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Abstract

This paper discusses feminist poli©cal economy analysis (PEA) as a core tool for contextual analysis in relaBon
to women’s economic empowerment. Feminist PEA assesses the formal and underlying informal factors that
impact women’s performance in social, economic and poliBcal spheres, and how these might aTect their
economic empowerment. The paper also explores selected literature on women’s incomes, livelihoods and labour
parBcipadon so as to illustrate feminist concerns in normadve pracces, including cultural prescripdons, on the
economic, poli©cal and social order; male dominaBon over the economic and labour markets; and power relaBons
in the producBon value chains such as the agricultural, dairy and energy value chains. Through an exploraBon
of feminist issues and underlying factors that constrain the performance of market ins6tudons the paper Jnds
that oOen invisible factors, such as care work and domes6c labour, signi}jcantly aTect women’s parfcipadon in
economic acOvibes and income generadon. The feminist PEAis clearly an eTecBve tool for unearthing how women’s
eTecOveness as agents of economic change in the market is constrained by a myriad of informal underlying
factors. The paper Jnds that feminist PEA richly provides a deeper perspecOve on contextual issues related to
women’s economic empowerment, and recommends a more deliberate implementaBon of policies and laws in
order to minimize the nega®ve impacts of the underlying factors that stymie women’s economic empowerment.
Of importance is the need for any policy reform aimed at enhancing women’s economic empowerment to factor
in measures for addressing unpaid reproductve labour, and a supporéve environment to enable women’s
par6cipadon in entrepreneurship and the labour market.
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Introduction

There is no single de}niBon of poliGcal economy
analysis (PEA). However, the OrganizaBon for
Economic Cooperadon and Development (OECD)
explains that PEA is concerned with “the interacéon
of poliBcal and economic processes in a society, the
distribuBon of power and wealth between diTerent

economic processes. This contestaBon also implies
“the process of generaBon of wealth and how
poli6cal choices aTect development outcomes at
the individual, community and even broader” (Asian
Development Bank, 2013).

groups and individuals, and the processes that create,
sustain and transform these relaBonships over
©me” (Department for InternaBonal Development
(DFID), 2009). At the centre of PEA is poli©cs, that
is, the contest between two compe®dng groups and

Poli6cal economy analysis was further enriched
when feminists took an interest in the underlying
factors that were driving gender discrimina6on and
inequalibes in the economic, polidcal and social
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spheres. Feminist interest in PEA was concerned
with the quiescent causes of “skewed power
relaBons and social straBJcadon that leO women
at the bozom and men in a dominant posion at
the top” (Kabeer, 2015). Below we explore the
various components of PEA and the nexus between
feminist PEA and women’s economic empowerment.
Women’s economic empowerment (WEE) has been
variously delned as “the process through which
women navigate contextual challenges in order to
a>ain adequate access to and control over economic
resources, and improved livelihoods” (ODI, 2016;
Taylor and Pereznieto, 2014; CARE InternaBonal,
2020). This paper explores the nexus between
feminism and PEA, specijcally reviewing how a
feminist PEA has been u6lized in diTerent study
contexts to assess WEE. Through a methodological
approach that reviewed secondary empirical data
and research studies, the paper situates feminist PEA
within women’s economic empowerment discourses.

Core Components of
Political Economy
Analysis

Integral to PEA are several key elements, including the
interests and incenBves of diTerent groups and how
these inNuence policy outcomes; the role that formal
and informal insBtuBons play in shaping how people
relate and interact; and, the impact of values, ideals
and poliBcal behaviour (Whaites, 2017). PEA seeks to
unearth underlying factors beneath the surface of a
given situadon. In so doing, it provides insights into
poliecal ideologies, organizaBonal culture, norms
and value systems, and religious factors that might
have an eTect on how people think or act, and what
the compe6bng interests might be (Whaites, 2017).
PEA is also informed by ‘how things really get done’
and the nexus between formal and informal factors
that inform how actors in a poliBcal system, cultural

PEA also helps
identify the most
relevant policy
responses and
strategies that are
likely to work in
instances where
there have been
difficult and complex
development

H

challenges
community or ins6tudon, operate (ODI, 2016;

AusAID, 2016; Fritz et al, 2014). In this case formal
insBtudons include laws and policies, and regulatory
processes that de)ne the systems of governance,
while informal instudons include cultural norms,
patronage networks and patriarchy, and how these
inNuence decision-making processes (Whaites, 2017;
Oxfam, 2014).

PEA also helps idenofy the most relevant policy
responses and strategies that are likely to work
in instances where there have been dikcult and
complex development challenges. OOen, vested
sectarian and poliocal interests get in the way
of well-meaning programme intervenBons, and
this may not always be obvious to the researcher,
necessitabng the deeper analysis that a PEA oTers.
In the case of WEE, policy enablers, such as funds
set aside by a government ins6tudon for Jnancing
women’s iniBabves as well as supporéve laws that
prohibit gender-based discrimina®on may be in
place. However, vested interests, cultural normabve
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pracBces, ethnic and other secBonal discriminaon
may cause vulnerabiliGes that may block the actual
implementaBon of WEE enabling policies.

This paper assesses how such underlying factors may
interact with policy structures and how feminist PEA
can unearth the blockages in the implementadon
process. In addiGon, through a feminist PEA, the
paper seeks to understand why despite good prac6ces
and laws, and even a progressive consgtudon
like Kenya’s 2010 Consetudon, reforms related to
women’s economic empowerment séll take long to
get rooted. For instance, why, despite the provision
of a minimum representadon threshold of one-third
of either gender in the ConsBtudon of Kenya (2010),
has Kenya not yet been able to get women into
Parliament, Consetubonal Commissions, Parastatal
Boards and other policy formulaBon and decision-
making bodies? A feminist PEA oTers a criBcal
intervenBon, enabling a deeper understanding of
the type of polibcal incenBves that have shaped the
decisions of poliBcal parfes, voters, the judiciary
and other players, resuldng in the skewed gender
representadon that we currently see in ins6tubonal
formaBons in Kenya and other African jurisdicons.

Political Economy
Analysis in Gontext

PoliBcal economy analysis gained fresh importance in
the 1970s, when donor agencies tended to side-step
poliBcal actors, having found their parésan interests
too complex to navigate (Fritz et al, 2014). PoliBcal
incenves oOen appeared incompadble with public
interests. In the 1980s, the Structural Adjustment
Programmes (SAPs) formed the policy paradigm for
development, but the underlying poliBcal drivers
became too strong for development to progress.
With ©me, it became clear that there were other
ins@tudonal factors, more popularly referred to as,
‘rules of the game’, that determined how things would

actually work out (Whaites, 2017:5). According to Fritz
et al. (2014:2), “InsBtubons underpin markets and
provide the framework within which the bureaucracy
acts and poliBcal contestabon plays out”. Some of
these insBtubonal factors are guided by cultural
normabve pracOces, vested patronage interests
such as corrupBon, power struggles, personalised
economic bene]ts such as ploys to win procurement
tenders, culturally and religiously ordained gender
stereotypes and discrimina®on, among others.

PoliBcal economy analysis as an important analy©cal
tool for development challenges gained trac6on in
the 2000s with several development insBtudons
such as the World Bank, the then Department for
InternaBonal Development (DFID), the Swedish
InternaBonal Development Agency (SIDA) and the
Government of the Netherlands, each iniGaGng
their own version of a PEA approach. Feminists also
took an interest in PEA in the 2000s, aOer realizing
that gender equality remained elusive despite
heavy investments in ©me, development aid and
government Jnancial and policy intervengons. PEA
oTered a good analyBcal tool of the latent obstacles
to gender equality across diTerent spheres, and
thus drew the a>en®on of feminist scholars and
pracéooners.

There are various versions and approaches to PEA,
advanced by diTerent instubons. A few of these
versions are presented brieNy below:

« The World Bank’s Problem Driven Polifcal
Economy Analysis, which included a governance
and an®-corrupon strategy (Fritz et al., 2014):
The problem driven approach is concerned with
ensuring that PEA begins by diagnosing specijc
problems and unresolved developed challenges
that require a resolugon to be resolved.

o DFID'S Drivers of Change (DoC) analy6cal
framework: DoC is an approach developed by the
then DFID to address lack of linkages between the

e
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poliBcal framework of a country and operadons
of development organizabons operaéng in the
country. It specijcally assessed the interface
between economic, poliBcal and social factors
that either propel or constrain poverty reducoon
work (ODl, 2009).

o SIDA’s Power Analysis approach: This is founded
on the belief that power imbalances and
asymmetries in access to Jnancial, capital and
economic resources must be resolved for poverty
reducoon to be achieved, (SIDA, 2005).

« Feminist Poli6cal Economy Analysis: Feminist

PEA began as a blend of feminist work in various
disciplines, including economics; development
studies; and poli6cs (Grikn, 2007; Peterson,
2005). In the late 1990s and early 2000s,
feminists felt that gender was missing in the
mainstream PEA discourse and sought to bring it
on board (Waylen, 1997; Grikn, 2007; Peterson,
2005). Feminist PEA is discussed in more detail in
subsequent secOons of this paper.

Feminist Political Economy Analysis

However, with all this thinking into PEA, the feminist
PEA did not gain aZenBon un6l more recently,
aOer the year 2000 (Peterson, 2005; GSDRC, 2014).
A feminist PEA puts the spotlight on gendered
discriminaBon and inequaliGes, and how these
are atected by skewed power relaBons in poliBcal,
economic and social spheres. A feminist lens in PEA
adds a layer of analysis to enable a more accurate
understanding of gendered and other intersecBonal
inequalies. Gender iden66es are reproduced by
the processes of poliBcal economy, hence the need
to assess these iden66es’ diTerenbal impacts on
women and men.

As noted by Peterson (2005), feminist intervenons
across various disciplines have over 6me exposed the
omission of women’s contribudons to development
and producBon processes — with women and
feminised acBviBes oOen presented as inferior,
using androcentric criteria. For example, women’s
domes6c, reproducBve and caring labour is deemed
‘lesser’ compared to male producBon. Thus, male
dominated ac6vifes (00en paid work in the formal
economy) along with masculinised characterisocs,
such asautonomy and compe®6veness, are perceived
to be the norm and more ‘worthy’. Women, on the
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other hand, are devalued and perceived to be inferior,
subjec6ve, natural and unskilled and thus assigned
unpaid acevibes. Correcong this androcentric bias,
to make women empirically more visible, should be
a conénuous project of the feminist discourse, and
has informed feminist PEA thinking (Peterson, 2005;
2007; Grikn, 2007).

Feminist PEA has a broader perspecbve and
focus on social policies, which encompass deeper
analyses of the gender diTeren®als in educaéon,
agriculture, labour rights; intra-household division
of labour; access to economic resources; gendered
wage pazerns, unpaid care work, among others. It
also allows for interseconal analysis that explores
gender and how systems of power intersect and
cause diTerenBated impacts on diTerent groups in
society (Women'’s InternaBonal League on Peace and

Freedom (WILPF), 2019). Thus, feminist PEA explores

the following in development discourses:

o It seeks to understand the drivers of economic,
polical and social behaviour, incenves and
percepBons; and enables idenB)cabon of
systemic gender discriminatory factors.

e It assesses the wvarious gender-based
contestaBons and bargaining between diTerent




interest groups. More specijcally, it enables
understanding of the diTerent stakeholders in
a parBcular context, and the logic behind the
decisions they make. This is achieved through a
process of stakeholder mapping and analysis.

« Itilluminates visible, invisible and hidden power
that determines how things really get done. It
sheds light on the constellaBons of power among
women and men, signals who wields decision-
making power at diTerent levels, and how this
arects women and men. It also shows how
economic and labour opportunies, power and
wealth are distributed, based on class, ethnic
divisions, gender and other forms of iden6ty
(Kabeer, 2015: 2021).

In order to understand the above, a variety of
useful tools are available that may be deployed
to aid Feminist PEA, either on their own or in
combinaBon, based on the complexity of the issue
under inves8gadon. These tools are presented brieNy
below.

Multi-Layered Institutional

Analysis

InsBtudons refer to “rules, norms and arrangements,
or rules of the game” (Jones, 2005). Actors are the
administrators or agents who oversee applicabon of
the ‘rules’. Formal rules include laws, policies and
reguladons that exist and guide operaBons in formal
economic, social and poliBcal spaces and the market
place. Informal rules and norms include patriarchy,
patronage systemsand cultural gender and norma6ve
pracBces that determine how things really get done
(Whaites, 2017; ODI, 2016; Oxfam, 2014; Braunstein,
2008; Jones, 2005).

Capacity Needs Assessment
Capacity needs assessment is a criBcal part of PEA
as it assesses whether the main actors have the

necessary capacity to act and voice their needs,
be heard, self-organize and posi©on strategically.
A feminist PEA assesses women’s self-realizabon
and iden6Jes cribcal gender diTerenBated power
imbalances that require a>en6on (Australian Agency
for InternaBonal Development (AusAlID, 2016). A core
ingredient in nurturing women’s self-determinadon is
building their skills and capabiliBes to achieve certain
outcomes, and thus assess inherent capacioes ‘to act
and voice’ their needs and interests (agency) which is
criocal to feminist PEA (Kabira, 2015).

Stakeholder Mapping and

Analysis

Stakeholders are the enfre array of actors with
interest or inNuence on a parBcular issue. They may
either represent ‘change’ and also represent ‘non-
reformists’, who do not embrace change and oOen
tend to prefer the status quo (ODI, 2016). Where the
government is a stakeholder, it cannot be construed
to be a neutral actor as it is made up of individual men
and women, who also harbour individual interests
and inNuences. In addi®on, individuals have networks
and varied mo6vabon for the choices and decisions
they make, some of which may be determined by
patriarchal ideologies. Feminist PEA must keep track
of gender diTerenBated power dimensions, including
how formal and informal power is distributed among
the diTerent stakeholders.

Power Analysis

Power analysis is associated with SIDA, and it aims to
idenofy where real power really rests. It is a tool that
helps illustrate power distribuon as well as potenfal
conNicts of interests. This is best established where
local experBse is deployed in the analysis (SIDA,
2005). From a feminist analyBcal perspecove, it helps
unearth visible and invisible power, culture-based
authority and misogynisec trends and paZerns.

The Department for Internaonal Development is now referred to as the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Okce (FCDO)
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Operationalizing PEA in Women’s Economic

Empowerment

Women’s economic empowerment (WEE) is aTected
by many constraining factors that are some®mes
ignored, oOen inadvertently, in intervenons by
governments and other actors seeking to improve
women’s livelihoods. Some of these factors
include inequalies in labour markets and gender
relaBons, social norms and unpaid reproductve
labour, parBcularly care work (Quisumbing, 2021;
Kabeer, 2005; 2015; ILO, 2016; ODI, 2016). Naila
Kabeer (2021) underscores livelihood inequality as
a foundabonal cause for other forms of inequality,
such as access to educafon, health care, various
freedoms and decision-making. Kabeer advocates
for transforma6ve change from the straB}ed gender
systems of economic and market spaces that place
women at the bo>om below men, to more equitable
systems (2021). Unpaid care work is one of the
contribuBng factors that cause women to remain at
the boZom of this economic strata, with the going
assumpeon being that this is ‘women’s natural role’
without prying beneath such assump8ons to unearth
the causal factors. Feminist economists’ work in this
area led to a list of other contribuéng factors such as
labour market discriminaBon leading to occupaBon
hierarchy and women parfcipaéng in labour markets
on disadvantaged terms (Kabeer, 2005, 2015, 2021;
Budlender, 2008). Under these terms, women
conBnue to Jnd themselves in less paying, more
labour intensive and uncertain jobs.

By exploring how gender norms reinforce the power
relaBons that subordinate women in economic,
poliBcal and social spaces through various forms of
oppression such as gender based violence (GBV),
feminist PEA helps to peel oT the layers that women
must wade through to achieve self-actualizaBon.
Recent studies on gender gaps in returns on women’s

A Journal of the African Women Studies Centre

labour found a list of compounding factors including
gendered discrimina®on in access to educabon and
Jnance; discriminatory regulaons and inheritance
laws; and unpaid work (Hallward-Driemeir, 2011;
World Economic Forum, 2018). Other factors include
alack of infrastructure to reduce the burden of unpaid
care work on women (Kabeer, 2021; Budlender,
2008).

An assessment of how gender intersects with
distribudon of formal and informal power in
economic and labour market spaces reveals
“occupabonal hierarchies in the informal labour
market, where men dominate the higher levels of
paid formal jobs, while women dominate the lower
echelons due to intersecBonal vulnerabiliBes, care
work and gender discriminaBon” (Kabeer, 2021: 17).
Studies in Africa have provided further insights on
several consideraSons beyond pro] tability that oOen
inform women’s entrepreneurial acBvibes. Such
consideradons were found to include entrepreneurial
skills and capability, the need to secure the family
welfare, women’s ability to hire extra labour and
access to Jnancing (Kennedy and Roelen, 2017;
Kabeer, 2021; Muthuri et al., 2017). Cumula®vely,
these factors aTect women’s ability to progress to
higher levels of the enterprise chains and ulomately
achieve economic empowerment. Similarly, concerns
over access to reliable and aTordable child care
services, among other factors such as low literacy;
lack of skills; and work place discriminaBon aTect
women’s access to gainful formal employment.

A randomised control trial in Kenya in 2017 that
sought to establish how lowering the costs of
childcare services through a voucher system would
atect women’s labour choices and market outcomes,
found that women with subsidized childcare were




women with
subsidized
childcare were
17% more likely to
be employed than
those without
(Clark et al, 2018,
2019).

17% more likely to be employed than those without
(Clark et al., 2018, 2019). The study unearthed
other underlying formal and informal factors that
arect employment including economic incenéves,
bargaining power, social norms, among other factors.
The conclusion was that policies that seek to impact
WEE through labour markets and employment cannot
be eTecBve without consideraBons for easing unpaid
care work. Clearly, balancing work and childcare
remains a dilemma for many women in Kenya and
elsewhere in developing countries. This implies that
childcare centres are a criBcal link pin in improving
women’s income earning opportunifes, as they
enable women to balance between childcare and
employment or entrepreneurship, without making
them have to choose between their child care roles
and whether to earn an income.

Economic and polical policies are hardly ever gender
neutral, and someBmes exisdng laws reinforce and
sustain discrimina®ve gender roles curtailingwomen’s
economic empowerment. The discussion above
illuminates how distribubon of formal and informal
power in economic spaces aTects women’s economic

empowerment. In addi®on, visible, and invisible
power. through cultural norms, male dominaGon and
gendered discriminaBon, aTects decision-making and
distribudon of resources, oOen leading to women’s
subordinaBon and exclusion from the labour market.
For instance, men tend to have wider social and
business networks because they are beZer educated
and are able to venture outside the con}nes of their
domes6Bc spaces unlike women. Despite the policy
intervenons by government and other agencies
to spur women’s economic empowerment through
entrepreneurship, women’s businesses remain
small in scope and size and with a limited capital
outlay (Kirie-Ngangé and Kiiru, 2018). For women to
navigate these constraints and strengthen their lobby
posiBon and parBcipabon in market spaces, there is
clearly need for policy reform towards facilitaBve
market infrastructure that pursues the enforcement
of laws and implementaBon of exiseng policies. It is
only then that access to credit, reducon of women'’s
unpaid reproducove labour, and enhanced access to
atordable and accessible childcare services, can be
realised.

Summary

00en the major conNicts of interests related to power
and control of entrepreneurship and market spaces
revolve around access to and control over producbve
resources such as labour, assets and women'’s agency
towards self-realizaon. Women'’s restricted access
to resources such as land, Jnancing, paid producéve
and reproducéve labour, and the constraints from
care work need to be addressed in order to safeguard
women’s economic empowerment. Women'’s access
to economic resources can have posiGve outcomes
for their voice and inNuence within the household.
It is clear from the foregoing that gender inequali©es
are perpetuated and reinforced in the market
and economic spaces in ways that limit women’s
contribuBons and economic progress (Kabeer, 2021).
Therefore, in consonance with feminist PEA, we can
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conclude that while individuals and associaons,
including women and their organizabons, make
choices and exercise agency, these are directly
dictated by rules, norms, assets and capabiliBes
available to them and allowed by the systemic
ins@tudonal values.

While there have been signijcant eTorts to address
gendered inequaliGes in economic empowerment,
such as those seen through government policies on
akrmadve acbon funds for women and the youth,
and the ConsBtubon of 2010 that gave express
provisions on gender representabon, inequali®es in
all spheres abound. Due to fundamental obstacles
in the insBtuBonal structures and systemic pracoces
equitable distribuBon representabon in decision
making planorms and legislaBve insBtudons,
distribuon of economic resources and job
opportuniBes have remained a mirage,. These
obstacles have never been fully unearthed and
addressed.

The social transformaBon sought through African
feminist discourses will, therefore, remain elusive, as
long as these obstacles remain beneath the surface.
This paper argues that digging through poliBcal,
social and economic ins6tuBons is paramount. In
so doing, hidden interests and oOen androcentric
machinaBons that aTect eTecBve implementaBon
of policy provisions will be brought to the fore. And
only when addressed will the much-sought social
transformaBon be realized. Given the oOen notable
disconnected loop between policy formulaBon and
research evidence in Africadue to low research uptake
by the government (Wanjiku, 2019), the value that
would accrue from feminist PEA in the formulaBon
of women’s economic empowerment intervengons
may not be realized. There is a clear need to build
research capacity and interest in feminist PEA, as a
core component of the African feminist discourse
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Conclusion

Feminist PEA has demonstrated that women need
negoBabon and bargaining skills to navigate formal
and informal poli6cal and economic engagements.
Therefore, these skills should be strengthened
by building a cri6cal balance between women’s
producéve and reproductve labour contribudons.
For women to achieve economic empowerment and
sustained transformaBve change, criBcal success
factors include individual and social capital through
group interacBons, enhanced with capabiliBes
and skills building. In addi®on, support to access
Jnance, complemented by entrepreneurship
training, is criBcal. If women are to aain economic
empowerment, they must be facilitated to access the
labour markets and various entrepreneurial value
chains, and not just be allowed to parBcipate in the
labour intensive producSon stages that are oOen
poorly remunerated and less lucraBve as compared
to the higher levels of the entrepreneurial chains.
Notably, these higher levels of the entrepreneurial
chains are 00en dominated by men. Women require
well anchored supporbve market structures such
as technology and technical capabili©es, leading
to beXer remunerated and more empowering
occupadons, just as much as the men.

It follows that there is need to ensure policy
implementadon in order to provide the needed
safeguards and thus limit the various forms of
discriminaBon against women in employment and
entrepreneurship. While some countries such as
Kenya have good labour market regulaGons and
policies, their implementaon is ineTecbve, and
thus discriminaon conBnues to constrain women’s
par6cipadon in the labour market and in economic
acbvibes. Furthermore, it is clear from exiséng
literature that underlying factors that aTect the
eTecBveness of policy intervenBons aimed at WEE
include the burden of unpaid reproducbve roles,
implying the need to factor in measures to reduce this




burden. This study recommends that all WEE related
policies should consider measures to address care
work. Such measures should include, among others,
provision of accessible, atordable and credible day-
care facili©es for pre-school children. This will allow
the mothers, par6cularly in low-income households,

care work and paid labour 0Oen priori®zing care work,
to access an easier opBon of aTtordable, accessible
and credible childcare faciliBes. This will ensure
that they are not denied the right to parBcipate
etecOvely in the labour market, or to venture into
entrepreneurship; the two major pathways to

who 00en have to make the dikcult choice between women’s economic empowerment.
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