• Promote mechanisms at all levels to promote the advancement of 
women.

• Ensure the respect for and adequate promotion and protection of the 
fundamental human rights of women.

• Fight against stereotyping of women and inequality in women's access 
to and participation in all communication systems, especially in the 
media.

• Promote gender equality in the management of natural resources and 
in the safeguarding of the environment.

• Remove discrimination against and violation of the rights of the girl child.
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guide for public action, with two 
main objectives for international 
organisations, governments and 
civil society: the empowerment of 
women (see below), and integrating 
gender into public policy. To this 
end, 12 areas of strategic action 
were created (see box below), with 
each of these regularly monitored 
and recommendations routinely 
provided to the international com-
munity as a whole15.

In 2000, the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDG) included the is-
sues of equal rights for men and 
women in goal number two (univer-
sal primary education for all, espe-
cially girls), three (promoting gen-
der equality and empowering 
women) and five (improving mater-
nal health). And finally, the UN cre-
ated a new body in 2010, “UN Wom-
en”, tasked with accelerating 
improvements in the condition of 
women and girls throughout the 
world. 

In Belgium, the new 2013 law on 
development cooperation defined 
gender as a cross-cutting issue, 
alongside the environment. The for-

mer Commission “Femmes et Dével-
oppement” (Women and Develop-
ment Commission), established in 
1993, has since been replaced by a 
Gender and Development Advisory 
Council and a “BE-Gender” plat-
form16. 

Empowering 
women17

The process of enabling women to 
gain autonomy and break free of 
socio-cultural gender frameworks 
is referred to as empowerment (or 
empoderamiento in Spanish). There 
is no equivalent term in French as 
it includes a range of notions such 
as reinforcement, emancipation 
and gaining autonomy. But the term 
“power/poder” is contained within 
both the English and Spanish terms. 
The concept also refers to the pow-
er that the individual has over their 
own life, and the development of 
their own identity, as well as the 
collective capacity to change pow-
er structures in the economic, po-
litical, legal and socio-cultural 
spheres. Empowerment is therefore 
a process and a momentum to gain 
power. In terms of gender inequal-

ity, empowerment is based on gen-
der analysis. In other words, it is 
based on an analysis of the so-
cio-cultural construction of gender 
roles and their impact on society. 

BACKGROUND

Empowerment as a concept 
emerged in the 1960s with Afri-
can-American radicalism, then 
Paolo Freire’s “conscientization” 
(critical consciousness) communi-
ty work in Brazil. It was taken up by 
Latin American feminist movements 
in the 1980s, then by women’s 
movements in Africa (Zambia) and 
Asia (India). These different move-
ments criticised previous ap-
proaches led by western develop-
ment and western feminist 
movements, which tended to ho-
mogenise women in the Third World 
and portray them as victims. They 
drew attention to the oppression of 
women, focusing on patriarchy and 
colonial dependency18. 

The concept of empowerment was 
adopted by international develop-
ment institutions and NGOs after 
the Beijing Conference (1995). The 
Declaration of Beijing highlighted 
women’s empowerment as a key 
strategic development goal: “The 
empowerment of women and their 
full and equal participation in all 
sectors of society, including par-
ticipating in decision-making pro-
cesses and sharing power, is fun-
damental in order to achieve 
equality, development and peace.”

And yet these various actors tend-
ed to limit empowerment to a means 
of fighting poverty from the view-
point of social harmony, without 

Mrs. Patricia Licuanan, Chairwoman of the Main Committee  
of the World conference on women in Beijing (1995)
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considering changes in socio-eco-
nomic structures, and therefore 
power relationships. Contrary to 
this, several actors, including C. 
Moser, went on to highlight how 
important it was to look at women’s 
practical and strategic needs in a 
different light (table 2)19. According 
to Moser, gender’s strategic needs, 
in other words challenging power 
inequalities, must be directly tack-

led through action that is based on 
women’s practical needs. 

Even though this approach20 chal-
lenges patriarchal socio-cultural 
systems, authors such as N. Kabeer 
and S. Longwe heavily criticise it, 
considering it too bureaucratic, 
top-down and institutional21. In 
their view it is essential to move 
beyond quantitative elements and 

the notion that power relationships 
can be changed by an institution 
(even one that is “enlightened”), 
using data that is incorrectly neu-
tral or functional. They recommend 
that development policies take 
greater account of the actors’ con-
flicts, the deep social structures 
and the symbolic touch points of 
power.

EMPOWERMENT:  
A PLURALISTIC VISION  
OF POWER

The concept of empowerment as 
used by women’s movements in the 
South now attempts to take these 
different aspects into account. It is 
in particular based on a pluralistic 
approach to power. There is not one 
dominant power, but “powers”, as 
multiple and diffuse as “a constel-
lation of stars”22. Aside from the 
most obvious types of domination 
(e.g. violence against women), 
there are also indirect and invisible 
powers that individuals can exert 
over others (interpersonal power) 
or over institutions (structural pow-

er)23. This power approach leaves 
room for various types of resist-
ance. It also shows that with an 
empowerment-based approach, all 
of the values and relationships 
within society must be rebuilt. The 
issue is not therefore the domina-
tion of men by women, but instead 
a form of permanent renegotiation 
between both sexes of the individ-
ual and collective responsibilities 
that relate to social justice. 

THE ELEMENTS OF  
EMPOWERMENT24

In summary, empowerment there-
fore refers to the individual or col-
lective ability to act in an autono-

mous way in relation to their life and 
societal choices, as well as the 
means required and the process 
used to achieve this ability to act. 
In this study, we will use the clas-
sification of empowerment used by 
the Belgian Development Coopera-
tion to assess their development 
programmes. This classification 
breaks down empowerment into 
four areas25. 

“TO HAVE”
This component mainly refers to the 
economic element of empower-
ment, in other words improving ma-
terial living conditions and well-be-
ing. It is one of the ways referred to 
above of attaining an ability to 

MEETING PRACTICAL NEEDS TACKLING STRATEGIC INTERESTS

Does not typically change existing gender relations, status-

es, roles and gender stereotypes.

Results in an improved status for women and more equality 

(income, paid employment, trade union responsibilities, 

political, etc.).

Has little long-term impact on inequalities and often risks 

strengthening the unequal distribution of work.

Promotes empowerment: autonomy, freedom of choice (e.g. 

sexuality), responsibilities.

Can be a first step and lever to target strategic interests if 

practical needs are identified and met in a participative way, 

with the women concerned.

Can result in changes in gender relations, can destabilise 

men and women.

Is often part of a traditional view of economic development, 

based on GDP growth.

Is part of an equitable and sustainable vision of human de-

velopment designed to provide social and political change.

Table 2. Women’s practical and strategic needs
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make choices. It covers all of the 
means of accessing and controlling 
material and human resources: 
economic means (e.g. income, ac-
cess to credit or markets, social 
benefi ts), means of production (e.g. 
land, tools, technologies), services 
(e.g. education, healthcare, water), 
human resources (e.g. solidarity 
networks), etc. It is not an essential 
prerequisite to achieving overall 
empowerment but it is clear that a 
person has to move from being in a 
situation of permanent survival to 
be able to make choices. 

“TO KNOW”
“To know”, or knowledge, refers to 
practical or intellectual knowledge 
and skills. In particular it covers the 
management of techniques, proce-
dures or people, training (e.g. liter-
acy), as well as developing skills in 
critical analysis. This latter point (to 
paraphrase P. Freire, “the transfor-
mation of consciousness”), is cru-
cial in terms of changing male/fe-
male relationships, particularly in 
societies that are socio-culturally 
“closed”.

“TO WANT”
Also referred to as “internal power”, 
“to want” is connected to an individ-
ual and/or group’s psychological 
strength and the strength of their 
identity (self-confi dence, image/
self-esteem). It covers the ability 
and willingness to make choices 
about their future themselves, as 
well as being aware of their own life 
plan and the challenges faced by 
their community. These develop-
ment aspects of a person’s identity 
are highly dependent on the image 
given by family, people in the imme-
diate environment and by society. 

“TO BE ABLE TO”
This area relates to the opportunity 
a person or group has to take deci-
sions, enjoy freedom of action and 
reposition themselves in their pow-
er relationships with those around 
them or with society in a broader 
sense. This element also relies 
heavily on the resources (“to have”, 
“to know”, “to want”) that have been 
acquired. At an individual level, it 
can refer to a person’s ability to take 
part in or control decision-making 
within their immediate environment 
(family, possibly extended family, 
community, etc.) or remote environ-
ment (level of socio-political infl u-
ence, leadership within society in a 
wider sense). At a collective level, 
it includes the group’s ability to or-
ganise itself in order to negotiate 
for or defend a common objective 
(individual or collective rights), for 
example through lobbying or cam-
paigning activity.

CIRCLES OF 
EMPOWERMENT26

To visualise these different ele-
ments and the dynamic of the pro-
cess itself, you will fi nd below (fi g-
ure 1) the circles of empowerment 
produced by the AURA methodology 
(Assisted Self-Reinforcement)27. 
These concentric circles represent 
the space in which the individual or 
group exerts infl uence on the em-
powerment process, from the inter-
nal circle (“to want”), to the middle 
circle (“to have”, “to know”) and the 
external circle (“to be able to”). All 
of the institutions sit outside these 
circles: family, the State, religious 
institutions, school, media, NGOs, 
etc.

This diagram is a simple way of vis-
ualising the processes involved in 
transforming society, particularly in 
terms of gender. The arrows point-

Figure 1. Circles of empowerment

to

 be able to

to want

state

Family

Commercial
institutions

churches ngo’s
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Media
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ing into the circles represent the 
influence that the institutions have 
on both individuals and organisa-
tions. For example: family has a 
significant influence on a person’s 
development and self-confidence 
as well as the image a person has 
of themselves (“to want”). On the 
other hand, individuals and their 
organisations (groups, associa-
tions) can influence society’s insti-
tutions and thereby help to trans-
form society (arrows pointing 
outside). For example: a group of 
farmers can influence the market 
to negotiate a better price for their 
products.

The arrows do not carry the same 
weight. In other words, the ability 
to influence differs at each level. 
For example, a person has less 
power than an organisation to in-
fluence an institution such as the 
market or State. In a general sense, 
arrows that start in the outer circle 
are more important than those that 
start in the inner circle. Finally, the 

diagram does not include all of the 
relationships of influence, for ex-
ample the relationships between 
the different institutions, which 
naturally play a major role in trans-
forming society.

EMPOWERMENT: A 
DYNAMIC AND NON-
LINEAR PROCESS28

A spiral can also be used as anoth-
er way of representing the different 
steps involved in the empowerment 
process (figure 2). Here you can see 
that while certain gains are required 
to reach a higher level of empow-
erment, the process is not neces-
sarily linear or chronological. The 
individuals and/or social groups 
can at times reinforce their well-be-
ing and their involvement. Neither 
is the evolution constant: individu-
als and/or social groups will have 
different behaviours at different 
times in their life or depending on 
other political, social or economic 
factors.

Figure 2. The different levels in the process of women’s empowerment29

HIGHEST LEVEL OF EMPOWERMENTLEVELS OF EQUALITY

• Control

• Participation

• Conscientization

• Access (resources and benefits)

• Well-being

PLUS D’ÉGALITÉ

LOWEST LEVEL OF EMPOWERMENT
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Contextual analysis

Bangladesh

OVERALL SITUATION

Bangladesh has 160 million inhab-
itants, making it the world’s sev-
enth most populated country as 
well as one of the most densely 
populated. Almost all (98%) of the 
population are of Bengali origin, 
apart from some minority groups 
mostly from the Bihar region (neigh-
bouring Indian region). Ninety per-
cent of the country’s inhabitants 
are Muslim, making it the third larg-
est Muslim country in the world af-
ter Indonesia and Pakistan.

The country’s current borders were 
drawn up in 1947 during the parti-
tion of India, when the country be-
came the eastern part of Pakistan 
(known as East Pakistan). Both 
parts of Pakistan shared a majority 
religion (Islam) but the link was 
fragile due to the enormous dis-
tance between them (1600 km of 
Indian territory). The Bengalis in 
East Pakistan were subjected to 
political, economic and linguistic 
discrimination by the western half 
of the country, and declared inde-
pendence in 1971. Bangladesh was 
officially formed after a short war of 
independence, supported by India 
and the USSR. The new state was 
soon beset by various political cri-
ses, in particular a series of coups 
d’état at the end of the 1970s. Un-
der pressure from western donors, 
and within the context of the end 
of the Cold War, General H.M. Ershad 
was forced to resign in 199030. 

Bangladesh has since become a 
relatively stable parliamentary de-
mocracy and this has enabled it to 
make significant social progress31. 
The poverty rate fell from 56.6% in 
1992 to 31.5% in 201032. The mater-
nal mortality rate dropped by 40% 
over the same period. The Human 
Development Index (HDI) is current-
ly 0.524 which, according to the UN, 
places it in the ranks of countries 
that have achieved an average lev-
el of human development33. Many 
NGOs have been involved in these 
developments at a social level, with 
the State progressively conferring 
upon them various healthcare, mi-
crofinance34 and education35 roles. 

Strong economic growth has also 
played a positive role, with the 
country seeing an average annual 
growth of 5% since 199036 (6.3% 
during the 2011-2012 tax year37). 
Reasons for this growth include 

transfers from Bangladeshis living 
outside the country (over $8 billion 
in 2011-2012), but above all textile 
exports. Faced with salary increas-
es, many Asian countries have re-
located their production to Bangla-
desh. The country’s textiles sector 
now has over 4 million workers and 
accounts for 7% of GDP and 76% of 
exports, with a total value of $14.2 
billion (6.5% of the global market)38. 
These results make it the world’s 
second largest clothing exporter 
after China39. The social cost has, 
however, been immense and work-
ing conditions are often inhumane, 
as illustrated by the numerous in-
dustrial accidents such as the col-
lapse of the Rana Plaza building in 
June 2013. 

Many challenges still remain: 63 
million people still live below the 
poverty line, the majority of them 
living in rural areas (71.1% in 2012) 

Textile confection workshop in Dhaka (2013)
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and carrying out subsistence farm-
ing; health problems are wide-
spread (arsenic contaminating the 
water, malaria, dengue fever, etc.); 
natural disasters are becoming 
more frequent (floods, hurricanes, 
etc., primarily caused by global 
warming); governance is poor40 and 
the government is still seen as one 
of the most corrupt in the world41; 
and an increasingly competitive 
globalised economy threatens 
growth. 

Bangladesh has also had its fair 
share of political crises. The coun-
try’s two main political parties - the 
Awami League (AL), a secular party 
strongly associated with the 1971 
war of independence against Paki-
stan, and the Bangladesh Nation-
alist Party (BNP), a conservative 
party with an Islamist leaning - have 
been involved in disputes relating 
to the electoral process. As a result 
there was a very low turnout (15-
20%) in the latest parliamentary 
elections in January 2013. The elec-
tions returned a heavily discredited 
Awami League led by Sheikh Hasina 
to power. Even more discredited 
since it has moved in a dangerous 
authoritarian direction (arresting 
demonstrators, legal action against 
journalists or heads of NGOs, etc.)42. 

GENDER INEQUALITY

Some progress but could do (a lot) 
better. This phrase could be applied 
to the situation of women in Bang-
ladesh today. In 2013, the country 
was ranked 75th out of 136 coun-
tries included in the World Econom-
ic Forum’s (WEF) Global Gender Gap 
Index43. There has therefore been a 
net progress in just a few years, as 

the country was ranked 100th in 
2007. Nevertheless, these improve-
ments have been very uneven.

On a more positive note, Bangla-
desh is one of the most advanced 
developing countries in terms of 
gender equality in politics. The 
number of women elected to the 
country’s parliament has doubled 
in 20 years and now stands at close 
to 20%. While this may still be low, 
the figure is within the world aver-
age (21% according to the latest UN 
report on human development)44. 
The country also holds the world 
record for the presence of a woman 
in the highest office of state. The 
country’s two main political parties 
– the BNP and AL – are also both led 
by a woman (respectively Khaleda 
Zia and Sheikh Hasina, the current 
prime minister45). These progresses 
can also be seen at a local level as 
increasing numbers of women are 
now members of local councils, 
bodies with considerable power in 
terms of rural and urban develop-
ment. And finally, Bangladesh has 
the eighth smallest gender gap in 

the world in terms of political eman-
cipation46. 

While there are various reasons for 
this, the political progress has be-
gun to influence social norms and 
even family structure. Bangladeshi 
society is gradually abandoning its 
traditional view of women as an 
economic burden, especially with-
in the urban middle classes. This 
has resulted in a drop in the “miss-
ing women” phenomenon, a phrase 
used to refer to infanticide based 
on sex (see also below the Indian 
context)47. It has also made it more 
acceptable for women to go to 
work. A symbol of these changes is 
the predominance of women work-
ing in the textile industry (80 to 90% 
according to sources), which, as 
mentioned above, is a key sector in 
Bangladesh’s economic success48. 
Microfinance has played an impor-
tant role in this emancipation, par-
ticularly in rural settings: 92% of 
borrowers are women and 90% live 
in a rural area49. 

Significant progress has also been 

Khaleda Zia (BNP president) et Sheikh Hasina  
(AL president and current 1st minister)
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made in the education sector, par-
ticularly at the lower end of the 
education system (primary and sec-
ondary school), where the number 
of girls registered to attend school 
is now higher than boys (110 girls 
for every 100 boys). Amongst oth-
ers, this had led to a shortening of 
the gap between the sexes in terms 
of literacy: 61.3% of men and 52.2% 
of women could read and write in 
2010, compared to 44.3% and 25.8% 
respectively in 199050. These im-

provements are particularly asso-
ciated with several national pro-
grammes: compulsory primary 
education, the “Food for Education” 
(FFE) programme51, and more spe-
cifically for girls, grants or free reg-
istration at primary and secondary 
schools52. Mothers also have a 
stronger voice when it comes to 
their children’s education, espe-
cially in terms of their daughters. 

Despite this progress, a large ma-

jority of Bangladeshi women still 
have to deal with extreme levels of 
discrimination and injustice. One of 
the main black spots is the contin-
ued practice of early marriages and, 
more generally, violations of the 
sexual and reproductive rights of 
women. The average age at which 
girls marry in Bangladesh is 16.4 
years, the lowest in Asia and one of 
the lowest in the world53. Conse-
quences of this include persistent-
ly high fertility rates (80.6 births per 
1000 women aged 15 to 19)54 and 
high maternal death rates55 (170 per 
100000 births)56 (only 31% of births 
receive assistance from medical 
personnel57). Another impact is a 
school drop-out rate that is higher 
among girls than boys, which is the 
result of discrimination issues and 
violence in school58. 

Another major problem is the most-
ly informal nature of women’s 
work59. According to the Asian De-
velopment Bank, 92.6% of working 
women work in the informal sector, 
compared to 85.8% for men60. These 
sectors are low-income sectors, 
mostly farming (e.g. shrimp farming) 
but also work in clothing factories 
or domestic work. These jobs typi-
cally involve poor working condi-
tions and a general lack of social 
safeguards and protection, which 
increases their vulnerability. The 
migration of women to foreign 
countries, for domestic or other 
work, also leads to many forms of 
exploitation, both in and outside of 
Bangladesh61.

The issue of violence against wom-
en, especially domestic, is another 
of the country’s major weaknesses. 
Police statistics, as well as inde-

Protest in Dhaka against violence on women (2010)
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pendent reviews by NGOs, highlight 
an increase in different forms of 
violence in recent years: 

• Several studies have shown that 
approximately 60% of Bangladeshi 
men have used physical and/or 
sexual violence against their part-
ners (with almost half of this se-
rious physical violence)62.

• In a UN study, almost 15% of men 
interviewed admitted to raping 
women or girls63. 

• Nearly 3000 cases of dowry-relat-
ed violence64 were reported in 
2004, with this figure doubling by 
201265. 

• Dowries have been illegal in Bang-
ladesh since 1980, but the number 
of dowry requests rose from 5331 
in 2010 to 7079 in 201166.

These numbers are likely to under-
estimate the problem, as many inci-
dents go unreported. Victims usual-
ly don’t file a complaint due to strong 
social pressure, police indifference 
(and even hostility), the complexity 
and cost of legal proceedings, etc. 
As a result, out of 109621 cases of 
violence identified by the police in 
2010-2012, only 6875 were deemed 
to be “genuine” and resulted in legal 
proceedings67. Many cases are han-
dled informally, by means of a com-
promise or through local courts, the 
“shalishes”68. These cases are usu-
ally not included in government sta-
tistics69. 

Bangladeshi institutions generally 
do little to protect women’s rights. 
The constitution refers to equal 
rights, but only in the public sphere. 
Civil and religious laws are highly 
patriarchal in nature and are fre-

quently applied in the private do-
main, particularly for issues sur-
rounding divorce, marriage, 
inheritance and child custody, often 
issues that are the most important 
to women. Muslim law, for example, 
specifies that a son must receive 
twice the amount of inheritance giv-
en to a daughter. Or that a woman 
loses her custody rights when she 
marries a man who is not related to 
her child. Traditional Hindu law also 
places strong restrictions on a wom-
an’s inheritance and divorce rights. 
Ms. Rashida Manjoo, UN special rap-
porteur on violence against women, 
recommended the immediate adop-
tion of a uniform family code that 
complies with CEDAW provisions70. 
Ms. Manjoo also advocated that the 
Bangladeshi government withdraw 
its reservations in relation to CEDAW 
Articles 2 and 16, which are designed 
to eradicate discrimination against 
women under the law and within the 
family. Bangladesh has up until now 
opposed these articles, stating that 
they conflict with Sharia law71. 

In the face of these different exam-
ples of violence, various laws have 
however been adopted over the 

past 20 years (see box below). But 
these laws are often loosely and 
ineffectively applied. This can be 
explained by the lack of application 
procedures as well as widespread 
(and publicly acknowledged) cor-
ruption on the part of civil servants 
(bribes, destruction or loss of evi-
dence, criminals set free, politici-
zation of legal decisions, etc.)72. It 
is worth noting however that the 
Bangladeshi government has re-
cently implemented several meas-
ures to limit the levels of violence: 
local accommodation and assis-
tance centres for victims, a nation-
al helpline, a trauma control centre 
and a series of prevention units. 
These official services are often 
complemented by those supplied 
by various NGOs on the ground, for 
example legal support or in-
come-generating activity such as 
microcredit programmes73.

Overall, the position of women’s 
rights in Bangladesh remains some-
what mixed. The essentially patri-
archal nature of Bangladeshi soci-
ety remains an immense obstacle, 
particularly in rural settings and/or 
within minorities. This can be seen 

BANGLADESHI LAWS PROMOTING  
WOMEN’S RIGHTS

• 1980: Dowry Prohibition Act

• 2000: The Women and Children Repression Prevention Act

• 2002: Acid Crime Control Act

• 2009: Citizenship Act and Human Rights Commission Act

• 2010: Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act

• 2012: Hindu Marriage Registration Act

• 2012: Human Trafficking Deterrence and Suppression Act
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at a legislative level: despite a suc-
cession of laws in recent years, 
their implementation has been 
hampered due to deeply ingrained 
traditions that exist at all levels of 
society, from the police to religious 
and community leaders, and often 
amongst women themselves74. De-
spite this, the fact that these is-
sues are being discussed in an in-
creasingly open manner – in the 
media, within the political classes, 
civil society, etc. – is in itself a vic-
tory and leaves hope for future im-
provements. 

India
OVERALL SITUATION

India is both a country and conti-
nent, and is the world’s second 
most populous country (1.25 billion 
inhabitants in 201375) after China, 
which it is expected to outpace in 
203076. The population is mostly 
Hindu (80.5%), and also includes 
Muslims (13.4%), Christians (2.4%), 
Sikhs (1.9%) and Buddhists (0.8%). 
The country was the cradle of an-
cient civilisations but was gradual-
ly colonised by Europeans from the 

eighteenth century. Initially colo-
nised by various Portuguese, Dutch, 
French and English trading compa-
nies, it was the English who, by 
1850, controlled almost the entire 
country. India gained its independ-
ence in 1947 after fighting in two 
world wars alongside the British and 
a struggle for independence domi-
nated by Mahatma Gandhi’s non-vi-
olent movement. The country has 
been a federal parliamentary repub-
lic since 1950 and is reputed to be 
the world’s largest democracy. 

India was still considered to be a 
poor country at the start of the 
1980s but has since seen rapid 
economic growth. The country’s 
GDP currently stands at $1877 bil-
lion, which makes it the tenth larg-
est economy in the world77, one of 
the so-called emerging countries78. 
The country’s growth peaked in the 
mid-2000s, when it reached an im-
pressive average of over 9% growth 
per year. Most economists attribute 
this growth spurt to the change in 
economic policy that began at the 
start of the 1990s. It was at this 
point that political leaders decided 
to switch from a Nehru-style mixed, 
socialist economy79 to a liberalised 
free-market economy. Politicians 
focused on developing one sector 
of the population (the educated and 
urban middle classes80) and specif-
ic sectors of the economy (the ser-
vices and hi-tech sectors)81.

India has however lost some of its 
shine in recent years, with a sharp 
economic slowdown. While its per-
formance initially continued un-
changed during the economic crisis 

SUMMARY OF THE MAIN WOMEN’S RIGHTS 
CHALLENGES IN BANGLADESH 

•  Raising awareness of and preventing early marriages

•  Combating violence against women, in particular domestic violence

•  Family Code including the fight against discrimination in the private 
sphere

•  Improved implementation of existing legislation 

•  Recognition of women’s informal work

Slums vs. buildings in Mumbai
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(9.9% growth in 2011), its growth 
rate dropped to 4.4% in 201382. The 
Indian economy initially suffered 
from the adverse international eco-
nomic conditions, particularly a 
drop in foreign direct investment 
(FDI), a devaluation of the rupee and 
a sharp drop in the export of servic-
es83. Some also highlight the coun-
try’s intrinsic weaknesses: poor 
infrastructure (transport, energy, 
water distribution), deep-rooted 
corruption84, political paralysis and 
labour regulations that are seen as 
too restrictive by investors85. 

Others point the finger of blame at 
the failure of the approach known 
as “trickle-down”, where selective 
growth, based primarily on services 
and aimed at the middle classes, is 
able to boost the entire country’s 
economy. And it would indeed be 
difficult to contradict this criticism, 
as inequalities have sky-rocketed 
since the start of the liberalisation 
process. Some figures illustrate this 
phenomenon: 

In 10 years, the number of Indian 
billionaires has risen from 6 to 61. 
In 2008, these minority elites held 
26% of the country’s wealth (com-
pared to 1.8% in 2003)86. Iconic ex-
amples of these “super rich” Indians 
are the controversial steel magnate 
Lakshmi Mittal (6th richest person 
in the world) or the brothers Mukesh 
and Anil Ambani (19th and 36th rich-
est). 

At the same time, over three quar-
ters of Indians currently live on less 
than $2 per day87. 

India’s HDI loses 28% of its value 
once adjustments for inequalities 

have been made (from 0.586 to 
0.418)88. 

The government of former prime 
minister Manmohan Singh, the prin-
cipal architect behind the reforms 
of the past 20 years, has imple-
mented numerous social pro-
grammes. But despite this largely 
insufficient policy of subsidies, the 
wider population was still excluded 
from the country’s growth. Take the 
guaranteed-employment scheme 
for example. Launched in 2006, the 
scheme guaranteed 100 days of 
paid work for workers in rural areas, 
but met with a series of obstacles, 
not the least of which is corrup-
tion89. The countryside, which con-
tains 60% of the workforce, is the 
poor relation in the story of Indian 
growth. Agriculture only saw a 2% 
annual growth during the period 
2000-2010, compared to almost 
10% for manufacturing and servic-
es90. 

A further example of this deplorable 
social situation is that India’s pub-
lic expenditure on healthcare 
amounts to only 1% of GDP91. Ac-
cording to the United Nations, as a 
result only 30% of the population 
has access to adequate health-
care, 50% to basic medicines and 
44% of children suffer from malnu-
trition. Over 500 million Indians still 
live below the poverty line92, the 
equivalent to 42% of the country’s 
population and one third of the 
world’s poor (more than the poor in 
sub-Saharan Africa). India also re-
mains immensely fragmented: by 
class93, caste and religious commu-
nity, but also at a geographical lev-
el, between a poor north-east and 
the prosperous states in the south 

and west of the country, as well as 
between cities and the countryside. 
Poorer Indians are essentially ru-
ral-based, Adivasis (a tribe), Dalits 
(untouchables), Muslims and fe-
male94. 

In the face of these challenges, In-
dia swung to the right end of the 
political spectrum during the recent 
May 2014 parliamentary elections. 
Narendra Modi, of the Bharatiya Ja-
nata Party (BJP, right-wing Hindu 
nationalists) won a majority of the 
543 seats in the “Lok Sabha”, or 
lower house of parliament. His main 
rival, Rahul Gandhi, successor to 
the Gandhi-Nehru dynasty and 
leader of the Congress Party (India’s 
traditionally dominant party), was 
soundly beaten, paying the price for 
a particularly lacklustre campaign. 
Modi also capitalised on the overall 
disenchantment with the outgoing 
government, weakened by a series 
of corruption scandals as well as 
the recent economic slowdown. 

The new government’s main priori-
ty is to spread growth. Many see 
Modi as a shock tactician, capable 
of replicating at a national level the 
economic performance he delivered 
in the state of Gujarat between 
2001 and 2013. His economic plan 
is to intensify the country’s liberal-
isation and make a clean break with 
the state capitalism of his prede-
cessors in the Congress Party95, 
particularly by focusing on manu-
facturing exports and boosting 
heavy infrastructure projects (elec-
tricity, railways, etc.). Aside from 
the growth objectives, the benefit 
of this “East Asian” model is, in 
Modi’s opinion, that it will absorb 
the 10 million workers who reach 
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working age in India each year. The 
main challenges for this policy are 
financial – via foreign capital or in-
ternal savings – and migratory –
how to manage the immense inter-
nal population movements that will 
be generated, especially from the 
countryside96. 

In terms of internal issues, it would 
appear that the pre-election fear of 
interfaith disturbances, raised by 
the Hindu nationalist nature of the 
BJP and Modi’s background, has 
failed to materialise. Modi’s repu-
tation was for some time scarred by 
the 2002 anti-Muslim pogroms in 
his state of Gujarat. The riots 
claimed over 2000 victims, mostly 
Muslims, with Modi doing little to 
bring the rioting to an end. It would 
appear that Modi has managed to 
impose an element of pragmatism 
on his party’s nationalist base97. 

Many analysts highlight the fact 
that the India’s extreme heteroge-
neity – religious, social, linguistic 
– acts as a moderating factor on 
every central government. 

GENDER INEQUALITY

Similarly to the situation in Bangla-
desh, the condition of Indian wom-
en remains, despite some progress 
in recent years, one of the most 
difficult in the world: from the per-
sistence of female infanticide to 
the resurgence of the dowry and the 
many acts of violence committed 
against women including honour 
crimes and rape, India remains pro-
foundly affected by gender discrim-
ination98. This situation is partly 
reflected in the WEF’s Global Gender 
Gap Index. In 2013, India was ranked 
101st out of a total of 136 coun-
tries, and lowest out of all BRICS 

countries99. Its ranking was espe-
cially low in the sectors of educa-
tion (120th position), economic 
participation (124th position) and 
health (135th position).

One of the country’s only positive 
areas in terms of gender equality is 
women’s participation in politics, 
where it is ranked 9th in the WEF 
index. This score is a reflection of 
the numerous great female figures 
who have played a role in Indian 
political life: historically Indira Gan-
dhi (prime minister for 16 years), but 
also her daughter-in-law Sonia 
Gandhi (president of the Congress 
Party) and Meira Kumar (president 
of the Lok Sabha, one of the two 
chambers of parliament). In addi-
tion, since 2009, 50% of positions 
within local political institutions 
(the “Panchayati”) have been re-
served for women. Nevertheless, 

Narendra Modi during an electoral meeting (2014)
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women accounted for only 11% at 
a national and regional level in 
2012, far behind the average in 
Bangladesh for example (see 
above)100. 

The most severe and visible prob-
lem is without a doubt the contin-
ued practice of infanticides and the 
gender-selective abortion of girls. 
This issue can be clearly seen in the 
infant death rate: 44.3 deaths per 
1000 births amongst girls, com-
pared to 43.5 for boys, rates that 
are the reverse of the global aver-
age (32.6 and 37 respectively)101. 
The ratios in relation to children’s 
sex (aged 0-6 years) are also telling: 
914 girls for every 1000 boys102, the 
lowest figure ever recorded (it stood 
at 927 in 2001)103. In regions such 
as the Punjab and Gujarat, it even 
reaches the alarming rate of 800 
girls for every 1000 boys. The fact 
that these regions are the most af-
fected by this issue should come 
as no surprise as they are also the 
richest regions. The middle classes 
are greater in number and have 
greater access to pre-natal testing 
(ultrasound), which makes it easier 
to carry out discriminatory abor-
tions. Such abortions have been 
illegal since 1994, when the 
Pre-Conception and Prenatal Diag-
nostic Techniques Act was adopt-
ed104. Gynocide, the killing of girls, 
is also still fairly widespread in rural 
areas105. Based on the latest census 
carried out in 2011, India had 37 
million fewer women than men, a 
result of foeticides, infanticides, 
negligence towards young girls and 
other crimes or discrimination 
against women. Any return to a nor-
mal balance between men and 
women would require a further 60 

million women (the total number of 
”missing women”, to use the phrase 
coined by economist Amartya 
Sen106). Certain authors refer to this 
demographic imbalance as “geno-
cide”107.

This behaviour is associated with a 
general preference for boys in Indi-
an society and can be explained by 
a whole series of economic and 
cultural factors, first and foremost 
the dowry system. Despite being 
banned under Indian law since 
1961, it continues to this day and 
has even seen a resurgence in 
some regions as a result of eco-
nomic growth. It is also spreading 
amongst lower castes, which have 
begun to copy the social behaviour 
of the richer members of society. 
The growing demands from the hus-
band’s family make it increasingly 
important economically for a couple 
to have a boy. In addition, many of 
the dowry demands are not met, 
which results in more crimes 
against women. Believing them-
selves to have been deceived, the 
groom or in-laws often go as far as 
burning the bride alive. According 
to Indian police, 8233 women were 
killed in 2012 following dowry dis-
putes, the equivalent to 22 per 
day108. The constant rise in this kind 
of crime is facilitated by delays in 
legal proceedings and a low con-
viction rate (only 32% in 2013)109. 
Due to the persistence of this prac-
tice with deep cultural roots, an 
article of the Criminal Code (Section 
498A), adopted in 1983, punishes 
perpetrators of “atrocities” com-
mitted in the name of so-called 
dowry “duties”.

More generally India, like Bangla-

desh, has a record high number of 
cases of violence against women: 
dowry-related violence, as previ-
ously explained, but also domestic 
violence, rape, sexual harassment, 
acid attacks, honour crimes, sexu-
al trafficking and kidnapping. A re-
cent survey carried out amongst 
200 gender experts ranked India as 
the 4th most dangerous place in the 
world for women110. According to 
official statistics (National Crime 
Records Bureau - NCRB), 309546 
crimes of this kind were reported to 
the police in 2013, compared to 
244270 in 2012, an increase of 
26.7%111. Once again these figures 
can only serve as a general illustra-
tion of the problem, as the social 
stigma attached to this crime 
makes violence against women one 
of the world’s most under-reported 
crimes112. This is aggravated by the 
fact that approximately half of all 
violence occurs in the victim’s 
home (committed by the husband 
or family113, on whom many of the 
women rely heavily), as well as the 
fact that marital rape is not crimi-
nalised in India114,115. And finally, a 
further obstacle is the fact that 
police officials are reluctant to re-
cord the complaints. Most of these 
officials are in fact men116, the low 
conviction rate is no incentive and 
these complaints increase the sta-
tistics to the detriment of these 
officials. 

The country is nevertheless gradu-
ally becoming more aware of these 
issues, especially amongst the ur-
ban middle classes. A major turning 
point was the rape and murder on a 
bus in New Delhi of a young 23-year-
old girl117 in December 2012. The 
particularly savage nature of the 
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rape (by six men, including the driv-
er, along with torture involving an 
iron bar) and the fact that the victim 
died from her injuries, provoked 
widespread anger and shock across 
the country. Shortly afterwards, 
New Delhi saw massive and at times 
violent demonstrations, fuelled by 
a media-led mobilisation cam-
paign118. The government was 
forced to react by strengthening 
legislation on sexual assault. Rap-
ists now risk at least 20 years in 
prison – and up to life in prison, or 
the death penalty if they reoffend 
or the victim dies119. The case also 
received a speedier legal process: 
nine months of special proceedings 
(“fast-track court”) led to the death 
sentence for four of the defend-
ants120. A far from common sen-
tence to say the least, given the 
usual conviction rate for rape (3.5% 
in 2012). 

Aside from the legal and institution-
al solutions, the case provoked a 
major debate about the social and 

cultural roots of this violence121. 
Women have been able to speak out 
more freely than ever before. The 
2013 statistics showed an increase 
in the number of reported rapes in 
Delhi compared to 2012, which 
could be a sign that Indians are 
gradually ridding themselves of the 
taboos and guilt that has prevent-
ed them from prosecuting those 
who commit these crimes up to 
now122.

Another relatively common form of 
violence in India is the honour 
crime. This term covers a range of 
violence committed primarily 
against women by members of their 
close family, mostly males (father, 
brother, uncle). The victims are 
deemed to have brought dishonour 
on the family, as a result of behav-
iour judged to be immoral: rejecting 
an arranged marriage and/or 
choosing their own partner, asking 
for a divorce, having a relationship 
outside of marriage or having being 
subjected to a sexual assault123. 

While the incidence of such vio-
lence may be lower than in Arab 
countries, they still result in 900 
deaths per year in India (out of a 
total of 5000 worldwide), mostly in 
the northern states of Punjab, Har-
yana and Uttar Pradesh124.

The economic situation is little bet-
ter. Women’s participation rate in 
the workforce125 was only 29% in 
India in 2012, compared to 57% in 
Bangladesh126. Most working wom-
en work in the informal sector: 96%, 
compared to 91% of men127. Given 
the country’s size and diversity, the 
situation differs enormously from 
one region to the next. Women in 
the north-eastern and southern 
provinces tend to work more in the 
formal sector, especially in the ser-
vices sector. The same goes for 
urban areas, where the female em-
ployment rate in the informal sector 
is considerably lower, at around 
65-70%128. 

As in Bangladesh, various laws have 
been adopted over the past 30 
years in the area of women’s rights 
(see box below). But like its neigh-
bouring country, the implementa-
tion of these laws remains highly 
problematic (corruption issues, 
cumbersome administrative proce-
dures, limited budgets, lack of in-
formation and education for wom-
en, etc.). Legislation increasingly 
comes up against religious rules, 
always predominantly in the area of 
an individual’s rights (basic social 
rights, divorce, inheritance rights, 
etc.129). An interesting example of a 
legislative instrument instigated by 
the government in Delhi is the 
scheme known as “Ladli”, which 
provides an allowance for the birth 

Protest against Delhi gang rape (2013)
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INDIAN LAWS PROMOTING WOMEN’S RIGHTS

• 1961: Dowry Prohibition Act

• 1983: Section 498A of the Penal Code punishing dowry related crimes

• 1994: Pre-Conception and Pre-Natal Diagnostic Techniques Act

• 2000: Women and Children Repression Prevention Act 

• 2002: Acid Crime Control Act

• 2009: Citizenship Act and Human Rights Commission Act

• 2010: Domestic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Act

• 2012: Hindu Marriage Registration Act

• 2012: Human Trafficking Deterrence and Suppression Act

of each girl. As the allowance can-
not be used before the child reach-
es the age of majority, the system 
is an attempt to combat girl infan-
ticide and early marriage. Various 
other support and positive discrim-
ination programmes exist, such as 
the “Rashtriya Mahila Kosh” (credit 
for women on low incomes), or the 
“Rajiv Gandhi” project (nutritional, 
educational, healthcare support, 
etc., for teenagers at risk), but once 
again their implementation has 
been extremely complex and limit-
ed130. 

To conclude, all of this data clearly 
shows that the socio-economic 
position of women in India remains 
especially difficult. It is even more 
striking when compared with wom-
en in Bangladesh who, although 
faced with a much worse economic 

situation, are in a slightly better 
position. The gang-rape case in Del-
hi highlighted the deeply patriarchal 
and violent nature of Indian society. 
But the ensuing media attention 
also showed that India is changing 
and that a growing percentage of 
the population was no longer willing 
to accept this kind of violence. In 
particular, the emergence of new 
economic, educational and political 
opportunities for a growing number 

of women has given rise to an in-
creased level of activism and 
stronger civil society, one that is 
better able to defend women’s 
rights, whether in the media, gov-
ernment, political life or wider social 
structures. These developments 
encounter some resistance howev-
er, as shown by the appearance of 
“masculinist131” movements and a 
recent draft amendment to the 
dowry law132.

SUMMARY OF THE MAIN WOMEN’S RIGHTS 
CHALLENGES IN INDIA

• Raising awareness of and preventing gender-based infanticides/abortions 

• Combating the dowry system

• Combating violence against women, in particular domestic violence

• Improved implementation of existing legislation 

• Gender equality in the workplace and recognition of women’s informal work
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Methodology
Data collection
The qualitative data133 in this study 
was collected in August 2014 during 
a three-week mission to India and 
Bangladesh (one week per partner 
organisation, see description be-
low). Various methods were used:

• A series of semi-structured134 in-
terviews with the partner organi-
sations. Staff members inter-
viewed were mainly those in 
charge of educational activities or 
campaigns, as well as directors. 
These discussions covered the 
way the organisation operates, its 
activities, relationships with the 
groups of artisans, the tools used 
at a political or educational level, 
etc.

• Semi-structured interviews with 
artisans (or “life stories”), from 
rural communities or slums. Most 
of these artisans were fairly old 
and held “leadership” profiles, i.e., 
they held or had held positions as 
group managers or representa-
tives within fair trade organisa-
tions (FTO). The aim was not to 
obtain a representative sample of 
all artisans, but instead to take a 
closer look at the empowerment 
process, with the career path 
within the organisation being 
most significant. 

• One or two focus groups135 per FTO. 
At CJW and Sasha, around 20 rep-
resentatives from different groups 
of artisans were gathered togeth-
er for one morning. At Tara Pro-
jects, discussions were held with 
one single community (Sunita 

Handicrafts, Badarpur136, New Del-
hi). The same process was fol-
lowed with the additional focus 
group at Sasha (KSEWS, Paikpari, 
West Bengal). The aim here was to 
gather together a wide variety of 
testimonials from artisans: the 
impact of fair trade handicrafts on 
their careers, issues, needs and 
suggestions in terms of women’s 
rights, etc. The workshops fol-
lowed a research-action ap-
proach137, especially with the first 
workshop at Sasha, which ena-
bled the start of a long-term pro-
cess of discussion and aware-
ness-raising on women’s rights. 

• Finally, in each region visited, in-
terviews were also carried out 
with civil society organisations 
that specialise in issues of fair 
trade: 

• Dhaka, Bangladesh: Oxfam Bang-
ladesh, Caritas, Naripokkho, 
Shapla Neer, Ecota (Bangladeshi 
fair trade forum), Tushar Kona 

Khander (consultant for the FTO 
Dhaka Handicrafts). 

• Calcutta, India: Jeevika, Swayam, 
Devasmita Sridhar (consultant at 
Sasha).

• Delhi, India: Oxfam India. 

Methodological 
limitations
This study clearly has no quantita-
tive value, given the limited number 
of interviews conducted and work-
shops held. It simply provides qual-
itative avenues for analysis on the 
empowerment process of women 
artisans from the three Indian and 
Bangladeshi FTOs. The testimonials 
gathered are restricted to three 
highly specific geographical areas: 
Delhi, Calcutta and Dhaka as well 
as their surrounding areas. This 
prevents, among other things, any 
systematic comparison between 
Indian and Bangladeshi situations. 
Some interviews were carried out in 

Focus group, Sunita Handicrafts, Tara Projects – 05/08/2014
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rural areas, but the majority were 
with urban groups. Translations 
were of course required and these 
limited the flow of the discussions 
(particularly during the focus 
groups). They also lessened the 
authenticity of the testimonials, 
with the interpreters inevitably al-
tering some of what was said. And 
finally, the theoretical framework 
has been simplified so that the 
study can be used by all potential 
campaign partners).

Fair trade 
handicraft 
organisations 
studied
CORR – THE JUTE 
WORKS (CJW), 
BANGLADESH138

CORR – The Jute Works (CJW) was 
established in 1973 to assist the 
women affected by the independ-
ence war against Pakistan. Produc-
ing jute products provides women 
with a quick way to earn money from 
a traditional craft that they know 
well and can perform at home. In 
2013, the organisation worked with 
over 160 groups of artisans, with 
approximately 3700 women and 350 
men across 23 districts in Bangla-
desh. The groups are organised in 
a collective and autonomous way 
(e.g. they monitor production on the 
ground). Most of the artisans live in 
rural areas (82%), with the remain-
der (12%) living in slums139. The or-
ganisation’s turnover in 2011-2012 
was US$ 773000140. 

To cope with the fall in demand for 
jute products, CJW has developed 
new production methods. Besides 

items made of jute (bags, baskets, 
table sets, hammocks), the groups 
produce articles made from terra-
cotta, wax and banana fibres. They 
also produce craft objects from 
papier mâché, glass beads and 
leather. The organisation is also 
looking to diversify its export mar-
kets and has in recent years begun 
to work with the textile multination-
al H&M141. 

At a social level, CJW runs educa-
tion and awareness-raising pro-
grammes (hygiene, family planning, 
resource management, women’s 
rights, etc.), as well as profession-
al training (product development, 
quality, etc.). The groups also ben-
efit from a collective savings fund, 
managed democratically by each 
group, and designed to encourage 
the artisans to explore other com-
plementary activities. These funds 
have enabled many of them to de-
velop family agricultural projects 
(animal husbandry, small-scale fish 
farming and cultivating vegetable 

crops, for which CJW also provides 
seeds). CJW also provides them 
with a small credit fund for person-
al needs, healthcare services (e.g. 
eye tests), equipment to provide 
drinking water for the community, 
shrubs, etc. 

In terms of campaigning, CJW is 
mostly active in the areas of fair 
trade and women’s rights (see final 
chapter of this study). As the organ-
isation has limited resources in this 
area, it appears to want to empow-
er the groups of artisans and/or 
work in tandem with others (it is a 
member of the WFTO, WFTO-Asia 
and ECOTA, Bangladeshi fair trade 
forum)142. 

SASHA, CALCUTTA, INDIA

The Sasha organisation, originally 
called Sarba Shanti Ayog (SSA) was 
established in 1978 in Calcutta by 
a group of designers and develop-
ment officers looking to provide 
artisans with a way of marketing 

Jute bags workshop, CJW – 23/07/2014
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their products. In 1984, the artisans 
created their own association, Sa-
sha Textile Artisans Association, 
which covered the four areas of 
production: weaving, dyeing and 
printing, embroidery and assembly. 
In 1986, SACP (Sasha Artisans As-
sociation for Craft Producers) was 
founded to handle all aspects of 
marketing, while Sarba Shanti Ayog 
(SSA) focused on development pro-
jects (technical, organisational and 
financial support)143.

In 2013, Sasha was working with 
around 5000 producers, organised 
into 72 groups (individual produc-
ers, cooperatives, community 
groups and freelancers). Sasha pri-
marily focuses on women (70%), as 
well as marginalised groups (Dalits 
and Adivasi) in rural and semi-urban 
areas in the states of West Bengal, 
Orissa (Odisha), Bihar and the North-
East. Most of the artisans work to-
gether in a workshop, with just a 
few of the steps (embroidery, etc.) 
sometimes carried out at home, as 
some of the women require more 
flexible hours144. The products sold 
include crafts, textiles, jute prod-
ucts, leather, natural fibres, metals, 
organic food products (through the 
RASA rural agriculture service) and 
plant-based preparations145. Ap-
proximately 30% of Sasha’s sales 
come from the local market (shops 
in Calcutta and Delhi) and 70% from 
exports. Sasha had a turnover of 
US$ 1.8 million in 2011-2012146. 

Over time, Sasha has become a ser-
vices platform and also set up the 
EDF foundation (“Enterprise Devel-
opment Foundation”), which sup-
ports entrepreneurship amongst 
women and the poor by providing 

funding (microcredits) and training 
(e.g. product innovation and devel-
opment). This willingness to sup-
port entrepreneurial spirit is specif-
ic to Sasha. The economic services 
it provides (fostering innovation 
and creativity, support with produc-
ing a business plan, improving 
techniques, linking them up with 
financers, etc.) enable these small 
producers to organise themselves 
and create their own activities to 
support the economic and social 
development of their communi-
ties147.

It should also be noted that Sasha 
is a member of the WFTO and 
co-founder of the Fair Trade Forum 
India and the Asia Fair Trade Forum 
(previous name for WFTO-Asia), 
networks through which Sasha gets 
involved in several lobbying/cam-
paigning activities both in India and 
internationally. 

TARA PROJECTS,  
DELHI, INDIA

Founded in the 1960s in Delhi, Tara 
Projects is an organisation that 
tackles poverty both at an econom-
ic level as well as in terms of exclu-
sion and human rights. It is now the 
largest FTO in India (almost US$ 3 
million turnover in 2010-2011). In 
2010 it worked with around 30 
groups (cooperatives, micro-enter-
prises, support groups, family 
workshops) with a total of 1000 
producers (60% of these women). 
Most of these came from immigrant 
or marginalised groups living in ru-
ral/semi-urban areas in the regions 
of Bihar, Bengal, Uttar Pradesh and 
Delhi. Part of the production takes 
place directly in the Tara work-
shops. Home working is discour-
aged (it accounts for only 5% of 
producers), for reasons related to 
child labour and women’s inde-
pendence148.

Embroidery workshop, KSEWS, Sasha – 28/08/2014
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Tara Projects is split into two sec-
tions: a marketing department and a 
department handling community 
development. The former supports 
the production and marketing of ar-
tisanal products (jewellery, boxes, 
vases, statuettes, etc., made from 
soapstone, carved wood, resin, etc.), 
under fair trade conditions (fair wag-
es, pre-financing, paid leave, emer-
gency assistance, healthcare insur-
ance, etc.). The latter department 
covers all of the educational and 
campaigning activities and the var-
ious social programmes. One such 
programme is the construction of a 
medical centre in the village of Ba-
darpur, which has enabled the en-
tire village to receive medical 
check-ups. 

Tara Projects also provides artisans 
with a range of professional training 
(sewing, embroidery, marketing tech-
niques, management, quality, prod-
uct development, recycling, etc.), 
providing them with some independ-
ence and even enabling them to start 
their own businesses (also through 
microcredit and collective savings 
programmes). The organisation also 
provides more generic training for 
adults, particularly women (e.g. IT, 
literacy)149. And finally, in an attempt 
to fight child labour, it has built 10 
informal education centres. Over 1000 
children have received schooling in 
these centres and benefited from 
school equipment and clothing 
(grants have also been provided to 
approximately 100 children)150. 

At a campaign level, Tara Projects 
works in two areas: (un)fair trade, 
as well as working with children, 
women’s rights, inequalities (e.g. 
the caste system), the right to an 
education, healthcare (e.g. AIDS), 
environmental issues (e.g. water, 
climate change), etc. This aware-
ness raising work usually involves 
seminars, such as on World Fair 
Trade Day or International Women’s 
Day. Similarly to Sasha, Tara Pro-
jects receives support for this 
through its membership of the net-
works WFTO, Fair Trade Forum India 
and WFTO-Asia151.

Jewelry workshop, Mahila Vikas Crafts, Tara Projects – 07/08/2014
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Results – Impact of fair trade 
handicrafts on women’s 
empowerment within three 
organisations in India  
and Bangladesh
Various studies have shown that fair 
trade can act as a development 
model that promotes the well-being, 
status and emancipation of women. 
An initial, and without doubt the 
most obvious reason for this, is that 
fair trade often focuses on women 
as a priority because they belong to 
a disadvantaged section of the pop-
ulation. Many of Oxfam’s partner 
organisations therefore employ 
women to meet their production 
needs, especially in the crafts sec-
tor. If we look at the partners that 
were the focus of this research, we 
see that women account for approx-
imately 95, 70 and 60% of workers 
at CJW, Sasha and Tara (see chapter 
4.3 on methodology). Of course, pro-
viding employment to women by 
giving them access to markets is a 
necessary condition for their eco-
nomic empowerment, but is not 
enough. The organisation also needs 
to have a genuine gender policy and 
the jobs provided must be decent. 
There are many examples of paid 
employment within the convention-
al sector that fail to deliver a signif-
icant improvement in women’s con-
ditions. Many of these jobs in fact 
make their situation worse, espe-
cially when the women are required 
to combine their new job with repro-
ductive and/or domestic duties152. 

Set against this, fair trade usually 
ensures women’s empowerment 
through a series of principles and 
criteria. WFTO’s principle no. 6 is 
dedicated to “Non Discrimination, 
Gender Equity and Women’s Eco-
nomic Empowerment, and Freedom 
of Association”153. The WFTO has 
also developed a specific gender 
strategy, designed to ensure gen-
der equality in all of the branch or-
ganisations, as well as raising the 
issue at a political level. More gen-
erally, fair trade organisations 
(FTOs) in Europe use monitoring 
tools (gender policies, training or 
specific governance) to monitor the 
efforts made by their partners in 
this area154. The gender dimension 
is less developed within Fairtrade 
International, which only refers to 
it in a general sense under the cri-
teria of non-discrimination155 (ILO 
convention 111 rejects “any dis-
tinction made on the basis of race, 
colour, sex, religion, political opin-
ion, national extraction or social 
origin”)156. 

Beyond these principles, the con-
crete impacts of fair trade for wom-
en have been relatively well docu-
mented. This is especially true in 
the agricultural sector but some-
what less so in handicrafts, where 

research has been more limited. In 
the following chapter we will at-
tempt to summarise, using existing 
literature, all of the impacts that fair 
trade handicrafts have had at an 
economic, social and political level 
on women’s individual and collec-
tive empowerment. Using inter-
views and group discussions con-
ducted during this research, we will 
investigate to what extent these 
impacts apply in the specific con-
text of the Indian and Bangladeshi 
FTOs that were included in this 
study. In order to achieve this, we 
will use the various forms of em-
powerment (gain, knowledge, de-
sire and power) referred to earlier 
in this study. Once again we would 
like to remind readers that this 
classification is both simplified and 
formal, and the boundaries be-
tween each of the different cate-
gories are fluid and permeable.

“To have”
To recap, this area covers all eco-
nomic aspects, in other words the 
acquisition of material and human 
resources that enable practical 
needs to be met. It is without much 
doubt in this area that fair trade has, 
in principle, the greatest impact. 
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MATERIAL RESOURCES

Firstly, fair trade handicraft pro-
vides women with paid work, unlike 
most of the traditional ways in 
which a family’s tasks are distrib-
uted. Furthermore, the prices guar-
anteed by the FTO partners are 
higher than average prices. This 
gives the artisans a significant and 
relatively stable income. The in-
come generated enables poorer 
families to supplement and improve 
their diet. 

“Before, we used to only have two 
meals a day, one in the morning and 
one in the evening. As soon as I 
started working we had three 
meals, and we were able to add fish 
and meat to our diet”. (Haricha, Na-
gori village, Kaligonj, CJW).

The money is invested in staple 
products (products not available via 
local agricultural production, for 
example oil, salt, medicines, etc.), 
as well as clothing or even improv-
ing their housing situation. The lat-
ter investment is a priority for peo-
ple who have been displaced 
following conflict or natural disas-
ters157.

“This work has given me my inde-
pendence and enabled me to buy 
my own things. I bought a sewing 
machine, and replaced my bamboo 
house with a house made of brick”. 
(Rashida Begum, Mirpur 27 Refugee 
Women’s Group, CJW). 

Having their own income has direct 
consequences on women’s individ-
ual empowerment but also on their 
family’s well-being. Compared to 
men, women usually invest the 

money they earn in improving the 
living conditions of their immediate 
family, particularly healthcare and 
education158.

 “My life is a bit better now. I can 
send my daughter to school now”. 
(Alo, group discussion, Tara Pro-
jects). 

Because of their independent 
source of income, some women are 
even able to look after members of 
their distant family, following vari-
ous incidents in their lives. 

“I adopted my elder sister’s daugh-
ters after she died. I haven’t been 
able to get married because I sup-
port my family financially”. (Group 
discussion, CJW).

As well as the decent salary, the 
Indian and Bangladeshi FTOs ana-
lysed during this study also provide 
their members with a whole range 
of additional social benefits that 

have positive effects on women’s 
empowerment: maternity leave, ed-
ucational programmes for girls, 
savings and microcredit schemes, 
health insurance, pension 
schemes, etc. 

“The organisation gives me a 30000 
takas pension, which is very rare 
here”. (Anwari Begum, Mirpur 2 Ref-
ugee Women’s Group, CJW). 

It is however important to remain 
realistic about fair trade’s ability to 
cover a wide range of needs. Most 
FTOs still provide their artisans with 
salaries that are relatively far from 
being a living wage159.  Plus they 
often have insufficient orders to 
guarantee them a regular income160. 
During the interviews, several arti-
sans told us that orders were grow-
ing more infrequent, which left 
some of them in a difficult position. 
One young woman who worked for 
CJW and lived in one of Dhaka’s 
slums told us that she still “dreamed 

Focus group, Sunita Handicrafts, Tara Projects – 05/08/2014 
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of living with dignity”. The same sit-
uation was felt by a woman from a 
slum in Delhi, who said she was still 
“fighting for survival” (group dis-
cussion, Tara Projects). 

It is worth mentioning however that 
the FTOs referred to here provide 
their members with other so-
cio-economic development pro-
grammes, aside from fair trade 

handicraft work. Example: CJW, 
Sasha and Tara Projects run savings 
and microcredit programmes. 
Amongst other advantages, these 
schemes enable a significant num-
ber of artisans, as well as other 
members of the target communi-
ties, to benefit from loans at re-
duced rates161. While many of these 
loans are used for everyday ex-
penses (e.g. marriages, private 
school fees), others launch their 
own microenterprises in an attempt 
to diversify their income (e.g. stalls 
selling foodstuffs)162. This kind of 
opportunity is fairly unique, given 
the immense barriers, particularly 
cultural, that Indian and Bangla-
deshi women face when trying to 
access financial services or launch 
businesses. This is especially diffi-
cult for widows or divorcees163.

HUMAN RESOURCES

But the women’s desire to get in-
volved in the FTO partners’ activities 
is not limited to the purely economic/
material aspect that is associated 
with increasing their income or gain-
ing other social benefits. Many of the 
women mentioned how important the 
fair trade organisation or group’s so-
cial network was, and the role they 
played as a haven of solidarity164. 

“I am very glad that I belong to this 
group. I try to help those who are 
suffering and are in the most trou-
ble”. (Group discussion, Tara Pro-
jects). 

An example of a time when these 
collaborative relationships come 
into their own is when one of the 
women is faced with a problem of 
domestic violence. 

RASHIDA BEGUM  
(MIRPUR 27 REFUGEE WOMEN’S GROUP, CJW) 

Of Bihari origin , Rashida Begum lives in a slum in north-western Dhaka. 
Her living conditions are very tough, with the district she lives in suffer-
ing from a lack of water, serious hygiene issues and widespread alcohol 
and drug-related violence. Part of the district was recently burned down, 
the work of delinquents and local corrupt politicians looking to take over 
the land. Rashida was forced to leave school at 14 to go out to work 
when her father, a restaurant owner, died after an illness. She has been 
working for CJW for several years now. Selling her products has enabled 
her to buy more staple products. She has also been able to build part of 
her, albeit small, accommodation out of brick (it was previously made 
of bamboo branches). But above all she now has greater freedom to take 
decisions. She has decided to help educate her younger sister, and 
perhaps more importantly, she freely chose her husband (she is due to 
marry a jewellery manufacturer from a neighbouring district in a year’s 
time). 

“What little we have we owe to CJW, which supported us when nobody 
else would. Thanks to CJW, my dream of living with dignity is gradually 
coming true. I have genuine hope for a better future”.
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“Alo’s husband is an alcoholic and 
very violent towards her. He once 
came to threaten her at the work-
place. I got involved and made him 
leave. He was scared of me”. (Asha, 
group discussion, Tara Projects).

“One of my neighbours was violent 
with his wife. He was angry with her 
for giving birth to five girls and no 
boys. I threatened to call the police, 
and he calmed down. He’s now in 
prison for another crime”. (Sofiya, 
Tara Projects). 

Some of the organisations that pro-
vide our partners with handicrafts 
products also offer legal and psy-
chological support services to 
women who are suffering or have 
suffered from violence. This is the 
case with Jeevika165, one of Sasha’s 
suppliers based in Calcutta (see 
Pooja’s testimonial, inset). In other 
instances, it is the FTO’s employees 
themselves who advise the women, 
helping them to manage their fam-
ily and private affairs. During one of 
the interviews conducted for this 
research, a CJW employee spent 
almost half an hour trying to resolve 
a conflict between one of the arti-
sans and her daughter. 

Belonging to a group also enables 
these artisans to organise them-
selves so they can manage their 
different activities: handicrafts, 
agricultural or domestic work, look-
ing after children or children’s ed-
ucation, etc. Most of the FTO part-
ners are organised in such a way 
that helps to reconcile work and 
family life.

“We have very flexible hours. From 
approximately 5 am to 11 am, the 

artisans stay at home to look after 
their children and prepare the food. 
They then come to work in the work-
shop. They can leave whenever they 
want during the day. It’s the total 
opposite to working on an assembly 
line in a factory. It’s a lot more flex-
ible”. (Dipali, KSEWS, Sasha). 

The opposite side of the coin is that 
the division of domestic tasks be-
tween the couple at home remains 
unchallenged (see below chapter 
5.4). Another downside to these 
social networks is that the contacts 
(and therefore the benefits) are di-
minished when the handicraft work 
is carried out at home. This is es-
pecially true for groups in rural set-
tings, such as most of the CJW 
groups for example (also see below 
on mobility aspects). And while 
these networks undeniably act as 
safety nets for the artisans and 
their families, they can also act as 
an entry barrier for women who 
don’t have good contacts166. Most 
of the artisans we met during this 

study said that they had joined the 
fair trade organisation they work for 
through a member of their immedi-
ate family (see the example of An-
wari Begum, inset, traditional lead-
er of CJW, three of whose daughters 
now work for the organisation).

And finally, it is worth noting that 
fair trade handicraft can also act as 
an instrument in the fight against 
rural depopulation. During the dis-
cussion with the Sasha group, 
KSEWS, several artisans mentioned 
that they preferred to continue 
working within the group as they 
felt safer and enjoyed better con-
ditions than in the region’s facto-
ries.

Restaurant owner who benefited from a microcredit program,  
Tara Projects
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“To know”
ACQUISITION OF 
KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS

In addition to work and the associ-
ated income, the fair trade handi-
craft organisations also offer their 
members the chance to train them-
selves and improve their knowl-
edge, abilities and skills. Most of 
the training provided relates to 
learning new methods of produc-
tion. 

Out of all the groups visited during 
this research, the embroidery and 
clothing microenterprise KSEWS (a 
Sasha supplier) undoubtedly pro-
vides the best example of how im-
portant this training is for the wom-
en involved. When the group was 
created, the four female founders 
faced opposition from many villag-
ers, who disliked the fact that the 
women were able to work, especial-
ly away from home. The group grad-
ually succeeded in making their 
activity more acceptable by provid-
ing regular sewing courses at the 
homes of each of the women who 
wanted to get involved. The busi-
ness now employs over 35 women 
in a workshop, and has a turnover 
of 2.5 million rupees (over €30000) 
(see also box on Dipali Pramanik). 

This kind of training naturally fits 
with the FTO partners’ need to have 
a qualified workforce, one that is 
able to meet the needs of their cli-
ents in terms of quality, cost and 
deadlines. But their vision extends 
beyond mere production and sales. 
They also provide the artisans with 
basic training in a range of fields: 

POOJA (JEEVIKA, SASHA)

Jeevika, one of Sasha’s suppliers based in Calcutta, organises activities 
associated with women’s rights (training, public demonstrations, the-
atre plays, etc.). The organisation also provides legal support to wom-
en who have been victims of violence, working with a group of profes-
sionals and volunteers called a “rapid response unit”. Pooja turned to 
such a group in 2002 when her husband was violent with her. From a 
poor family, she had to leave school at 14 and was married at 15. Because 
of the violence, she decided to return to her father with her little boy. 

“I did go to the police but the officer in charge started to question my 
behaviour. I didn’t pursue it and went to see a girlfriend who worked for 
Jeevika’s rapid response unit. This is how I started with the training”. 
With support from a free lawyer, the young woman took the case to 
court, despite pleas from her husband who had since remarried. She 
filed a complaint for rape and asked for support payments and custody 
of her child. “I won in the end, after 11 years of trials and various appeals. 
But I had to work hard to get there. I worked at night in my father’s 
business, making puffed rice, and during the day I would sew. At the 
same time I took the Jeevika training and looked after my son and 
handicapped brother. I didn’t get a lot of support. People told me that 
this was what men were like, and you just had to accept it”. The young 
woman is now invited to talks to present her case and explain the legal 
avenues to tackle violence against women. “When I think about it all, 
it makes me very proud. Despite having received little education, I can 
now speak in public and even on television! Those around me have gone 
from being suspicious to being in awe. I am also very grateful to Jeevi-
ka, because they helped me continue this struggle for so many years”. 
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literacy, languages, healthcare ed-
ucation, IT, commercial and budg-
etary management, etc. These FTOs 
also provide their artisans with 
many opportunities to read and 
write, contrary to most of the other 
unskilled jobs that are available to 
them167.

“My parents were very poor. I couldn’t 
go to school until I was six years old. 
Most of what I have learned has come 
from CJW”. (Yarida Yeasmine, Chand-
pur Mohamadeur, CJW). 

Thanks to this training, some women 
have gradually taken on more respon-
sibilities within their organisation, 
often leading to their taking manage-
ment positions (see the chapter be-
low on leadership).

Our partners therefore have a much 
wider social objective than simply 
providing the means of production. 
This is especially true for Tara Pro-
jects, which has used its own funds 
to build several social centres within 
the artisans’ communities. Among the 
range of services provided by these 
centres (there is a focus on health-
care, etc.), there are also lessons 
aimed at young girls, for example IT 
lessons168.

INDIVIDUAL AND 
COLLECTIVE CRITICAL 
AWARENESS

This general training enables the ar-
tisans to develop critical awareness, 
in other words to formulate ideas, an 
opinion or plan for the future. Some 
of the topics covered relate specifi-
cally to human rights, especially 
women’s rights. They therefore gain 
a critical sense of their own role in 

ANWARI BEGUM (MIRPUR 2 REFUGEE  
WOMEN’S GROUP, CJW)

There are many fair trade handicraft groups within the immigrant 
populations in India and Bangladesh. These migrants have often lost 
everything because of conflicts, disasters or forced displacement. 
Fair trade gradually helps them to return to a life with dignity. 

Anwari Begum, from the Mirpur 2 group in Dhaka is a good example, 
having had to cope with a great deal of hardship over the years. Of 
Bihari origin, her family was displaced into a refugee camp in 1971, 
following Bangladesh’s war of independence. After living in a tent 
for over a year, she married at the age of 10 and went to work for 
CJW at 15. Along with her husband’s salary (house painter), this 
activity enabled them to meet their basic needs and gradually build 
a brick house. But bad luck was to strike. Her eldest son was 
stabbed by local mafia in 2001. Her husband also died of an illness 
in 2003. Despite these ordeals, she managed to find a job at CJW 
for three of her daughters, while two others continued with their 
studies. She now lives with one of her daughters and her son-in-
law, in the same place that she arrived in several decades ago as 
a refugee. 

“I am very grateful to CJW for everything the organisation has giv-
en me throughout these difficult times: work, a stable income for 
me and my daughters, responsibilities as the leader of my group 
and now a pension. And more importantly, I feel that CJW belongs 
to me. After so much hardship, CJW is now like a family to me”.  
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society, i.e. the cultural roots of gen-
der inequalities, and how they can 
help to deconstruct these169. 

“I took part in seminars on women’s 
rights. I learned that early marriages 
(Ed: under 18 years of age) are illegal. 
And that it was the same for dowries. 
I found out that it was a mistake to 
marry my daughter off at 13. This is 
why I’m going to let our second 
daughter, who is 18, study and make 
up her own mind”. (Yarida Yeasmine, 
Chandpur Mohamadeur, CJW).

This testimonial shows us how one of 
the artisans was able to learn some-
thing new, analyse it and then apply 
it to her own situation. And the result 
was a specific social change for her 
and her family. Gaining a sense of 
critical awareness is accompanied by 
an ability to take a more long-term 
view. Many of the women do not want 
their daughters to experience the 
subservient and marginalised lives 
that they themselves have led. 

“I fight for my rights and those of my 
children. I don’t want them to go 
through the hardships I have had to 
experience. I want them to be edu-
cated, and above all realise that all 
humans are equal. Society has cre-
ated norms that subjugate women” 
(Ruksana, Mahila Vikas Samooh, 
Bawana, Tara Projects).

The awakening they experience in 
terms of the inequality and so-
cio-economic injustice that women 
suffer is not just an individual pro-
cess, but also a collective one. Apart 
from the education work, our partners 
also offer group work within the work-
shops, encouraging discussion on 
this topic.

“We get together every Saturday. We 
discuss the orders, how to share out 
the work, etc. We also talk about fair 
trade, particularly salary issues”. 
(Group discussion, KSEWS, Sasha). 

The discussions tend to initially focus 
on technical issues. But the artisans 
quickly move on to other topics, often 
more personal (e.g. domestic violence). 
This leads them to understand that 

gender inequality issues are not just 
personal, but relate to society as a 
whole and are also cultural and political. 

“We often discuss issues of domestic 
violence. We try to offer support as a 
group”. (Alo, group discussion, Tara 
Projects).

“Now I’m able to speak out against 
the discrimination and turn to the law. 

DIPALI PRAMANIK (KSEWS, SASHA)

In 1984, Dipali Pramanik formed an embroidery and clothing microen-
terprise in the village of Kolaghat, Indian Bengal. After a long devel-
opment, the enterprise now exports products (scarves, bags, gloves, 
rings, aprons, etc.) to Europe and the United States. The business 
provides employees with health insurance and gives them a share of 
the profits via a savings plan. This success owes a lot to the perse-
verance and leadership of the founders, who constantly fought to 
improve quality, deadlines and, more generally, their organisation’s 
financial sustainability. This is especially so for Dipali, who received 
an “outstanding woman” award from the Confederation of Indian In-
dustry in 2010. 

“We are very committed to our organisation. It’s like a family for us. 
There are arguments sometimes, and some people threaten to go and 
work in the factories near the village. But it’s never that serious. It’s 
a much safer environment here, we have a lot of flexibility and we are 
involved in all the decisions”..



37GENDER AND FAIR TRADE HANDICRAFTS  STUDY NOVEMBER 2014 

The group has given me the strength 
to fight back if someone threatens 
me or persecutes me. This courage 
has come from the discussions we 
have, from the unity that exists be-
tween us”. (Group discussion, CJW). 

The fact that the groups consist ex-
clusively of women170 enables them 
to speak freely and strengthens the 
sense that they share the same 
cause, that they are a collective of 
united women (as well as being a 
source of internal power, see be-
low)171. In itself this represents con-
siderable social progress. It is quite 
rare on the Indian sub-continent for 
women to get involved in group ac-
tivities. Their sense of identity usu-
ally comes from the family unit172. 

The fair trade organisations there-
fore act as training venues and plac-
es for collective discussions, in 
which the artisans can provide each 

other with mutual support and learn 
about socio-economic or political 
rights. And yet the FTOs’ ability to 
raise the artisans’ awareness of cer-
tain issues must be placed in per-
spective. The crisis in fair trade 
handicrafts is severely restricting 
the resources that these organisa-
tions can allocate to this more ge-
neric training, a training that is 
non-lucrative in the short-term. In 
each of the organisations we visited, 
the employees stated that they 
lacked the resources to continue 
providing this kind of training173. 

“In the past, education was fully in-
tegrated with the fieldwork carried 
out by the trainers (Ed: training and 
technical support). But we can’t al-
low them to do this anymore because 
we only have 5-6 trainers left, who 
travel from one group to the next”. 
(Milton Suranjit Ratna, development 
manager, CJW).

An organisation such as Sasha does 
not allocate specific resources to 
this kind of work. The training pro-
vided by SSA (the branch handling 
community development) focuses 
almost entirely on issues of eco-
nomic empowerment. In addition, 
many groups are finding it more and 
more difficult to tackle these topics 
because of a lack of time. 

“We used to get together to discuss 
social issues such as better sala-
ries, property and environmental 
issues. But we do this less and less 
now, we just don’t have the time”. 
(Group discussion, KSEWS, Sasha).

Based on discussions with various 
employees from this group and from 
Sasha, this lack of time is mostly 
due to increasing demands from the 
fair trade importers in terms of qual-
ity and deadlines. Another factor is 
the increasingly diverse range of 

Group meeting, Sunita Handicrafts, Tara Projects – 07/2014
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Groupe de discussion, Corr Jute Works – 2014

orders (smaller volumes of products 
with the same design, which means 
the artisans need to learn how to 
make a new product more often, 
which reduces their productivity). 

According to Sujata Goswami, direc-
tor of SSA, “many of the artisans 
think of nothing else apart from work 
and fulfilling the orders”.
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“To want”
This area refers above all to gaining internal power, 

in other words self-confidence and self-esteem. 

There are various sources behind this increase  

in internal power. 

Firstly, it comes from the sense of 
accomplishment that is felt from 
being a working woman and having 
paid employment. This gives them 
a sense of social esteem and a 
sense of dignity within their com-
munity. Belonging to a fair trade 
handicraft organisation also gives 
the women plenty of opportunities 
to discuss issues and talk freely, 
for example during group meetings. 
These occasions give them the 
chance to speak in public174 and 
experiment with and assert their 
ideas. This builds their confidence 
in their own abilities175. The image 
projected by the group plays a cru-
cial role in the process of building 
a positive identity (this is what is 
known as “using the mirror effect 
to construct your identity”)176.

 “I am very happy and proud to be 
part of Tara. People now say, ‘copy 
Sofiya’, whereas before they would 
say, ‘don’t do what Sofiya does’, 
which has made all the difference 
for me”. (Sofiya, Tara Projects).

In a more general sense, the fact 
that they have come out of their 
position of isolation and are being 
exposed to the outside world also 
provides the women with an in-
creased sense of self-assurance 
(see also increase in mobility, be-
low). 

“We were recently stopped by the 
police while we were transporting 
products. They wanted to make us 
open our bags. We told them to do 
it themselves”. (Group discussion, 
CJW). 

The democratic way in which the 
FTOs operate also means that the 
positions of responsibility are ro-
tated: chair, treasurer, board mem-
ber, etc. Although these new re-
sponsibilities are often placed upon 
them (the women are elected by the 
group and feel obliged to accept the 
roles), and the roles require a great 
deal of effort, both in terms of per-
sonal training and at a psycholog-
ical level, the women usually feel 

that they benefit from the experi-
ence and also feel more sure of 
themselves.

“When the previous chair stood 
down, the 20 members of the group 
elected me to take over. It was a 
major responsibility but I am proud 
and happy to have taken on this 
leadership role”. (Anwari Begum, 
Mirpur 2 Refugee Women’s Group, 
CJW).

It has to be said however that dur-
ing this research many of the arti-
sans said they did not want to or 
were unable to get involved in this 
kind of activity. Either because they 
lacked the time or knowledge, or for 
safety reasons (also see the chap-
ter on leadership, below)177. 

“I don’t want to take on too many 
responsibilities because it’s not 
easy for me to travel around. I live 
far away, public transport isn’t safe 
and the lighting is poor. The risks of 
being attacked are too high. A male 
member of the family accompanies 
me when I absolutely have to trav-
el”. (Group discussion, Sasha). 
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“To be able to”
The different areas of empowerment discussed in 

previous chapters – associated with acquiring 

material and human resources, skills, critical 

awareness to develop greater autonomy and self-

esteem – form a foundation from which women are 

then able to renegotiate their position within their 

families, communities and, in a more general sense, 

society itself. The following chapters will therefore 

cover the artisans’ ability to individually and 

collectively influence their immediate and more 

distant environment.

Personal ability 
to influence 
those in their 
immediate 
environment
Having their own income (and there-
fore contributing to the family’s re-
sources) and improving their knowl-
edge and means of expressing 
themselves, increases the artisans’ 
confidence (see increase in internal 
power, above) in terms of the people 
in their immediate environment, es-
pecially their husbands. They are 
therefore in a position to renegotiate 
the power relationships they have 
with them. This repositioning work can 
be seen in the sharing of management 
of the family budget, reallocation of 
household chores, an increase in mo-
bility and improved land ownership. 
Women thereby improve their status 
within society and move on from sim-
ply being dependent on their hus-
bands, fathers or brothers. 

JOINT MANAGEMENT OF 
THE FAMILY BUDGET

Thanks to fair trade handicrafts, the 
women play a greater role when it 
comes to managing resources, par-
ticularly because they make a vis-
ible contribution to the family 
budget178 and/or have developed 
skills in this area (see the training 
referred to above). 

“We manage the family budget to-
gether, which wasn’t the case be-
fore”. (Haricha, Nagori village, Kali-
gonj, CJW). 

In many cases, the husbands give 
their wives greater freedom to act, 
and also trust them more. This is 
especially true when it comes to 
education, with the additional in-
come brought in by the women often 
being specifically put aside to pay 
for the children’s education, par-
ticularly the daughters’ education. 

“I convinced him to let our daugh-
ters stay in education longer”. 
(Haricha, Nagori village, Kaligonj, 
CJW).

The support provided by women to 
education is a very important ele-
ment in social progress. It extends 
the benefits of fair trade by invest-
ing in children’s education, which 
thereby benefits the whole family.

“I managed to convince my husband 
that educating our children was a 
long-term investment that would 
benefit the whole family. As a result, 
all of our children now have a good 
job and provide us with support”. 
(Rupu Begum, Doripara village, Kali-
gonj, CJW).

This process is often accompanied 
by a reappraisal of the social and 
professional value of daughters 
who were previously seen as “bur-
dens” on the family (particularly in 
India, and associated with the high 
rate of girl infanticides, see the 
analysis above)179. 

“Fighting to have our daughters 
educated is the most important 
thing we have to fight for”. (Basan-
ti, Doripara village, Kaligonj, CJW). 

Nevertheless, these changes in be-
haviour are not systematic and of-
ten come up against more powerful 
individual behaviours and social 
norms. One of the testimonials from 
a CJW artisan is particularly rele-
vant in this context. Having man-
aged to send her daughter to sec-
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ondary school, something 
unexpected happened: the daugh-
ter fell in love with an Imam. Despite 
protests from the artisan and from 
her husband, as well as various 
members of their community, the 
pair got married. 

“It was all very painful for me. I had 
invested in my daughter. I had 
worked hard to educate her and 
teach her about her rights as a 
woman. That’s all been lost now. My 
daughter wears the veil and stays 
at home all the time as a house-
wife”. (Rehena, Nagori village, Kali-
gonj, CJW). 

REALLOCATING 
HOUSEHOLD CHORES

Another area of power renegotia-
tion within the family unit is the area 
of household chores, and is linked 
to women’s professional activity. 
Because the women who work as 
artisans have extra duties to carry 
out, and often have to leave the 

home to work elsewhere, the 
household chores have to be reor-
ganised or reallocated while they 
are away.

“My husband helps out with the 
housework. Men don’t usually do 
this kind of work. But he under-
stands that the handicraft work is 
extra work for me”. (Haricha, Nago-
ri village, Kaligonj, CJW).

“My husband agreed to help me take 
care of our first child after it was 
born and to help out with the 
housework. When I got married I had 
one condition: that I could carry on 
working as an artisan, like my moth-
er. It was very important to me”. 
(Group discussion, CJW). 

In this last testimonial, the negoti-
ation took place before the wed-
ding, which is highly unusual given 
the very strong traditions associ-
ated with marriage in Bangladesh. 
It is obvious that in this instance 
the future bride’s mother played a 

key role by enabling her daughter 
to start working as an artisan before 
she got married, an advantage that 
her daughter didn’t want to give up. 
Nevertheless, this kind of role ne-
gotiation isn’t always successful, 
even when the women are educat-
ed and/or have significant respon-
sibilities. 

“We have a lot of financial worries. 
My children’s education is very ex-
pensive. I studied for a long time. If 
I worked some more, I’m sure I could 
use the extra income to pay for my 
family’s needs. But my husband 
doesn’t want me to. He says I need 
to look after the children and the 
home. He’s very stubborn and my 
mother-in-law backs him up”. 
(Group discussion, CJW). 

“I have a lot of work to do and some-
times I don’t feel up to it. I didn’t go 
to university. I’ve thought about 
taking some other kind of training 
but it’s difficult to combine that 
with the work I have to do at home. 
My husband has a construction 
business and doesn’t want to do 
any housework”. (Sandhya, Udha-
gram Lokoshikshaniketan, Sasha).

Therefore the opportunities women 
have to reposition themselves still 
face opposition from powerful so-
cio-cultural norms. The previous 
testimonial shows how difficult it 
can sometimes be for these women 
to reconcile the tasks that their 
new responsibilities bring (profes-
sional, domestic, reproductive, 
personal development tasks), with 
the significant impact these have 
on their quality of life. Some women 
clearly prefer to continue with the 
family structure as it stands, with 

Jewelry workshop, Sasha
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their work as an artisan simply sup-
porting, and not challenging, their 
role as a wife and mother180. As S. 
Goswami commented, “initially, 
most of the artisans prefer to stay 
at home so they can look after their 
children. For them, working as an 
artisan requires considerable addi-
tional effort, and they only see the 
benefits after a certain period of 
time”. 

When asked about their future 
hopes and dreams, most of the 
women don’t mention any desire for 
personal achievement. Almost sys-
tematically their hopes and dreams 
relate to their families, particularly 
their children, or their artisan friends 
from their group. 

“My dream is for all the women in the 
group to have a good life”. (Anwari 
Begum, Mirpur 2 Refugee Women’s 
Group, CJW). 

According to Devasmita Sridhar, a 
consultant working for Sasha, “for 
the artisans, having a personal 
dream is seen as being selfish”. By 
acting this way, the women are 
sealing themselves in a gen-
der-based hierarchy. In other words 
placing themselves in the “sacrifi-
cial” role that Indian or Bangladeshi 
society compels them to play.

INCREASE IN MOBILITY

Belonging to a fair trade group also 
offers the women the chance for 
some increased mobility: the intrin-
sic mobility that comes from the fact 
that they are no longer stuck at 
home, but also an ability to take 
decisions about travel. This travel 
consists of daily trips to the work-

shop (for those artisans who work 
away from home) as well as logistics 
related trips to places further away 
(e.g. collecting and transporting 
products to take them to the export 
depot in town, purchasing raw ma-
terials from the local market, taking 
part in fairs, workshops and exhibi-
tions, often overseas). 

“I often go to Dhaka to collect and 
deliver orders and take part in train-
ing. Our husbands used to always 
come with us at first, mostly be-
cause they were afraid that the 
nuns would convert us to Christian-
ity181. But they gradually realised 
that this wasn’t the case, and, more 
importantly, that this was well-paid 
work”. (Haricha, Nagori village, Kali-
gonj, CJW).

Some of the artisans we spoke to 
have managed to gain complete in-
dependence from men when it 
comes to travel, even in potentially 
dangerous situations (e.g. risk of 
assault) or travel that presents 
physical difficulties. 

“A few years after I started working 
for CJW I was chosen to transport 
products to Dhaka. Every Friday I 
collected the products from the dif-
ferent production locations and 
took them to the CJW offices by 
public transport. We didn’t want any 
of the men to help us out, despite 
the stress involved and the trans-
port problems. We wanted to be 
independent”. (Magdelena, Doripa-
ra village, Kaligonj, CJW). 

It was clear that these women were 
proud of the courage they had 
shown in facing the unknown and 
the fact that they could now move 

around freely in public. It should be 
noted however that some of these 
women only take these travel risks 
because they are forced to do so, 
particularly divorcees or widows182. 

As with the social networks referred 
to above, these increases in mobil-
ity are mostly the product of working 
in the workshops, which gives the 
women an “alibi” to enjoy greater 
freedom of movement. Working as 
an artisan part-time or at home 
therefore has less of an impact on 
women’s empowerment. While it 
provides greater flexibility in terms 
of working hours, it acts as less of 
a challenge to the gender-related 
power imbalances that exist in the 
world of work. This is why the fair 
trade organisations usually try to 
create workshop-based groups 
(with the exception of CJW), but this 
often meets with stiff opposition 
from the communities involved, es-
pecially amongst the Muslim minor-
ity in India. The cultural tradition of 
keeping women at home, restricting 
them to household chores and re-
productive tasks, is very strong 
there, especially in the countryside. 

“There is a horrible saying here, that 
a woman can only leave the house 
as a corpse”. (Alo, group discussion, 
Tara Projects). 

Several of the testimonials from 
Tara Projects artisans show that 
their current socio-professional 
position, and therefore their free-
dom of movement, had been the 
subject of long and difficult discus-
sions, both with their husbands and 
their in-laws. On such occasions the 
proactive role played by the FTO em-
ployees, as well as their diplomatic 
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skills, appear to play a crucial role.

“I was very afraid to start with, be-
cause everyone was against me. 
People didn’t want women to leave 
the home. My father, brother and 
husband said it was an insult to 
them, that it implied that they were 
unsuccessful. Tara employees 
came and talked to my family and 
other members of the community”. 
(Sunita, Sunita Handicrafts, Tara 
Projects). 

“When Moon (Ed: Tara Projects di-
rector) asked me to set up a group 
of artisans, I was terrified! But I re-
ally wanted to do it at the same time. 
It would mean lots of trips to Delhi. 
My grandfather was completely 
against it at first. Moon speaks Urdu 
(Ed: the local language) and spoke 
with him for quite some time. He 
came round in the end after visiting 
the Tara centre with me in Delhi”. 
(Mousmin, Khewai Mahila Hastshilp, 
Tara Projects). 

Most of the testimonials about mo-
bility come from Tara Projects (see 
also the boxes on Sofiya and Ruk-
sana). The Muslim minorities target-
ed by Tara Projects are most likely 
very conservative, especially when 
it comes to applying Purdah183. And 
finally, the artisans’ increased vis-
ibility, due to their more frequent 
travel in public, can lead to both 
respect (see the chapter on internal 
power above) and jealousy, particu-
larly from women who do not work.

LAND OWNERSHIP

Land ownership was discussed 
amongst some of the artisans we 
met184. 

RUKSANA (MAHILA VIKAS CRAFTS, TARA PROJECTS)

Fair trade handicrafts often work in mysterious ways! Ruksana can tes-
tify to this. She was married at 14 as part of an arranged marriage. She 
didn’t want to get married but her father, a rickshaw driver in a Delhi slum, 
quickly accepted her future husband’s marriage proposal for financial 
reasons. Despite plenty of other suitors, the social pressure meant she 
had to accept the marriage. Her father’s honour was at stake, but also 
her “marriageable” status if she refused the marriage. Nobody would have 
thought it would be a blessing in disguise. Ruksana’s husband job was 
the plating of handicraft products: by helping him in his daily work, she 
gradually learnt the various production techniques, which would bring 
her in touch with Tara Projects several years later. 

“My husband was invited one day to a meeting with Tara. Professor Sher-
ma (Ed: at the time director of Tara Projects) asked the producers to bring 
their wives. My husband refused at first, but I managed to convince him. 
I said it might be good for us financially. At the time I got very scared and 
stressed in front of others because I had been kept at home since I was 
15. But I overcame my fears. Later, Prof. Sherma asked me to put togeth-
er a group of artisans. He convinced me by telling me lots of stories of 
artisans who had managed to gain their freedom”. 

Ruksana now lives in a slum in Bawana, north-west Delhi, because of a 
forced displacement by the authorities. Those living there are mostly 
Muslim migrants originally from the states of Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and 
Bihar, who used to work in Delhi as workers, rickshaw drivers, fruit and 
vegetable sellers or in construction. But in Bawana the job prospects are 
slim and infrastructure practically non-existent. Despite this particular-
ly tough environment, Ruksana’s group has gradually managed to improve 
their living conditions because of fair trade handicrafts and other social 
programmes offered by Tara (microcredit, paramedic services, etc.). “Af-
ter so many years of isolation, life is as it should be”.
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“I argued with my brother a lot, but 
I managed to get half of my family 
lands, thanks to help from the own-
er”185. (Group discussion, KSEWS, 
Sasha). 

“I will share my land equally be-
tween my children, contrary to Is-
lamic law186”. (Hassina Begum, Pur-
bamonipur Women’s Group, CJW). 

Nevertheless, our interviews ap-
pear to show that this kind of ne-
gotiation is quite rare, despite the 
income brought in by the artisans. 
These issues of land ownership are 
in fact crucial in rural settings that 
are typically a more conservative 
environment, especially in terms of 
women’s rights. Controlling these 
resources remains a major chal-
lenge for most women.

SUMMARY OF WAYS A 
PERSON CAN INFLUENCE 
THOSE IN THEIR 
IMMEDIATE 
ENVIRONMENT

Fair trade can therefore play an im-
portant role in changing the power 
relationships between women and 
those in their immediate environ-
ment, to the benefit of the women 
themselves. But not all women ben-
efit from these changes in the same 
way. For example, working as an 
artisan at home certainly has less 
of an impact on emancipation than 
when the women work together in 
a workshop. There is also a risk that 
the male partner will reject any 
changes to the power relationship, 
changes that may lead to a “mas-
culine identity crisis”187. A Tara em-
ployee spoke of an artisan whose 
husband had left her because, ac-

cording to him, she had more inde-
pendence and this had brought 
“social shame”. The threat of sep-
aration188 is an important tool used 
by men to subjugate women. It is 
actually extremely difficult for a 
single woman to exist socially (due 
to the social stigma) and financial-
ly (access to work), both in Indian 
and Bangladeshi society. 

Women therefore have varied op-
portunities to reposition them-
selves. All of the interviews we 
carried out clearly demonstrated 
that the important financial support 
provided by fair trade plays an im-
portant factor when it comes to 
negotiating with men. As summa-
rised by Haricha (Nagori village, 
Kaligonj, CJW), “the increase in fi-
nancial security has been decisive”. 
As mentioned above, another cru-
cial factor has been the involve-
ment of FTOs. The fact that they 
actually speak to the families them-
selves and stress the financial ad-
vantages that their activity brings 
appears to carry a lot of weight. And 
finally, the image that these female 
“icons” represent to other women 
and girls is also an important factor 
in the emancipation process. One 
young artisan’s testimonial speaks 
volumes in this respect.

“Television has played an important 
role. It has opened up a whole new 
world for me. It has given me ideas. 
I was really motivated when I saw 
TV series with women working as 
police officers, judges, lawyers, 
etc.” (Sofiya, Tara Projects).

But inspiration can come from oth-
er sources too. In the next chapter 
we will look at the extent to which 

fair trade can promote emergence 
of female leaders as sources of in-
spiration and social emancipation 
within their communities. 

Personal ability 
to influence 
society
The positive impact of fair trade on 
renegotiating powers extends be-
yond the women’s immediate circle. 
The abilities that the artisans ac-
quire in the workplace, particularly 
leadership skills, can lead them to 
take on new responsibilities within 
their community or wider189 associ-
ations or political bodies. 

“I now play an advisory role for the 
rest of the community. I go to other 
villages and teach them how to 
start an artisan’s collective or co-
operative”. (Rehena, Nagori village, 
Kaligonj, CJW). 

“I am involved in politics and with 
my community’s associations. I 
fight whenever there is a cause to 
defend. I’m not afraid to fight for my 
rights”. (Sashi, group discussion, 
Tara Projects). 

While a more “informal” community 
involvement (as in Rehena’s case for 
example) is fairly commonplace, the 
example of women such as Sashi, 
who has got involved in politics and 
associations, appears to be much 
less common. Most of the women 
who were interviewed (the majority 
actually in leadership roles) said that 
they had neither the time, the re-
sources or the level of education for 
this kind of activity. Others were 
simply not interested and preferred 
to focus on their work190. 
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SOFIYA (TARA IN HOUSE, TARA PROJECTS)

Your fate in life can often turn on the 
smallest of incidents. This is even 
truer for the poorer in society, for 
whom a “bad” decision can have 
disastrous consequences. But in 
the case of Sofiya, one of Tara’s ar-
tisans, a brave decision has enabled 
her to drastically improve her living 
conditions. From a Muslim family of 
seven children, whom their rag-
and-bone man father could barely 
feed, her fate seemed to have been 
mapped out: like her elder sisters, 
she was set to marry early, raise 
children and remain at home to take 
care of the household chores. But 
she had a strong character and al-
ways thought that the lifestyle im-
posed by her father, and especially 
her uncle (she lived with her extend-
ed family in one house for a long 
time) was unfair. “As soon as the 
men came home we (the women) 
had to move into another room and 
be quiet. We weren’t even allowed 
to smile in their presence. I had to 
wear the burqa from the age of 12, 
and the only trips outside that were 
allowed were to go to school as a 
group. When my sisters got married 
I saw how some of them were con-
stantly assaulted or criticised by 
their husbands. I found all of this 
disheartening”. One day an oppor-
tunity came up: one of her brothers-
in-law told her about a trade fair 
taking place near their home. Sum-
moning up all her courage, she pre-
tended to go and wash laundry for 
some neighbours and went to the 
fair with her brother-in-law, visiting 
the different food and handicraft 
company stands. One of the Tara 

employees was interested in her 
story and gave her his business 
card, telling her she could definite-
ly come and work for them. “I was 
very afraid but also full of hope. 
When I got home, and was stuck 
indoors, I would look at the card 
every day. But I didn’t have the cour-
age to ask my father. Then one day 
I decided to talk to him and I told him 
everything. I begged him not to be 
worried about what others would 
think because I was just going to 
earn money for the household, mon-
ey that we desperately needed. 
When he initially refused I went on 
hunger strike. I quickly became very 
weak. He eventually gave in, saying 
that his honour was in my hands. I 
went back to see Tara and on the 
very same day they hired me to work 
in the packaging department. It was 
the best day of my life. I was over 
the moon when I got my first pay 
packet”. The day that she plucked 
up the courage to confront her fears 
and the social pressure was a turn-
ing point. “ It was difficult to start 
with because everyone gave me 
dirty looks when they saw me going 
to work. But I always stuck to the 

schedule, coming straight back 
home at 6 pm”. Sofiya now makes 
jewellery for Tara. This means she 
can look after her mother, who has 
been blind since she gave birth to 
her fourth daughter, as well as two 
of her nieces, whose mothers 
passed away. “I give them complete 
freedom in terms of their future. I will 
help them if they want to carry on 
studying, or if they want to get mar-
ried”. She doesn’t want to get mar-
ried herself and dreams of becoming 
a designer, while helping other 
women fight for their rights. “ I’m 
respected in the area and some 
women use me as an example. I’m 
no longer afraid of speaking in pub-
lic, I have a social network and I take 
part in meetings etc. When I think of 
my previous life I was very naive, I 
knew nothing about the world. All I 
did was work at home, eat and 
sleep. I am very grateful to my father. 
He was brave enough to help me 
although he was under a lot of pres-
sure. Unfortunately he has now 
passed away. But I am confident for 
the future. God watches us and will 
one day judge us based on the ac-
tions we take”.
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With this in mind, the example of 
artisan Hassina Begum is quite re-
vealing. A member of CJW’s board 
for two years, and outwardly very 
enthusiastic about serving another 
term of office, she said she had no 
wish to commit herself to anything 
beyond CJW. 

“I don’t want to get involved in an-
other association or in local poli-
tics. I’m not educated enough for 
that, I left school aged 11”. (Hassi-
na Begum, Purbamonipur Women’s 
Group, CJW). 

And yet in her position on the board, 
she has run a campaign, has en-
gaged with her “voters” and has 
dealt with important CJW stake-
holders; all experimental steps for 
a life in politics. But for the majori-
ty of artisans interviewed, both in 
India and Bangladesh, politics was 
viewed as a world that was polar-
ized (with the need to support one 
side or the other), corrupt and vio-
lent.

“I don’t want to get involved in po-
litical battles. I would have to sup-
port one side or the other”. (Group 
discussion, KSEWS, Sasha). 

Neha (Tara Projects) was one of the 
few artisans we met who, as well as 
managing her handicrafts microen-
terprise, was heavily involved in the 
political and activist side of her 
community. Her story illustrates the 
contingent nature of the artisans’ 
political commitment or involve-
ment in associations. Various con-
ditions converged that resulted in 
her taking on these responsibilities: 

She comes from a fairly well-off 

family (her father was a civil serv-
ant), one element (amongst many) 
that led to her studying at univer-
sity. 

Her brother’s murder, the result of 
a rivalry over village land, had a pro-
found effect on her and prompted 
her to work in the social sector. 
Following on from this, she bene-
fited from her family’s political con-
tacts to establish her own NGO.

The NGO tackles issues surrounding 
domestic violence (mediation ser-
vices, legal advice, cooperation 
with the police, etc.), which saw her 
rapidly expand her network. She 
was then contacted by the local 
branch of the Congress Party, which 
was looking for women to work with 
the party.

Because Neha needed income-gen-
erating activities for her NGO, she 
met with Tara’s managers who per-

suaded her to set up a group of 
artisans (making jewellery, bags, 
etc. for Tara Projects). 

And finally, she decided not to get 
married, which freed her from cer-
tain reproductive and domestic 
pressures. 

All of these aspects of her story 
show how the journey to reach this 
level of responsibility can be both 
long and hazardous. Neha actually 
pursued the opposite path to that 
taken by other leaders: she first of 
all held a management position in 
an NGO before then moving into fair 
trade handicrafts. So in her case it 
would be wrong to say that fair 
trade played a part in her taking on 
a leadership role. Moreover, her or-
ganisation currently has various 
financial problems due to a fall in 
orders from Tara Projects. One of 
Tara’s employees commented that 
while the organisation managed by 

Interview Hassina Begum  
(Purbamonipur Women’s Group, CJW) – 22/07/2014
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Neha (Begum Hasthilp Samooh) was 
very active politically (e.g. demon-
strations supporting women’s 
rights, “sit-ins” in front of the police 
station), it found it hard to meet 
quality requirements and deadlines. 
This example shows how difficult it 
can be for an FTO to combine eco-
nomic and political activities. Both 
require different (even contradic-
tory) profiles in terms of human 
resources, both at a leadership and 
artisan level191. 

Finally, and surprisingly, many of 
the artisans we met said that they 
were interested in politics, particu-
larly during the discussion with the 
CJW group, where all of the artisans 
said that they voted whenever there 
was an election, and did so inde-
pendently. 

“I decide who I vote for. I vote based 
on the parties, not the personali-
ties. I vote for whoever champions 
women’s rights. These are the 
smaller parties that aren’t in pow-
er”. (Group discussion, CJW). 

From a political perspective, it 
would be interesting to see our 
partners invest more in training, 
both in terms of social issues and 
developing leaders. Encouraging 
such leaders might serve as an ex-
ample to other artisans192.

Ability to 
influence at a 
collective level
This chapter focuses on the arti-
sans’ collective powers193, more 
specifically their ability to socially, 
economically and politically influ-
ence the various sectors and insti-

tutions in their surrounding envi-
ronment. Among other reasons, the 
three partners covered in this study 
were chosen because of their ca-
pacity to deliver social change (see 
social change project referred to in 
the introduction). They clearly de-
liver a significant impact in these 
fields. And yet it is in this area of 
activity that the fair trade sector 
shows the highest levels of dispar-
ity. This is due to the differing levels 
of resources available to each or-
ganisation, their philosophies and 
the levels of conscientization (or 
critical consciousness) that exist 
amongst the different groups of 
artisans. For this reason the rest of 
this chapter will focus on each of 
these three FTOs in turn, analysing 
them in terms of collective power 
and focusing in particular on the 
campaigning, lobbying and aware-
ness raising activities they conduct 
in support of women’s rights.

SASHA

As an organisation, Sasha is heav-
ily geared towards “microenterprise 
incubation” and focuses on the 

economic empowerment of women. 
Its ability to influence its environ-
ment is therefore focused on the 
economic sphere. An impact study 
carried out by Trade Aid has, for ex-
ample, shown that the added finan-
cial security for artisans in the Sa-
sha network has encouraged other 
women in the surrounding commu-
nity to become economically inde-
pendent, particularly in remote ar-
eas194. 

Sasha appears to have less influ-
ence in other areas. Nevertheless, 
Sasha runs or coordinates several 
social programmes that benefit vil-
lage communities (e.g. health edu-
cation projects run by the Usgara-
man group of artisans, or the 
malaria and tuberculosis preven-
tion project in Phulbani). A support 
programme for artisans, enabling 
them to gain better recognition 
(identity cards) and assistance from 
the public authorities (access to 
bank credit and insurance) could 
also increase overall recognition for 
the sector195.

Interview Neha (Tara Projects) – 05/08/2014
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In terms of lobbying and campaign-
ing, there appear to be some ac-
tivities focusing on fair trade196, 
but little that have to do with gen-
der itself197. Overall, Sasha did not 
appear to offer the artisans sys-
tematic support in terms of wom-
en’s rights issues. According to a 

consultant regularly employed by 
Sasha, “the organisation does 
have a gender policy, but it is lim-
ited in scope and is mainly focused 
on Sasha’s direct employees, and 
less so on the artisans them-
selves”198. The discussion group 
organised as part of this research 

was the fi rst of its kind for this or-
ganisation and showed a low level 
of critical awareness amongst the 
artisans on these issues. However 
they did all show a keen interest in 
working on this within their com-
munities. 

MOUSMIN (KHEWAI 
MAHILA HASTSHILP, 
TARA PROJECTS)

Mousmin and Sofi ya’s stories are 
very similar (see inset above). 
Mousmin is also from a large Muslim 
family and on several occasions 
has managed to summon the cour-
age to free herself from society’s 
pressures. Her situation was per-
haps even more diffi cult because 
she grew up in a rural area (a very 
isolated village to the north of Del-
hi, in Uttar Pradesh) that was very 
conservative and patriarchal. Few 
girls went to school, Mousmin in-
cluded, and she was limited to 
learning Urdu from her father, a 
preacher at the local village 
mosque, simply so she could read 
the Koran. She looked after the 
cows until she was 12, the age of 
puberty when she would be forced 
to stay at home, where she had to 
take care of various domestic tasks 
for the wider family (grandparents, 
uncles and aunts, cousins, etc.). 

“My village was and still is very or-
thodox. Very few people have tele-
vision, which is seen as wicked, 
and foreigners are viewed with 
suspicion. As for women, I always 
saw them as the equivalent to 

slaves, not even human. They had 
to listen and obey orders. For ex-
ample they had no say in their mar-
riage”. An incident in her youth 
traumatised her: she saw her 
grandmother beat her mother just 
because she hadn’t made the 
bread properly. Mousmin took hold 
of her grandmother and begged her 
to stop. “I didn’t understand why 
my mother wouldn’t defend herself, 
I was shocked by the whole thing. 
From that moment on I told myself 
that I would never live like that”. 
Several years later she managed to 
persuade her father to let her work 
in an embroidery and jewellery 
workshop. This gives her the op-
portunity to secretly learn Hindi and 

to meet Moon, director of Tara Pro-
jects. This fi rst contact was crucial 
because several years later Moon 
asked her to put together a group 
of artisans after the manager of an 
artisan group retired. Like Sofi ya, 
Mousmin is now highly respected 
within her community. She even 
attends conferences to talk about 
her experience and women’s rights. 
“I am very happy and proud to take 
part in these discussions. A wom-
an’s main strength is her dignity 
and the respect that she inspires. 
We are as capable as men are! Girls 
and boys do come from the same 
mother after all”.
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Focus group, Sasha – 30/07/2014

organised seminars include events 
focusing on the dowry system, vio-
lence against women201 and the traf-
ficking of women and children202. In 
addition, more active artisans are 
involved in the local family courts or 
take part in demonstrations in sup-
port of women’s rights. 

“Several of us, from different 
groups, recently took part in a 
march on International Women’s 
Day". (Group discussion, CJW)203.

Most of these artisans belong to sta-
ble groups that are well-developed 
and geographically close to CJW 
(which de facto excludes most of the 
groups located in rural areas). Despite 
their relatively small number, their 
involvement in this kind of activity is 
remarkable given how relatively os-
tracised women are in Bangladeshi 
public life, particularly more margin-
alised women. Clearly, the fact that 
they belong to a fair trade handicraft 
group has played a key role in this 
involvement. 

They also benefit from CJW’s strate-
gic commitment to invest in these 

issues, a commitment that can be 
seen in its highly developed gender 
policy204. Even though, as in Sasha’s 
case, this policy mostly concerns 
CJW’s direct employees205, a complete 
chapter is dedicated to providing the 
artisans with support on gender is-
sues (training, access to information, 
developing leaders, etc.). The docu-
ment also refers to CJW’s involvement 
in gender campaigns and lobbying, but 
in a much less detailed way. In this 
area CJW mostly works in partnership 
with other organisations such as Nar-
ipokkho206, The Hunger Project-Bang-
ladesh207, Shapla Neer208 and even the 
“We Can” campaign209. More generally, 
CJW’s work on gender clearly benefits 
from its close relationship with its par-
ent organisation, Caritas Bangladesh, 
which has considerable human and 
financial resources210. 

TARA PROJECTS

Tara Projects is clearly highly active 
on issues of social change in gen-
eral, combining fair trade handicraft 
activities with social and microfi-
nance programmes. The organisa-
tion does, however, have a strong 

According to S. Goswami, “gen-
der-focused education, awareness 
raising and lobbying is not current-
ly part of Sasha’s mandate but there 
have been recent discussions with-
in the board with a view to running 
this kind of activity”. Initially, “the 
idea would be to give each of the 
groups involved in the discussion 
their autonomy and encourage 
them to implement an action plan 
that defines the audiences, activ-
ities and partnerships that should 
be developed for women’s rights”. 
As part of this process, Sasha could 
receive support from some its more 
experienced groups. We have al-
ready mentioned the Jeevika or-
ganisation199, but groups such as 
Durbar and KSEWS are also involved 
in lobbying activity at a local lev-
el200. And finally, if Sasha does de-
cide to get more involved in this 
area, it could have a significant 
impact given the network, resourc-
es and skills that the organisation 
has in terms of supporting artisans. 

CORR – THE JUTE 
WORKS

As the largest FTO in Bangladesh, 
CJW has considerable resources, 
and some of these are allocated to 
education and campaigning work. In 
terms of gender, our interviews 
clearly highlighted a high level of 
collective critical awareness 
amongst the CJW artisans and 
therefore a significant influence po-
tential. As mentioned above, the 
organisation encourages women to 
take part in group discussions, get 
involved in meetings and participate 
in various conferences on this topic. 
According to Milton Suranjit Ratna 
(development manager), recently 
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“education” focus (see sewing, 
embroidery and IT training as well 
as the schools referred to above)211, 
and this is clearly at the expense of 
any campaigning or lobbying activ-
ities (for which it appears to have 
fewer resources, both in a human 
and a financial sense)212. 

It appears to have a relatively high 
level of influence in terms of gender 
issues. Each year it organises var-
ious activities on International Girl 
Child Day (11 October) and Interna-
tional Women’s Day (8 March)213. It 
has an advantage in this area be-
cause its audience extends beyond 
its artisans (for example, the ben-
eficiaries of its social or microcre-
dit programmes). The organisation 
seems to limit its campaigning and 
lobbying on gender issues to a reg-
ular involvement with partner cam-
paigns (e.g. Oxfam India’s “Close the 
gap” campaigns214, street theatre 
on domestic violence issues with 
the NGO, Jagory215). 

Despite these various activities, the 
organisation’s social objective 
clearly places less emphasis on 
women as a specific target group 
than that of an FTO such as CJW. As 
an example, Tara Projects’ gender 
policy is less well developed than 
that of the Bangladeshi organisa-
tion. Tara’s policy instead contains 
a few lines prohibiting the harass-
ment and discrimination of its em-
ployees216. The artisans, however, 
appear to be engaged in a fairly high 
level of activity and are relatively 
autonomous when it comes to so-
cial rights, as can be seen in the 
testimonial from Sunita in Badarpur. 

“We have gradually managed to 
change our community’s way of 
thinking. Along with five other mem-
bers of the group, I am now a com-
munity representative. In the 
evening we go from house to house, 
mobilising them about healthcare 
issues, domestic violence, child 
labour and access to basic servic-
es. At the beginning we used to 

travel as a group, but we are now 
confident enough and have suffi-
cient respect that we can travel on 
our own. Recently the area’s water 
was cut off for three days. A group 
of women went to the water distri-
bution company and smashed ter-
racotta pots in front of them! We 
can achieve a lot when we come 
together as a group”. (Sunita, Suni-
ta Handicrafts, Tara Projects). 

The different interviews conducted 
for this study also seem to show 
that the organisation is skilled at 
identifying and then supporting 
women leaders (they account for 
approximately 50% of the total 
number of group leaders217). As 
highlighted above, Tara’s managers 
get personally involved in speaking 
to families, convincing them to al-
low their women to join the organ-
isation. A “Be the Change” prize is 
also awarded on a regular basis to 
reward the involvement displayed 
by these leaders218. As a result, 
many of the groups have charis-

Focus groupe CJW – 22/07/2014
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matic leaders such as Sofiya, Suni-
ta, Ruksana and Neha (see testimo-
nials or boxes that appear 
throughout this study). Although 
many of the leaders have no in-
volvement in associations or poli-
tics beyond their involvement with 
these FTO partners, they play a ma-
jor role in adding dynamism to the 
activities of artisans and their com-
munities.

LEVEL OF COLLECTIVE 
INFLUENCE FOR THE 
THREE FTOS’ IN THIS 
STUDY: A SUMMARY

As highlighted at the start of this 
chapter, the ability of the three or-
ganisations to influence issues at 
a local or national level does vary, 
particularly in terms of gender cam-
paigning, awareness raising and 
lobbying. One of the reasons for this 
is clearly because this kind of ac-

tivity diverges from the main objec-
tives of fair trade – delivering better 
living conditions for artisans at an 
individual level – and that the or-
ganisations have limited financial 
and human resources. Moreover, 
getting involved in a field as spe-
cific as gender is highly dependent 
on the strategic commitment of 
each organisation, which is itself 
linked to each organisation’s pre-
ferred target audience (e.g. CJW 
compared to Tara Projects). Finally, 
the groups’ geographic location 
also plays an important role, with 
any involvement in political activi-
ties such as demonstrations a lot 
more difficult in rural settings 
(linked to the mobility issues high-
lighted above).

Each of the three organisations 
performs an important role in bring-
ing together the groups of artisans, 
particularly through their demo-

cratic bodies. This is crucial, as 
women’s involvement in collectives 
is both extremely rare and cultural-
ly unacceptable in India and Bang-
ladesh. As Tushar Kona Khander (a 
Dhaka Handicrafts consultant) 
mentioned during one of our inter-
views, the fair trade handicraft or-
ganisations have a considerable 
advantage in this respect compared 
to other NGOs, because they have 
already formed a number of collec-
tives. The downside is that most of 
the artisans do not have enough 
time or resources to get involved in 
anything else apart from productive 
tasks. The challenge is therefore to 
get the more dynamic groups in-
volved in campaigns for women’s 
empowerment. Thoughts on the 
possible topic(s) and format(s) of 
the campaign planned as part of 
this study will be covered in a sep-
arate piece of analysis.

Embroidery school (Taja 8, Tara Projects, Pataudi village, Haryana) – 07/08/2014
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Conclusions
This study has provided us with an overview of the 

various contributions that fair trade handicraft 

makes to women’s empowerment in India and 

Bangladesh (see table 3 below). 

Belonging to a fair trade organisa-
tion usually results in a significant 
change for the artisans involved as 
they gain material and human re-
sources, skills, critical awareness 
and self-esteem. This membership 
can also serve to redefine their 
roles within the home, resulting in 
an increase in mobility and can 
sometimes see them involved in 
socio-political activities (mostly 
within their organisation, rarely 
outside). While some authors sug-
gest that the financial incentive is 
often not a priority for the artisans, 
our interviews appear to indicate 
that it remains a key factor. For 
most of the women we met, the sal-
ary prospects and decent working 
conditions have carried significant 
weight in the negotiations they held 
with their immediate family. It has 
served as a real trigger for change 
and opened the door to other forms 
of empowerment219. 

However fair trade handicraft does 
have its limitations: it fails to con-
sistently challenge the way that 
tasks are shared out according to 
gender220; it always relies heavily on 
women’s ability to liberate them-
selves from the norms and controls 
applied by their husbands and in-
laws; available resources are often 
quite limited; while it has elements 
that make the work suitable for 

women (flexibility of work location 
and working schedule in particu-
lar)221, it can also keep the women 
confined to the home when the 
work is not performed in a work-
shop222. And finally, its impact on 
women’s practical needs (well-be-
ing, income, knowledge, etc.) is 
clearly more significant and sys-
tematic than on their strategic 
needs (redefinition of women’s 
subordinate role, better access to 
and control of the means of produc-
tion and benefits, etc.)223. 

Each FTO’s ability to satisfy both 
needs, i.e. to find the right balance 
between the economic and so-
cio-political empowerment of wom-
en224, is based on various factors: 
long-term strategy, target audienc-
es, the groups’ geographical loca-
tion, financial and human resourc-
es, ability to form artisan collectives 
and raise awareness amongst 
these groups, and to do so in a par-
ticipative rather than top-down 
way. Examples of best practices 
that were identified in this study 
include the implementation of a 
more profound gender policy (in or-
der to give women a more targeted 
support, e.g. when it comes to pub-
lic transportation or flexible working 
hours), the creation of places where 
women can have discussions (but 
also for men to discuss women’s 

rights) or the establishment of 
leader development training 
schemes. Oxfam-Magasins du 
monde’s social change programme 
has provided an initial opportunity 
for the sharing of these kinds of 
experiences and practices between 
the different partners in relation to 
these issues. Working together to 
build a campaign on gender and fair 
trade handicraft should help to 
strengthen and cement this trend.
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AREA CONTRIBUTIONS LIMITATIONS

“To have” Material resources: 
• Fair wages.
• Social benefits (maternity leave, health insurance, pen-

sions, etc.).
• Flexible working, especially in terms of reproductive 

tasks. 
• Access to financial services (e.g. saving funds, 

microcredit). 
• Opportunities to invest in education, healthcare, etc. 
Human resources:
• Solidarity network, e.g. combating (domestic) violence 

or scheduling working time.
• Psychological support (and legal in some groups).
• Combating rural depopulation.

• Not a living wage. 
• Fall in number of orders within fair trade sector.
• Growing demands from buyers (quality, timescales, 

diversity). 
• Handicraft work not highly valued at a social level.
• Discrimination towards women with no network/

contacts. 

“To know” • Acquiring technical skills, through professional and 
practical training (e.g. production, group 
management).

• Acquiring basic knowledge through generic training (e.g. 
literacy, languages, IT). 

• Ability to develop individual/collective critical aware-
ness through awareness raising and discussions as a 
group:

 - Women’s rights (e.g. combating domestic violence).
 - Rights of the girl child (e.g. education).
 - Developing an interest in democratic life, the right to 
vote, etc. 

• FTOs lack of financial and human resources for training. 
• Artisans’ lack of time to undertake training, particularly 

personal development training. 

“To want” • Self-esteem. 
• Self-confidence. 
• Group identity.
• Increased respect from family/community. 

• Potential distrust/hostility from family/community. 
• Fear of the unknown, possible difficulties associated 

with increased responsibilities.
• Lack of interest/willingness to get involved in any activ-

ities (e.g. socio-political) apart from productive work. 
• Sacrifice for the family, at the expense of personal 

development. 

“To be able to”
Individual ability to influence:
• Joint management of the family budget.
• Sharing household chores with the husband.
• Increase in mobility.
• Land ownership.
• Development of leaders involved in associations and 

political life at a local/regional level. 
Collective ability to influence:
• Good example shown to other communities (and mem-

bers of these communities) by the socio-economic 
success of FTOs/groups of women. 

• Target audience of the FTOs’ social programmes wider 
than just artisans, aimed at communities. 

• Grouping of craftswomen into activist action groups at 
a local/national level.

• FTO lobbying for human rights, particularly women’s 
rights.

• Work overload for women when combined with reproduc-
tive tasks.

• Work is often within the home, limiting women’s mobility 
opportunities and chance to make social contacts.

• Gender-based distribution of socio-professional roles not 
always challenged.

• Possible cause of conflict/strong resistance from within 
the (wider) family/community, the result of entrenched 
social norms, especially at a rural level. 

• Insecurity caused by mobility. 
• Discriminatory nature of political involvement, which is 

more well-developed in urban as opposed to rural areas. 
• FTOs’ target group can be very wide, which may reduce 

the potential to empower craftswomen.
• Difficult for FTOs/craftswomen to combine economic and 

socio-economic empowerment (particularly in terms of 
skills).

Table 3. Summary of fair trade handicraft’s contributions and limitations in relation to women’s empowerment.
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ANNEX
A campaign on gender and 
fair trade handicrafts?
The object of this study is to present the context 

and arguments in favour of a North/South campaign 

in 2015-2016 on gender and fair trade handicrafts, 

both for Oxfam-Magasins du Monde (Omdm) and for 

the partners involved. The aim here is not to study 

the impact of fair trade handicrafts on women, 

since this aspect has been explored in depth in a 

separate study1. Nor is the aim to give a precise and 

complete common campaign outline or all the 

aspects that are specific to each partner (sub-

themes, actions, tools, etc.). These elements will 

be discussed at a seminar in Brussels next 

December, and then worked out in more detail 

during the campaign preparation period, scheduled 

between January and August of 2015. 

Context
The idea of conducting a campaign 
on gender and fair trade handicrafts 
is part of a wider project called “so-
cial change”. Financed by the DGD2, 
this aim of the project during the 
first phase (2011-2013) was to ini-
tiate ideas to reinforce the position 
of partners from the South in the 
educational strategy of Omdm, as 
was mentioned in the strategy 
memorandum “Education and De-
velopment” by the Belgian co-op-
eration3. One argument was that, “in 
order to organise efficient educa-
tion in development, it is important 
to ensure the relevancy and legiti-

macy of the messages transmitted 
jointly with the South, and to do so 
by involving the organisations of 
the South in the approach to edu-
cation and development”.

More broadly speaking, the objec-
tive was to see how to set up a 
partnership beyond a simple com-
mercial relationship, by developing 
our respective capacities together 
with a selection of partners at the 
social, educational and political lev-
els. During this first phase, different 
seminars and field missions allowed 
the project partners to debate is-
sues concerning their visions, strat-

egies and audience for social 
change, to examine the role that fair 
trade might play in it, as well as to 
share tools, practices and experi-
ences at an educational and/or po-
litical level. 

During the closing week, four work-
ing areas were identified: the con-
tinuation of exchanges about the 
methods for the education of young 
people (e.g. around the theme of re-
sponsible consumption), the tools to 
inform consumers (especially con-
cerning the producers, for example 
through an approach of the PPP type4 
from the Omdm) and the practices of 
(popular) education (through, for ex-
ample, a digital tool-sharing plat-
form)5. A marked interest in develop-
ing common North/South campaigns 
was also expressed. The Omdm’s 
proposal to organise a gender and 
handicrafts campaign was received 
with great enthusiasm, so the idea 
will become the main component of 
the programme for the 2014-2016 
period. It should also constitute a 
concrete way for partners to work 
together on questions of social 
change.

Case statement
A campaign with the theme gender 
and fair trade handicrafts naturally 
has the advantage of improving vis-
ibility, and so, hopefully, the well-be-
ing and autonomy of the women 
producers working for our partners. 
A certain number of contextual ele-
ments could improve its impact: 
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EVENT DATE ORGANISATION

Gender focus of the European Development Year March 2015 European Union

International Day of the Girl Child 11 October 2015 UN

Fair Trade Week October 2015 CTB12 

National women’s day in Belgium 11 November 2015 Belgium

International Day for the Elimination of Violence against Women 25 November 2015 UN

International Women's Day 8 March 2016 UN

International Fair Trade Day 11 May 2016 WFTO / FLO

Beijing+20 Event during the European Development Days  
(Brussels)

June 2016 European Commission 

Table 1. Gender and development events 2015 - 2016 

• The theme fits in perfectly with the 
WFTO’s new gender strategy. Ap-
proved at the organisation’s last 
general assembly, on 29 May 2013 
in Rio de Janeiro, this strategy 
encourages all members to “draw 
up clear policies and action plans 
to attack the root causes of ine-
quality between men and wom-
en”6. A joint campaign with our 
partners would contribute to this 
strategy, both in the North and the 
South, in particular to its political 
aspect, which aims at “bringing 
gender considerations into advo-
cacy programmes, in order to in-
fluence politicians and deci-
sion-makers to deal with the 
structural obstacles that prevent 
women from exercising their 
rights”. 

• The theme fits in with the system-
atisation of gender aspects in 
development policies over the 
past few years. So in Belgium, 
gender has been preserved as a 
transversal theme in the new law 
on cooperation in development of 
2013, and could even be the sub-
ject of more specific programmes 
in the future7. More generally, 2015 
will be a particularly interesting 

year since it will be marked by 
many events linked to the two 
themes (see table 1): 

 - Redefinition of the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG) in the 
UN’s global development frame-
work8. More precisely, many civil 
society groups are campaigning 
for equality between men and 
women to constitute a transver-
sal aspect of all new MDGs9. 

 - The Year of European Develop-
ment, with March in particular 
being specifically devoted to 
the rights of women and girls. 

 - Twentieth anniversary of the 
Beijing Declaration10, which 
could offer media visibility and 
opportunities, especially in the 
context of the campaign of UN 
Women “Beijing +20”11.

• The subject also allows the Omdm 
and its partners to develop the 
socio-political content of fair 
trade handicrafts (which repre-
sents all or most of their activi-
ties). In fact, handicrafts are gen-
erally considered as less politically 
charged than the agricultural 
sector. By demonstrating / com-

municating all the economic, so-
cial and political impacts of fair 
trade handicrafts on the ques-
tions of inequality between men 
and women, the campaign has the 
potential to reinforce the image 
and the political positioning of the 
different member organisations. 

MORE SPECIFICALLY FOR 
THE OMDM, THE 
CAMPAIGN SHOULD 
ALLOW US:

• To reassert our position as an ad-
vanced player in the field of fair 
trade (cf. principle 3 of Omdm’s fair 
trade – focus on the most disad-
vantaged producers and workers, 
and principle 7 – participatory 
logic, through the construction of 
a campaign)13.

• To develop our expertise in the field 
of handicrafts (cf. complementarity 
with the specialisation in food of 
our sister organisation Oxfam 
Wereld Winkels).

• To align ourselves with the Oxfam 
International’s campaign on ine-
qualities14 as well as strategic plan 
(2013-2019)15. The latter gives many 
references to gender, makes justice 
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between men and women one of 
its six strategic change goals (goal 
2)16 and advocates for a “Worldwide 
Influencing network” (WIN), into 
which a N/S campaign fits 
perfectly.

• Contributing to the repoliticisation 
of our movement (ongoing work 
within the Omdm), around a rela-
tively new and potentially resonant 

theme among our volunteers (cf. 
the mainly feminine composition 
of the movement). 

We can see that the North/South 
campaign in 2015-2016 on the 
theme of gender and handicrafts 
could have a relatively important 
impact and scope (even more so if 
other organisations join, for exam-
ple, from inside the WFTO network). 

Conducted both globally and com-
plementarily, the campaign should 
improve the credibility and relevan-
cy of the discourse of partner or-
ganisations in relation to North/
South citizens and consumers in 
the objective of reinforcing their 
participation in a fairer model of 
production and consumption.

Patrick Veillard

1 Veillard P. November 2014. Gender and fair trade handicrafts. The impact of fair trade handicrafts on women empowerment in India and Bangladesh.
2 Direction Générale du Développement [General Development Office], a public body in charge of development cooperation in Belgium. 
3 DGD. March 2012. Note de stratégie éducation au développement. 
4 Product / Partner / Political Project. See also the analysis: Oxfam-Magasins du monde. Juillet 2011. 35 ans d’Oxfam-Magasins du monde. Des premiers pas d’Ox-

fam-Belgique aux nouveaux défis du commerce équitable.
 5 Among the ten principles of fair trade of the WFTO, number six was modified in 2013 to put greater accent on the economic empowerment of women. This principle 

now requires that the WFTO and its members promote the equality of the sexes, guarantee women access to resources, particularly to land, pay women the same 
wages as men (for work of equal value), even in situations of informal employment, and finally, take into account the health and safety needs that are specific to 
women.

 6 WFTO. 08/03/2013. WFTO urges change by governments. Fair trade agenda to improve women’s lives marking international women’s day.
 7 Most development programmes only “inject” gender into projects related to a precise area, most often in agricultural supply chains.
8 A particularly important date will be the United Nations summit on MDG from 20 to 22 September. 
9 t is also interesting to note that the UN’s new Special Rapporteur on the Right to Food, Ms Hilal Elver, has shown interest in fair trade and gender. After her nomination, 

the European Fair Trade Advocacy Office sent her a congratulatory letter, to which she replied: “fair trade, particularly when related to gender, is very important to me”.
 10 The World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995 resulted in particular in the introduction of the Beijing Platform for Action (BPFA). This platform set international 

organisations, governments and civil society two goals: the empowerment of women and the incorporation of gender into public policy. With this aim, it organised 
work in 12 priority action areas, each of which was the object of regular monitoring and recommendations directed at the entire international community. The present 
context is characterised by risks of regression due to very strong lobbying by conservative countries, and by the Vatican in particular towards developing countries.

11 See the site UN Women for the list of events taking place in the world in the run-up to this 20thanniversary.
12 Coopération Technique Belge (Belgian Technical Cooperation). 
13 Veillard P. Mars 2013. Le commerce équitable aujourd’hui. Etat des lieux, tendances et positionnement d’Oxfam-Magasins du monde. 
14 Oxfam International. 2014. Time to end extreme inequality.
15 Oxfam. 2013. Strategic Plan 2013-2019. The power of people against poverty. 
16 Among the references to gender in the implementation strategies: “promoting leadership and participation of female producers in Oxfam’s Fair Trade networks and 

promoting women’s agency and leadership across all of Oxfam’s work”; “alliance-building with civil society organizations”; “training poor ‘at-risk’ women to under-
stand their rights and building their capacity to lead and influence decision-makers”. Source: Oxfam. 2014. Transformative leadership for women’s rights. An Oxfam 
guide. Understanding how leadership can create sustainable change that promotes women’s rights and gender equality.

March for World Fair Trade Day, Tara Projects - 2006
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Oxfam-Magasins du monde, an 

organisation also constantly 

seeking to find the right balance 

between its commercial and 

political/educational activities. 

See: Veillard P. Mars 2013. Le 

commerce équitable aujourd’hui. 

Etat des lieux, tendances et 

positionnement d’Oxfam-Magasins 

du monde. 

192  As with all of the training referred 

to earlier in this study, the FTOs 

often lack the resources required 

to give this training. This 

situation is aggravated by the 

crisis in the fair trade sector and 

growing demands from 

importers. A consultant 

employed by Sasha told us that 

the organisation used to provide 

such training, but had to cancel 

it due to a lack of resources.

193  As a reminder, a definite 

connection exists between 

individual and collective 

empowerment: the group relies 

on a minimum level of individual 

action with these individuals, 

which is then strengthened by 

collective action.

194  Trade Aid. April 2009. Fair trade 

impact assessment.

195  Oxfam-Magasins du monde. 

2010. Sasha, partenaire indien 

d’artisanat équitable.

196  According to the latest EFTA 

information report, none of 

Sasha’s employees are directly 

involved in campaigning or 

lobbying activities. The 

“campaigning” activities primarily 

consist of promoting fair trade in 

general as part of World Fair 

Trade Day, in cooperation with 

the WFTO. The organisation 

appears to have taken part in 

national or international events 

such as the World Social Forum. 

It has also put together various 

partnerships, in particular with a 

local radio, Jadavpur University 

and with environmental and 

human rights NGOs. Source: 

Oxfam-Magasins du monde. 

2010. Sasha, partenaire indien 

d’artisanat équitable.

197  According to documents 

provided by the organisation, 

only the celebration of 

International Women’s Day 

focuses on gender. 

198  Sasha association for craft 

producers. April 2012. Fair trade 

policy. Point 6: non-

discrimination and gender equity. 

199  http://

jeevikadevelopmentsociety.org/. 

200  Mehta R. 2014. Sasha’s role in 
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women centered-development. 

Presentation during Oxfam 

partner’s day.

201  This workshop was held on 10 

March 2013 to coincide with 

International Women’s Day and 

was entitled “a promise is a 

promise: it is time to end violence 

against women”. It mainly 

focused on domestic violence 

and, interestingly, some men 

took part. More generally, the 

organisation has a “training the 

trainers” policy, bringing in 

external experts (e.g. CAFOD, 

British development agency). 

Source: CORR-The Jute Works. 

2014. Annual report 2012-2013.

202  However it has been difficult to 

gauge the specific level of the 

FTO’s activity in this field 

because we were not provided 

with any lists.

203  The demonstration was 

organised by the “Girl Child 

Advocacy Forum”, see below. 

Five members of CJW took part, 

with other members from Caritas 

Bangladesh. Source: CORR-The 

Jute Works. 2014. Annual report 

2012-2013.

204  CORR – The Jute Works. 2013. 

Gender policy. Social and Trade 

Justice is the Basis of CJW. 

Maximizing benefit of artisans is 

its Aim.

205  Developed in 2005, and revised in 

2013, this policy aims to increase 

the number of women directly 

employed by the organisation 

(from 26% in 2010 to a target of 

35-40% in 2015, and 50% in 

management by 2018). Another 

objective is to create a working 

environment better suited to 

women: staff training on gender, 

social benefits (e.g. maternity/

paternity leave, crèches, flexible 

working hours, refunds for two 

bus tickets to minimise the risk 

of assault), zero tolerance 

towards all forms of harassment, 

etc. And finally, CJW has 

implementation committees at a 

national, regional and local level 

to embed this gender policy 

within all levels of the 

organisation.

206  Naripokkho is an activist 

organisation campaigning for 

women’s rights, based in Dhaka. 

Founded in 1983, its members 

(mostly volunteers) combat all 

forms of inequality towards 

women, particularly issues 

relating to violence and 

discrimination.

207  The Hunger Project-Bangladesh 

is a Bangladeshi NGO that 

organises an annual National 

Girls’ Rights Day. Over 50 NGOs, 

part of the “Girl Child Advocacy 

Forum” (including CJW), take part 

on 30 September each year. 

208  Shapla Neer is a Japanese NGO. 

Some of their activity focuses on 

fair trade. It has an office in 

Dhaka. CJW took part in one of 

their campaigns in 2013 that 

focused on highlighting 

domestic work by girls. See also: 

http://www.shaplaneer.org/

english/support/domestic_

worker.html. 

209  “We Can” is a campaign launched 

in 2004 designed to “make 

violence against women less 

socially acceptable”. Initially 

bringing together NGOs, 

individuals and institutions from 

six countries in southern Asia 

(Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, 

Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka), it 

has since expanded to include 

Indonesia, the Netherlands and 

British Columbia in Canada. 

http://policy-practice.oxfam.

org.uk/our-work/gender-

justice/we-can. 

210  For example, the CJW gender 

policy referred to above is 

directly taken from the policy 

developed by Caritas Bangladesh 

(http://www.caritasbd.org). This 

close relationship with Caritas 

can, however, have its 

downsides, given the ties that 

Caritas has with the Catholic 

church and its less than 

progressive stance on gender 

issues.

211  It is also worth noting that Tara 

places an emphasis on girls in a 

lot of its training (e.g. 80% of IT 

students are girls/women).

212  According to the latest EFTA 

information report, five people 

are employed in lobbying and 

campaigning activity. But these 

same people work on community 

development programmes, which 

appears to be a higher priority for 

the organisation. Source: Tara 

Projects. 2012. EFTA information 

form.

213  Examples: training sessions on 

women’s rights, seminars on 

domestic violence, external 
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presentations, such as 

Mousmin’s testimonial above. 

But as with CJW, Tara Projects 

did not send us a detailed list of 

its activities in this field, which 

means we are unable to make 

exact comparisons.

214  A three-year campaign designed 

to reduce inequalities in India, 

specifically by launching an 

“open dialogue with the public”, 

using social networks and other 

mass media. The first year (2013) 

tackled gender inequalities, with 

a particular focus on women’s 

representation within public 

authorities. Source: Oxfam India. 

2013. Indians demand equality 

for women. www.closethegap.in.

215  http://jagori.org/. 

216  Tara Projects. 2013. Gender 

Policy. 

217  Tara Projects. 2012. EFTA 

information form.

218  Tara Projects. 04/08/2014. 

Presentation on gender issues 

and equality.

219  As a Tara Projects consultant 

commented, “simple awareness 

raising on women’s rights is not 

enough. To deliver real impact 

you also have to make a 

difference at a financial level”. 

He used the example of women 

who were highly educated but in 

a weak financial position, which 

meant they were fundamentally 

unable to change the power 

relationships they have with 

men.

220  For example in the Tara Projects 

group, “Taja-8”, metalwork and 

jewellery work is exclusively a 

male domain and there is a clear 

physical separation between 

men and women within the 

workshop. The group employs 

very few women as many of the 

younger female employees leave 

the organisation when they get 

married. 

221  CTB. Mars 2012. Les femmes 

actrices du commerce 

équitable.

222  Le Mare A. 2012. “Show the world 

to women and they can do it”: 

Southern Fair Trade Enterprises 

as agents of empowerment, 

Gender & Development, 20:1, 

95-109. 

223  Moser, C. 1989. Gender Planning 

in the Third World: Meeting 

Practical and Strategic Gender 

Needs. World Development, 17 

(11): 1799-1825.

224  An organisation such as Tara 

Projects, for example, has a 

distinctly inclusive philosophy. 

This can be seen in its strategic 

documents, where it refers to 

the need to combat poverty by 

both “providing sufficient 

income” and “fighting for 

individual and collective rights”.
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