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ABSTRACT

Thj.s study examines the impact

generating co-operatives on the

and feminist consciousness o{

The sample consists o{ 17 womenr

o{ Santiago'' Chi Ie and includes

artisanal co-ops.

{ami 1y and the commun i. ty

and {emin ist consc iousness

o{ participatj.on in income

Iives and on the political

low income hJompn in Chile.

aII Iiving in one district

members o{ breadmaking and

is uneven, Change in poI Ítical

is also uneven" However the

ii

The study employed a qualitative methodology, re{lecting

i ts exp loratory nature, Data was gathered through taped

interviews, using a two-tiered set o{ questions., { irst

structured questions on ager income., marital and fami ly

status and educat i on , Th Í s wås {o I I owed by open ended

questions to provide an in-depth interview on participatj.on

on a co-op.

The study suggests that the co-ops have had Iittie impact

in improving the economic conditions of participants, due

to problems in marketing. Nevertheless the partic ipants

felt a deep sense o{ attachment to and identi+ication with

their co-op because o{ the support they receive {rom other

members and the opportunities to experience new roIeE. The

impact o{ partic ipation in improving their status in the



nrajr:rity ¡{ partlclpants expr-essed the view that ås å

tronsequence o{ participatÍon they had become more aware o+

the pol i tical si tuat j.on o{ the country and aware o{ their

r ights as women r ås a consequence of partic ipation. The

study suggests income generating co-ops provide an

important {orum {or low income wornen to learn and develop

individually and as members of a group.

1L1
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CHAPTER I

OVERV T EI"J

1. 1 Inlredsg!rsn

Low income women in the Third hjorld constitute one o{ the

most oÞpressed categories o{ peop).e. Together wittr men o{

their own cIaEs and economic condition, they åre victims of

exploÍtation'' EociaI discrimínation and economic, cultural

and social marÇinalization. However; ås worneno they su{{er

a doubLe misery for they are also treated as subordinates

and in{erÍors to menr even in the context of their own

cIass, communÍties and families,

BeIie{s in {emaIe in{eriority and the subordinate status o{

women in the family and society are generally accepted

around the world, (1) These belie{s are more visible in the

Third tdor ld than in developed trountr ies g iven the economic

and soc iaI si tuation under which the great major i ty o{

people in the Third t^Jorld live. Concepts such ås women'S

exploitation are especially pervasive among the poor, who

have little åtrcess to education and to diverse cultural

1 Eleanor Leacock, " lrJomen , Development, and
Anthropologial Facts and Fictionsr " in t^lgmgl__lD_Lê!À!
ôoerrçai--ôn-ôn!hq!ssy--lrsu--Le!¡l--ôneLtseD_PerEpeç t i ves,
Riversideo Cal i{ornia: Latin American Perspectives, L979.
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Far men who are themselves the victims o{

exp loi tation and who åre treated as soc iaI in{er Íors., a

beÌ ie{ in the infer ior status of women is something to

c I ing to 4iercei.y ås a consoLation {or their own misery and

humiliation. Thus, Iow income women become the victims of

victims, struggling against the perpetual crisis o{ poverty

and scarcÍty at the bottom level of multi-Iayered systems

o{ exploitation and brutat ity. (2)

I + low income Third hJor 1d women are åmong the most

oppressed o{ people, they åre also åmong the most voiceLess

and unrepresented. Democracy j.s a scartre commodity in much

of the Third ldor1d', and genuine democratic process, that

allows tor grass roots partícipation,, is even more råre.

The poor ,, both men and women , are €enera I I y bad I y

represented in the priorities and pc¡Iicies o{ Third t^Jortd

qovernments, especially in the case of regÍmes that base

their power on mi I i tary might. Elitist and undemocratic

regimes o{ten promote attitudes of sexism and racism, both

as å reflection o{ an ideology of power and as a strategy

4or dividing and weakening possible opponents, (S)

2 Leacock.

3 June Nash, "A Decade o{ Research on Nomen in Latin
America, " in WoDen_a!É__EhCnSC_l_D__LA!!n_ôOefiËa., ed. June
Nash and Helen Sa{a and contr ibutors, l"lassachuEetts:
Berçin & Garvey Publishers, Inr., 1986,
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Low income womÊn also tend not to be well represented in

movements {or soc ial change in the Third t^lor 1d, CIass

based movements {or social re{orm and/or revolutionary

change remain dominated by men. The "eqLlaIity o{ men and

women", at its most abstract, has gained acceptance as a

posi tive or "correct" value in most I iberation or

progressive re{orm movements, However, this has done

l ittIe to change the composition o{ these mcvernents,

particular 1y at the level o{ Ieadership. It also seems to

have done little to chanqe the attitudes of men who are

involved in attempting to e{{ect social and pol itical

change,' except at the most super{icial and abstract Ievel.

Thus, in the strugg J.e {or new soc ial orders, men who are

still in{Iuenced by sexist attitudes and belie{s, become

the advocates on behal{ o{ low income women,

There has been a growing level o{ involvement by Third

[,Jor ]d women, both in broader soc ial. movements and in the

specific struggle 4or the Iiberation of women. However.,

{emin iEt movements in the Third [nJor ld, ås has been the

experience in developed countries, tend to be composed o{,

and dominated by, women who are midd 1e-c Iass and,/or

pro{essionals. This has meant that {eminist movements in

Third t^Jorld countries have general ly {ai Ied to involve the

overwhelminq majority o{ Nomen. This is one o{ the reåsons!

though by no meàns the only one, that these movements have
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had Eo much Iess impact in ef{ecting soc ia1 e pol i ticaL and

cultural change than have their counterparts in developed

countr ies. (4)

t^Jhile feminist movements in developed countries have also

tended to be dominated by Nomen o{ the middle-c1åsse there

are working class elements Nhose particular interests and

perspectives have had some in{luence. [,,Jomen active in

trade union movements, 4or example, advance the concerns

o{ wornen within unions and at the same time, advance the

particular concerns o{ working women within {eminist

movemen ts, Unionization o{ workÍng women in the Third

lalor ld remains rare r so that Third tJor Id work ing c Iass Nomen

are general Iy denied this medium *or developing

organizational ski I 1s and experÍence and the confidence to

participate in other orgånizations.

Thus, just as sexist men become the advocates {or social

and pol itical change on behal{ o{ both women and men,

middle-class and educated Nomen become the advocates o{

'wornen's interests' , on behal { of themselves and low income

women. (5) This cån have even more distorting e{{ects in a

4 Julieta Kirkwood, "Feminismo y Participåcion
Politica en Chiler" in La Otra l'4itag ç!e ÇhiIe, ed.
M"Angelica l"leza, Santiago, Chilet
Sociales Ltda, 198ó,

5 Kirkwood.

Centro de Estud ios
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Third hJor ld context than i t would j.n a developed country,

ClaEs divisions tend to be more expl icitty drawn in the

Thi rd [^,lor 1d , and att i tudes o{ c I ass Euper i or i ty ex tend to

inc lude the midd 1e-c Lass and the {ormaI 1y wel I educated.

The gul{, therefore, between middle-class and low income

wornen in the Third hlor Id can be very wide. o{ten the on ly

contact is through an employer-servant relationship. This

tran make lor highty paternalistÍc attitudes on the part o{

the middle-cIass, especially when they belj.eve themselves

to be acting on behaL{ of the poor.

The lack o{ participation o{ low incorne women in both wider

poI itical strueg Ies and feminist movements is Iargely due

to the very {actors which make their partic Ípation so

necessary. BeI ief about the in{er ior i ty and subord inate

status o{ women define very narrow parameters {or the lives

o{ women. They are less likely than men of theÍr own class

to have actress to {ormaI education. They will be expected

to live out their lives in the narrow con{ines o{ the home

and the immediate community, acting out traditional

routines. I + they attempt to break {ree o{ these

restr ictions they can expect violent rppression by

husbands,, f athers and others who ernbrace trad i tional values

and conceptions about the role o{ wornen in the {ami Iy.
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The poverty o{ their lives also becomes an obstacle to

change and development. One hJest A{r ican woman descr ibes

her I i {e in the {oL lowing way: She r ises we1 1 be{ore dawn

to buy and cook meat, Then she spends the rest o{ the day

attempting to seI 1 the cooked meat in the streets.

A{terward, she returns home to prepare dinner for her

children and to clean the house. She doesn't go to bed

until a {ew hours be{ore she has to rise and repeat the

process another time, and aI I to keep her {ami 1y al. ive at

the barest level, She såys she must keep working until her

children åre old enough to survive without her. (ó)

Conditions such as these narrow the scope of wornen's liveE.

They have no opportunity to be exposed to new Ídeas nor

time and energy to re{ Iect on them, lfore importantly, ån

end less cyc 1e o{ poverty, cr isis and exhausting Labour

breeds despair that tran Ehatter the spirit and ki I I the

imagÍnation.

This thesls is premised on the view that it is vital that

Iow income women in the Third WorLd become active

participants in the struggle Íor the liberation of women

and in the wider struggle lor social justice {or both women

and men, l,Jithout their involvement, {eminist movements in

6 Kenna Owoh, "SeIling Akarä"
In{ormal Econq[y, December 1987, p.

, in QUSQ__Jeur'!å1!-__IbE
29.
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the Third t¡lorId will remain politicaì1y weak and irrelevant

to the needs and concerns o{ the majority o{ Nomen. Beyond

the question o{ the contribution low income women could

make at a political or macro leveL, there is ålso the need

Ior low incorne women to liberate themselves {rom oppressive

{amÍ1y and social relationships based on ideologies of maLe

sutreriority. To chal lenge trad i tional roles and

relationshíps Iow income women in the Third t^Jortd must have

the opportunity to explore new models and have the support

and active solidarity o{ other Nomen.

E{{orts to rai.se consciousness and to mobi l ize low income

Third WorId women must begin by addressing basic needs,

such as ensur ing economic insecur i ty. Projects and

activities which bring wornen together to coÌLectively

resolve ecc¡nomÍc problems should be viewed às e{{ective, i{

not the most e{{ective, vehicles {or bui lding consciougness

among l ow i ncome wofnen .

I stress the 'collective' åspect since a characteristic o{

fnost Third t"Jor 1d economies is a large in{ormal sector Nhere

women are very active. The in{orrnal sector can be de{ined

as economic activity which generates only a subsistence

income and which there{ore does not a} low {or investment to

increaEe productivity or to qrow. The tendency {or FVery

econornic activity in Third Ì"JorId in{orrna} sectors to be
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overcrohJded with partici.pants results in the value of

labour being driven downr so that even å subsistence income

requires excessive hours o{ work. t"Jomen per{orm var ious

functions in the in{orma1 sector: street vend ing;

prepar ing and se1 I ing {ood; dress mak ing; tak ing in

laundry; and making or preparing and vending goods such as

soap or charcoal.

The work per{ormed by women in the in{ormal sector is o{

vital importance to the {ormal sector, from which women are

Iargely excluded. Just as the work o{ women in the home

contributes to capitalist åccumuLation by makinq it

possible to reproduce the labour {orce at a much Iower

waget the in{ormaI sector makes it possible ror the very

poor to have access to a variety o{ necessåry çoods and

services.

Participation in the in{ormal gector, like wåge employment

in the {orrnal sector, does estab l ish r/.,omen as income

earners and there{ore may help to elevate their status

within the {amily. However, most inforrnal sector activity

is entrepeneur iaJ. and this has an atomi z ing ef{ect, p lac ing

women in competition with each other. co-operative efforts

to resolve common economic problems ffiàyo on the other hand,

offer women the potential to move as å group {rom
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address i ng immed i ate economic

social and pol itical. issues.

needg to addressing wider

The co-operative process also offers wornen a vehicle Ior

meeting,' {or sharing their experiences and perhaps through

this, {or promoting intellectual and emotional growth among

themselves. it may provide a support base {ar encouraging

women to explore new roles Íor themselves within the {amíly

and the community. It can perhaps åIso serve as a trainÍng

ground {or learning to soLve problems and make decisions

col lectivel.y, thus bui Iding con{idence and leadership and

orgånizational ski I 1s.

In my study, I wi I I use Nomen's income çenerating trÐ-

Ètperatlves in Chi Ie ås an examp 1e, arguing that

participation in the co-operatives has played ån important

r-o1e 1n changing pårticipants' images o{ themselves,

provid ing them wi th greater conf idence and strength j.n

chal Ienging traditional conceptions o{ the role o{ women in

the {ami 1y, community and society.

1.2 Ðe=grrp!Àe!-ef-!Þc_Q!udy

In the current political situation in Chile low income

women have been {orced to take on a qreater role than in

the past in meeting the basic needs o{ families and even
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their trommunities as a whoIe. [^Jhi1e

immune to pol i tical violence by the

have been the major targets. This

wornen have become the Eole support o{

their husbands have been k i I Ied,

(sent into internal exile to a remote

period o{ three months) or disappeared

women have not been

mÍlitary regimeu men

has meant that many

their fami I ies a{ter

impr isoned r Fplegated

region o{ Chile {or a

The economic and sociaÌ po1ícies o{ the military regime

have also {orced women to take on å more active roLe

outside o{ the home. FoIlowing a rigid monetarist

philosophyo the regime eliminated tari{fs on imported

goods. This has resulted in the closure of {actories

producing basic consumer goods such as shoeE, textiles and

c lothes, electr ical app I iances and others. At the såme

time the regime has severely cut back on social spending,

on health cåre, education, and social services. Thousands

o{ pro{essionals in service { Íelds have been thrown out of

work, ioining those unemployed by the closure o{ {actories.

The destruction o{ social service systems has also made the

poor and the unemp loyed even more vulnerab 1e and

desperate. (7)

7 Luis
l1?IQ:L?78¡ '177 .

VitaIe. Le_EgrUaqLg!_SssrêL__Le!iOg_ômer-Lçênê
Barceìona: Ed. Fontamara S.4,,, 1979 r pp. 172-
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homen have had to respond to this situation in a number o{

ways. lfany seek an Índividual solution. There is L ittle

work available {or women who lack {ormal education other

than waitressing and domestic work in the homes o{ the rich

and the midd Ie-c lass. t^Ji th a surp lus o{ women in desperate

need of some {orm o{ income, the price o{ domestic and

service labour is reduced and hJomen can be subjected to the

most extreme exploitatÍon. other women participate in the

in{ormal Eector as street vendors or by takÍng Ín laundry

or dress making. According to the opposition press in

Chi leo prostitution is increasing. (8)

other women respond through collective actÍon, organizing

communal kÍtchens to {eed their fami. I ies and forming

production co-operatives to generate income. For many o{

them, this experience is in marked contrast to their past

I ives, representing thei r t irst invol-vement outside the

home. Becåuse o{ the relatively short history o{ most co-

El "Protestan las Prostitutas". in ôlgl_fCf=., No. 21J.
February,, 1988. There are in chile EeveråI magazines run
by the opposition to the dictatorship which are able to
operate on ä regular Þasis. They are., however, shut down
dur ing per Íods o{ State o{ Siege and Eta{{ of these
publications åre o{ten harrassed and even kidnapped and
murdered. These publications have close relations with
organ i zations o{ the opposi tion,, inc lud ing the AI ternative
Development organizations and P,E.T. (Progråma de Economia
del Trabajor an alternative Chi lean social research
organization), which gives them access to unof{iciaI and
statistical in{ormation. The best known o{ these magåzines
are AnaIisis, Apsi, Hoy, Fortin Mapocho and Cauce.
Bibliography. )

( 5ee



operåt i ves ånd

exper ience provides

åssess the impact

att i tudes o{ wornen.

The study

active in

assess the

their 1 ives

L2

other seI {-help groupE

an interesting case for

o{ partic ipation on

, the Chi I ean

attempting to

the I ives and

wi I I seek input {rom

i ncome generat i ng

impact partícipation

, and on their image

Iow Íncome women who are

co-operatives, in order to

has had on other aspects o{

o{ themselves,

This study is ån

initial themes which

{or future studies.

I PauIo Freire.'
ed i tion,' New York: Don

exploratory e{{ort, intended to o{fer

could provide the theoretical basis

ledasssv ef--!hÊ--Qppre==eÉ , 19th
, 1983.

1.3 QÞies!rvÊ=-ef-lbc-9lcdv

This study seeks to provide a better understanding o{ the

role that seI{ heì.p orgånizations plåy in bui Iding

consciouEness åmong low income wornen. Consciousness will be

understood.' in the context o{ this study, to meän ån

ah,areness o{ one's own economic and soc ial cond i tion in

rel.ation to the wÍder pol iticai., social and economic

si tuation, and, importantly, the wi I 1 ingness to translate

pol itical and social values into action. (9)

tinuum Pub I ishing Corporation



13

The study also seeks to increase

understanding in the {oI}owing areås:

åwåreness and

a) Self-help orgånizations in Canada The use o{ seL{-

help groups as a medium {or bui lding participation may

have relevance in Canada in break inç patterns o{

alienation, despair and isolation which characterize

the lives o{ the very poor. There is much that se}{-

help orgånizations in Canada and those working with

them could Iearn {rom the Chilean example.

There is a çrowing but sti I I insuf{ ic ient I i terature on

the sub iect o{ popular organizations in Chi le but very

Iittle of this Iiterature is {ocussed on women and even

less is d irected at aud iences outside o{ Chi Ie. ThiE

study cån help to make this subject more åccessible to

non-Chileans, thus increasing the potential {or others

to learn {rom the experiences o{ groups in Chile.

The ["Jomen Themselves Through the interviews the study

seeks to encourage the participants to engage in a

critical analysis o{ their experience as members o{ a

co-op and to ref lect on their role as wofnen in Chi lean

soc iety today. The interviews also provide

b)
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participants with a {orum to articulate their víews and

exper iences,

c) ChÍ lean AI ternative Deve).opment Organ i zations lfany

Chi lean non-€overnment organÍzations, ot- Alternative

Development Organizations (A.D.O.'s) as they are called

in Chi le, see the promotion o{ critical consciousness

among members o{ grass roots groups as an irnportant

aspetrt o{ their work. hhile they have other tools {or

evaLuating the e{{ectiveness o{ their work., this study

could be use{uI tc¡ animators and popular educåtorg

working wi th A. D. O. 's. A summary o{ this study wÍ I I be

produced in Spanish and made avai lable to both the

partic ipants and Dhi lean A. D. O. 's work ing wi th women 's

co-ops.

To fny knowledge, other than the book Scraps o{ Li{e by

Mariorie Agosin, (1O) there is no publicatÍon in EngLish

on this theme. Therefore, this study may help to màke

rnore peop I e in Canada åware of the wor k that i s be i ng

done in Chi te and thus contr ibute to bui ld ing the

sol.idarity support needed by Chilean Alternative

1O tf ar ior ie Agosin, 9çBô89_A[__L]EE, trans. DoIa
Franzen, Toronto: Wi I I iams-tdaI Iace Publ ishers , IgB7.
This book was written in Spanish and translated into
EngI ish. It is about women who make arpi I leraE.
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DeveLopment Organ i zations

as the women's co-ops.

and grass roots groups such

Canad ian Non-Government Development Organ i zations-

Many Canad ian development organ i zations are now

d irecting their assistance to grass roots groups r

inc lud ing women 's income generating co-operatives.

This assistånce is often channeLed through indigenous

non-governrnent orgånizations such ås the Alternative

Development Organizat j.ons in Chi 1e. This approach to

development work, in some cases, re{Iects the view that

under deve I opmen t 15 primarily a problern o{

maldistribution o{ wealth and power r tråt I ing {or

greater po1 itical participation and action at the grass

roots leveI. Strengthen ing commun i ty and membership

based groups among the very poor is seen ås a way o{

providing people with structures through which they cån

gain organizational and leadership ski ì. 1s, as wel I äE

greater con{idence in their capacity to e{{ect change

through collective action. This study can provide

Canadian development organizations which have made this

choice in development methodology with rnore Ín{ormation

and insights into the types of groups they åre

supporting,
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Social hork The issue being explored in thj.s study is

the role o{ incorne generating co-ops as vehicles Ior

"conscientizatíon", to use the term introduced by the

Braz i I ian popular educator, PauJ.o Freire. ( 11) As Jarnes

llidgley notes in his book on social work practice and

education in the Third Wor Id ¡

The techniques which are inherent in
the proces5 of conscientization are not
dis-similar to those oI social work ot-
tr{-ÌffrrTrunlty deve}opment butr LtnIÍke
sociaL work, the focus is not
Íntrospective and the purpose is very
di{{erent. Instead of helping people
rnake a better ad justrnent to their
cÍrcumstantres, conscientization gives
insights so that peop 1e cån change
their circurnstances. ( 12)

This study can perhaps provide a model for one strategy in

the radicaL approach to social work, {ocussed on empowering

disadvantaged groups and providing them, to paråphrase

Midgley, with insights so that they can change their

c ircumstances, The exper ience o{ the women 's co-ops in

chile could be shared with groups in canada also attempting

to overcome condÍtions o{ disadvantage.

The study rnåy also provide insights into approaches to

norking with economically disadvantaged women, trontributing

11 FreÍre.

12 James Midgley, lfSfe==lenè-L__]mpetfêlt_ÞOi___ggqlel
4ef!_fl__lbe_Ihffd_Uqf!É, London: Heinemann, London, 1981,
p. L44.



L7

to the artj.culation o{ å {eminist approach to socia} work,

t"Jhi 1e the study Iooks at wornen in a di{{erent country,

there are many parallels between the situation o{ Iow-

income women in chile and the situations or native and

immigrant women in Canada.

FÍnaI Iy, the study can enrich the social work pro{ession

and social work education by providing ån example o{ how

people in a di{{erent country and culture, living under

very di{{erent economic, social and po}itical conditions,

deaL with problems. Canada is becoming increasingly more

multi-cultural, multi-ethnic and multi-raciaI. To respond

to this social workers must develop greater trross-cuLtural

capabi I ities and this requires, among other things., more

fami I iar ity and apprec iation o{ other soc ieties, the

problems ÞeopIe {ace in those societies and the wåy they

address those proÞ1ems.

As wel I '' the chang ing ethn ic and cuI turaL tromposi tion o{

canada demands that sociaI workers be more {LexibIe and

imag inative in order to respond to new needs and

conditions. Exposure to åpproaches to working with

disadvantaged groupE in other societies can broaden and

enr ich the understandinq and capabi I ities o{ soc j.al

workers. Hopeful 1y, this study cån contribute to this

pr oc Êss.
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BADKGRDUND INFORMATION

This background discussion covers three areas which can

contribute to ån understanding o{ the role o{ the women's

co-operatives and their inf luence in the I ives o{ their

members. The { irst is the pol i tical si tuation in Chi Ie,

providing the background to the present conditions which

have {orced h,omen to seek wåys to generate income and of{er

one another suppor t, The second iE the Popuì.ar Economic

DrganizatÍons, or 0,8.P.'s as they are called in Spanish,

o{ which the women 's co-operåtives are one examp ì.e.

DiscusEion o{ the O.E.P.'s places the women'E co-ops in a

wider {ramework of popu}ar responses to present conditions

in Chi le, The third årea Ís the Political Participation of

l^Jomen in Chi Ie. This wi I I provide a basis {or d iscussing

change in poI itical awareness and participation among low

income women in Chi le today.

z_" I f bc-Bslll¡sel-Er!ce!rel-sl-Qhrle
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reg i.me in the 193O's, Chi 1e had elected governments, wi th å

division oI power between the executive, legÍslature and

iudiciary, for more than a hundred years. The {ranchise

was gradually extended over a period o{ time to include

all income levels, ill.iterates and womenr so that by lg4g

there was universal adult su{{rage, Under these conditions

trade unions and pol itical parties representing the working

clåss were aÞle to organize themselves and måke signi{icant

ådvances,

In 1,970 a soc ial Íst governrnent was elected, wi th Salvador

Allende ås president. The Allende government implemented a

series o{ econornic and social re{orms, a{fecting all levels

of soc i ety. lYany o{ these re+orms attac ked the econom j- c

power o{ ChÍ Iean el i tes and foreign mul tinational

corporations. Large agricultural estates were taken over

and the land distributed to peasants or peasant run co-

operatÍves. ( 13) The copper min ing industry was furl Iy

national i zed and the {ormer owners ! two maJor Amer Ican

mining corporations, were paid no compÊnsation in view o{

what the AI lende government regarded as decades o{

extracting excessive pro{its. (14) There were also re{orms

to make health care and education more åccessible {or the

13 Paul Sismund'' rÞe__oyqr!bLqH__9f__ôl-lClde__e!É_!be
EeLr!tqg__Sf__Qbf_Le.__1?þ!_L27þ, Pittsburgh: University o{
Pittsburgh Press, 1977, pp. 139-14O.

I4 Sigmundr pp. L4t-142.


