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ability to define one’s goals and act upon them. Agency is about more than observable action,
it also encompasses the meaning, motivation, and purpose which individual bring to their
activity, their sense of agency or the power within” (Kabeer, 1999:438). The measure of
women’s relative well-being is also examined through considering empowerment as a process
of improving their status vis-a-vis men in the household and some of the indicators in this case
are women’s involvement in intra household matters such as, decision makiqg, control over
household income and assets, etc (Mahmud, 2003).

Bangladesh is a patriarchal, patrilineal’, patrilocal’ society where the socio-cultural
values promote segregation of the sexes, impose a strict division of labor, and foster a
systematic bias of male supremacy (Jahan, 1995). The household is corporately organized
where men own most of the household’s material resources, control the labor of women and
children and mediate women’s extra household relations (Kabeer, 1994). Ethnographic studies
(Hartmann and Boyce, 1983; White, 1992) argue that women are socially constructed as
passive and dependent on male provision although this does not mean women have no agency®.

This means that there is a strong incentive for women to co-operate and subordinate their
needs and interests and avoid open conflict. The ‘patriarchal risk’’ (Cain et al, 1979) ensures
that women perceive their well-being and long-term security interests as tied to household
prosperity and subordinates their needs to male needs and adopts an attitude of submissiveness
and self sacrifice (Kandiyoti, 1988). All of these factors, i.e., corporately organized structure of
the household, interest perception by women affect how women exercise agency and choices
made by women to meet their needs and secure their rights and interests within the household.

In development literature, agency refers to decision-making, but also to bargaining,
negotiating, manipulation and resistance (Kabeer, 1999). This implies that agency can be
linked to positive or negative definition of power (ibid, 1999). Positive agency means the
ability to participate in making decisions and shaping one’s life choices both at personal and
collective levels (Kabeer, 1994)%, and this idea of positive agency is closely linked to
autonomy. However, the capability one has for ‘being and doing’ (Sen, 2000) --the potential
one has for living the life one wants (i.e., self determination) is made up of both resource and
agency (ibid, 2000). Resources (economic, social, human) can enhance one’s capacity to
exercise positive agency or act autonomously. Though it should be noted that choice plays a
central role as people may value different ways of being and doing. Resources only represent a
measure of choices available to a person and not the actualized choices (Kabeer, 1999). How
women exercise positive agency at the personal level depends not only on the available
resources (economic, human, social) but also on the choices that may be valued by women.
The choices women make to exercise agency based on these resources, (i.e., whether they act
autonomously or not) depend on the kinds of choices available to them.

The concepts and theories related to co-operation and bargaining within the household
are important for understanding how the TUP asset, which affect women’s economic status
may have an impact on women’s agency in different contexts within the household. The co-
operative conflict model (Sen, 1990) is developed on the understanding that different members
of the households may disagree over how resources are distributed or used and not all will have
an equal voice or influence over the outcome. Sen (1990) argues that the bargaining power of
each member to negotiate a desirable outcome is influenced by the following factors: i) their

* Descent and inheritance counted through the male line.

5 After a woman is married she will reside with the husband’s family/ or in the husband’s village.

¢ see the introductory paragraph of this section.

7 Loss of economic support and social security (see Cain et al, 1979 for detailed discussion).

8 This is linked to Lukes (1974) ‘power to’ concept, which means the ability to define one’s choice and
pursue one’s goals even in the face of opposition.
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fallback position, ii) their perceived economic contribution, iii) their perceived self interest, iv)
and the ability of one partner to use coercion or violence over the other partner. Fall- back
position implies the options one has, i.e., how well one partner can do both economically and
socially outside the household, if the marriage breaks down. The ability to cope outside the
household (marriage) is a function of the human, social and material resources available to the
individual and the hospitality of the outside environment (DFID, 2001).

Women’s economic dependency and their limited access to social network because of
patrilocal residence after marriage, limits the range of options available to them in case of a
breakdown and makes their fallback position weak (Nazneen, 2002). A weak fallback position
implies that women are willing to accommodate other person’s interests at the expense of own
welfare interests. In traditional societies the fallback position of a person is closely linked to
the perceived contribution one makes (in many cases the visible economic contribution) to the
household. Since women do not engage in visible economic work outside the household
women’s contribution to the household welfare is devalued and they have a weaker fallback
position.

The fact that women’s access to social network is mediated by their relationship with
their husbands in patrilocal marriage system also weakens women'’s fallback position since this
limits their access to social resources. Sen (1990) also points out that women may have a
distorted perception of their own self-interest since they may not be aware of all the
alternatives available to them. This model explains why women have less power in marital
relationships and may be willing to tolerate oppressive situations.

In a corporately organized household structure where the interdependence between the
partners is asymmetrical and ideology of togethemess is idealized. Women are encouraged to
seek centrality in the household. This means that joint decision making may be more preferable
to women than being autonomous (White, 1992). Women’s preference for jointness in
decision-making is a rational outcome given the patrilocal marriage system and residence with
kins since this allows them to further their own interests by linking it with the husband’s
preferences (Nazneen, 2004). This also implies that nature of women’s relationship with their
husband (i.e., whether it is harmonious, conflictual or extremely abusive) becomes crucial in
determining the level of women’s agency within the household (Nazneen, 2004 based on
Kabeer, 1998), particularly vis a vis the extended family.




METHODOLOGY

The methodology adopted for this exploratory research to understand how gender relations
within the TUP household affected women’s agency regarding management and use of TUP
asset and other intra household matters can be described as testimony based ‘hypothesis
testing.”® We hypothesized that female heads of households will have more control over and
voice in TUP assets, management and marketing activities compared to married women. We
also hypothesized that household structure, especially whether women live in joint, nuclear or
extended households would affect women’s agency regarding control over TUP asset and
women’s mobility; for example, how they market their produce, or manage TUP asset, or
access other resources/ services available in the area. Asset type may also affect women’s
agency. If it were an asset that is traditionally managed by a female (i.e., poultry) then women
would have more control over the management and marketing process. For married TUP
women the quality of their relationship with their husband may determine how much voice and
agency they exert within the household and over how they perceive their long-term interest.

In other words, in order to test the hypotheses about the level of agency women may
have within the TUP household, whether the level of agency vary among TUP women
depending on the household structure, marital status of TUP women, types of asset given to
them, and how the gender/class norms and values may affect the nature of interactions that
TUP women have with them, we focused on the accounts provided by the women themselves.

We asked the women about how they make decisions on regarding TUP asset
management and control, and also about their daily household management issues, labour
strategies, matters that relate to child care, investment and savings'®. We also asked for their
own explanations about who decided what, how these issues were managed and why they were
managed that particular way. Through the explanations provided by women we analyzed the
extent to which TUP women were able to exercise agency over these matters, what factors
affect their ability to exert agency.

We were also interested in the cultural dimensions of decision-making. Through
women’s testimonies we tried to gather information about how gender norms were constructed
based on socio-cultural norms (on women’s mobility, marital relations, purdah norms) that
affected women’s agency at the household level.

We reviewed relevant literature on intra-household bargaining to identify the relevant
concepts for this study. We also reviewed the baseline studies on TUP households and on the
selected TUP area on social relations, in order to identify the characteristics of TUP
households, the types of assets, the efficacy of the programme structure, etc. that need to be
explored.

In depth interviews with TUP women in Domar, Nilphamari were based on a purposively
selected sample in order to ensure that it covers the diverse household structures, marital status,
and types of assets. This was important since the hypotheses asserted that the level of agency
among women would vary based on these aspects. We decided to use a small sample size since
it would allow us to extensively explore how intra household factors influence women’s
agency. The interviews were carried out at home and the women were selected after the FGDs

° Based on Kabeer (2001).
1 We focused on decision-making because in development literature, agency refers to decision-making,
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were carried out since the FGDs helped break the ice and the women felt comfortable in
sharing information. Moreover, we were able to ask pertinent questions and probe into personal
matters that were discussed at the FGD. The interviews focused more on the process of
decision-making and not merely who does what within the family. The interviews collected
stories about how conflicts were resolved regarding decision making on various issues. We
were aware that absence of conflict did not mean that power relations was absent from the
marital relationship so we tried to probe the matter by asking the TUP women about why they
thought there were no conflict. The interviews were carried out in free conversational form,
although we kept in mind that the areas identified in the checklist had to be covered''.

FGDs were carried out in the selected study areas to gather information on TUP
women’s knowledge, nature of interactions within the household and strategies used in dealing
with their problems and their perceptions on how gender norms affected their interactions.

The checklist included the following issues, which helped compare the pre-TUP and post
TUP scenario regarding women'’s agency: socioeconomic information of the TUP households,
decision making power within the household, quality of relationship between the husband and
the wife, division of labour within the household and access to and control over resources.

Analysis included close reading and re-reading of data (interviews) and focusing on how
agency is expressed in actual life and the explanations offered by women about their actions.
We classified and coded the various types of agency and factors that relate to the different
hypotheses. We were aware that our own feminist and theoretical biases might affect how we
read the data. To mitigate this situation we identified and analysed the incidents that could not
be explained by the conceptual framework of the study.

Time constraints played an important role in limiting the study to in-depth interviews
with the respondents and their male partners. Participant observation and talking to other
family members and neighbours would have enhanced the quality of the data significantly.

DATA ANALYSIS

This section is divided into two: voice and agency within the household and gendered norms.
This first section is divided into three types of decision makers'? and explores both how access
to and control over the asset and intra-household decision making power influenced women’s
agency and how that varies based on factors such as, marital status, household composition,
etc. The second section analyzes women’s own perspective of their choice to exercise agency
within the household.

Voice and agency within the household

In most feminist literature women’s agency is operationalised as decision-making power within
the household, but it can also take the forms of bargaining and negotiations as well as,
deception and manipulation, subversion and resistance to domination or coercion (Kabeer,
1999). The conceptual framework used in this study defines empowerment as women’s ability
to make choices (Kabeer, 1999). The preconditions of empowerment thus, are having access to
and control over material and non-material resources, and the process of empowerment is
measured through women’s agency and active participation in decision-making within the
household. This section analyses the preconditions and process of empowerment through the

' See Appendix for a detailed questionnaire used in the study.
2 The three types were women as primary decision makers, joint decision makers and marginal decision
makers.
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lens of decision-making power in controlling the asset and in intra-household dynamics and the
three main categories examined are women as primary decision makers, joint decision makers
and marginal decision makers in the household.

Access to and control over non-material and material resources

For the purpose of this study resources in this section mainly refer to the TUP asset and the
income generated from that asset specifically. In this paper we are particularly interested in
analyzing whether access to the asset given by BRAC has had any impact on women’s
bargaining power in the household and thus changed their decision making power in the
household. Women'’s bargaining power measured through access to and control over the TUP
asset should provide important insights on how their decision making power"’ has shifted in the
household which might have influenced their gendered relation vis-a-vis men in the household
(Doss, 1997). However, using access to and control over asset as an indicator of bargaining
power can be problematic because analyzing whether access and control has increased
women’s decision-making power can be ambiguous. Women’s earlier economic contribution
or the already existing power relation dynamics might have in fact already placed women in a
better bargaining position and the asset might have simply reinforced that power further.
Nevertheless, as our data suggest access to asset definitely had a positive impact on women’s
bargaining power in the household. Some of the women in our research expressed a clear sense
of ownership over the TUP asset and felt this gave them a greater voice in the household. They
also felt justified in their involvement and having some control over the asset, as the asset
significantly improved the family’s well -being. As one TUP member reflected,

Oh that (being a TUP member) is what saved my life. See you make so much profit. Even
after paying for the van fare and also for the truck. You still make a good profit. We are
doing well.

1t is better now. I live, as I want to (achi, thaki, beracchi). Before I had to work outside,
now I stay inside. I have to work fewer hours now. My family and I are healthy now. We
have food. I feel better to do my own things.

A sense of achievement associated with access to and control over asset that helped the
women demand a better bargaining position in the household and participate more actively in
the decision making process.

It is going well. Now even if I earn 10 takas, it is my 10 taka. We live well now.

The involvement of women in the TUP asset was influenced by factors such as, the
decision maker in the household, the type of asset they acquired from BRAC, the traditional vs.
non-traditional use of the income generated from such asset, etc.

The marital status and the decision-making status of the household played an important
role in measuring access to and control over the asset. As Goetz argues women in female-
headed households, where they are the primary decision makers, usually have full control over
the asset/loan including asset/loan management and control over the income generated from it.
This is expected to be the case given the absence of a male head in the household (Goetz,
1996). However, as will be argued later, compared to joint decision-making households, this
may not be seen as empowering for women in female-headed households where they do not
have any male support and do not have a space to negotiate power with male members.

" Decision-making power in terms of significant economic decisions, such as purchase of land is of
particular interest to us.
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I have to do my own thing. Either I wait for him or I do it myself. Waiting for him does
not get it done. What is men's work? Putting up the fence? Preparing the bed? All that I
can do. If I can work in the field, I can do all of this too.

Moreover, it is interesting to note that married women who were primary decision
makers in many cases expressed regret for the loss of traditional role and felt that the male
members were escaping their duty toward the family by not being involved in the asset
management and control issues.

One TUP respondent expressed her frustration throughout the interview about having to
do every thing by herself, despite having a husband. She spoke forcefully in a mocking
tone about her husband and in an aggressive tone when she defended her actions.

Women as joint decision makers had significant control over the asset especially in the
cases where they shared a good relationship with their husbands. In this case, women and men
shared the decision-making process about how to use the income generated from such asset,
and take important decisions about the asset, such as selling the livestock, etc.

My husband earns the money and then gives it to me. Whether I need to buy a saree or
we need to fix up the house, both my husband and I think about it. We decide together
and advice each other about how to spend the money and for what purposes.

This division of responsibilities in some cases where governed by the traditional role of
women and the acceptance of men in public spheres. Often significant control referred to
control over almost every aspect or management of the asset except the marketing of the
product, often in cases of poultry where the eggs had to be sold in the market, or taking the
plants from the nursery to the market etc." (Goetz, 1996).

I never go to the bazar. My son goes to the bazar to sell the milk and he comes and gives
me all the money.

However, even within joint decision makers there were some clear divisions about
control over the asset. While the women were responsible for the asset management, the men
controlled the ultimate decision about how to spend large amounts of money generated from
the asset. More importantly, men were the primary decision makers when it came to using the
money to buy land, or major house repairs etc. Through having partial control over the asset,
while women could decide to spend small amounts of money of children’s clothing, or small
household expenditures. Many of the respondents stated that though their husbands might take
their opinion in important matters, it was clearly the man’s ultimate decision. (Goetz, 1996) On
the other hand, these women might prefer having centrality rather than having complete
autonomy and this can explain why joint decision makers feel more empowered. This will be
further explored in the gendered norms section when we look at the choices women make
within the household.

There were few cases where the woman had no control over the asset management.
These were related to households where the woman was sick or unable to take care of the asset
by herself, and thus had family members handle all matters related to the asset. There were
almost no cases where men tried to have ultimate control over the asset. Thus, our hypothesis
that access to the asset had positively shifted women’s bargaining power to some extent has
been supported by the data. Several TUP respondents stated that the asset has positively

' This is expected given the patriarchal nature of Bangladeshi society and women observing purdah and
the market being an especially male dominated sphere.
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influenced their well-being and thus, the men need to listen to them, and agree to the decisions
made about their asset.

Lastly, control over the asset also depended on the type of asset and the productive
nature of the asset. In cases of livestock and poultry (traditionally considered women’s
domain), women had more control than in nursery that involved outside work, marketing of the
plants in the public domain and the gendered norms of mobility were challenged. Thus, in such
cases even asset management was somewhat restricted.

Women’s intra-household decision-making power'”

Women as primary decision makers in the household

Women as primary decision makers are mainly part of female-headed household, either de
facto female-headed or de jour female-headed households. Women in this group were mostly
responsible for earning livelihoods for their families and to a large extend their decision-
making power reflects the absence of influential male members in the family rather than actual
ability to choose to be the primary decision makers.

1 do all the work by myself. I have no one else. I go to the bazar and the haat by myself. [
decide how to spend the income generated from selling the eggs.

The other prominent group in this category was women who were married but had
husbands who were lazy, incompetent, sick or very old and had little contribution in the family
income. Most women in this category, especially those with lazy or incompetent husbands, did
not appreciate the responsibility of being the primary decision maker, as they felt managing
family affairs were the responsibility of the husbands as much as it was the responsibility of the
woman herself.

He is generally lazy and doesn 't like to work. We fight about his laziness and this
becomes a problem sometimes. Now it is not a good time to get work, you really have to
look and go far off to find work. When I ask him to do so, he doesn’t want and we get
into arguments.

The data also suggest that women who acted as primary decision makers were always in
this role, even before the women had access to TUP assets. This supports Kabeer’s analysis of
looking at micro-finance borrowers. She argues that while access to the loan may have
increased the woman’s influence in decision-making she may have already been exercising
considerable voice in the family either due to her entrepreneurial skills or because her husband
was not able to do so. It is important not to de-emphasize her ability to exercise agency in this
case, but it is important to factor in her already existent power in this arena when analyzing her
decision making power within the household.

He has to listen to me. This is because I have more brains. He leaves me here on my own.
I take care of everything, the kids, the plants, the cow. I do everything. He comes and
asks what I did. I tell him what I had done. If I do not do anything, what will get done? I
decide most of the things.

Another group of women as primary decision makers had excellent entrepreneurial skills
and managed businesses well. These women became primary decision-makers by default, as

1% The categories used for grouping the TUP women, i.e., primary, joint and marginal are based on
Kabeer (1998).
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they had a better understanding of how to use the income generated from the TUP asset and
managed it efficiently to generate higher profits from the asset and also re-invest in the market.

The daughter of one respondent stated during the interview that her mother had always
been good with accounts and thus she managed the asset efficiently.

Women as primary decision makers were involved in decisions regarding major
household expenditures such as buying land, mediating large purchases such as machinery,
electric goods etc. and making house repairing decisions etc. They were also involved in day-
to-day household expenditure decisions, childcare decisions, and making decisions about
maintaining the family’s overall well-being.

Lastly their decision-making also involved decisions about how to manage their TUP
asset, how to use the income generated from the assets etc. as has been discussed above.

Primary decision makers definitely exercised more power and agency in the household.
However, as noted, this analysis is not complete without considering the effects of male
absentee forcing women to be primary decision makers or women in joint decision making
enjoying more agency in the form of negotiating more power with their male counterparts.

Women as joint decision makers

Women as joint decision makers are usually married women, who have good relationship with
their husbands. Joint decision makers comprise a significant portion of our data. TUP women
consider joint decisions as a positive improvement of their status in the family.
L

Furthermore, women in this category, in many instances, already had an amiable
relationship with their husbands from before and the wife has always shared a voice in the
decision-making process of the household. The quality of the marital relationship thus, is an
important factor influencing women’s decision-making power. These households are based on
interdependence of interests within the family. For example, our data suggest that either
women in this category influenced decision-making because the household was considered one
unit where their interests were similar or because the women insisted on participating and
demanding an equal voice. While some cases suggest that women were already involved in the
decision-making process prior to acquiring the asset, some women also asserted that receiving
the asset had in fact increased their voice in the household, as the asset was a positive addition
to the family income.

After becoming TUP, we are better off now. We have asset and more respect from others
in the village.

In some cases, joint decision-making was seen as a crucial component for the
maximization of the asset. Women with the asset realize that they need to depend on male
members for marketing their products, as men have better access to public economic sector and
the social norms prevent women from being active in the market sphere. Furthermore, as
Mahmud points out, in certain cases access to resources or credit can increase women’s
bargaining power in decision-making if they involve men in managing their assets, and jointly
controlling the income generated from the assets (Mahumud, 2003).

Lastly, women felt that access to the asset in fact changed their marginal role in the
household economy to a more active voice that in turn increased their voice and agency in
decision-making process. This has, in fact, been more empowering as a change than being
primary decision-makers. They often devised clever ways to negotiate their power in the




household through using BRAC as an excuse to buy land, or use the BRAC programme officer
(PO) to convince their husbands about major decisions in the household.

Well.. you have to reason with him. You tell him (the husband) ‘look we got this asset
Jrom BRAC; we have to listen to what the BRAC POs say. They teach us good things, like
the age of consent, marriage registry etc. as well. We even bought the land with the help
of the BRAC PO bhai.

Women as marginal decision makers in the household

Our data suggest that a small group of women among the respondents were marginal decision-
makers in the family. Mostly, women felt that they had effective voice and agency in some
matters, while in some other areas they were unable to influence the decision making process.
The data suggest that women have more voice in TUP asset management than in major
economic and household decisions. While women might find it easier to exercise agency in
TUP asset management and in matters related to small household expenditures and children (as
this is perceived as women’s domain), they might find it more difficult to exercise voice in
matters that challenge gender norms.

While Kabeer refers to male appropriation of the loan as a reason for women’s limited
voice and agency in the household, the numbers supporting this in our data were few. Most of
the women who considered themselves marginal were either physically ill, too old or disabled
to take care of the asset. Thus, the male member of the family was the primary decision maker
regarding the asset control and management.

Lastly, in the cases where women did not feel confident to negotiate the public domain to
effectively utilize the asset for income, and they feel more comfortable having the male
member take care of major household matters, women act as marginal decision makers.

Thus, TUP women as primary decision makers had more agency in both major
household decisions such as buying land and asset management, as well small household
matters than joint or marginal decision makers. However, comparing joint decision makers
with the previous group, one can argue that joint decisions makers have, in fact, gained
significant voice and agency in decisions making as a result of acquiring the TUP asset. They
have more bargaining power with their male members in terms of both large and small
household decisions, as well as, asset management. The change in their decision-making
position vis-a-vis the male members have been both significant and empowering. The marginal
decisions-makers, though small in number, had very limited voice in any decisions making
process and were most dependent on their husbands or other male members for their well-
being.
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GENDERED NORMS

UNDERSTANDING WOMEN’S CHOICE AND SENSE OF ENTITLEMENT
Why look at choice?

The first section analyses intra-household decision-making and how women’s bargaining
power regarding these issues is affected by their involvement in the TUP programme. The
discussion on decision-making focuses on women’s control decisions such as how to allocate
time, labour, and income from TUP asset and over management decisions regarding the
implementation of these allocative decisions. This helps to analyse the hierarchy in decision-
making. Moreover, the first section also discussed whether a change in women’s fall back
position through their involvement in TUP had increased their ability to exert agency and voice
in other spheres of life such as childcare, healthcare, investment, and daily household
management decisions. The analysis shows that women’s ability to exert their voice and
agency vary depending on their marital status, their quality of relationship with their husbands,
their living arrangements, etc.

However, focusing on control related decisions (i.e., over women’s time, labour, asset)
do not fully allow exploring if and when transformation in gender power relations takes place
because of women’s involvement in TUP. This type of analysis only focuses on the fact that
the decisions made by women. For example, it discloses who control the income from TUP or
how it was spent. Given the ideology of joint decision-making in a household, it becomes
difficult to unpack choices related to control. Women’s ability to control the TUP asset may
depend on different situations, such as there were no male in the household to act as the head,
or that women were able to negotiate control with other members, or women refused to give up
control to the head. There may be instances where the formal control was in the hands of the
household head; women may have discretionary power over decision-making on TUP asset
management and various issues.

In this context, to understand the choices made by women it is crucial to ask what
options were available to these women because of their involvement in TUP programme. If
women were able to exercise increased agency and voice in decision-making for their
involvement in TUP what are the larger implications of the choices made by women? Did these
choices challenge the status quo in the family or whether they leave the asymmetries intact?
For example, did women'’s access to TUP asset have an impact on gender division of labour,
mobility, investment decisions, and how women explained their choices in these matters.

Two aspects become crucial in this analysis. First, how was women’s labour, time, and
income eamed from TUP utilized and to what extent does this reflect their allocative priorities?
Second, what are the meanings and values that women attach to these allocative choices?
These subjective meanings attached by women to their choices is critical because they help
reveal women’s sense of entitlement over their time, labour power, and ownership of TUP
asset. Moreover, this also helps unpack how women’s perceptions of interest affect their
choices.

11




Primary decision makers also pointed out that dire necessity might prompt them to break
norms regarding purdah:

One night he sold the van. He came back when it was dark. The kids were crying but I
said let’s go. I did not feed him (husband)...I took him to the bazaar and said take me to
the van samiti leader’s place, I will talk to him. I went and talked to the van owner
samiti’s head at the bazaar. My husband was there. I knew it was late...I needed to get

my van back.

Married women, whether they were primary, marginal or joint decision makers, were
willing to break the purdah norms when it came to health emergencies that involved their
children. Almost all married women recalled incidents where their children were sick and the
husbands were not at home and all of them had taken the child to the doctors in sadar towns.
They explained that it was a justifiable action since their child was ill and that the community

would accept their behaviour.
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CONCLUSION

Analysis of the findings in this exploratory study shows that female household heads (both de
jure and de facto) did not differ significantly in terms of expressing agency in terms of
management and control over TUP assets compared to married TUP women who were primary
and joint decision makers. However it is interesting to note that these women interpreted the
perception of empowerment and being able to exercise control and actively participating in the
management of TUP assets differently. Most of the female heads and joint decision makers in
male headed households positively evaluated the change resulting from being part of the TUP
programme. On the other hand, most of the primary decision makers expressed reluctant
agency in terms of management of the asset and being responsible for both major and minor
household decisions'®. The joint decision makers felt more empowered because access to the
TUP asset had shifted their economic position and positively influenced their bargaining power
in the household decision-making structure and they were satisfied with sharing the
responsibility of the household with their male counterparts'’.

As predicted in our hypothesis, the data show that women living in the same compound
with extended family members were able to tap into the family network for marketing their
produce®® and also for accessing other important resources. Most women whether they were
married or female heads but had male support did not prefer to break the purdah norms and
enter the male domain of markets and other public places. Important to note that asset gain in
this case does not automatically transform into increased mobility and changing the gender
norms entails more than simple increase in economic position in the family.

The asset type also influenced women’s agency to a certain extent. As expected women
had more control over assets that required less time spent outside the home and were
considered part of the women’s domain, such as poultry. Assets such as cows or nursery
required male help in terms of both taking care of the asset’' and marketing the produce.

Lastly, the quality of marital relationships was a key to determine the level of agency
exercised by the TUP women. In most cases a harmonious relationship between the husband
and wife resulted in joint decision-making and increased agency with women’s preferring
centrality within the household. The extent to which women choose to be autonomous was
especially influenced by the quality of the relationship. It should be noted that despite
increased agency and greater voice in the household, for most women walking away from the
marriage because of conflict or other issues were almost never an option. Thus, the quality of
relationship though important in determining women’s choice in exercising agency, is not as
important as social security or the social norms governing village life that plays the main role
in deciding women’s position in the household.

® It should be noted that primary decision makers do not negatively evaluate their involvement in the
TUP programme, in fact the asset is seen as a crucial resource for their survival and overall well-
being. The reluctance is more in terms of having sole responsibility for the well-being of the
household.

* It may be that joint decision makers feel more empowered because the asset specifically helped them
gain centrality in the decision making process and control over the asset, which is what was desired by
the women.

% Marketing the produce mostly involved selling the eggs , milk and plants generated from the TUP
asset.

2! Especially in terms preparing the nursery beds and taking the cows for grazing.
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While this exploratory study concentrates on intra-household gender relations and
provides insights to some of the factors that influence women’s agency and empowerment,
further work will be needed to examine the social relationships between TUP women and
external actors, such GSC members and BRAC programme organizers (PO). Relationships
between women and social actors are key aspect in understanding how women’s position
shifts in the household and in the community vis-a-vis men.
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