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lies in case of death, illness, unemployment, or any personal 
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Notes on the local currency: 
As of September 2008 one Ethiopian Bïrr was equivalent to .07 Euro, and one Euro was 
equivalent to approximately 14 Ethiopian Bïrr. 
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Prologue 

It was blossoming springtime and the hills were billowing and green when I 
first reached the town of Ambo in September 1996 after the big rains 
(keremt) had just passed by. It was my second time in Ethiopia, and this time 
I came as a sociologist. The previous year I had been in the country as an 
economist, studying women’s work in the informal sector at local market 
places in Addis Ababa, the capital. While conclusive in terms of academic 
fulfillment (Torkelsson 1995) my remaining concern related to what I had 
not learned in that work. Many of the interviewees had said that they had 
come from the rural areas to the city and that they had dreamt of a better 
future in the capital yet had ended up trading literally on the ground for mere 
subsistence in situations characterized by insecurity and vulnerability. This 
provoked my interest in understanding the deeper dynamics concerning what 
they had left behind in the rural areas, and to gain an understanding of issues 
that economic models would not consider. This is the personal reason why I 
decided to become a sociologist and to then shift my research interest to the 
rural areas. However, and foremost, as the majority of the poor people in 
developing countries live in rural areas and earn their living from agricul-
ture, this focus was also relevant to understanding the dynamics creating 
poverty and, hence, to understand better the pathways to development. 

When I arrived at the rural town of Ambo in 1996, I had spent almost five 
hours on the 137.5 km long road on the floor of a public bus—a road full of 
potholes, cattle, and lined with construction works. Upon my return in 
2006—ten years later—the situation was quite different. A Chinese road 
company had been contracted to improve the connection between Ambo and 
the capital Addis Ababa, and the travel time was now reduced to a little more 
than three hours. In Ambo vibrant activity had started and the ‘rurban’ char-
acter of the town had been further accentuated: houses were being built, 
repainted, redecorated, and renovated. Small shops were popping up on all 
corners. Three internet cafes had been opened, and the city had become a 
tourist hub of sorts, albeit a modest one, for visits to the beautiful Wenchi 
Crater Lake. The culture emerging was similar to that of the globalized 
community as described by Friedman (2000): there was communication with 
the outside world with cell phones and internet, people engaged in all kinds 
of work, and women and men dressed more or less as those in major cities 
all around the world. There were ‘blue jeans and Coca Cola,’ to quote a 
common phrase.  
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A vast and lovely rural countryside surrounds Ambo, and as you continue 
on the road from Ambo towards Nekemte and take a left onto a small gravel 
road just before the Guder bridge (keep the cattle market on your right-hand 
side!) and take a sharp turn into the green, you finally reach the community 
named B., the field site in which research was initiated ten years ago, and 
which is one of the villages encompassed in this study. In 2006 some notable 
changes could be observed compared to my last visit to the community in 
1996. The taverns in this gesho (dogwood, rhamnus prinoides) producing 
area were now advertised with fresh green leaves, quite a number of houses 
near the road had metal corrugated sheet (korkoro) roofs signaling that 
maybe one day this house will be able to install electricity, and the tukuls 
(traditional round huts) were slowly being replaced by square houses, which 
could cater better for future korkoro roofs. Continuing westwards on the 
road, away from the urban centers and the marketplaces, and up into the 
mountains, you reach the village of G., the second research site. Here, the 
recent improvements and faint wafts of ‘globalization’ that could be felt in 
B. literally disappear. There is a small gathering of houses at the heart of the 
community: the Peasant Association (PA) administration, a mill, the school, 
the health center, and the local market. But neither electricity nor telephone 
mainlines reach G., and it is also outside the reach of the mobile phone net-
work. Had it not been for the interventions of one local Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO), there would probably not have existed any access to 
safe drinking water, and the road connecting G. to other places would not 
have been able to carry a car.   

In order to reach the third research site, A., you have to travel back, and 
beyond Ambo. A. is the most rurban of all sites. Its name means ‘dust’ in the 
local language afaan Oromoo and according to people in the area this refers 
to the effects of cars and trucks passing through the community center, as the 
PA office and the health clinic are actually located on the main road to Addis 
Ababa. Most of the houses near to the road have korkoro roofs and improved 
water sources in and around the homestead, but the farmers’ plots, where 
they cultivate their crops, are located further out in the fields.  

The fourth village included in this study, I., is situated a geographic step 
away from the road. It was indeed a challenge to find the road to I.; some 
rumor had it that there was a road accessible by car departing from behind 
one of the schools in Ambo, while others dismissed this. In the end we found 
a path leading to the village that would bring us there on foot in about half 
an hour. The village is very spread out and vast, and its central meeting point 
is at the PA station on the “second hill, coming from the turn of the road and 
straight under the electrical cords passing above I.,” according to the people 
we met. In its northern hinterland, I. hosts one of the important qaalluus in 
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the area, and the traditional religion is strong in the area.1 However, neither 
schools nor services are available in I. and children, for example, have to 
walk daily all the way to the nearest school in A., or to Ambo. 

As in many other parts of Africa (see for example Gugler 2002) the links 
between the rural areas and the urban centers are strong and the connections 
between the rural and urban areas are highly valued from both sides. Chil-
dren are often sent to their relatives in the rural areas to learn the ethnic lan-
guage of origin and local customs. For important events, such as marriages 
and funerals, people will return to the rural areas. Similarly, in the rural areas 
everyone seems to know at least someone (who knows someone) who lives 
in a town, if not from his or her immediate family; someone to turn to in 
times of trouble. As employment and higher education are not available in 
the rural areas, there is a steady influx to the towns of people who wish to 
‘try their luck’ for a better life there, as maids, as manual laborers, or to seize 
‘any other opportunity.’ The walls of the tukul in the rural areas are covered 
with colorful posters advertising foreign goods that can only be purchased in 
towns and nearly every village child says that their dream is to go to the 
towns when they grow up. On the other hand, pictures from life in rural ar-
eas decorate traditional goods sold for commercial purposes, showing that 
the rural way of life remains tempting and attractive to those who have aban-
doned this setting. 

In short, there is a social and cultural link that connects the rural to the 
urban areas. But this holds true also for economic reasons. There is a steady 
and frequent interaction and exchange of goods, bringing the countryside 
and towns together in an economic relationship. The roads connecting rural 
to urban areas are crowded with young girls bringing wood or water on their 
backs; groups of women bringing clothes and coffee back to the village from 
the market; men driving their cattle to and from market places; buses ship-
ping traders and their goods (cereals, vegetables, handicrafts, etc.) for sale in 
the towns; and groups of donkeys who find their own way back home from 
the markets. The gulet (literally ‘one place’) traders sell their few items 
along the road, yet others keep on walking while hoping for a lift that would 
take them to markets further away. And as you get tired and hungry along 
the road, the symbol of a bottle turned upside-down on a stick indicates an-
other trading activity, meaning that local alcohol, or food, is for sale in this 
house. Nearly every day there is a market day at some place in the area and 
you will notice this in the number and flow of people on the road.  

This lengthy description has served to briefly introduce village life, the 
research sites, and the rural tempo. It also indicates that there are different 

                                                      
1 Qaalluu himself is believed to embody ‘in persona’ the last angel of Christ. The only relig-
ion that cannot be combined with qaallu is the Pentecostal Movement since they believe 
qaallu is associated with the devil. According to one male interviewee: “The qaalluu is 
mighty—he has a lot of land and wives and he can call in any téff or cattle that he needs from 
the people living under him.”  
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markets, or exchange arenas in the area, and that trading is a common and 
regular activity, a part of rural life. Yet trading can take many forms and 
occur in many places. The aim of this thesis is to inquire whether women 
and men use different markets; whether the functions and values of these 
differ between women and men; and whether women and men have different 
barriers to their trade. It also studies women’s and men’s respective access 
to, and the potential benefits they draw from, local forms of sociability. The 
research aims to understand these two issues in the broader context of 
women’s and men’s resource capitalization, and thus aims to understand in 
greater detail the pathways to development.  
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Part I. Introduction, theory and method 
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1. Introduction 

This thesis studies how the assets of the rural poor can become capital 
through people’s participation in the wider economy, and how gender affects 
this process. Research suggests that development hinges on the conversion 
of resources and assets into capital (cf. de Soto 2000) but more knowledge is 
required on how, and under what conditions, this conversion is possible. In 
particular, research is lacking on the gendered character of this process. This 
research therefore empirically studies the process involved in the resource 
capitalization between women and men in rural Ethiopia, using both survey 
data from four rural communities and three local market places, as well as 
local ethnography. The empirical analysis focuses on the way in which gen-
der structures trade in local markets, and how gender structures local forms 
of sociability.  

Research question and rationale 
This thesis studies the access to rural resources of farming women and men 
in a poor country, Ethiopia. It also studies whether and how the resource 
portfolios of women and men differ, focusing on their access to local mar-
kets and membership of local organizations. 

Studying this is pressing for several reasons. Recent data from the United 
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2007/2008: 25) shows that there 
are still around 2.6 billion people who live on less than two US dollars a 
day.2 Although there have been notable advances in development in recent 
years, the gap between the rich and the poor in the world is widening. Most 
of the poor people derive their living from agriculture, and poverty is deepest 
in the rural areas of developing countries.  

Moreover, there exists an ‘asset gap’ between women and men in all 
countries of the world (cf. Deere and Doss 2006). There are numerous stud-
ies showing that rural women are disadvantaged in terms of accessing the 
range of rural resources in developing countries, and thus find it more prob-
lematic than men to escape from poverty. In rural areas, the tacit assumption 
that women are not farmers in their own right has led agricultural develop-
ment programs to take the ‘farming man’ as the norm and women’s contri-

                                                      
2 Calculated as GDP per capita, in purchasing power parity terms in US dollars.  
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bution to agricultural development in rural areas has been almost invisible, 
or at the very least underestimated (Safilios-Rothschild 1994: 54ff). Also, 
neglecting gender has slowed down the effectiveness and productivity of 
farming and rural development.  

The inequalities in access to resources of women and men therefore need 
to be analyzed comprehensively and systematically. This thesis attributes the 
gender asset gap to men’s central position as gatekeepers to the core of the 
local economy and society, and to the fact that women need to be connected 
to the local economy via men (fathers/husbands) insofar as formal social and 
economic relationships are concerned. Moreover, rural resources commonly 
pass through male networks. The accentuated vulnerability of women who 
head their own households has been established by others as well in Ethio-
pia.3 My theory attributes this to their lack of a male connection. 

Ethiopia is an agriculture-based country with persisting poverty. The lat-
est estimations show that in the period 2003-2005, of the approximately 73 
billion inhabitants in Ethiopia, 84 percent earned their living farming in the 
vast rural areas, and agriculture contributed 44 percent of the Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP) (World Bank 2008a: 320, Table A1).4   

The specific research area is situated in the zonal administration area of 
Ambo in Western Shoa (also spelled Shewa). The majority of the people 
living in the area are Oromo of the Tulama branch. The language spoken, 
afaan Oromoo, is “both in terms of number of speakers and geographic ex-
tent, […] certainly one of the five or six most important languages in Africa 
(Gragg 1982: v) and according to Gascon (1997) the Oromo “occupy at least 
40 percent of the Ethiopian territory, an area roughly the size of Sweden” (p. 
365).5 In spite of this, there are important knowledge gaps regarding Oromo 
history and Oromo culture, as almost all written history in Ethiopia has been 
confined to Geez and Amarinja. Oromo people from all places however 
share a similar culture and have similar institutions (Baxter, Hultin and 
Triulzi 1996).6 

There is a reward attached to reaching old age in a society in which life is 
so harsh, suggesting that abnormal wisdom and outstanding personal quali-
ties are required to reach this stage of life. Thus, an old man is considered 
naturally fit to judge important matters, both by virtue of his sex and of his 

                                                      
3 Cf. Aredo 1994; Bigsten, Kebede, Shimeles, and Taddesse 2003; Taddesse 2003; Teklu and 
Lemi 2004. 
4 Total total population data is based on projections from the last national census undertaken 
in 1994 (Central Statistical Authority 1994). A new round of population census was initiated 
in 2007. 
5 According to the 1994 census, there were around 23 to 26 million people whose first lan-
guage was afaan Oromoo and who recognized themselves as Oromo in Ethiopia.  
6 For example, the Gadaa structure which gathers all Oromo, irrespective of locality, in a 
common social organization. The Gadaa channels men into a status of permanently retired 
elders. Holders of the most important political offices are elected for a period of eight years, 
after which they retire and hand over their offices to their successors (cf. Hultin 1987). 
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age. Old men can be selected as Jaarsa (elders or arbitrators), who exist at 
the heart of the traditional Oromo social organization, and who constitute  
those who are considered to be the most knowledgeable people in the com-
munity.7 Jaarsa distinguish right from wrong, and they implement their 
knowledge as judges in community matters. Jaarsa meet by appointment 
and upon community request, for example to sanction a wedding or divorce 
or to settle/resolve a dispute in a family and thus aim to solve local problems 
before the formal bodies (such as the police) are summoned.  

The research area is situated in the highlands, at an altitude that ranges 
from 2,000-2,800 meters above sea level, approximately 130 km from the 
capital, Addis Ababa. Almost all the population in the area is involved in 
farming, which uses a mixture of crops and livestock. Barley and wheat are 
the most common staple food crops at this altitude, and ensete, faba bean and 
lentils are also commonly grown. Livestock are kept for draught power, milk 
and meat, as well as security. Indeed, the importance of cattle as a wealth-
marker in the Oromo economy has been widely established.8 The area dis-
plays features that are common in rural areas with persistent poverty, such as 
land degradation, and soil erosion is a serious problem (Degefa 2001; Gebre 
et al. 2002), and land is scarce and fragmented. In addition, there is a short-
age of agricultural inputs and services; most notably of fertilizers (Kelbessa 
2001; Ganesan 2006). The area is frequently affected by shocks, such as 
climatic fluctuations, animal diseases, market failures and human diseases 
(including HIV/AIDS), and basic social and economic services are weak. 
Indeed, the present situation can be summarized in the words of one elderly 
male informant (Int 01/2006): “We used to harvest much from a small plot 
of land and had no need to pay for fertilizer, and the land tax was small…we 
used to use natural fertilizer in the past…but the members of the population 
have increased and the land per individual is decreasing.” The area has re-
mained relatively untouched by development initiatives and has never been 
the focus of this type of research before.  

The theory attributes the unequal access to resources of women and men 
to the division of labor in rural households that has been widely observed, 
since Boserup (1970). This division implies that women are responsible for 
the unpaid tasks in the home, and men for the socially and economically 
valued tasks outside, and women’s mobility to the outside is taxed and regu-
lated by local norms and practices.9 Also, the separate control of resources 
and income by husbands and wives within the same household (Guyer 1984; 
Whitehead 1994) affects the unequal capitalization of women’s and men’s 

                                                      
7 For more information on the Jaarsa, see for example Hebo (2005). 
8 See Dercon and Krishnan 1996; Bevan and Joirmann 1997; Birbirssa na Cherecha Devel-
opment Programme (BCDP) 2001; Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2002; Taddesse 2003; Hus-
sein 2004.  
9 This observation relates also to the observation of feminist scholars regarding men’s connec-
tion to the public sphere, and women’s to the private sphere (cf. Elshtain 1981). 
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resources in rural households. A theoretical model of the prevailing patriar-
chal structure is developed to visualize the connections between women and 
men in a stylized manner. It is described in detail in Chapter 2 (see also Tor-
kelsson 2007). 

The thesis uses empirical data from two surveys; one Community Survey 
(CS) and one Market Survey (MS) undertaken in four farming communities 
and three market places between March and May 2006. The sample included 
in all 604 men and women, both women who were living in households 
headed by men, and women who headed their own households. Qualitative 
research methodologies using key informant interviews and field observa-
tions were used as well, and these had already been initiated in 1996 and 
these were used both to develop the questionnaires and to analyze the results 
from the formal surveys. The methodology is explained in greater detail in 
Chapter 3.  

Following this introductory part, the thesis contains three empirical parts. 
These are briefly summarized below. 

Situating the research 
Part II acts as a bridge between the theory and the rest of the thesis. Here, the 
theoretical concepts are developed and situated in the local research context. 
Chapter 4 provides an overview of the two datasets in terms of broad indica-
tors that can affect the resource capitalization processes of women and men, 
such as sex and age distribution, main occupation, educational status, num-
ber of children, and marital status. 

In Ethiopia, the roles and responsibilities of women and men vary, but, 
throughout the country, a distinction is made between women’s and men’s 
responsibilities in rural households. In rural Ethiopia, the line between 
women’s and men’s work has been found to be particularly rigid.10 Among 
the Oromo, it has been found that women and men are responsible for differ-
ent domains of the family (cf. Kuwee Kumsa 1997; Hussein 2004) and that 
women are positioned inside the home, and men outside. In the words of 
Hussein (2004), the spatial patterns of the division of labor, “assign women 
and men to monitor two large, but different economic domains of the fam-
ily” (p. 110).  

In Chapter 5 the division of roles and responsibilities as self-reported by 
women and men are described and analyzed. The chapter establishes that the 
inside-outside distinction is indeed a helpful conceptualization to explain the 

                                                      
10 The division of work in rural households has been observed throughout the country by for 
example Poluha 1989; Pankhurst 1990; Rahmato 1991; Pankhurst 1992; Abera, Gudeta and 
Shale 2005. According to Boserup (1970), women’s work depend on whether plow or hoe 
agriculture is practiced. The north of the country has in general terms been found to be more 
generous towards women than the south (cf. Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2002).  
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expectations concerning women’s and men’s roles and responsibilities in the 
research area. However, the activity of trading emerges as a gender-neutral 
activity that is practiced by both women and men and that challenges the 
inside-outside division of work. Thus, women who trade frequently (from 
now on called ‘female traders’) are singled out as a group that is analyzed 
separately in each empirical chapter, and this group is compared with those 
women who do not trade frequently (from now on called ‘other women’).  

It is difficult to employ conventional measures of poverty, since figures 
on relevant rural resources such as land and income may not be reliable.11 
Chapter 6 therefore uses local ethnography to study the access to resources 
of women and men. A local resource index is developed, which generates a 
resource score, i.e. a continuous variable which represents a local measure of 
wealth (see also Torkelsson and Tassew 2008). This index is then used in the 
following empirical applications to establish the inequality in resource ac-
cess of women and men, and to understand how the processes of resource 
capitalization occur among farming women and men.  

The following Parts III and IV of the thesis study the capitalization of 
women’s and men’s resources in two empirical applications, namely via 
their participation in trade in local markets, and through their participation 
and membership of local organizations and other local networks.  

Capitalization of natural resources 
Trading in local markets represents one concrete opportunity for farmers to 
capitalize on their resources, because in trading economic value is attributed 
to otherwise unvalued agricultural crops whose alternative use is primarily 
household consumption. Also, trading in local markets challenges the inside-
outside division of responsibilities and, consequently, possibly the access to 
rural resources. Part III of the thesis aims to contribute to the empirical basis 
regarding farming women’s and men’s trade in local markets. Here, I study 
whether and how gender structures local markets and trade, and whether and 
how women’s and men’s resource access is (re)produced in markets. 

The link between trade and development has been widely established and 
trade is increasingly seen as a vehicle to generating development (e.g. Swed-
ish Government Bill 2003; UNDP 2005).12 However, it is questionable 

                                                      
11 Cf. Casley and Lury 1981; Bulmer and Warwick 1993; Hershfield et al. 1993; Larsson 
2001; Fahy Bryceson, Bradbury, and Bradbury 2006. 
12 This is captured in the slogan ‘trade – not aid’ often heard in the trade rounds of the World 
Trade Organization (WTO). See for example Fontana et al. 1998; Singh and Zammit 2000; 
Çagatay 2001. Leading up to the Doha-ministerial round of the WTO, activists and NGOs 
lobbied to engender the WTO (cf. Haxton and Olsson 1997), and a roundtable on gender and 
trade was held in Cancún in September 2003. However, no concrete outcomes and recom-
mendations emerging from this have been reflected in the current trade agreements and nego-
tiations. 
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whether and how the rural poor, engaged in the production of basic necessi-
ties, can benefit from trade.13 In particular, there exist only a few studies on 
the impact of trade liberalization on rural women’s income. Indeed, research 
on gender and trade in developing countries has received only limited atten-
tion.14 The existing research has focused either on the relationship between 
exports, female employment and women’s wages (Heyzer and Weel 1995; 
Hale 1998), or on female traders operating in the informal sector, primarily 
in urban areas (see for example Robertson 1995; Lourenco-Lindell 2002). 
During the 1970s, women’s trade in local markets was studied by economic 
anthropologists, though mainly in Western Africa (e.g. Forde and Meillassox 
1971). Studies on gender and trade have been undertaken also in Eastern 
Africa15 but, to quote Fontana (2003), “much of what has been written is as 
yet quite theoretical, very generalized, or mainly anecdotal” (sic, p. 1). The 
aim of this part of the thesis is therefore to study empirically women’s and 
men’s market trade. 

Due to their different roles and responsibilities and differential access to 
ownership and control of productive resources, it is a reasonable expectation 
that women and men would have different access to trade and markets as 
well. It has been found for example that when a specific rural resource be-
comes more valuable, men often assume control over it, even if it initially 
belonged to women’s sphere of responsibility. This has been observed to 
happen when the price of a crop increases (Dolan 2001) or when competition 
for land increases (Beck 1998; Thomas-Slayter and Sodikoff 2001). Another 
similar case in point is that when new technologies were developed to im-
prove women’s tasks, or these were mechanized, men took these over (Bose-
rup 1970; Huvio 1998; Hapke 2001). Thus, market-based approaches and 
economic growth could further erode women’s access to economic re-
sources.  

In Chapter 7 both the market actors and the market places included in the 
study are described, and the chapter analyzes whether there are women’s 
markets and men’s markets: Do farming women and men have the same 
opportunities to enter markets? Do they experience similar opportunities and 
constraints in markets? In short, are markets gendered constructs? How often 
do women and men trade? The chapter also analyzes the gender variations 
within market places, such as the gendered commodity structure of trade and 
the market segments of women and men. To get a strong measure of the way 

                                                      
13 Indeed, the impact of trade on the well-being of poor farmers living in rural areas in devel-
oping countries has been found to be ‘mixed’ (Bardhan 2006). However, there is evidence 
from some places that trade liberalization has benefited those who were better off while the 
impact has been negative in the rural areas (Ravallion 2006) and for the poor (UNIFEM 2000; 
de Vylder, Axelsson-Nycander, and Laanatza 2002; United Nations (UN) 2004; de Vylder 
2007). 
14 A full volume of World Development was dedicated to gender and trade in 2000 (Volume 
28, No 7). For a review of the research in this area, see Fontana (2003).  
15 See Kiggundu 1998; IFAD 2002; Pietilä 2002, 2007; UN 2004. 
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in which markets are gendered, the patterns of homosociality that exist in 
markets are also analyzed. To analyze the effectiveness of women’s and 
men’s trade and market activities as resource capitalization strategies, the 
resource scores established earlier are associated with the variables ad-
dressed in this chapter. 

Chapter 8 analyzes women’s and men’s involvement in trade from the 
angle of resource capitalization and studies the values that accrue from 
women’s and men’s trade, both economic and social. To study the economic 
benefits from market trade, I focus on a number of themes that were salient 
in the qualitative material as indicating profitability of trading. This includes 
whether respondents trade for surplus or subsistence, if they are able to help 
others, and if they are able to save some money or not. Other indicators of 
economic empowerment that may accrue in markets are whether respondents 
feel they can influence the prices of the commodities they trade, and whether 
they can control their trade earnings in households. To obtain a measure of 
the effectiveness of the resource capitalization processes of women and men, 
the variables are then associated with the resource scores. When it comes to 
other values accruing through trade, I also discuss sociability in markets and 
trade: Are market places characterized by collaboration or conflict? Do peo-
ple walk together to markets, or is market trade a solitary affair? How can 
women’s and men’s customer relations be characterized? Lastly, each chap-
ter compares the female traders with other women in relation to the variables 
studied. 

Capitalization of social resources 
Part IV focuses on how gender structures local forms of sociability in the 
research area, with a view to understanding how these affect women’s and 
men’s access to rural resources. Social capital commonly refers to some 
variations on the following theme: that people’s lifetime opportunities de-
pend to a large extent on their social connections and other social resources. 
This is an age-old sociological observation.16 Although there is convincing 
evidence that sociability pays off in many ways, the results from developing 
countries are mixed.17 There are observations from various African countries 

                                                      
16 Already Durkheim ([1897] 2006) observed that not having a network could be ‘hazardous 
to health’ (this author’s words—not Durkheim’s). See Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988; Fuku-
yama 1995; Woolcock 2000. 
17 Studies undertaken at the community level, such as Pritchett and Narayan (1997), found 
that families who were active in organizations were better off than families who were not, and 
that villages were better off if they abounded with associations; and households with greater 
connectedness have been found to have higher incomes (Krishna 2002), yet others have found 
that family responsibilities can be burdens rather than assets “siphoning away resources” 
(Sverrisson 2002: 293). While there exist empirical observations showing that kin ties are 
strengthened in times of shared adversity (Moser 1998; Narayan 1999; Perry 2000; Fahy 
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suggesting that gender could be a key factor in the distribution of and access 
to social resources, but that women’s networks usually do not bring eco-
nomic advantage, whereas men’s do.18 However, the gender aspects of social 
capital in the rural areas of developing countries are not well known and 
need to be better explored. In Chapter 9 the more formal associations are 
studied. The local associations existing in the research area are described, 
and the gender dimensions of associational membership are analyzed, both 
from the viewpoint of women’s and men’s rates of participation, as well as 
from the angle of the resources and other benefits that women and men draw 
from local organizations. The chapter also describes the propensities of 
women and men to be organized, and uses the resource scores to assess the 
productivity of sociability. Women’s and men’s leadership in local organiza-
tions is also addressed, as it is assumed to impact on the benefits that they 
gain from their organizational membership. To inquire whether trading fre-
quently impacts on the mix of organizational membership, and the benefits 
drawn from membership, the associational pattern of the group of female 
traders is compared to that of women who do not trade frequently. 

Chapter 10 studies the less formal elements of women’s and men’s socia-
bility. A distinction is made between those social resources that are rela-
tional (Westermann, Ashby and Pretty 2005), and ‘bonding’ (Narayan 1999) 
on the one hand; and those that act as ‘bridges,’ or ‘links’ to the local econ-
omy (Narayan 1999; Krishna 2002) on the other hand. The bonds included 
women’s and men’s connections with their natal networks, and other forms 
of socializing, such as drinking together, either coffee or beer in local tav-
erns. Also, women’s and men’s relations to valuable contacts existing in the 
area are analyzed, as is their propensity to be connected, and the productivity 
of their connections. The different forms of local sociability are associated 
with the resource scores, to allow for a comparison of the effectiveness of 
these as resource capitalization strategies for women and men.  

In the concluding Chapter 11 of the thesis I return to the overarching re-
search question, i.e. whether and how women’s and men’s resource capitali-
zation processes differ. I draw on the analyses made in the two empirical 
applications to respond to this question. Moreover, I single out the novel 
contributions that this research has made to the existing knowledge base 
regarding the gender asset gap, and identify areas in which future research 
will be needed.  

The main contribution from the research is to have added a gender dimen-
sion to the field of economic sociology, and to have furthered knowledge 
regarding the constraints that women encounter in their attempts to be active 

                                                                                                                             
Bryceson 2002b), in other places poverty has been found to erode the fabric of social life 
(Molyneux 2002). 
18 See Narayan 1999; Hagmann 2000; Molyneux 2002; Nyberg 2004; Westermann et al. 
2005. 
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agents both in local economies and in local forms of sociability. The thesis 
demonstrates that women’s access to resources is mediated via men, and that 
women who head their own households have access to fewer resources than 
others. However, the thesis also decomposes the otherwise categorically 
treated group of female household heads, and finds that, within this group, 
divorcees are relatively better off than others in terms of resource access 
than women who head their households for other reasons. Indeed, divorcees 
look out for, and invest in, productive and social avenues that will bring 
them into the local economy on an independent basis, and they depend more 
on the emerging cash economy than married women who live in the tradi-
tional settings.  

Taken as a whole, the research provides a recent view of rural livelihoods 
in the Oromiya region, and shows that irrespective of gender or household 
headship, the size of the land accessed, the number of cattle owned, and the 
density of social capital, emerge as the most critical resources in these farm-
ing communities, and these resources are also catalysts for the acquisition of 
others and trigger a more effective resource accumulation. Although the 
research area is characterized by poverty, the thesis shows that not everyone 
is equally poor. Significant factors that affect access to rural resources are 
age, living in a village that is situated close to the road, and to some extent, 
the type of marriage of an individual.  

The analyses also show that trading in local markets emerges as an activ-
ity that involves women as well as men in equal numbers, in a context in 
which activities in households are otherwise highly gender-coded. The thesis 
demonstrates that markets are structured by gender and that the inequality in 
access to rural resources is recreated in markets. There are structural con-
straints to women’s mobility which slow down their market access, and there 
are market segments that are barred for them, such as the formal market 
segments in which the valuable resources are traded and thus, for the major-
ity of women, trading is perhaps not a very effective resource capitalization 
process. However, it provides an important livelihood alternative for them, 
and does generate small amounts of cash that are particularly indispensable 
to female household heads. In addition, trading generates a number of spill-
over effects that are critical to women, offering them an opportunity to 
slowly break their isolation and expand their choices. 

The thesis also shows that there are strong and positive correlations be-
tween the various local forms of sociability and the resource scores for all 
groups, validating the social capital theorem that claims that sociability pays 
off. The associations are particularly strong among women who head their 
own households, suggesting that being embedded in local forms of sociabil-
ity is particularly important as a resource capitalization strategy for this 
group.  
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2. Theoretical foundations and framework 

The potential of farming women and men to capitalize on their resources is 
clearly determined by an uncountable number of factors, circumstantial, 
natural, material, social, economic and even personal. I therefore need a 
broad theoretical framework that allows me to explore the overarching issue 
addressed in this study, namely whether and how come farming women and 
men in Western Shoa have different possibilities to capitalize on their re-
sources. Theoretically, the overarching research question needs to be an-
swered in a step-by-step fashion. First, I define the concepts of ‘resources’ 
and ‘capital,’ and use empirical evidence to show that women and men 
would have different access to these. Second, the process of ‘capitalization’ 
of resources is defined. Third, the resource access of women and men is 
linked to the division of roles and responsibilities in rural societies, which, in 
its turn, I situate within the local doxa. Lastly, to summarize theoretically 
how gender influences the process of resource distribution and capitalization 
of resources, I develop a theoretical framework called ‘the Rural-Resource-
Network.’  

Resources and capital 
This section introduces different approaches to resources, assets and capital. 
These are analyzed later in the text. It is now widely accepted that not only 
economic resources, measured in terms of per capita GDP, contribute to 
development. This is the point-of-departure in my notion of resources. In my 
understanding, resources also have to be relevant to a specific context. The 
little story about the thirsty desert-wanderer who bought a mouthful of water 
for a fistful of diamonds illustrates this point well. A lot of empirical work 
has been done to arrive at relevant understandings of capital in the African 
context, which can be neatly synthesized using the Sustainable Livelihood 
Approach (SLA) (Carney 1998).19 The SLA identifies five main types of 
assets that people in rural areas can typically access or be endowed with, and 
that taken together constitute a resource portfolio. These are categorized 

                                                      
19 Due to its capacity to capture the complexity of rural livelihoods in a summary framework, 
the SLA has been widely applied in rural development programmes over recent years. As an 
example, all the operations and investment lending of IFAD must be designed using an SLA. 
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under the broad headings of natural, physical, financial, social, and human 
assets.20 The conceptualization of ‘resources’ can be neatly summarized in 
the words of Kabeer (1999: 437) as comprising all those resources “which 
serve to enhance the ability of individuals to exercise their choices.”  

The framework recognizes that individuals build assets (or deplete them) 
in response to their perceived and contextually determined opportunities and 
constraints and that, when confronted with changes, risks or shocks, resource 
portfolios are continuously adapted, redistributed and recomposed.21 The 
process in which resources are built up can be labeled ‘development’ (Tor-
kelsson 2007) and ‘empowerment’ refers to the process by which those who 
have been denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire such abil-
ity (Kabeer 1999: 435).  

There exists ample but fragmented empirical evidence that women and 
men have differential access across the range of rural resources in develop-
ing countries. This goes for financial capital, such as income or credit (Elson 
1996), and physical capital, such as inputs needed to develop farming pro-
ductively (Gladwin 1992; Huvio and Synnevåg 1998) and farming tools 
(IFAD, FAO and Farmesa 1998). Rural women and men’s access to human 
capital, such as education and health, also differs, as does their access to 
agricultural extension services (Swanson et al. 1997). Their access to natural 
capital also appears to follow a gender-coded pattern. Examples are 
women’s and men’s differential access to water (Shyamsundar 2002), land 
(Lastarria-Cornhiel 1997), and biodiversity (Torkelsson 2003). Also, there is 
a cultural distinction between men’s (cash) crops and women’s (subsistence) 
crops (Blumberg 1991; Gladwin 1992; Kopytoff 2005). To close the re-
source portfolio, women’s and men’s access to social capital appears to fol-
low a gendered logic (Westermann et al. 2005). Using the SLA, the resource 
division between women and men can be visualized in a stylized way as 
shown in the figures. 

                                                      
20 For a detailed general description of these see Woolcock (2000: 12ff). For a discussion of 
these in the Ethiopian milieu, see Bevan and Joirmann (1997: 2ff). 
21 To adapt, assets may be depleted (Bebbington 1999) through e.g., losing land, degrading 
soil or losing a market place, or be diversified (Ellis 2000; Fahy Bryceson 2002b); or portfo-
lios can be partly or wholly swapped for other sets of assets, for example through migration. 
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Figure 2.1 The resource portfolios of women and men 

A striking distinction appears regarding the size of women’s and men’s re-
spective asset portfolios in which women’s portfolios are notably smaller 
than men’s are. Although the impressionistic observation of small versus 
large may seem trivial, it actually emerges as a central distinction when de-
scribing women’s and men’s resource access in rural areas. Indeed, men are 
generally responsible for the relatively more valuable items, as locally de-
fined, whereas women are responsible for the most time-demanding and less 
valuable activities (Boserup 1970; Doss 2002; Torkelsson 2005). To take a 
couple of examples, if and when women hold land, they hold small farms 
and poor quality land, while most medium or large-scale farms are held by 
men; and men trade valuable items in more distant markets while women 
trade in petty items. Indeed, in Ethiopia “small objects are described as 
feminine but big ones in the masculine form” (Lvova 1997: 582).  

Capitalizing on resources 
What is it then that affects women’s ability to accumulate wealth? Feminist 
economists have long pondered on the reproduction of inequality in access to 
resources.22 In the context of developing countries, Whitehead (1994) attrib-
uted women’s (in)ability to respond to new economic opportunities to their 
initial comparative lack of resources. This suggests the existence of a ‘Mat-
thew effect’ (Merton 1995), or ‘virtuous spiral’ of development (Mayoux 
1998: 424); namely that processes of capital accumulation are at work, im-
plying that access to one resource attracts access to another. 

                                                      
22 For a synthesis of the factors that affect women’s ability to accumulate wealth, see the 
special edition of Feminist Economics 2006, Volume 12 on the gender asset gap. 
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In the view of Deere and Doss (2006), “women’s ability to accumulate 
wealth is conditioned by the state, the family, the community and the market 
(p. 12).” The social ‘laws’ that regulate women’s resource capitalization are 
thus supported, enhanced and even created by local social norms.  

In this thesis the division of resources is associated with the gendered di-
vision of responsibilities in rural households (see also Torkelsson 2007). 
Indeed, since Boserup’s pioneering work (1970) on women and agriculture it 
has been widely established that the responsibilities of women and men are 
gender-coded and that women are often responsible for what goes on in the 
house and men are responsible for the field. As mentioned earlier, in rural 
Ethiopia, the division between women’s and men’s work has been found to 
be particularly rigid.  

Linked to the division of work, women and men have been found to keep 
separate budgets within the same household (cf. Guyer 1984; Whitehead 
1994) and household resources are not always shared equally among house-
hold members (Agarwal 1997; Taddesse 2003). In addition, it has been 
found that women and men have different allocative priorities (cf. Warner 
and Campbell 2000: 1328). For example, the income earned by men is not 
necessarily reallocated to benefit all household members,23 but they can use 
it to capitalize on their resources, whereas women’s income is used to sup-
port the household and the welfare of children (cf. Lilja and Sanders 1997; 
FAO 2002a).  

The division of responsibilities is also anchored in local doxa, described 
by Bourdieu (1977) as “that which is taken for granted” (p. 166) or as “the 
universe of the undiscussed (undisputed)” (p. 168). Doxa has been found to 
determine women’s and men’s resource access in both manifest and indirect 
ways in other contexts. Examples of the former can be that women are not 
allowed to plow or have limited access to cattle, which is a critical resource 
in farming. Examples of the latter can be taboos against women planting and 
harvesting crops, because of the belief that it will adversely affect the yield 
(Tamale 2004: 57) or that women may not be allowed to retain their income 
and must thus ‘hide’ attempts to capitalize on their resources (cf. Saul 1981; 
Baxter 1984).  

In addition to the formal restraints, there exist a number of social norms 
that contribute to the inertia in women’s access to resources. I have referred 
to these as the ‘Cinderella-paradox’ elsewhere (Torkelsson 2007), which 
implies that while women may not be de jure barred from joining the formal 
economy, structural features may de facto be limiting, in that a bucket-load 
of responsibilities is presented each time a woman would be free to launch 
into the economy. One major limiting factor is women’s well-established 
limited access to time to engage in productive activities as they are bound to 

                                                      
23 See Appleton 1991; Hoddinott and Haddad 1995; Smith and Haddad 2000; Warner and 
Campbell 2000. 
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time-consuming domestic chores, and work more and longer hours than men 
do.24 In view of the gendered division of responsibilities, high fertility rates 
put further pressure on women’s time. Indeed, according to Sen (1994), 
“[r]eductions in birth rates have been typically associated with improvement 
of women’s status and their abilities to make their voices heard” (p. 68). 
Indeed, rural women suffer from a time poverty that inhibits their participa-
tion and interacts to maintain women’s inferior position.  

These examples also suggest the existence of some form of hidden social 
law of inequality embedded in the way in which gender intersects with ac-
cess to resources. To illustrate this with a couple of other specific examples, 
it has been found that when a specific rural resource becomes more valuable, 
men often assume control over it, even if it initially belonged to women’s 
sphere of responsibility. This has been observed to happen when the price of 
a crop increased (Dolan 2001), or when competition for land increased 
(Beck 1998; Thomas-Slayter and Sodikoff 2001). Another similar case in 
point is that when new technologies were developed to improve women’s 
tasks, or these were mechanized, men took them over (Boserup 1970; Hapke 
2001). It has also been found that women disappear as beneficiaries when 
development projects attract substantial funding (Whitehead 1994; Arora-
Jonsson 2005). To turn the coin, Agarwal (1997: 13) shows that during cri-
ses women’s resources are often disposed off first in households (she men-
tions for example kitchen utensils, small animals and jewelry), thus leaving 
women more vulnerable to crises than men. All these circumstances slow 
down the capitalization of women’s resources.  

Along the same lines, Bourdieu (2001) made the observation that women 
are domestic cooks while men are chefs, and he suggested that this meant 
that men had taken over women’s tasks and “performed outside the private 
sphere in order for it to be thereby ennobled and transfigured” (p. 60, my 
emphasis added). This quote illustrates three themes that are central to femi-
nist studies. First, that male tasks are more socially valued than women’s are, 
and indeed that the same task is often valued differently by society depend-
ing on whether it is a man or a woman who is the performing agent (Blum-
berg 1991). For example, in Ethiopia men’s higher education renders them 
status as old men while women’s higher education might call into question 
their ‘marriageability’ (Torkelsson 2007).25 Second, resources that enter into 
the formal or public sphere are more socially valued than those performed 

                                                      
24 Cf. Moser 1989; Goldschmidt-Clermont 1994; Saito, Mekonnen and Spurling 1994; Tad-
desse 2003. Data from selected developing countries shows that women work consistently 
more than men every day in both rural and urban areas (measured as minutes worked per day) 
(UNDP 2002: 238, Table 26). 
25 In developed welfare states, the reverse has also been noted to hold, i.e. that when tasks are 
feminized they lose value, nevertheless suggesting that there is a link or tension inherent in 
relation to gender and resources.  
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domestically (cf. Tamale 2004: 41ff).26 Third, the quote shows that men are 
more closely connected to the ‘outside’ (public) sphere whereas women’s 
are more closely related to the ‘inside’ domestic sphere (Elshtain 1981; Ar-
dener 1993), a division that has contributed to women’s participation in pub-
lic decision-making bodies and limited their access to resources.  

In order to be labeled capital, a resource should possess both a physical 
dimension as well as the potential to generate surplus value (cf. de Soto 
2000). De Soto (2000: 40) traces the etymological (Medieval Latin) roots of 
the term capital, i.e. caput, which referred to ‘head of cattle or other live-
stock,’ which illustrates the properties of capital well: it is a source of status 
and wealth as well as providing food, hides and skin for the household. Re-
markably, this is perfectly in line with local definitions of wealth in today’s 
Ethiopia, which frequently refer to a combination of material and immaterial 
resources. I define a resource as an asset that has been accessed (cf.  Beb-
bington 1999: 2039, footnote 3), and capital is defined as a resource that has 
also a potential to generate a surplus value beyond its factual value. The self-
propelling, profit-seeking property of capital has been analyzed by many 
authors. Weber (1958) observed for example that capitalism as an organiza-
tion of economic interests “allows for the pursuit of profit, and forever re-
newed profit” (p. 17). Along these lines, Bourdieu (1986: 241) observed that 
“capital […], as a potential capacity to produce profits and to reproduce it-
self in identical or expanded form, contains a tendency to persist in its be-
ing” (cf. also Agarwal 1997: 21). There thus appears to exist a connection 
between men and capital, and women and resources. 

Accessing resources and capital 
This thesis argues that resources are also acquired through social relation-
ships. To further explain how women and men are connected to one another 
and to resources and capital I use concepts from the social capital literature. I 
make a distinction between those social network ties that ‘bond’ individuals, 
and those that act as ‘bridges’ between relatively separate groups, thus creat-
ing new common ground. The first concept is related to the strong ties be-
tween close family members, neighbors and friends, whereas the second 
concept relates to weaker ties between people from different ethnic, geo-
graphical, and occupational backgrounds, but with similar economic status 
and political influence (Narayan 1999). Another form of productive social 
capital is commonly referred to as ‘linking’ social capital (Narayan 1999; 
Woolcock 2000; Sverrisson 2002). This can be constituted by links with 
power centers and institutions (such as banks, agricultural extension offices, 

                                                      
26 The fact that women’s work in the domestic sphere is not accounted for in statistics 
(Whitehead 1994) is an additional example of this; the indoor tasks are not valued, and hence 
they are not accounted for. 
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schools, housing authorities, or the police). The concepts are similar to the 
distinction made by Westermann et al. (2005) between ‘relational’ social 
capital (or informal social relations and networks based on norms of collabo-
ration and conflict management), which is distinguished from ‘institutional’ 
social capital. 

Krishna (2001, 2002) develops the theory of links further and observes 
that to convert a stock of social capital into a flow of benefits, there is a need 
for some form of ‘agency.’27 Krishna (2002) observes that in India, these 
agents are young and educated male villagers who help fellow villagers to 
take advantage of the existing opportunities for collective action. According 
to him, “[w]ithout the agency function […], social capital, however plentiful, 
may remain disconnected from state institutions’ performance” (p. 25). In 
this context I would like to mention two additional helpful and relevant con-
cepts, typically referred to as acquired social capital and ascribed social capi-
tal.28 According to Burt (1998), while legitimate members of a population 
can build their own social capital, illegitimate members have to borrow it. 
Along the same lines, Bourdieu (1986) observed that “possessors of an in-
herited social capital […] are able to transform all circumstantial relation-
ships into lasting connections” (p. 250). In contrast, the social relations 
maintained by those who have to acquire them can thus be assumed to be 
more fluid.  

In line with the previous argument, I here maintain that social resources 
are those bonded, relational, and informal social network ties that do not 
easily translate into productive use or connect to the formal economy/society 
(‘sociability with a low rate of return’). Social capital, on the other hand, is 
connected to those elements of sociability that are institutional and bridged 
or linked to the formal economy or society (‘sociability with a high rate of 
return’). 

The rural-resource network29 
Taken together, these observations suggest that men have a closer connec-
tion to the core of the society and the local economy in which valuable re-
sources circulate, while women are positioned at the periphery. I argue that 
the mechanism obstructing women’s access to resources and to capital re-
lates to men’s connection to the core of society and economy, and to the 
male desire to maintain this privileged position combined with their capacity 
to do so as producers and creators of doxa. The distribution of rural social 
network ties by gender is illustrated in Figure 2.2, where the ensemble of 

                                                      
27 Cf. Burt’s (1998: 5) ‘broker.’ 
28 Cf. Bourdieu (1986: 245). 
29 A synthetic version of this framework was presented in Torkelsson (2007). 
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rural social resource relations are shown in a series of stylized network dia-
grams (Figures 2.2a-d). 

 

Figure 2.2.a The male network 

Figure 2.2a shows what can be referred to as a network variant of the formal 
and public male economy and society in which transactions, often carried 
out with money, take place among men (the M-M-M complex). It is within 
this core network that the valuable resources circulate, such as for example 
where social networks with a high rate of return are situated, or where the 
trade of valuable commodities takes place. Indeed, to briefly recapitulate the 
previous argument, men are more likely to access rural resources channeled 
through the formal sector, for instance agricultural inputs (fertilizers, credit, 
and tools), formal and non-formal education, including functional literacy, 
and extension advice. Men also commonly own natural capital, such as land, 
wells, waterholes, and trees. Men transfer resources primarily to other men 
through inheritance and other mechanisms as well (Francis 2002: 178). As 
an example, according to Porter (1997) in Ethiopia “the Civil code gives 
preference over women in marriage, the family and society in general and 
frequently subordinates women to men in their personal and property rela-
tionships” (p. 585).  

The figure illustrates that men are tied together, they are bonded, and their 
internal ties are strong. These ties are further assumed to be produced and 
strengthened in situations in which economic value is exchanged among 
men. But men also have bridges to the formal economy, i.e., men can plug 
into it directly, and in their own right. In sum, in this model, men are the 
gatekeepers to the local economy where values circulate. Men’s dominant 
position in the formal economy is further created and maintained by local 
doxa regulating how things should be done, and, in turn, men’s pronounced 
involvement in the institution of Gadaa and Jaarsa indeed provides them 
with a privileged position in producing, influencing and regulating local 
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doxa. Taken together, this puts in motion a centrifugal force that further for-
tifies men’s position in this core. In addition, men’s dominant participation 
in the core formal economy further legitimizes the fact that they also define 
and sanction social norms.  

 

 

Figure 2.2.b Women’s connections to men 

Women (W) are related to the local economy and society through men, fa-
thers, husbands, brothers and sons, at least insofar as formal social and eco-
nomic relationships are concerned, and this is shown in Figure 2.2b. Indeed, 
in Ethiopia “women gain access to economic resources mainly through mar-
riage” (Amare 1997: 747) but due to the practice of virilocality, it has been 
reported that when women are married they are considered outsiders, as they 
are neither members of the clan into which they were born, nor of that they 
were married into, but they rather represent “bonds between families” (Ku-
wee Kumsa 1997: 119), or bonds between fathers as illustrated in the 
model.30 One additional example is that, among the Oromo, women are not 
born into a Gadaa grade but married into one (cf. Kuwee Kumsa 1997; 
Lvova 1997; Hussein 2004). Women’s participation in the formal economy 
and society may furthermore be limited for a number of reasons. For one 
thing, their mobility may be constrained, both by their husbands, but also de 
facto due to household responsibilities, lack of access to transportation facili-
ties and cultural norms restricting their movement through public spaces and 

                                                      
30 See Lévi-Strauss (1969: 115): “the total relationship of exchange which constitutes mar-
riage is not established between a man and a woman, where each owes and receives some-
thing, but between two groups of men, and the woman figures only as one of the objects in the 
exchange, not as one of the partners between whom the exchange takes place.” 
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their interactions with non-kin men (Hapke 2001: 244). Even if there exists 
no official ban on women’s mobility, the excessive burden of work emerging 
from their “triple roles” (Moser 1989), may effectively inhibit their partici-
pation. Other examples of limiting social practices in Ethiopia are the taboo 
against menstruating women attending public places, or the prevalence of 
marriage by abduction (butii) which may restrict women’s movement for 
fear of being kidnapped. These practices will be discussed in greater detail 
later.  

According to Tamale (2004: 52-53), “the public sphere represents men 
and is the locus of socially valued activities such as politics and business, 
while the private is representative of domestic activities centered around the 
family.” Men, who are the public actors, are supposed to represent ‘their 
women’ (as fathers, husbands or brothers) in the public sphere. Thus women 
depend on ‘their men’ to access the public realm. While women are gener-
ally restricted to the marginal domestic private space, men not only have free 
and easy access to this sphere as well, they also control this space. Women’s 
access to the public space, on the other hand, is both limited and controlled 
by men. However, men also need to be connected to women due to the func-
tional interdependence that prevails in rural households, which can be attrib-
uted to the rigid division of labor. 

Given that rural resources are not necessarily allocated equally within the 
household, the links between women and men are depicted as being rather 
weak. However, the model assumes that women access rural resources via 
their connections with men. Another factor weakening the links between 
women and men is the frequency of divorce and the fact that women are 
often uprooted from their social network ties.  

In Figure 2.2c women who head their own households, so-called female 
household heads (FHH:s) have been added to the model. As shown, they are 
somewhat detached from the formal economy as they currently lack a male 
connection. According to estimates of the World Bank (2008b) in the period 
2003-2005, 23 percent of the households in Ethiopia were headed by women 
(p. 72, Table 2.9). There exists an established association between female 
headed households and extreme poverty in that the households headed by 
women alone have been found to be those most vulnerable, as suggested 
earlier.31 Indeed, according to Aredo (1994), in Ethiopia, “women’s capacity 
for food production in their own right is, in general, highly limited” (p. 25). 
In addition, rural women often have limited legal rights to their husband’s 
property, and upon widowhood may even be forced to return to their parents 
or leave the area in which they used to reside. In this model their vulnerabil-
ity is attributed to their lack of a male connection. 

                                                      
31 However, according to Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2002: 75) in Ethiopia “a married cou-
ple is more likely to be headed by a woman if the wife brought more assets into the house-
hold, was married before, and already had children from a previous marriage.” 
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Figure 2.2.c The connection of women household heads 

However, based on the empirical evidence regarding the complementarity of 
women and men’s roles, women who head their households may require 
some form of male connection. The links between this group and the male 
formal economy is therefore shown as existing, yet being very weak. 

In Figure 2.2.d, the various relations among women have been added to 
the network. The model therefore assumes that women could also acquire 
resources through their interactions with other women. However, this may 
not be an effective strategy for women to capitalize on resources as other 
women are likely to have only limited access to capital. It has been shown by 
others that maintenance of women’s networks requires fewer economic re-
sources: they are more dependent on time, care-giving, help with subsistence 
crops, and other activities that do not generate revenue (cf. Mayoux 2001; 
Westermann et al. 2005). The model therefore assumes that marketable re-
sources exchanged with money rarely pass through these connections. Some 
researchers have attributed this to the fact that women would regard more 
highly values such as collaboration, altruism, and conflict resolution over 
resource access (Rocheleau 1995). However, according to a study by 
Westermann et al. (2005: 1795), “women may depend more on some forms 
of relational social capital because they are excluded from male-dominated 
formal networks and organized power structures where institutional social 
capital is built and exercised.” Nevertheless, rural women may seek ways to 
be linked to mainstream economic activities, either individually or in groups. 
Some of these initiatives have been given external support, too, but many of 
these attempts clash with inert social structures or remain problematic in 
other ways.  
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Figure 2.2.d The rural-resource network 

The model shows that the links between women are rather weak due to 
patrilocal practices that uproot women, displace them from their ascribed 
social resources and urge them to acquire new social resources through their 
husbands. 

Limitations of the model 
The theoretical framework described above illustrates broad patterns related 
to rural households, and also substantiates the assumption that men and 
women have access to different social network ties, and that these are pro-
duced and distributed in different exchange arenas. Yet, it does not allow for 
the visual representation of resource-access based on other factors than gen-
der. However, an exceptionally capable woman, rather than a weak male, 
might be able to join the core economy, and in the real world the links con-
necting individuals may not be equally strong. Thus, in the empirical analy-
ses other circumstances that shape and preserve inequality in access to re-
sources, such as relation to the household head, age (Chioma-Steady 2005), 
education and marital status, will also be considered.  

In its current specification, the model is a structural patriarchal model 
based on systematic male privileges. However, in real life there might exist 
room for agency within structure, or ways of getting around the expected 
responsibilities and resource access which I will refer to as ‘room for ma-
neuver’ in this thesis (cf. Booth 1993: 54ff). Elsewhere (Torkelsson 2007), I 
showed for example that running local bars was a way for women to defend 
their room for maneuver—while social norms inhibited their resource ac-
cess, local practice allows women to transfer funds back to themselves from 
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the public male economy through the bars that they manage. Indeed, accord-
ing to Bourdieu (1977: 168) the doxa is revealed “when negatively consti-
tuted by the ‘field of opinion,’ the locus of the confrontation of competing 
discourses.” This reaction can be referred to as ‘agency,’ which, in turn can 
be defined as “the ability to define one’s goals and to act upon them” 
(Kabeer 1999: 438). 

The analyses of the empirical material that follows will employ the struc-
tural model. However, the analyses will also pay attention to the exceptions 
to the model, i.e., the opportunities that men and women have to challenge 
structure, and thus to expand their room for maneuver.  
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3. Methodological considerations and survey 
design 

The investigation of the research questions has required the use of a combi-
nation of several research methodologies that have been tailored to the local 
situation. This chapter provides an overview of the methodological approach 
employed, focusing on concerns emerging in relation to the survey design 
and sampling process. The specific methodological design is addressed in 
each relevant empirical chapter. This is followed by a discussion of the proc-
ess of data collection and analysis, both of the formal surveys as well as of 
the qualitative data collection, and a discussion of the limitations of the data.  

Overview of the methodological approach 

This research aims to contribute empirical and analytical knowledge about 
the processes involved in the capitalization of women’s and men’s resources. 
This will be studied in two empirical applications, namely in trade in local 
markets, and through an analysis of women’s and men’s participation in 
local organizations and of the resources that they draw on from their connec-
tions and sociability. The investigation has required the application of a 
combined methodological approach, both quantitative and qualitative. The 
bulk of the empirical analysis rests on two formal surveys: one Community 
Survey (CS) encompassing a sample of 461 women and men, and one Mar-
ket Survey (MS) including 143 male and female market traders in three mar-
ket places of varying sizes. The research process has also drawn on qualita-
tive methods of inquiry at various stages, and the quantitative and qualitative 
data collection processes have been in communication with one another 
throughout the research process. In particular, the definition of the research 
questions, the field methodology, and the survey has been strongly inspired 
by the qualitative research undertaken earlier (Torkelsson 1997). Also, quali-
tative research methodologies using primarily key informant interviews and 
field observations were used to comprehensively analyze the formal survey 
material. In addition, secondary sources have been extensively used, both to 
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influence the methodological design, as well as to facilitate the analysis of 
the research findings.32 

Survey design considerations 
The formal surveys were designed to generate empirical evidence regarding 
gender and resource capitalization. The broad research questions and the key 
variables had been developed based on research outputs from my previous 
field visits, secondary sources, as well as communication with a large num-
ber of key informants, and drew upon previous studies covering similar top-
ics. Based on these considerations, two questionnaires were developed: one 
questionnaire used for the CS, and one for the MS (the CS questionnaire is 
available in Appendix 1).33  

The questionnaires focused on issues that were theoretically important for 
the research project. The CS questionnaire contained 85 core questions di-
vided into five schedules: a) general personal information; b) women’s and 
men’s roles and responsibilities; c) trading/selling patterns; d) rural organiza-
tion (formal and informal); e) the distribution of rural resources. To some 
(but limited) extent the questionnaire had some open features, but most of 
these could be closed in the course of data collection. The questionnaires 
employed for the two surveys were similar, albeit not identical. In particular 
the MS questionnaire was leaner and sharper due to the particular interview 
situation in markets. It did however include a few additional questions on 
issues specific to market traders. Other practical considerations were to de-
sign the surveys as simply as possible so that the questionnaires would not 
take too long to fill out in order to respect the time poverty of the respon-
dents. Therefore, to the extent possible, binary variables were developed 
from specific and simple questions that could be answered with either ‘Yes’ 
or ‘No.’  

According to Chioma-Steady (2005: 324), undertaking quantitative re-
search in Africa requires that “research instruments, data-collecting and 
data-analyzing procedures have to be sensitively designed and made uncom-
plicated to encourage participation and involvement.” Based on this under-
standing, the methodological field protocol was carefully developed, reflect-

                                                      
32 Important data sources have been statistics from national line agencies, and agencies of the 
UN in Ethiopia. Also, important secondary sources include up-to-date research outputs from 
the area, primarily from the participatory work undertaken by a local NGO in some of the 
communities, as well as unpublished research undertaken by researchers from AUC. 
33 The development of the research protocol was enhanced by a pilot study undertaken at a 
central market place in Stockholm as part of the graduate course in qualitative research meth-
ods, and from my earlier research targeting informal female traders in market places in Addis 
Ababa (Torkelsson 1995). 
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ing practical recommendations and insights from relevant existing literature, 
with a particular focus on their methodological experiences.34  

One key recommendation emerging in the methodological literature was 
to tailor concepts so that they have local meaning and practical relevance. 
Two central concepts in this research project are ‘resources’ and the ‘capi-
talization of resources.’ However, as mentioned earlier, the methodological 
literature consistently stresses the difficulty of obtaining reliable figures on 
relevant rural resources such as land and income.35 Also, the prices of agri-
cultural commodities fluctuate and are not fixed.36 Another difficulty con-
cerned age as, for example, people may not know how old they are (Bjerén 
1985: 265). Indeed, respondents sometimes said that “I don’t remember 
[how old I am] but I am very old” or “I was born in the Emperor’s time.”  

I therefore base the inquiry on locally relevant definitions and concepts 
and tailor the methodological approach to the specific situation. For exam-
ple, instead of income, the survey used the early ethnographic material to 
identify those relevant rural resources that could also be objectively verified 
(such as iron sheet roof; number of cattle; access to water, etc). The various 
resources identified were then used to develop a local resource index, which 
is described in detail in Chapter 6. Also, when it came to age, respondents 
are categorized into four age-groups: ‘young ages,’ ‘reproductive ages,’ 
‘post-reproductive age’ and ‘old age.’ ‘Young people’ refer to those indi-
viduals who are not more than 24 years old; those in their ‘reproductive 
ages’ are 25-49 years; ‘post-reproductive’ encompasses those in the age-span 
50-64 years;37 whereas ‘old age’ comprises those who are over the age of 
65.38  

The research process has greatly benefited from a close and longstanding 
(since 1996) collaboration with the Ambo University College (AUC) based 
in Ambo. Also, the link with a local NGO that has worked in the area over a 

                                                      
34 The literature consulted included Casley and Lury 1981; Bjerén 1985; Bulmer and Warwick 
1993; Hershfield et al. 1993; Larsson 2001; Nyberg 2004. Also, the data and questionnaires 
from the Ethiopian Rural Household Survey (ERHS) undertaken by the International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) in collaboration with the Department of Economics at Addis 
Ababa University (AAU) and the Centre for the Study of African Economies (CSAE) at 
Oxford University in 1989, 1994, 1995 and 1997 have been helpful for comparative and 
instructive purposes, as well as the ‘Ethiopian Village Studies research project’ undertaken by 
the Department of Sociology of AAU and the CSAE which started with ERHS data but fo-
cused on an in-depth analysis of more sociological aspects. 
35 See Casley and Lury 1981; Bulmer and Warwick 1993; Hershfield et al. 1993; Larsson 
2001; Fahy Bryceson et al. 2006. 
36 Cf. Geertz 1963, 1978; Saul 1981; Baxter 1984. 
37 Cf. Hussein’s ‘postmenopausal women’ (2004: 107). 
38 These categories are largely aligned to the UN Population Fund (UNFPA) State of the 
World Population (2003), with the exception that the reproductive age group was split into 
two groups: the first comprising young people which is constituted by the age group 15-24 
years, and the second category being that of reproductive age encompassing respondents in 
the age span 25-49 years (this category refers to the childbearing years for women and spans 
from 15-49 years). 
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long period of time has been beneficial. Discussions held with staff from 
these two institutions have greatly influenced both the specific focus of the 
research topic, as well as provided practical assistance in choosing—and 
actually entering into—the field sites. 

There are some conflicting views in the literature regarding the impact 
that institutional affiliations may have on research quality and objectivity.39 
However, both these organizations have made important contributions to 
local development and effectively opened the gates of the communities to 
this research process, and so negotiating access to the field was not a stress-
ful process, contrary to common experiences by other researchers (see for 
example Gokah 2006: 66ff).  

My prior knowledge of the local situation thus enhanced the process of 
fieldwork and of entering the field. Nevertheless, I am a Swedish researcher 
who conducts research in a country that is distant from my own home coun-
try in most respects. This said, my prior knowledge is limited. In addition, 
new knowledge is generated only second-hand (through interpreters) (see 
below).  

However, the limited personal attachment to the field may give the re-
searcher the scientific freedom to observe relations that might be hidden to 
the local researcher operating in his/her own environment or to call into 
question even that which might otherwise be “taken for granted” (Berger-
Luckmann 1979).40 My methodological standpoint agrees with that of Ahrne 
(1984: 9) that “what matters is the transparent, careful and thorough applica-
tion of a documented scientific method” (my translation from Swedish). My 
ambition will therefore be to offer an explicit methodological approach. 

The team 
A team comprising one research assistant and five enumerators assisted in 
the data collection. The enumerators were all fully conversant in both written 
and spoken afaan Oromoo, and originated from the local area.41 The enu-
meration team was gender-balanced as the ambition was for female enu-
merators to be able to interview the female respondents. Two of the enu-
merators were middle-aged, married and had considerable experience in 
field research. One of them was actually a famous sportsman with a distin-
guished career in handball. In addition he was married to a former teacher in 

                                                      
39 For example, Burgess (1982) and Nyberg (2004) report that the institutions that they 
collaborated with respectively complicated the process of data collection.   
40 Gokah (2006) draws important comparative lessons regarding being an insider versus an 
outsider in the field from his research in four different countries. 
41 The local language, afaan Oromoo or Oromiffa, is one of the most widely spoken lan-
guages in Africa. However, as the educational system uses Amharic as the language of in-
struction it was a challenge to find enumerators who could actually read and write afaan 
Oromoo, even though they were fluent in speaking it. 
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one village school and thus was a role model in terms of gender as well as a 
master farmer, since he had stayed home to take care of the children while 
managing a successful tomato farm. The fact that he was an important role 
model to the community(ies) probably contributed positively to the research. 
Three of the enumerators were unmarried and had just completed their sec-
ondary education and were looking for jobs but took a keen interest in the 
research topic. One enumerator was part-time staff at AUC with expertise in 
crop science. Given the varied composition of the team, the enumerators 
were also valuable key informants to the research process as a whole. 

A research assistant who was a lecturer on gender and development at 
AUC assisted the whole research process as well, and translated the triangle 
afaan Oromoo-English-Amharic. In addition, a driver assisted in both team 
transportation and facilitated informal dialogs and performed the function of 
an ‘early warning system’ in situations in which team security might other-
wise have been at risk.  

Prior to the actual undertaking of the survey, the team was trained in a 
two-day workshop on research methods, with a particular focus on the sur-
vey questionnaire.42 The enumerator training thus contributed to sharpening 
the questionnaire and rephrasing questions, to avoid redundant questions or 
those prone to misunderstandings.  

Sampling considerations 
The choice of Ambo Wereda within Ethiopia was deliberate and it was se-
lected because it represents a region where the majority of people are farm-
ers, and the area does not diverge notably from broad national demographic 
and socio-economic characteristics. In addition, it was felt that it would be 
interesting to undertake research in the Oromiya region which, in spite of 
being the largest region in Ethiopia, is fairly under-studied. In addition, 
Ambo is the base of AUC, to which I was affiliated, and Ambo is well con-
nected to Addis Ababa, which was considered important for personal reasons 
as my children and husband accompanied me during field research.  

With assistance from AUC and the Wereda administration and in consul-
tation with the local NGO, four contrasting villages, so-called Peasant Asso-
ciations (PAs), were identified that would afford meaningful comparison of 
similarities and differences, yet were similar in socio-economic composition 
and are typical farming communities in terms of agricultural conditions and 
other circumstances. For example, it had emerged from the literature that the 
process of resource capitalization might be affected by whether or not the 

                                                      
42 Prior to that occasion the questionnaires had been shared with the local institutions, had 
been pre-tested, and then translated from English to afaan Oromoo and preliminarily coded. 
The translated version of the CS questionnaire was piloted in one PA that displayed similar 
broad characteristics to those in which the actual survey was undertaken (i.e. an agriculture-
based farming community in the Ambo Wereda), and subsequently revised. 



 54 

community had access to roads in Ethiopia (Dercon and Krishnan 1996; 
Fahy Bryceson et al. 2006; Dercon et al. 2007) and whether there are NGOs 
present in the community or not (Little et al. 2001). To make it possible to 
analyze these factors, two PAs that are situated ‘on the road’ as well as ‘off 
the road,’ and two PAs with (and two without) the presence of NGOs were 
included. 

In the CS, every 6th head of household was systematically and randomly 
selected from existing household lists available at the PA administration. 
These lists were of recent date (January 2006) and had been used as a basis 
for the collection of land tax, and comprised landowners in the area and as 
such they also represented the registered members of the PAs. The majority 
of the specified heads of household were men (overall more than 75 percent 
of all households).43 Given that the research focused on women’s and men’s 
access to resources, the list was problematic. To solve this, the (first) wife of 
each selected man was interviewed as well. However, the survey recorded 
individual experiences of women and men rather than of households due to 
the recognition that resources may not be commonly possessed within 
households, as the theory proposed. Indeed, according to Oyěwùmí (2003) 
“the nuclear family remains a mirage on the African continent” (p.11).  

In addition, approximately 15 percent of all women who headed their 
households were moreover identified from the household lists.  

One motive for conducting the MS was that it might allow us to meet in-
dividuals who did not own land. In the MS, the market places were sampled 
to represent markets of varying sizes that had emerged as those most fre-
quently visited by farmers. The sampling of individual respondents within 
markets was intended to represent traders of the most commonly traded 
products during the period of field research. I therefore wanted the market 
traders to possibly also be farmers, and to trade the products that farmers in 
this area commonly trade. The sample was then identified systematically 
using quota sampling (Burgess 1982), which used the observations made as 
a starting point for identifying the relevant strata and their actual representa-
tion in the population. Then convenience and/or judgment sampling was 
used to select the subjects from each stratum.  

                                                      
43 There was some intra-PA variation in this. In village A., women headed 26.8 percent of all 
households; in village B. women headed 24.6 percent of all households; while women headed 
25.38 percent in village I.; and 30 percent in village G. This coincides well with the findings 
of a large national survey in Ethiopia conducted by Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2005: 13), 
which found that ”20 percent of surveyed households [were] headed by unmarried individu-
als, most often divorced or widowed women.” 
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Data collection 
The central phase of data collection took place during March-May 2006 (the 
equivalent of Mäggabit, Miyazya and Genbot in the Ethiopian calendar), 
which is the time for land preparation and is thus a relatively slack period in 
the agricultural calendar. While this is a good time to encounter farmers in 
the fields, this is also the time in which organizations take the opportunity to 
meet, so there was some competition for farmers’ time.  

Interviews were scheduled through the PA chairman to the extent possi-
ble, and approximately half of the interviews were undertaken at the estab-
lishment of the PA, while a quarter of the interviews were undertaken at the 
homes of respondents, and a last quarter in their fields.  

The process of data collection was complicated by the circumstance that 
the PA lists did not reflect those who lived in the area, and unfortunately, the 
pre-identified systematic sample could not be fully traced during the process 
of actual data collection.44 This was however surprising given that according 
to Teklu and Lemi (2004: 118) “farmers are only eligible for PA-land where 
they are physically resident.” Also, some respondents were ‘very old’ and 
‘very sick’ and hence could not be interviewed.  

The sample identified in a first round was therefore double checked with 
the PA Chairman and local key informants, and revised to include those 
actually residing in the villages, and sampling then started from the revised 
list.  

In particular there were difficulties in meeting the identified female re-
spondents (wives) related to the men, which was possibly explained by the 
fact that the men moved around more freely, had more time at their disposal, 
and possibly had clearer communication with the PA establishment. In order 
to obtain a fair female representation in the sample despite this fact, non-
probability sampling methods were used as well and this included interview-
ing individual women who happened to pass by the place where the data was 
being collected. Approximately 75 percent of the total sample came from the 
original random sample, while the remaining 25 percent was arrived at using 
primarily convenience and judgment sampling. 

                                                      
44 The participation rate varied between the four PAs. In the hamlet of one PA, practically 
every single respondent on the list turned up for the survey because the got leader had ex-
plained that they should come “to give a good image to their village.” In another PA, even 
respondents who were heavily stigmatized in the community and practically expelled never-
theless came to participate in the survey because they wanted to give their opinion. Among 
them was a former soldier whose wife and two small children had just died of HIV/AIDS and 
now he himself was dying (see the case of X. in Chapter 10). It also included one man whose 
son had killed another community member and he was now living under cover in a place 
distant from his home. In another PA the study was most difficult to undertake: respondents 
could not be traced or did not show up at the scheduled meetings and this was attributed to the 
‘town-factor’ (i.e., social disconnection, diversified livelihoods, never at home, stress), and 
there was no one around who actually knew where the people lived. Here, the PA chairman 
was new to the community and busy fulfilling other tasks. 
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At the outset of the interviews, respondents were informed about the pur-
pose of the survey and of the fact that it was a research project, and that data 
would be treated as confidential. It was also specified that the research 
would not bring any immediate material benefits to the respondents.  

The actual interviews were undertaken by the enumerators and were car-
ried out in a one-to-one situation. To the extent possible the female enumera-
tors were scheduled to interview female respondents. I accompanied the 
research assistant who supervised and undertook interviews at all times. 
Given that the questionnaires were structured and coded, I was able to follow 
the interviews closely and both clarify and follow up themes as the interview 
went on.  

 

 
Figure 3.1 MS interview 

In the MS data collection process, enumerators were seated next to the re-
spondent in pressing circumstances as the market places are extremely 
crowded and the interview was also frequently interrupted by a trading or 
exchange incident.  



 57 

Qualitative data collection 
The qualitative data collection process primarily used interviews with key 
informants and observations with the aim of interpreting trends that were 
salient in the formal surveys.  

Interviews 
Most of the interviews used semi-structured conversations regarding specific 
key themes that had surfaced during the formal survey and were considered 
analytically important and thus needed to be understood in greater depth. 
The research assistant provided consecutive translation during the interview, 
thereby allowing me to follow up on emerging issues mentioned in passing, 
even though it sometimes meant departing from the prepared interview 
guide. Some of the interviews could be undertaken in the minibus where we 
also held less formal conversations, and the car offered an excellent envi-
ronment for confidentiality and recording interviews, as it allowed for the 
use of a discreet tape recorder. Later, the tapes were transcribed on paper, 
word-for-word into afaan Oromoo and were subsequently sent for transla-
tion into English in Addis Ababa.  

Less formal conversations were also held, including with traders who 
were traveling to the market and to whom we would give a lift, and discus-
sions in local taverns. In addition, I also participated in meetings with local 
organizations, such as eddir and mahabärs, and took careful field notes. 

Another type of interview was to turn to key informants who could give 
information on specific issues. Key informants were strategically chosen, 
reflecting Tremblay’s suggestion that these should reflect “the structure of 
the society and the content of the inquiry” (Burgess 1982: 98). In this re-
search, important key informants were Jaarsa (elders) who are the producers 
and implementers of local culture; AUC staff; village leaders; NGO staff; 
market traders; and people who had challenged local norms, such as di-
vorced women and abducted women; one man who had been expelled from 
the community as he was living with HIV/AIDS and his family had died; 
and one couple who were in the process of divorcing.  

To probe deeper into emerging themes pertaining to the process of local 
trade, more or less structured conversations were undertaken with various 
market actors, such as market traders, people coming and going from the 
market, women who managed taverns, and ‘middlemen.’  

In addition, follow-up interviews were undertaken with one key informant 
whom I have met on a number of occasions since 1997; a widow. Other 
valuable key informants for this survey who provided information on a daily 
basis were the AUC researchers and staff from the local NGO, as well as the 
enumeration team.  

The people interviewed have been numbered. When referred to by name, 
each interviewee is referred to with one capital letter to protect his or her 
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anonymity. Also, the identities of the villages are protected and these are 
referred to as A., B., G. and I. 

Observations 
Rapid assessments (Chambers 1992) with a participatory component were 
used in the research process as well, particularly at the design and validation 
phase, especially on entering the market places, which included the devel-
opment of a physical sketch and less formal conversations with market trad-
ers.  

In addition, 651 closed observations were undertaken to validate patterns 
of homosociality involved in trading, and the types of commodities traded, 
including the goods carried to and from the market, and the means of trans-
portation used. The observations were carried out at peak hours outside the 
market places, comprising a total of 750 traders. The team was positioned at 
various geographic points in the morning as well as in the afternoon, observ-
ing and validating the pattern of arriving at and leaving the market.  

There were unfortunately limited possibilities for me to undertake hidden 
observations in the market places as my presence attracted attention, al-
though this could have allowed greater control of issues of rhetoric and 
praxis.45 More time in the field could have allowed me to follow up salient 
paradoxes in more informal settings.  

Data analysis 
To analyze the quantitative material, two databases were constructed using 
the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software version 14.0, 
containing the information generated by the formal survey. The databases 
cover 248 variables with overall a high response rate (between 90-100 per-
cent, depending on the variable).  

The analysis is structured primarily by the categories of women and men, 
but an analytical distinction is also made between those women who head 
their own households and those who live in households headed by men. For 
this a dummy variable was developed (0=woman in male-headed household 
and 1=woman heading her own household).  

However, even it is commonly assumed that the group of female-headed 
households is homogenous, there might be individuals who do not necessar-
ily share the same set of constraints. To study this I therefore occasionally 

                                                      
45 For example, when triangulating his survey dataset with observations, Larsson (2001) 
found that the land size owned by respondents was bigger than that reported. In the previous 
study, field observations showed that while the women interviewed claimed to be working 
only indoors, they participated equally in field activities (Torkelsson 1997). 
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make further distinctions in the analysis, especially inquiring into the spe-
cific opportunities of divorcees and female traders.  

I also check for other factors that have been empirically observed as im-
pacting on resource access. These are age, as gender inequalities in access to 
resources have been found to play out differently for young and old women 
(Saul 1981; Hussein 2004; Chioma-Steady 2005). Also, for education a bi-
nary variable was developed (0=no, not been to school, and 1=yes, been to 
school). I also inquire whether differences can be attributed to the type of 
village (A., B., G., I.) or market place in which the respondent lives/trades; 
and introduce binary variables to gauge whether possible variations could be 
attributed to the existence of a NGO in the village, or as to whether the vil-
lage was situated on the road or not (dummies are produced in both cases). 
In some cases I also follow up whether the type of marriage in which the 
individual is involved affects outcome.  

The analyses used descriptive statistical tools (primarily crosstabs) to de-
scribe the features of the data and analyze salient correlations and associa-
tions between variables and groups. Most variables are on ordinal or nominal 
scales, and associations have primarily been analyzed using lamda (λ) for the 
nominal data, gamma (γ) for the ordinal variables, and Eta. Bivariate correla-
tions yielding the Pearson correlation coefficient (r) have been used for or-
dered values to obtain a measure of linear association between the variables. 
Further tests for the significance of emerging differences between groups 
have been undertaken using mainly Pearson’s χ2-tests. The differences be-
tween groups regarding the continuous variables have been analyzed using 
statistical t-tests for independent samples. Detailed descriptions of separate 
variables are provided step-by-step with the presentation of results in the 
relevant empirical sections.  

The qualitative material and field notes were written up and reflected 
upon every evening, but the final analysis of the qualitative material took 
place once the transcribed versions of the recorded interviews were ready. 
The process of interpreting data was similar to the one of developing a pho-
tograph in the old days (before digitalized pictures were the norm), or pan-
ning for gold—I could never quite know whether it would have been a clari-
fying interview or not prior to the translation, which took place some time 
after the actual interview was undertaken. Those interviews were later cho-
sen for analysis that contained complete information and evidence of the 
informant being actually a key informant for the specific purpose. Detailed 
field notes of my own reflections and observations were taken throughout. 
Also, a considerable volume of digital photographic material has been used 
to illustrate field situations where appropriate (more than 400 files), and this 
material has also been used to facilitate the analyses of the data.  
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Limitations to the dataset 
Although the questionnaires had been intensely rehearsed and thoroughly 
prepared, misunderstandings could unfortunately not be avoided altogether 
and remained a challenge throughout the process of data collection. At the 
end of every day in the field, the questionnaires were checked for inconsis-
tencies and unrealistic answers and occasionally a revisit to the households 
interviewed was required. The fact that the team traveled together in a mini-
bus to and from the field provided a good opportunity to reflect together over 
unresolved issues that had been encountered, observed or heard of during the 
day, and to prepare for the next field day. Half-way through the process of 
data collection the team held two full-day working seminars, discussing in a 
focused manner the findings and proceedings of the research and allowing 
me to validate the preliminary analyses and interpretations.  

One limitation in the material regards the limited comparability between 
the two datasets (MS and CS) due to the inconsistency in the sampling 
methods. Although both sampling methods were actually systematic, the real 
population could not be ascertained due to the incompleteness of existing 
household lists and the results from the statistical analyses thus need to be 
interpreted with caution. One potential non-random error can be attributed to 
the fact that the community sample was drawn from a list of households 
(=landowners), and since those without any land were not encountered, a 
self-selection bias was inherent in the sampling. However, the introduction 
of the MS, as well as interviews with women married to male household 
heads, was believed to have moderated the potential bias involved. Also, 
given that the MS sample was not random, one obvious possible sampling 
error may be that only the least/most entrepreneurial traders were inter-
viewed.  

Although the household was used as a practical basis for sampling, I am 
treating husband and wife individually in the analysis, and not as representa-
tives of one specific household. Husband and wife were also interviewed 
separately following the methodological advice of Thorsen (2002) and Ny-
berg (2004). Clearly, however, this may give rise to a bias, as women and 
men in a given household may also have similar access to resources. Indeed, 
it emerged that resources are frequently viewed as common possessions in 
households, and this appears to go for land, cattle, and even for membership 
of organizations, as will be discussed in greater detail in the empirical chap-
ters that follow. Also, others have shown that the first wife in polygamous 
households, often referred to as the senior wife, has a privileged position 
(Hussein 2004: 107) and thus data may be biased also for this reason. How-
ever, the fact that female-headed households possessed consistently fewer 
resources suggested that resources were not commonly possessed in house-
holds.  
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Many variables had a certain degree of in-built ambiguity within the local 
context. For example, among those women listed as heads of households, 
approximately ten percent were actually married, as will be discussed in 
Chapter 4.46 Widows would sometimes refer to themselves as being married 
although their husbands were no longer alive and some headed their own 
households and had separate homesteads but were married in a polygamous 
relationship. Also, men always referred to themselves as being married, even 
when they were not (see the case of S. in Chapter 10).  

One limitation in the dataset is therefore that no distinction was actually 
made between de jure and de facto household headship (cf. Moser 1989), 
which might have been more relevant.47 However, those that I refer to as 
female household heads are those who appeared on the household lists as 
household heads in the CS, while in the MS they comprise those who speci-
fied that they live without a partner and thus were separated, divorced or 
widowed. 

In addition, there was a coding challenge in giving local meaning to theo-
retical notions. As mentioned, the concept of resources was defined in ac-
cordance with ethnographic findings from the earlier study (Torkelsson 
1997). However, in the course of data analysis it emerged that I had focused 
on resources that may be more relevant to men than to women (e.g. live-
stock, stationary property, land and irrigation) thus disregarding the owner-
ship of things that belong to the inside, which were possibly women’s prop-
erty (such as kitchen utensils, etc). An additional challenge was that the 
theoretical notion of resources was anchored in the SLA, but the categories 
of social, natural, physical, financial, and human capital clearly needed to be 
vested with practical meaning for the respondents, but in the course of data 
analysis were coded into the theoretical scheme. The risk in doing this is 
obviously that the respondents’ intended meaning may be diluted or misrep-
resented. The benefit is that I have a consistent and structured dataset.  

These circumstances and other similar factors may have adversely influ-
enced the reliability of my findings. 

                                                      
46 This number corresponds remarkably well with Doss’s (2002) findings using data from the 
Ghana Living Standards Survey (LSS) 1991-92 in which 13.5 percent of the female headed 
households reported both being married and heading the household  (p. 1989). 
47 The former term illustrates a situation in which the husband is dead or the couple has di-
vorced, whereas the latter concept means that the husband is still alive but is living elsewhere, 
yet often retaining the power to make decisions in the agricultural household. Indeed, accord-
ing to Gugler (2002: 29) “many urban-rural relationships consist primarily of the connection 
between a male migrant and the wife and children he has left in the countryside where he 
anticipates retiring eventually.” 
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Conclusions from Part I 
This thesis will look for evidence on the gendered distribution of resources, 
and explain the mechanisms involved in creating it. This part introduced the 
specific research questions that this thesis will answer: the theoretical 
framework that will assist in the analysis, and the methodological approach 
used in the endeavor. Before moving on to the actual results of the empirical 
investigation, which focuses on how gender structures local markets and 
local sociability, it will be necessary to describe in greater detail the context 
that regulates the access to resources of women and men. The following Part 
II aims to deepen and contextualize further the theoretical concepts, bringing 
local meaning to them. The next Chapter 4 is dedicated to an overview of the 
material. This is followed by a description of the roles and responsibilities of 
women and men in the research area in Chapter 5. The part concludes with 
Chapter 6, which defines the important local resources and analyzes 
women’s and men’s access to the bundle of rural resources. The chapter also 
develops a resource index that will assist in the empirical analysis. 
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Part II. Women’s and men’s responsibilities 
and resources 

In this part I enter more deeply into the theoretical concepts introduced in the 
previous part, and populate them with local meaning, using the empirical 
findings. Chapter 4 provides an overview of the datasets, highlights features 
in the material, and compares these further with secondary data from Ethio-
pia. Chapter 5 describes the division of roles and responsibilities of women 
and men in the area in detail, as the theory argues that this affects women’s 
and men’s access to resources. The part concludes with Chapter 6, which 
uses local ethnography to identify the relevant rural resources and estab-
lishes the prevailing gender resource gap. It also develops a methodology: a 
local resource index, which will assist in the subsequent empirical analyses 
regarding the resource capitalization processes of women and men. 
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4. Overview of the material 

This chapter presents the datasets and the salient characteristics of the mate-
rial, and anchors the description in findings made by others from similar 
circumstances in Ethiopia. The chapter features as a bridge between the for-
mer introductory part and the empirical analysis contained in the following 
chapters. 

Taken together, the two datasets contained information about a total of 
604 individuals; 59 percent of them were women and 41 percent of them 
were men. The sample in the CS comprised 461 individuals, 46 percent men 
and 54 percent women, whereas the total sample size in the MS was 143 
individuals, 76 percent of them women and 24 percent men. The dispropor-
tionately large number of women in the MS was due to the fact that women 
constituted the majority of those engaged in trading.  

The female households took up 29 percent of the MS sample and 16 per-
cent of the CS sample, and thus constituted 19 percent of the total sample. 
Table 4.1 provides an overview of the aggregate material (both CS and MS). 
The following section describes the results in greater detail and compares 
these with national figures, where available.48  
 

                                                      
48 It is well recognized that existing data in developing countries (even on population charac-
teristics) is scant and data may be conflicting depending on what source one consults (cf. 
Gibbon and Ponte 2005: 36). 
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Table 4.1 Overview of the material 

 
 
Overview of demographic 
factors 

All  
(n=604) 

All  men                  
(n=247) 

All women                   
(n=357) 

Female 
household 

heads 
(n=115) 

Age distribution     

Young (n=55) 9.2 3.2 13.3 9.7 
Reproductive (n=327) 54.5 52.8 55.7 44.7 
Post-reproductive (n=140) 23.3 26.6 21.1 29.9 
Old age (n=78)  13.0 17.4 9.9 15.7 
     
Occupation      
Farmers (n=446) 76.4 89.9 66.4 50.9 
Laborers (n=12) 2.0 3.3 1.5 1.9 
Traders (n=106) 18.2 3.2 28.9 41.4 
Other[a] 3.4 3.6 3.2 5.8 
     
Number of children     
Children in households (av-
erage number) 

5.1 5.5 4.7 4.8 

     
Education     
Have been to school (n=264) 44.4 56.7 35.8 28.3 
Average length of education 
(number of years) 

3.0 3.8 2.4 2.2 

No education, but able to 
read and write (n=18) 

5.4 11.5 2.6 2.4 

No education, but able to 
make up simple sums (n=19) 

5.4 11.5 2.6 3.6 

     
Marital status     
Married (n=474) 79.7 94.3 69.5 8.9 
Widowed (n=64) 10.7 2.4 16.5 50.9 
Divorced/separated (n=32) 5.4 .01 8.5 26.8 
Never married (n=25) 4.2 2.4 5.5 13.4 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 
[a] Includes domestic workers, disabled, sheep fattening, soldier, not looking for work, or 
dependent on others. 
Noted: All figures are percentages, unless otherwise specified. 

The bulk of respondents in both datasets were in their reproductive ages; and 
as a general trend, respondents were rather elderly, corroborating findings by 
others regarding the ‘ageing rural populations’ (du Guerney 1997). On aver-
age, women were younger than men in households, which corresponds with 
the fact that women marry earlier than men (Torkelsson 1997).  

The overwhelming majority of the respondents described themselves as 
farmers, followed by traders. Ninety percent of the men said they were farm-
ers, compared to 66 percent of the women. Trading was much more pro-
nounced among women than among men, as 29 percent of the women and 
three percent of the men specified trading as their main occupation. Trading 
was a particularly pronounced occupation among the women who headed 



 67 

their own households, as 41 percent of the female household heads specified 
trading as their main occupation.  

Thus, the thesis proposes that trading actively represents a way of chal-
lenging the traditional division of responsibilities and resources, and that for 
women it perhaps facilitates access to the resources circulating outside in the 
local economy. In recognition of this, the empirical analyses that follow will 
compare female traders, defined as the female frequent traders who trade 
more than once a week, to the group of other women, that is those who trade 
weekly, sporadically or not at all, in relation to the variables studied in each 
chapter.  

On average, respondents had five children. Men however specified that 
they had more children on average than women, which could be attributed to 
the prevalence of polygamy in the research area. Even though this figure is 
not equivalent to fertility rates (it does not for example include children who 
had been born but did not survive;49 and may include children who are part 
of the extended family system), the figure compares well with other data 
sources.50  

The majority of respondents had not been to school, but significantly lar-
ger proportions of men compared to women were educated. This corrobo-
rated findings by Chaudhury, Christiaensen and Asadullah (2006), who 
found strong bias against investment in female education in rural Ethiopia, 
and that girls’ education was more at risk when households faced adverse 
shocks compared to that of boys, and who concluded that “not only are girls 
less likely to be enrolled, when enrolled they are also less likely to complete 
primary schooling” (p.13). The proportion of female household heads that 
had been to school was particularly low.  

Out of those who had no education, the majority had no functional liter-
acy skills either. The literacy rate (e.g. adding those with education to those 
who could read and write in the material) compares well with the youth liter-
acy rate in the country which, according to the Human Development Report 
(HDR), was 49.9 percent over the period 1995-2005 (UNDP 2007/2008: 
272, Table 12).  

The majority of respondents were currently married, followed by wid-
owed, divorced or separated, and never married. Significantly larger propor-
tions of men were married compared to women, who were found among the 
widowed and divorced in larger numbers than men (only two men said they 
were divorced). This can be explained by strong norms for living together as 
a couple, and a strong interdependence between husbands and wives in terms 

                                                      
49 Indeed, earlier qualitative data found that the mortality of children was high in the area 
(Torkelsson 1997), and interviews in this round of research also confirmed this. For example, 
one interviewee currently had two children, but had also buried five babies. 
50 According to the UNDP (2007/2008) the total fertility rate in the period 2000-2005 was 5.8 
births per woman in Ethiopia (ibid: 246, Table 5). 
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of the division of responsibilities in households, an issue that will be ana-
lyzed in greater detail in Chapter 5.  

There were two main types of marriage practiced in the research area: the 
semanya (civil marriage) and butii (marriage by abduction).51 Ninety percent 
of those who were married were in a semanya marriage, which is usually 
arranged by the parents of future spouses, to identify a suitable match, and 
six percent had entered marriage using the butii modality.52 A woman’s in-
fluence in choosing her spouse has been found to be limited in the research 
area, especially for the first marriage (Torkelsson 1997).53 The agreement 
made on marriage firmly establishes the respective roles and responsibilities 
of women and men, making women responsible for all domestic chores and 
men for the activities outside, notably farming.  

Butii refers to ‘bride-snatching,’ ‘marriage by abduction,’ or ‘wife-
capture’ and usually takes place as girls walk between their homes and the 
market or school, or during the Epiphany festival (Int 20/2006). In butii a 
man simply kidnaps a woman who is subsequently raped by her attacker, and 
because of the social stigma attached to this she will be afraid to run away 
and return to her parents.54 In the CS data, the incidence of butii as a propor-
tion of all marriage forms was 5.2 percent compared to 7.6 per cent in the 
MS data. However, the data on butii may be under-reported since it is not 
allowed. Fewer men than women (including in the same household) admitted 
to having been married through butii, although some women seemed re-
lieved to be able to talk about this.  

The practice of polygamy (marrying more than one wife concurrently) 
has also been abolished and backed by sanctions provided in the Penal Code. 
Yet a considerable amount of polygyny still existed in the area, as 22 percent 
of the men and 16 percent of the women specified that they lived in polyga-
mous relationships.  

In spite of strong social norms on the importance of respecting the mar-
riage agreement, marriages emerged as being in a considerable state of 

                                                      
51 Three less frequent forms of marriages are called asena/abbalitto (love marriage), olito, and 
qällächa. However, the categories are not rigid and in the course of a lifetime people may 
experience a combination of marriage forms. For example, butii may be a first step towards 
semanya marriage when the parents are against the marriage (cf. Lvova 1997; Tilson and 
Larsen 2000; Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2002). 
52 The figure on the butii prevalence corresponds with data from other parts of Ethiopia (cf. 
Getahun 2001).  
53 Using data from the ERHS, Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2002: 57) concludes that “ar-
ranged marriages are the norm throughout the country.” According to the authors “30 percent 
of husbands and 56 percent of wives were neither consulted nor directly involved in the 
choice of a spouse—in 22 percent of the couples, neither spouse was consulted” (ibidem). 
54 An example of butii in Ethiopia is described in detail by Zenebe (2006: 173-4, 239-41). For 
a detailed and enlightening description of a similar practice from Tanzania, see also Pietilä 
(2007: 118-139). 
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flux.55 According to Tilson and Larsen (2000: 360), “approximately 45 per-
cent of all first marriages end in divorce within 30 years: 28 percent of first 
marriages end in divorce within the first five years, 34 percent within ten 
years, and 40 percent within 20 years.” To quote Weissleder (1974), in 
Ethiopia, marriage unions can be characterized by the “stability of divorce.” 
Even though the majority of those who were married were actually in their 
first marriage at the time of data collection, 24 percent were married for the 
second time, while four percent were married for the third time, or more. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, female-headed households repre-
sented a diverse group. Indeed, in this material, among the women who 
headed their households in a legal sense (i.e. they were registered as land-
holders with the PA); 51 percent were widowed, 26 percent divorced, 14 
percent never married, and nine percent were married. It emerged that 
women could head their households if they held land, as exemplified by Q. 
(CSIP 287/2006), who obtained land when her first husband died, and re-
tained her position as head of the household when she remarried. The mar-
ried household heads may also comprise those women whose husbands re-
sided elsewhere with a new family, or did not contribute to family income. 
In view of the fact that female household heads lack a male connection to the 
local economy, this group is singled out in the subsequent analyses. More-
over, given that divorcees can be assumed to have actively challenged social 
norms which prescribe that women and men should be married, I occasion-
ally analyze the specific opportunities and constraints of divorcees in greater 
depth. 

                                                      
55 See also data on the high incidence of divorce from other parts of Ethiopia (Lvova 1997; 
Tilson and Larsen 2000; Zenebe 2006). The flexibility in household formation can be illus-
trated with the quote from the following male respondent: “Our first child is my daughter 
from a previous marriage. I was divorced because my wife was a member of Gebrel Associa-
tion and she always stayed late and since she was afraid to come home late, she stayed the 
night at a neighbor’s house. In addition she was a divorcee. When she came home the next 
day I refused to be with her and so our marriage was dissolved. My present wife was born in 
village J. and came with her parents to this place. We grew up together and knew each other 
from childhood, and we developed love after she divorced her first husband. The cause of her 
divorce was that her husband loved another neighbor woman and brought his other wife to 
their house without a marriage contract” (sic, Torkelsson 1997: 43). 
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5. Women’s and men’s responsibilities 

The theory proposed that there is a link between responsibilities in rural 
households and access to resources that could explain the inequality in ac-
cess to resources of women and men. This chapter studies the division of 
responsibilities empirically, using data from the two surveys and analyzes 
how this division may impact on women’s and men’s access to resources.  

Identifying local responsibilities 
To detect local discourses regarding women’s and men’s responsibilities, I 
developed a mixed method in which respondents were asked to mention the 
two main roles and responsibilities of their own gender (women on women 
and men on men) as well as what they thought were the main responsibilities 
of the opposite gender (women on men and men on women). Focusing on 
the two main responsibilities gives an idea about the ideal role-division in 
the area, but does not allow for a full comprehension about the multiplexity 
of rural livelihoods (cf. Fahy Bryceson 2002b).56 The questions were phrased 
in terms of ‘generalized others’ (Berger-Luckmann 1979), as for example in 
the following way: “What do you [woman or man] think that the two main 
responsibilities of women [or men] are.”57  

The questions were open and responses were coded and categorized a 
posteriori according to the frequency of their mention.58 The majority of 
citations fell into one of seven broad categories: farming; housework; head-
ing household; rearing cattle; raising child; preparing food; trading; and 
‘miscellaneous.’ To test the ‘inside-outside division’ empirically, the cita-

                                                      
56 For example, one female trader (Int 06/2006) said she “survived on sewing basketwork, 
preparing araqee, working shuruba and farming as well,” and a female widow (Int 09/2006) 
said: “I prepare araqee and farsoo, carry firewood and bake injara…I live by working what-
ever job I get.”  
57 Cf. Agarwal 1997: 23. 
58 Most of the coding was undertaken in the field but the analysis was finalized in Sweden 
using an afaan Oromoo-English field dictionary that had been developed for the purpose, 
including over 1,600 terms and expressions. A post hoc comparison verified that the seven 
categories correspond with those developed by Gibson and Mace (2005), also based on re-
search also in Oromiya. 
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tions were further divided into the two categories of inside and outside.59 The 
results are presented in Table 5.1. 

Table 5.1 Main responsibilities of women and men, as viewed by the own gender 

  

Men’s re-
sponsibilities 
according to 

men  
(% of n=204) 

 

Women’s 
responsibili-
ties according 

to women  
(% of n=227) 

 

Responsibili-
ties of  

women in 
male-headed 
households 

(% of n=165) 
 

Responsibili-
ties  
of  

female 
household 

heads 
(% of n=62) 

Outside     
Farming (n=225) 89.0 20.0 19.0 16.0 
Rearing cattle (n=27) 12.0 1.0 2.0 0 
Heading the house  (n=70) 31.0 2.0 2.0 4.0 
Trading (n=42) 12.0 8.0 6.3 11.0 
     
Inside     
Housework (n=157) 4.0 67.0 66.0 53.0 
Preparing food (n=50) 1.0 21.0 21.0 13.0 
Raising child (n=91) 3.0 37.0 36.0 30.0 
Miscellaneous [a] (n=32) 0 1.0 4.0 3.0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 
[a] Includes activities which were cited only rarely, such as preparing local alcohol, support-
ing family; firewood and water collection; and ‘working outside.’  

The table shows that in their own assessment, women and men prioritized 
different activities across the range of rural responsibilities. The only salient 
category in which a fairly equal proportion of women and men were engaged 
was trading.  

The theoretical framework proposed that the definition of gendered re-
sponsibilities is produced by local doxa. I argue that a symmetry in expecta-
tions between the main responsibilities as assessed by the own and other 
gender could represent a measure of the local doxa. Also, identifying areas 
that were perceived differently by women and men could indicate areas that 
are open to negotiation in households (cf. Thorsen 2002: 130). The results 
from the analysis of the views of the other gender on women’s and men’s 
responsibilities are shown in Table 5.2. 

 

                                                      
59 The inside category includes citations regarding responsibilities for housework, preparation 
of local alcohol, supporting the family, raising children, and preparing food. The outside 
category comprised citations related to farming, rearing cattle, heading the house, fetching 
firewood and water, trading, and ‘working outside’ (including selling labor).  
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Table 5.2 Main responsibilities of women and men, as viewed by the other gender 

 
Men’s responsibilities  

according to women  
(% of  women, n=224) 

Women’s responsibilities 
according to men  

(% of men, n=198) 

Outside   
Farming  91.0 21.0 
Rearing cattle  15.0 2.0 
Heading the house   19.0 2.0 
Trading  7.0 8.0 
   
Inside   
Housework  2.0 67.0 
Preparing food  1.0 29.0 
Raising child  2.0 35.0 
Miscellaneous 8.0 2.0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

The results from the assessment of the other gender were closely aligned to 
that of the self-assessment, suggesting that there is a high correspondence 
between the expectations of women’s and men’s views on their own main 
responsibilities and those of the other sex. The results are analyzed and dis-
cussed in greater detail in the following sections. 

Men do the work outside 
The activity capturing most observations in the outside category was farm-
ing, reflecting the occupational structure of the population.60 Farming fea-
tured most prominently in men’s activity-portfolio, as 89 percent of all men 
but only 20 percent of the women mentioned farming to be one of their two 
main responsibilities. It emerged however in interviews that women actually 
did a lot of the work in agriculture, but that there existed a division of labor 
within the category of farming. For example women did weeding and men 
did harvesting; women planted ensete while men harvested it; men plowed 
and women did the hoeing.61 Moreover, most of the women who specified 
farming as one of their two main responsibilities said that they ‘helped out’ 
and ‘assisted in farming’ (qonna gargaru) or ‘worked with husbands’ (abu-
madha hoji nan hojisa) suggesting that women do not consider themselves to 

                                                      
60 The most frequent citation that was coded to pertain within this category was farming itself 
(hoji qonna; qotu) but the category also encompassed several sub-activities within the broader 
farming category that by themselves had too few observations to stand alone as specific tasks 
within the range of farming activities, for example weeding, carrying cereal, keeping bees, 
producing or sowing vegetables, protecting vegetables from cattle, fencing, harvesting, and 
planting. 
61 However, one female interviewee (Int 14/2006) said that she actually plowed too because 
her husband was ‘weak’ (old).  
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be farmers in their own right. A quote from a female farmer (Int 02/2006) 
illustrates this well: 

[Women] bake injara and prepare wot62; when the farmer plows, we prepare 
lunch…and we also do the work of farming like weeding, harvesting crops 
during harvest time, digging and so on… 

The quote underlines the ideal division of labor in which the husband (re-
ferred to as ‘the farmer’) carries out the work outside while women prepare 
the food (the ‘fuel’ or energy) that supports the farming activity. However, 
the female interviewee also admits, in passing, that women actually do par-
ticipate in most farming activities as well. The results therefore perhaps un-
derestimate women’s actual involvement in farming.63  

A smaller proportion of women who headed their households compared 
to women in households headed by men said they were engaged in farming, 
but the variation between these two groups was less strong than might have 
been expected, suggesting that female household heads actually farm, or 
perform male-coded tasks such as plowing, via other male connections than 
in marriage.  

Moreover, farming was more pronounced in the villages situated off the 
road, suggesting that the villages that have easier access to roads may have 
more diversified livelihood options. Also, farming appeared to be strongly 
and positively associated with age, as a significantly smaller proportion of 
respondents in the young category compared to those in the older categories 
mentioned farming as one of their main activities, suggesting that new live-
lihood options may be emerging for the young groups and/or that the rural 
economy is undergoing a transformation.  

For both women and men the assessment of their own gender corre-
sponded strikingly well with the expectations of the other gender, meaning 
that there was a high degree of concordance regarding both women’s and 
men’s involvement in farming. Indeed, 21 percent of the men and 20 percent 
of the women viewed farming as one of women’s main responsibilities, 
whereas 89 percent of the men and 91 percent of the women viewed farming 
as one of men’s two main responsibilities.  

Also in the outside category, men, much more so than women, specified 
that they were responsible for cattle.64 Indeed, 12 percent of the men men-
tioned cattle-rearing as one of their main responsibilities and this corre-
sponded well with women’s views on men, whereas only one percent of the 

                                                      
62 Staple food. 
63 In Burkina Faso, Thorsen (2002) found that women rarely mentioned their role in agricul-
ture, yet a large proportion of women actually cultivated a larger area than the male household 
head (pp. 137-8). Unfortunately the results from the survey could not be contrasted with 
actual field observations as it was plowing time during the survey.  
64 Men’s exclusive responsibilities for cattle-rearing and women’s limited involvement in 
cattle in the Oromiya region has also been documented by BCDP (2001) and Hussein (2004). 
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women and two percent of the men mentioned this among women’s two 
main responsibilities. Among those respondents who recognized cattle-
rearing as one of their main activities, 89 percent allocated this responsibility 
to men and only about 11 percent to women; cattle-rearing thus represents 
another gender-coded responsibility. Given the importance of cattle in the 
Oromo economy as mentioned earlier, men’s association with cattle supports 
the assumption regarding their privileged connection with the socially valued 
resources available in the local economy. 

Among the outside activities that women mentioned more frequently than 
men were those that related to sustaining the inside, such as fetching fire-
wood or water (coded in the miscellaneous category). These tasks are inti-
mately linked to the domestic responsibilities of caring and cooking, since 
all households use firewood as their main source of energy for cooking and 
heating the house, and water and firewood are also required for the brewing 
of local drinks. These responsibilities were not mentioned frequently, but 
data from other parts of the survey on the time spent by women on fetching 
water shows that it is an important female responsibility, as will be shown in 
Chapter 6. It may be that this task was overlooked because it is self-evident; 
to quote Dahl (2006) “whatever is peculiar to our time is so often so self-
evident […] that it appears trivial” (p. 13). Indeed, more than half of the 
women spent more than half an hour every day on collecting water, as will 
be shown in Chapter 6. 

Heading a house (bulcha mana) came out as one responsibility that 
crossed the line between the inside and outside as it referred to both control-
ling or administering, or governing the house, and representing the house-
hold to the outside. This was another gender-coded responsibility, as the 
majority of both women and men viewed this area as men’s responsibility.65 
Indeed, as mentioned earlier, men headed the majority of all households. 
Indeed, the literal meaning of the term ‘household’ (abba waarra) in afaan 
Oromoo, is ‘Father of the family.’ This underscores men’s privileged posi-
tion in terms of both access to resources and access to public decision-
making and is in line with the Oromo social organization that follows the 
laws of “patrilinearity, patrilocality and polygamy, including the privilege of 
the firstborn son” (Hultin 1987: 279).66  

To head a house is a critical factor affecting the access to resources in the 
rural economy. The head of the household is assigned land, and thus is a 
member of the PA, and as such can access extension advice and input sup-

                                                      
65 Cf. the term ‘husband’ which, according to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, originates 
from the Old English husbonda; ‘master of a house.’ 
66 In fact, article 635 of the Civil Code establishes the husband as the head of the family and 
“obligates the wife to obey him in all lawful things unless the Civil Code expressly provides 
otherwise” (Porter 1997: 592). Women are expected to operate under the guidance of the 
husband (Art. 637) and the father is granted sole authority in child-rearing decisions (Art. 
276) (ibid: 592ff).  
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plies. The household head is therefore directly connected to the outside 
sphere and so, to apply the theoretical premise, men’s prominent role as 
household heads explains their domination in decision-making bodies and 
supports the proposition that men represent the bridges from women to the 
local economy.67  

Another responsibility that transgressed the boundary between the inside 
and outside was trading. Trading was the only activity that came out as being 
fairly gender-neutral. It was also an important responsibility, since 12 per-
cent of all men and eight percent of all women mentioned it as one of their 
two main responsibilities. In addition, the importance of trading may actu-
ally have been underestimated using this methodology, as 18 percent of all 
respondents specified it as their main occupation—the overwhelming major-
ity of them being women (cf. Table 4.1). Given that trading challenges the 
inside-outside divide, it may also question the traditional roles of women and 
men. This is a topic that will be analyzed in detail in Part III of this thesis. 

Women do everything in the house 
Whereas the care of cattle and the farming were in the hands of men, the 
care of a household was primarily women’s responsibility, suggesting 
women’s closer connection with the domestic sphere. Among the activities 
inside, the majority of observations fell into the general category of house-
work (hoji manaas nanhojedh / haali mana keesa hojechu / hoji mana).68 
Indeed, 66 percent of all women mentioned housework as one of their two 
main responsibilities, and a comparable proportion of men also saw this as 
one of women’s main responsibilities. Shifting perspective, 95 percent of 
those mentioning housework as one of their main responsibilities were 
women and only five percent were men.  

A notably larger proportion of young female respondents than older ones 
mentioned this as one of their main activities, and the importance of these 
tasks appeared to decline with age. This may indicate that early on in mar-
riage, women are closely connected to the domestic sphere due to their re-
sponsibilities both for small children or as ‘trainees’ in a new household, 
whereas their room for maneuver expands over time and that, having moved 
beyond childbearing, they may be able to engage more in the outside. It may 
also be that with increasing age new hands enter the household to help out 
with the domestic chores, and so over time women may be relieved from 
work on the inside, allowing them to engage in the outside. 

                                                      
67 Cf. Bourdieu (1986), “at the most elementary degree of institutionalization, the head of the 
family […] is tacitly recognized as the only person entited to speak on behalf of the family 
group in all official circumstances” (p. 251). 
68 This term also encompasses specifications such as working with ‘all household activities;’ 
preparing the housework; working in the house; and responsibility for keeping the house.  
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Raising children69 was another major area in which women’s main re-
sponsibilities were concentrated and it was mentioned by one third of the 
women, compared to by only three percent of all men.70  

High birth frequency deprives women of their freedom (Sen 1994), and it 
constrains their opportunities to engage in other tasks. As a result, the high 
average number of children is likely to keep women particularly busy. In-
deed, as was shown earlier, respondents had on average more than five chil-
dren (in the range from one to 19 children) at the time of data collection. The 
high number of children in households, coupled with women’s exclusive 
responsibility for childcare, is thus likely to inhibit women’s resource capi-
talization strategies.  

The ideal of having children and motherhood is central to local expecta-
tions of women and men and therefore provides a good example of how 
local doxa affects women’s resource capitalization.71 However, while inhibit-
ing women’s resource capitalization in their early years, children may en-
hance it later on in life by helping their mothers with their inside activities 
and thus freeing them so that they can engage with the outside.  

Preparing or cooking food was another main female responsibility, in the 
view of both men and women. Indeed, women’s unique responsibility for 
maintaining and ensuring household food security, meaning that they ensure 
that the family eats, has been widely established (see for example Lilja and 
Sanders 1997). Pankhurst (1990) reports that since the early 19th century in 
Ethiopia “[a woman’s] involvement in [this] activity is so culturally in-
grained that men would rather starve than do this work” (p. 253).  

As a general tendency, men did not claim to have any responsibilities at 
all either in food preparation or in housework. Moreover, those few men 
who did prepare food were not the same as the ‘child-caring men,’ and thus 
it is not possible to draw any conclusions on an emerging exceptional man 
crossing the boundaries of the gender division of work. Women therefore 
carry exclusive responsibility for providing the basic needs of household 
members, and men do not cross the line and take on household chores (cf. 
Rahmato 1991: 36). According to Tamale (2004: 60), there is an “ideological 
pressure that discourages African men from involving themselves in house-
work, childcare and care-giving.” In earlier fieldwork it was found that a 
man who tries to help with the duties of the house would indeed be laughed 
at (Torkelsson 1997: 30).  

                                                      
69 Raise children includes facilitating / to keep the children and to care / grow for children. 
70 According to Hussein (2004: 111), in the Oromo belief system “women are closer to nature 
in their nurturing and life-sustaining activities,” which explains why they are responsible also 
for children. 
71 Zenebe (2006: 180ff) reports on how motherhood is important for women in marriage. 
From the wider African literature, Tamale (2004) observes that “single, childless women 
carry a permanent stigma like a millstone about their necks” (p. 52). 
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The functional dependency of spouses 
The strictly gendered specialization of work produces a situation in which 
there is a strong functional interdependence between women and men in 
households.72 Indeed, according to Ellis (1997) the gender division of labor 
“circumscribes the substitutability of female and male labor across the range 
of farm household activities” (p. 173), making it problematic for both 
women and men to live without a spouse. The theory proposed that women 
need men in order to enter the core economy, and likewise, men need 
women to satisfy their basic needs.  

Women and men respect and value each other, however. A woman, for 
example, makes the inside attractive to her husband, arranges his bed, 
washes his feet, gives him a chair and serves him a meal when he gets back 
home from the field. A husband shows respect to his wife by buying her 
clothes and giving her money for the household; he brings her good things 
from the outside.  

Making the inside-outside division the focus of the analysis, it turns out 
that 94 percent of all observations containing activities that took place inside 
were from women and only six percent from men. Out of the observations 
contained in the outside category, however, 81 percent came from men and 
only 19 percent from women. There were some threshold areas that could 
not be crossed. For example food preparation, firewood collection, childcare, 
and housework in general were almost never mentioned by men themselves 
(or by women) as being part of their main responsibilities. For women, rear-
ing cattle, heading the house, plowing, and working outside were the thresh-
old areas. Interestingly, the latter set of responsibilities is associated with the 
local economy and critical to the capitalization of resources. 

To formalize the gendered division of work, it is represented by the ap-
proximate 20/80 ratio concerning the inside/outside (concerning the outside, 
women do approximately 20 percent of the work, and the men 80 percent) 
and 95/5 concerning the inside, as women do 95 percent of the work inside 
and men the remaining five percent. The ratios however suggested that the 
line between women’s and men’s work was nevertheless somewhat blurred, 
and that women were more outside than men were inside. Viewed in this 
way, men perhaps depend more on being connected to women than vice 
versa, proof of which is the larger proportion of women than men who lived 
alone, whereas men almost never lived alone, or admitted to do so.  

                                                      
72 This has been observed by several Oromo scholars. According to Lvova (1997: 581), “the 
Guji identify a woman with the Mother-Earth and a man with the Father-Heaven. Earth is 
dependent upon Heaven because it cannot produce without rain, and this is why women are 
dependent upon men.” In Hussein’s (2004) words, identity confusion is unthinkable among 
the Oromo, due to the strict age sets of the Gadaa system (p. 110), and because of the fear of 
God’s wrath which is provoked “when people violate the normal, prescribed way of life” (p. 
111). According to Kuwee Kumsa (1997: 119), “Gadaa dictated a deep division between the 
sexes where crossing the boundary was intolerable.” 
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During data collection the team encountered one man who had been 
abandoned by his wife, who had taken the children along with her (cf. the 
case of S. in Chapter 10). The house in which he resided had fallen into dis-
repair and was in a very poor state, and since his separation he had begun to 
sleep in the stall and had given up eating at home—his only nourishment 
was to have a few mugs of beer and a piece of bread in the taverns. Never-
theless, he classified himself as married. This example shows that men may 
sometimes depend more on women than vice versa, and that women may 
find it easier than men to identify new livelihood options as on the one hand 
they can provide the basic necessities, and on the other, they have at least 
some possibilities of navigating into the local economy. 

There were local practices taxing women’s mobility on the outside. As 
briefly recognized in earlier chapters, butii featured as one of the threats to 
the mobility of women. 

The extent of doxa 
The clear and agreed-upon community perceptions of the respective respon-
sibilities of women and men were not only manifested and ratified in the 
marriage agreement and in the legal codex regulating marriage but were also 
tacit and embedded in both the process of socialization and in the local doxa 
regarding the spheres of men and women. According to Bourdieu (1977: 
165-166):  

In a determinate social formation, the stabler the objective structures and the 
more fully they reproduce themselves in agent’s dispositions, the greater the 
extent of the field of doxa, of that which is taken for granted. When, owing to 
the quasi-perfect fit between the objective structures and the internalized 
structures […] the agents’ aspirations have the same limits as the objective 
conditions of which they are the product (my emphasis added). 

The noticeable concordance between men’s and women’s views on most 
responsibilities indicated a high degree of common expectations regarding 
the gendered responsibilities. The striking symmetry between the assessment 
of their own gender and that of the other regarding the gender division of 
work suggests that the field of doxa is large. Indeed, there was a “quasi per-
fect fit,” to quote the above, between the objective and internalized struc-
tures which may then limit the agents’ aspirations.  

Doxa could be challenged, but not without cost. For example, by going 
out, a girl could meet a future partner in school or in market places, and de-
velop mutual love (asena) marriage, or she may risk her future freedom and 
agency altogether, falling victim to butii. Although the practice has been 
banned, according to one Jaarsa (Int 01/2006), the butii cases were currently 
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getting “more and more serious” due to the prevalence of HIV/AIDS.73 In-
deed, in an informal conversation with one girl (field notes 2006) I was told 
that “[girls] really have to watch out nowadays when they move around out-
side…at this point in time it is really horrible.” Indeed, women hate butii, as 
comes out strongly in the following excerpt from an interview with one fe-
male interviewee (Int 06/2006) who had been abducted at the age of 15 and 
said that she “hated it, hated him:” 

My husband has married [yet] another one in addition to me…he was re-
cruited as a soldier and as he came home from the battlefield he was arrested. 
When he was released [from prison] he took one more wife …she is 
young…she never knew rest…for he married her without her consent and 
now she usually cries the whole day. 

Men’s prominent role in the local important organizations that define and 
implement social norms (i.e. as Jaarsa and in the Gadaa system), such as the 
marriage contract which establishes the roles and responsibilities of women 
and men, as well as their role as household heads, demonstrates that men are 
privileged in defining local doxa.  

Women often explain the division of responsibilities by claiming the 
(doxic) “this is our culture” or call on religion as its cause. For example, in 
interviews it often came out that “God gave us this order,” and “God created 
man to give order to woman, and for woman to live under man” and that 
“once God provides, I don’t wish to question his commands.”74 The follow-
ing quote from one elderly woman summarizes this view well: 

When God created us, he created us differently. And he divided labor be-
tween us. I'm happy with this [division of work] yes; I'm under the control of 
my husband. He is more than me in power and energy […], I consider my 
husband more than me [...] (Torkelsson 1997: 31).  

According to Agarwal (1997: 1), “[gender relations] are revealed not only in 
the division of labor and resources between women and men, but also in 
ideas and representations –the ascribing to women and men of different 
abilities, attitudes, desires, personality traits, behavior patterns, and so on.” 
Indeed, the way in which the division of work structured identity was well 
reflected in the words of one female widow (Int 09/2006) who defined her-
self accordingly: “I myself administer the household; now I am both the 
mother and father of my children.” Also, the division of labor manifests the 
values that a society ascribes to women and men (Connell 1987). It came out 
in the qualitative material that both women and men believed that men be-

                                                      
73 Recently it has become common practice for the girls’ parents to ask the future groom for 
blood tests to prove that he is HIV/AIDS-negative (Int 01/2006).  
74 Indeed, the ideals regarding women’s and men’s responsibilities and obligations in mar-
riage are similar to what is predicated in the Bible (see Titus Chapter 2 Verse 1-6).  
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long to ‘the best sex’ because they are responsible for the family and for the 
property. Indeed, one woman (Int 06/1996), said: “If I could I would like to 
be reborn a man. Men are respected in every respect: we do the same job, we 
bleed, we give birth to men, but nevertheless men are even more respected 
than their mothers are.”  

The way in which local discourses associate the division of responsibili-
ties with the personality traits of men and women is likely to further slow 
down women’s resource capitalization processes. For example, one female 
key informant explained the differences between women and men with the 
following words: 

The characteristics of men are that they are strong and muscular, they can 
drink and they also decide about their living pattern. Female characteristics 
are that they love their children more than men and they also work in the 
house (Torkelsson 1997: 30). 

The local discourses that claimed that women were weak alienate women 
from the core economy and slow down their claims to resources: women are 
not fit, less educated and weak, and hence need to connect with the strong 
and muscular men to enter the local economy.  

While doxa and actual practice reproduce gender hierarchies which mirror 
the indoor and outdoor distinction, the distinction does not fully correspond 
to actual reality. Indeed, in reality the gender division of work may be less of 
an iron cage and there exists some room for maneuver around the prescribed 
responsibilities, as suggested by the theory. For example, even though 
women are depicted as weak, a lot of women’s work is actually extremely 
hard and physically strenuous, such as for example preparing farsoo75, carry-
ing loads of firewood and water, often undertaken in a state of pregnancy.76 
To quote Oyěwùmí (2003: 35) the African woman is one of “immense 
physical strength.” As will be demonstrated later, women walk to and from 
the market carrying heavy loads, more so than men who more often can ac-
cess local transport or pack animals. One illustration of women’s strength 
comes out in the following photograph. 

 

                                                      
75 Home-brewed beer. 
76 Baxter (1984) reports on a particularly industrious women trader who undertook a “very 
brisk round walk of some eight to ten hours which would have taxed an athlete and floored a 
suburban jogger” (p. 466).  
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Figure 5.1 Woman carrying firewood (photograph by Henrik Stabell ©) 

Also, in field visits, contrasting with doxa, fathers did actually help out with 
the children, as is illustrated in the photograph below. 
 

 
Figure 5.2 Father and child in village I. 

Thus, even if the distinction between women’s and men’s responsibilities 
may be false, I concur with Kabeer (1999: 441) that as it is based on peo-
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ple’s definition and experiences it cannot be referred to as such.77 True or 
false, the fact that local doxa positions women inside is likely to limit their 
aspirations and may equip them with tunnel vision regarding their opportuni-
ties, and blur their possibilities of identifying creative ways in which to capi-
talize on their resources.78  

Indeed, I concur with Pietilä (2007) who shows “how agency is relational, 
how women’s agency is a social accomplishment, conditioned both by the 
agency of men, and the surrounding community” (p. 117). Indeed, women’s 
contribution to agricultural development in rural areas has been underesti-
mated, and sometimes even ‘invisible’ (cf. Safilios-Rothchild 1994: 54ff). 
The local discourses that devalued women’s role as households heads and 
marginalized their role in agriculture—the spheres in which resources can be 
legitimately claimed—are likely to obstruct women’s ability to benefit inde-
pendently from this productive sector and to keep them on the outskirts of 
male productive networks, in roles such as helpers or assistants, with men as 
supervisors. 

Female traders 
Trading emerged as a gender-neutral activity, and it was also one that pro-
vided women with an opportunity to participate in the outside. As specified 
in Chapter 4, the category of female traders, defined as those women who 
trade frequently, will from now on be compared other women, i.e. those who 
did not trade frequently. The analyses showed that a smaller proportion of 
female traders mentioned food preparation and childcare among their two 
main responsibilities as compared to the group of other women. Indeed, fe-
male traders had a relatively larger presence in other outside activities, such 
as farming and cattle-rearing than the group of all women had, suggesting 
that trading challenges tradition and modifies the division of responsibilities 
in households. Indeed, female traders had a more balanced division of labor 
concerning the ratio of their outside to inside activities, and their self-
identity was less concerned with domestic chores than that of other women. 
The quote of one young female trader (Int 27/2006) illustrates the way in 
which trading affected, and could even change the gender division of labor 
in households: 

                                                      
77 Cf. the Thomas theorem (Thomas 1928) “If men define situations as real, they are real in 
their consequences” (in Merton 1995). 
78 Indeed, as noted by Kabeer (1999) women have internalized their social status as persons of 
lesser value and this had adverse implications for their own well-being and for that of their 
other female family members (they “accept secondary claims on household resources,” p. 
440).  
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You know, women used to fear [to trade], but now they no more fear, they 
work. By fear I mean that they were afraid of their husbands. If the wife used 
to go out of her home, the husband used to ask where she was going. That 
means the husband needed her to do the routine work in the home…that of 
the kitchen and the like…and did not want her to go out and be engaged in 
other works. But now, the women work equally with the men. 

This quote suggests that female traders might to some extent have been able 
to access the resources in the core economy on their own merit, and that 
trading has allowed them to build independent bridges to the local economy. 
Indeed, in two cases female traders actually specified that their husbands 
helped out with childcare when they traded, while none of the other women 
would mention their husband as a source of assistance in childcare. Trading 
can thus be taken to represent one activity that critically calls into question 
the binary opposition between the inside and outside spheres and in which 
the social order may be questioned.79  

To briefly summarize this chapter, the division of roles and responsibili-
ties in the research area positioned women on the inside, and men on the 
outside. Although this did not mean that the line could not be crossed, the 
distinction was helpful in further describing the livelihoods of women and 
men, and the expectations of their roles and responsibilities. Women were 
responsible for the less valuable tasks related to the domestic sphere (such as 
raising children, housework, preparing food), whereas men were responsible 
for those activities that take place outside, such as rearing cattle and farming, 
and which generate more valuable resources. As farming represents the pri-
mary source of livelihood, and cattle a prime wealth-marker, the results 
showed that men were more closely connected to the local economy than 
women were. Moreover, women’s mobility on the outside was taxed by local 
practices, such as butii, and when women did take on responsibilities on the 
outside, they often referred to themselves as helpers, or assistants to men, 
rather than farmers in their own right; while men said that they administered, 
or supervised, women’s work. The activity of trading emerged as a gender-
neutral activity which is practiced by both women and men and thus chal-
lenged the inside-outside division of work. The division of work was pro-
posed as being regulated by local doxa which, in its turn, was defined by 
men. Moreover, the chapter used the symmetry in expectations of the re-
sponsibilities of one’s own gender and those of the other gender as a meas-
ure indicating that local doxa was strong. The next chapter will study the 
access to rural resources of women and men. 

  

                                                      
79 In Kabeer’s (1999) view “the availability of alternatives at the discursive level, of being 
able to at least imagine the possibility of having chosen differently, is thus crucial to the 
emergence of a critical consciousness” (p. 441).  
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6. Women’s and men’s access to rural 
resources80 

The previous chapter showed that there apparently exists a gender division 
of work in the research area which relates domestic tasks to women and ac-
tivities outside to men, and that can explain men’s privileged position at the 
core of the economy. In this chapter, I study and quantify the gender asset 
gap in women’s and men’s access to rural resources. Resources are defined 
in accordance with the SLA, which identifies locally relevant resources. The 
empirical analysis is then dedicated to the assessment of women’s and men’s 
access to the identified range of rural resources. In this way I am able to 
quantify the inequalities in resource access of women and men and demon-
strate empirically the theoretical proposition of men’s closer attachment to 
the core of the economy.  

Defining resources 
The theory attributed the widely observed gender asset gap to men’s central 
position as gatekeepers to the local economy and society, and to the fact that 
women need to be connected to the local economy via men. The missing 
male connection was used to explain also the accentuated vulnerability of 
women household heads that has been amply established by others as well. 
Thus, rural women, and specifically women who head their own households, 
are assumed to find it more difficult to escape from poverty than men do.  

This chapter uses a SLA (Carney 1998) to analyze gender inequalities in 
access to the range of rural resources. As introduced in Chapter 2, this ap-
proach recognizes that poor people employ a range of contextually relevant 
resources to pursue their livelihood strategies that may be difficult to meas-
ure using conventional frames of interpretation. Thus, the ethnography and 
other secondary sources were used to assist in the identification of the lo-
cally relevant resources.  

The Oromo have long practiced agriculture and herding. As a result in 
Oromiya local conceptualizations have related wealth to a combination of 

                                                      
80 A revised version of this chapter has been published in Torkelsson and Tassew (2008). 
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material and immaterial resources, most prominently cattle81, but also the 
size of land farmed (Hultin 1987), and access to a road (Dercon and Krish-
nan 1996; Fahy Bryceson et al. 2006; Dercon et al. 2007), to name a few 
examples.  

I combine the secondary sources with the ethnographic material to assist 
in the identification of locally relevant resources. An elderly male inter-
viewee (Int 06/1996) explained the local definitions of wealth in the follow-
ing way:  

In our community Obboo M. is rich because he has more than ten cattle, and 
owns a good house. He cultivates a lot and earns from his products. He is rich 
because he has a lot of cattle. During the Dergue he was a chairman of an as-
sociation of the neighborhood and from this he collected money and during 
one period he worked in Ambo. Obboo H. I would call a medium rich man 
because he can cover the whole expenses of his family and he can even lend 
some money to poor people. He has not got as many cattle as a rich man, and 
his wife is a teacher. To me, Addee M. is a poor person. She is old, and no 
one is there to support her (Torkelsson 1997: 33). 

The quote highlights that local wealth has a number of constituents. This is 
confirmed in a participatory wealth-ranking exercise (Grandin 1988) under-
taken in the research area by the local NGO in 2001 (BCDP 2001). The 
study found that a person who depended on families and relatives, sold wood 
and charcoal, and had no house, was considered very poor. A person who 
rented other people’s farmland, was a laborer, or depended on his or her 
children was considered poor. A person with one ox and one cow, who pos-
sessed a medium-sized area of farmland, but was disabled or not able to 
work, was nevertheless considered average rich. A person with one pair of 
oxen, with a medium-sized area of farmland, and with more than three cows 
was considered rich, whereas a person with more than two pairs of oxen, a 
medium-sized area of farmland, more than five cows, and a corrugated-iron 
sheet residence was considered very rich.  

Another study undertaken by the same organization uncovered that in 
1995, 85 percent of the women belonged to the very poor category, and the 
remaining 15 percent were average rich. Forty-three percent of all men were 
in the categories average to very rich, and all those in the rich and very rich 
categories were men. Preliminary results from a follow-up participatory 
wealth assessment conducted in 2001 confirm that while there has been up-
ward movement of wealth for men, women have not been able to move out 
of their poverty over time, confirming that women find it hard to escape 
from poverty. 

                                                      
81 See Dercon and Krishnan 1996; Bevan and Joirmann 1997; BCDP 2001; Fafchamps and 
Quisumbing 2002; Taddesse 2003; Hussein 2004.  
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Using the SLA to systematize the analysis, access to land, potable water, 
and irrigation were important natural resources in these farming communi-
ties. In interviews, it emerged that having a metal corrugated-sheet (korkoro) 
roof, rather than the traditional one made of straw, was an important physical 
resource. Other important physical resources were electricity (for which a 
korkoro roof is a prerequisite) and having a radio. This is underlined in the 
quote by one female trader (Int 01/1996) who said that “I can even one day 
turn this grass [roof] into metal-sheet and hence improve our lives.” In addi-
tion, various farm implements such as a plow, hoe, saddle and horse cart, 
which are prerequisites for productive farming, were important physical 
resources.  

To identify markers of financial resources I used proxies for income, as 
there is ample evidence regarding the difficulty of obtaining figures on fi-
nancial resources such as income (e.g. Bulmer and Warwick 1993; Larsson 
2001). Instead, I used cattle, which is a prominent wealth-marker in the 
Oromo economy, as shown earlier. It also emerged from the interviews that 
a wealthy person is someone who is able to help others and save some 
money. These factors, together with the receipt of remittances, were used as 
markers of financial resources.  

Among the human resources I selected education, which has been amply 
established as facilitating wealth creation (Becker 1983).  

In operationalizing social resources, I relied on Krishna’s (2002) view 
that social capital is culture-specific and should be defined in accordance 
with context. To assess local forms of sociability, I combined a conventional 
measure of social capital which focuses on membership in organizations 
(Putnam 1993) with an analysis of the number of valuable connections a 
person had. The qualitative material was used to establish a list of the exist-
ing locally relevant organizations and connections and came up with a list 
comprising thirteen different associations,82 and took the number of organi-
zations of which an individual was a member as a marker of wealth in social 
capital. I also identified a list of eight important agent-positions (Lin 2001) 
that could be considered to represent important bridges to the local economy 
with which the respondent could have come into contact.83 The methodology 
and the results will be described and analyzed in Part IV of this thesis, which 
studies local forms of sociability in depth.  

                                                      
82 These were classified into six broad groups to facilitate the analysis (see also Chapter 9): 
the government organizations, which included the PA and the Got; the productive organiza-
tions, comprising marketing networks, labor exchange networks, and the Cereal Bank; mem-
bership in projects organized by NGOs; savings and credit organizations which included 
savings (unspecified), iqqub, and Eshet; religious organizations, comprising mahabär, and 
eddir.  
83 These were government representatives (such as got leaders, leaders of the PA and the 
Wereda-administration); informal local leaders (Jaarsa); productive agents (middlemen or 
merchants, and extension agents); and the ‘outside’ (Addis Ababa and other countries). 
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The remainder of this chapter presents an analysis of the empirical find-
ings regarding women’s and men’s access to resources. 

Women’s and men’s access to resources 

Natural resources: Land and water 
In Ethiopia, the state owns all land, and user rights are usually allocated to 
household heads by local PAs. People for the most part therefore have user 
rights to land, which means they do not have the right to mortgage or sell it. 
However, recently rural land registration and certification processes have 
started to be introduced to guarantee land ownership to farmers.84  

In Oromiya, access to land is generally held in a man’s name and passed 
patrilinearily (from father to son) within a group, and data show that in 2002, 
eighty-three percent of the land was held by men and 17 percent by women 
in the Oromiya region (Kagoyia, Chesoni, and Muthoni 2003: 364). Indeed, 
Hultin (1984) showed, for example, that among the Macha Oromo the ideas 
of land tenure and male personal identity are interrelated.  

Heads of households who are qualified farmers have open-ended usufruct 
rights to land through state-mandated PAs and these user rights are inherit-
able. According to Teklu and Lemi (2004: 118) they have become tradable 
in the form of rent in some regions. As shown earlier, the majority of house-
hold heads are men, and so it is easier for men to access land. However, the 
1994 Constitution stated that women should have equal rights with men with 
respect to the access, use, administration, and transfer of land, and shall en-
joy equal treatment in the inheritance of property. However, according to 
Taddesse (2003: 83), “the challenge has been how to implement such seem-
ingly egalitarian constitutional provisions. There is no evidence of efforts 
made by the state to make women aware of their constitutional rights so as to 
enjoy them.” 

Also, the land reform proclaimed that land should be allocated to those 
who use it, and since it did not challenge the cultural taboo that women 
should not plow, it inhibited their access to land. A widow’s right to remain 
on the land is not secure and rural women often have no legal rights to their 
husband’s property.85 Thus, upon the loss of a male connection women are 

                                                      
84 For a description of the evolution of land rights in Ethiopia from a historical perspective, 
see for example Dercon and Ayalew (2007: 5-8) or Kebede (2008: 550-556). On the current 
process of land certification in Ethiopia, see for example World Bank (2008: 160). 
85 Estimates on the ERHS data reported in Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2002: 58, Table 3) 
show that the mean value of land inherited by husbands was approximately ten times greater 
than that inherited by wives. 
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often forced to return to their parents or leave their residential areas to seek 
employment elsewhere.  

If and when women do hold land, it has also been observed that they are 
allocated the most fragile areas. A case in point is that among the Amhara in 
northern Shoa in Ethiopia, “call a good and fertile land ‘yewand maret’ 
(male earth) but bad and poor ‘yeset maret’ (female earth)” (Lvova 1997: 
582). It has also been observed that women’s access to land is often at risk 

when the competition for land increases (Jordans and Zwarteveen 1997). 
This has also been found to occur following shocks elsewhere,86 and because 
of the reallocation of land, fertile land in the area is scarce and according to 
key informants it is ‘splitting and splitting.’ As a result, women’s access to 
land in the research area may be further threatened as it has become one of 
the most degraded areas in Africa (Degefa 2001; Gebre et al. 2002) due to 
population pressure, and aggravated in particular by charcoal and fuel wood 
sales to increase cash incomes for households. The poor quality of the land, 
and the subsequent dependency on fertilizer to remedy this, were some of the 
most pronounced concerns in the area, as illustrated in the following extract 
from an interview with one elderly male farmer (Int 01/2006): 

There is nothing that has changed much [in this area]. Except the people…I 
may say that from my experience, the man of the present day and the man of 
the past is not the same; previously, when they farmed a small plot of land, 
they would get good outcome. There was no cost, no debt, no cost of fertil-
izer. Do you understand? The tax was not too much (as it is in the present 
day), I used to pay very small amounts; I used to use dung (manure) of cattle 
as fertilizer and I used to fallow the land to get much product, you know, 
grass used to grow on it before I plowed it. But now, the land is becoming 
fragmented and smaller and smaller in size [for a household] while the popu-
lation has increased.  

In addition to the likely negative impact of this accentuated scarcity on 
women’s access to land, land degradation affects women harder since they 
have to spend more time in finding fuel wood, fodder, and water – tasks that 
are women’s responsibilities.  

Against this backdrop I expected that gender would affect the access to 
land. To study the access to land, respondents were asked if they had land 
(Yes/No), and if yes, how much.87 The size of land farmed was measured in 

                                                      
86 For example, in other places HIV/AIDS has forced farm households to sell off land, and 
women’s right to remain on the land upon widowhood may not be secure (see IFAD 2002 on 
Zambia). 
87 This data has to be interpreted as indications of land access because the variable does not 
distinguish between access to and ownership of land, or between the difference in quality and 
quantity of land. Also, it is not actually known from this whether or not the ownership is 
perceived as being shared between husbands and wives.  
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hectares (ha).88 When the question was posed openly, many respondents 
initially responded by saying ‘I have enough’ or ‘I don’t have enough land.’ 
The question was then reformulated in closed categories and respondents 
were asked to indicate whether they had access to ‘less than .5 ha of land,’ or 
land in the following ranges: ‘.6-1.5 ha;’ ‘1.6 – 2.0 ha;’ ‘2.1-3.0 ha;’ ‘3.1-5 
ha;’ and ‘more than 5.1 ha.’ The categories were developed based on the 
distribution of responses obtained and were validated with collaborators at 
the AUC. The results of the analysis are shown in Table 6.1 below. 

Table 6.1 Amounts of land held by women and men 

 
Holding 
no land 

 

Holding 
less 

than .5 
ha 

Holding 
.6-1.5 ha 

Holding 
1.6-2.0 

ha 

Holding 
2.1-3.0 

ha 

Holding 
3.1-5.0 

ha 

Holding 
more  

than 5.0 
ha 

CS        
Men (% of n=213) 5.9 12.3 20.6 16.2 19.1 20.6 5.4 
Women  
(% of n=244) 11.0 13.8 18.3 19.7 21.6 13.8 1.8 
        
Women in hhs 
headed by men  
(% of n=172) 7.9 15.9 19.2 19.2 19.2 17.2 1.3 
Female household 
heads (% of n=72) 17.9 9.0 16.4 20.9 26.9 6.0 3.0 
        
MS        
Men (% of n=32) 25.8 9.4 6.3 15.6 28.1 12.5 3.1 
Women  
(% of n=97) 52.0 9.0 10.0 15.0 9.0 2.0 0 
        
Women in hhs 
headed by men  
(% of n=60) 41.5 9.2 10.8 18.5 13.8 1.5 0 
Female household 
heads (% of n=37) 71.4 8.6 8.6 8.6 0 2.9 0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The results show that the majority of respondents in the CS had access to 
some land. Indeed, the amounts of landholding were possibly above the 
Oromiya average, since other sources have reported 53 percent of all land-
holdings to be less than one hectare (cf. Taddesse 2003: 87) and landlessness 
and plots of under one hectare are increasingly common in the Ethiopian 
middle highlands, according to key informants. However, the results can 
probably be attributed to a self-selection bias, as the sample was drawn from 

                                                      
88 One hectare (symbol ha) is a unit of area equal to 10,000 square meters. Thus, a 100 square 
meters is one ha. 
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the PA lists of household heads, proof of which was the much less pro-
nounced landholding in the MS sample.  

The differences in land access that could be attributed to gender were 
nevertheless less marked than expected, given the empirical evidence from 
other places regarding women’s limited access to land.89 However, women 
did significantly outnumber men among those who had no land or little land, 
and a larger proportion of men actually had the larger amounts of land, but 
the differences between women and men were not significant in the mid-
sized range.  

The variations were accentuated for women household heads when com-
pared with male household heads in both datasets, and strikingly so in the 
MS material. In the MS data, the overwhelming majority of female heads of 
households did not actually hold any land, which was in line with established 
observations regarding the specific vulnerabilities of this group. It may also 
suggest that this group had been forced to move away from their communi-
ties and engage in trading as a survival strategy upon the loss of a male con-
nection, because they had lost independent access to land.  

Also, when analyzing the non-landholders, it emerged that a noticeably 
larger proportion had been married using the butii-type of marriage (13 per-
cent of the non-landholders compared to approximately five percent in the 
whole sample were married in butii-marriages), confirming that butii may be 
one way for a poor man to marry.  

According to Amare (1997), “at divorce, women often lose control of the 
households’ land because men are favored in the division process, and also 
because they leave their virilocal residence to return to their natal locality, or 
remarry elsewhere” (sic, p. 747) – this thesis suggests they also can resort to 
trading in the towns. Also, elders and local officials allocate most of the 
children and land to the husband because men are thought to be the ‘produc-
ers,’ and because women are seen as outsiders in the virilocal area (ibid: 
755-6).90 As will be discussed later in this section, and in detail in Chapter 
10, given that Jaarsa judge and settle divorce cases it may be critical to have 
a good relationship with them, especially for women who are outsiders in the 
community and therefore have to acquire the connection to the elders. In-
deed, within the group of female household heads, divorcees were over-
represented among the non-landholders in the CS data since one third of 
female divorcees did not hold any land, and in the MS, the divorcees held no 
land or less than .5 ha.  

                                                      
89 The inequalities attributed to gender in terms of land ownership have been widely docu-
mented in other places (see for example FAO/IFAD/ILC 2004; World Bank/FAO/IFAD 
2008).  
90 Indeed, according to Amare (1997) “officials’ bias against female-headed households often 
brought about a disproportionately large reduction in landholdings when the male head of the 
household dies” (p. 757).  In contrast, he wrote “no land was taken from the household when 
a wife died, because the husband was expected to remarry soon after” (ibidem). 
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The rather modest variations in land possession between women and men 
in households headed by men suggested that access to land was viewed as 
mutually accessed within households and within the marital union. Indeed, 
according to Proclamation No. 31 (1975), land should be jointly allocated to 
a married couple. Nevertheless, women consistently reported lower figures 
on the size of the land. The following quote by a female interviewee (Int 
29/2006) may be viewed as symptomatic of this: “The men know the size of 
land in hectares, not me.” The observation that women who headed their 
households possessed less land than other groups—and those in the MS ma-
terial notably less so—indicated that land was not equally accessed, although 
it may have been viewed as such by those women currently in marriage.91 
However, the data does not distinguish between access to and control over 
land, and hence women may not enjoy permanent access, but rather move in 
and out of land access via their connection to men.  

Across the CS material, there was a rather small, but positive association 
between age and the size of the land held, and the association was stronger 
for men than for women (γ=.462 for men vis-à-vis γ=.275 for women, 
p<.001). There was a large difference within the group of women, as the 
association was strong among women in households headed by men, but 
notably weaker among female household heads.92 

For all groups, there was a positive association between the number of 
valuable contacts that an individual had and the size of land held, underlin-
ing the fact that access to resources is interrelated, and suggesting that main-
taining local forms of sociability is critical to accessing other rural resources. 
This is a topic that will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 10. Indeed, 
this is in line with the findings of Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2005), who 
observed that although land is supposed to be periodically reallocated be-
tween farmers to accommodate the needs of young couples, reallocations 
have been infrequent, and that “young couples typically obtain land through 
their parents, either directly (gift or land loan) or indirectly by having their 
parents lobby the PA” (p. 13). In particular, for women in general, and 
women who headed their households in particular, the association between 
the number of associations that an individual was a member of, and the size 
of land, was stronger than for men.93 The stronger association for women 
who headed their own households than for other groups suggested that they 

                                                      
91 According to Porter (1997: 585), “perhaps nowhere in the law of Ethiopia is there now a 
greater discrepancy between the Constitution and the Civil Code than in those articles affect-
ing women.” 
92  For women in households headed by men the association was γ=.393, p<.001; compared to 
γ=.140 for female household heads (p=ns). 
93 In the CS material, for female household heads, there were positive associations between 
the number of valuable contacts that an individual had and the size of land held (γ=.395). The 
associations were notably weaker among other groups (γ=.150 for men and γ=.171 for women 
in households headed by men. 
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had been required to invest in local forms of sociability in order to gain ac-
cess to land after separation or divorce.  

Turning to other natural resources, the main sources of water for both 
humans and animals are rivers and unprotected springs and according to 
information from the local NGO, the communities had serious problems with 
water-borne diseases. Forty-three percent of the respondents reported having 
access to improved water sources, and this figure was notably above the 
national average.94 Nevertheless, 57 percent of the population still had no 
access to safe water. There was no variation in this that could be attributed to 
gender or to household headship; rather, variations were attributed to the 
community in which an individual resided, as 68 percent of the respondents 
in one community had received safe water from the NGO, and 59 percent of 
the respondents in one of the communities on the road (the one adjacent to 
Ambo main town) had access to safe water. In the other two communities, 
only around 20 percent of the respondents had access to safe water. 

The availability of improved water sources was thus another valuable 
natural resource, especially for women who are responsible for collecting the 
water for the household and for the household chores. Also, women’s busi-
ness requires water as well, as underlined by one female interviewee (Int 
06/2006) who said that “in periods when I prepare and distil araqee95 I fetch 
water up to five times a day.” Fetching water was a time-consuming assign-
ment, as is shown in Table 6.2 below.  

Table 6.2 Time dedicated to fetching water by women 

 

Walking 
less than 15 

minutes 
(n=9) 

Walking 
16-30  

minutes 
(n=72) 

Walking 
31-60  

minutes 
(n=43) 

Walking 
>1 hour 
(n=43) 

CS     
Women (% of n=193) 4.7 37.3 22.2 35.8 
     
Women in households 
headed by men (% of n=132) 6.9 34.8 28.0 30.3 
Female household heads  
(% of n=61) 0 42.6 9.8 47.6 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

More than half of the women interviewed walked at least half an hour each 
day to collect water, but one quarter of all interviewees walked more than 
one hour each day to fill household consumption needs. In addition, accord-
ing to Tadesse (2003a: 90) the time needed for fodder and firewood collec-
tion is being further exacerbated by environmental degradation. The collec-

                                                      
94 According to the HDR (2007/2008), in 2004, 22 percent of the people in Ethiopia had 
access to an improved water source (UNDP 2007/2008: 254, Table 7). 
95 Local alcohol. 
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tion of water often served as an opportunity to walk together in groups of 
women, and therefore the task of collecting water on the one hand contrib-
uted to women’s time poverty, but on the other hand it represented an oppor-
tunity to cross the inside boundary, exercise mobility and strengthen social 
network ties. 

Another valuable asset was access to water for irrigation, as this allows 
farming during drier periods as well. Also, irrigation is a prerequisite for 
fertilizer-fed farming. Around one third of all respondents claimed to have 
access to irrigation, and there were no significant differences between 
women and men. However, a notably smaller proportion of women who 
headed their households had access to irrigation compared to male house-
hold heads (18 percent of female heads of household compared to 34 percent 
of male household heads had access to irrigation in the CS), which was asso-
ciated with access to land. Also, there were significant differences that could 
be attributed to villages being located on or off the road, as more than half of 
the respondents residing in communities on the road had access to irrigation.  

Physical resources 
The qualitative groundwork undertaken, and reviews of the existing litera-
ture, had identified a list covering some of the most important local re-
sources that could be considered to fall within the area of physical resources. 
The list was subsequently validated with the enumeration team.  

As specified earlier, the list comprised having access to metal corrugated 
sheet (korkoro) roofs, rather than the traditional ones made of straw, which 
could represent a first step in a long-term strategy to introduce electricity 
some time in the future, for which a korkoro roof is a prerequisite. This was 
actually a very rare sight when I first visited the area ten years ago, but by 
2006 many of the round huts had given way to square houses that could ac-
commodate the roof. Indeed, having electricity was also considered to be an 
important wealth-marker, albeit a not very widespread one. Also, having a 
radio and a telephone could be critical resources as well. In addition, various 
farm implements were seen as valuable physical resources and as prerequi-
sites for capitalizing on trade (plow, hoe, saddle and horse cart).96  

Respondents were then asked whether they had any of the specified re-
sources (Yes/No). The question was generic in its formulation and therefore 
does not provide a measure of actual ownership over a given resource, and 
again it is not known whether ownership is commonly possessed in house-
holds, or not. In one interview it emerged for example that a woman had a 
radio but that it actually belonged to her son (Int 29/2006). The results are 
shown in Table 6.3.  

                                                      
96 Data on plows and hoes are not reported as there was no information on this in the MS.  
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Table 6.3 Access to physical resources of women and men 

 
Having 
korkoro 

roof 

Having 
electricity 

Having a 
radio 

Having a 
saddle 

Having a 
horse cart 

CS      
Men (% of n=209) 45.0 9.0 50.0 21.0 6.0 
Women (% of n=244) 44.0 11.0 40.0 11.0 3.0 
      
Women in hhs headed by 
men (% of n=172) 46.0 13.0 47.0 15.0 5.0 
Female household heads 
(% of n=72) 41.0 7.0 20.0 1.0 0 
      
MS      
Men (% of n=27) 74.0 29.0 94.0 26.0 18.0 
Women (% of n=106) 54.0 43.0 55.0 8.0 1.0 
      
Women in hhs headed by 
men (% of n=66) 57.0 42.0 60.0 11.0 2.0 
Female household heads 
(% of n=40) 49.0 44.0 46.0 5.0 0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The table shows that a substantial proportion of respondents claimed to have 
a korkoro roof, which was a very rare sight only ten years ago. There were 
no significant variations between women and men, or between women in 
households headed by men and those who headed their own households in 
the CS material. In general access to electricity was still low. In the MS ma-
terial, however, a larger proportion of women than men had access to elec-
tricity, strengthening the observation that they were currently urban-based, 
whereas the men in the MS material are predominantly farmers who had 
come to trade their cattle in local markets.97  

A substantial proportion of respondents, particularly men, said they had a 
radio, which is an important source of market information, since every morn-
ing the prices of coffee and cattle are announced on the radio.  

Significantly smaller proportions of women who headed their own house-
holds had access to the range of farming-related resources compared to 
women and men in households headed by men, suggesting that they had 
been required to swap their livelihoods upon losing a male connection to the 
economy as happens in separation, divorce or upon widowhood.  

Having access to a road was also an important resource, as mentioned ear-
lier and as reflected in current development strategies that increasingly focus 
on bringing roads to rural areas, much along the lines of early modernization 
theory. However, according to Fahy Bryceson et al. (2006), roads are “ac-

                                                      
97 Among the women who headed their households in the MS material, there was a larger 
variation between the mean and median time to reach the market (mean=77 minutes and 
median=30 minutes) suggesting the majority were currently urban-based and lived off trading. 
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cessibility enhancing” rather than “mobility enhancing” in Ethiopia, as they 
bring skilled staff and services into rural areas (p. 25). In the sample, ap-
proximately half of the respondents lived in communities situated along a 
road and another half in villages situated off the road.  

Having a korkoro roof and having electricity were both associated with 
living on the road rather than off the road. Also, having a korkoro roof was 
highly positively associated with the number of cattle possessed for all 
groups (Eta=.414). Having electricity was not very common, but it was asso-
ciated with villages situated on the road. These observations again under-
score the fact that having access to one resource may be interrelated to ac-
cess to another resource and vice versa, i.e. that not having access to one 
resource may inhibit access to others, and could hence impede the process of 
resource capitalization.  

Financial resources 
As explained previously, proxies for income was used to inquire on the fi-
nancial resources of respondents. To briefly recapitulate, access to livestock 
was taken to represent one important financial resource in these farming 
communities. Taddesse (2003: 90-91) summarizes the importance of live-
stock well:  

In rural Ethiopia, livestock are a sign of prestige and wealth. In addition to 
being a capital asset and a critical source of nutrition, livestock provide other 
resources, including draught power in agriculture. […] Livestock also pro-
vide hides and skins, which are a secondary source of exports […]. Another 
resource drawn from livestock is dung which is essential for fertilization and 
also widely used as building material and household fuel. 

To investigate the differential access to the various types of livestock, re-
spondents were asked to specify the number of livestock that they possessed 
from each of the following categories: cow, ox, chicken, donkey, mule, 
horse, goat, and sheep. In the analysis the different types of animals were 
grouped into the following categories; ‘cattle (comprising cows and oxen),’ 
‘donkey/mule;’ ‘goat/sheep,’ ‘horse’ and ‘chicken.’ When interpreting the 
actual numbers it should be noted, however, that livestock are frequently 
under-reported due to their economic (and taxable) value (Larsson 2001), 
which is why the actual possession of livestock is uncertain. The results from 
the analyses are shown in Table 6.4. 
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Table 6.4 Average number of livestock held by men and women 

 

Average 
number of 

cattle  
held 

Average 
number of 
chicken 
held[a] 

Average 
number of 
donkey/ 

mule held 

Average 
number of 

horses held 

Average 
number of 
sheep/goat 

held 

CS      
Men (n=213) 3.0 2.1 .6 .2 1.5 
Women (n=245) 2.4 1.6 .4 .09 .9 
      
Women in hhs headed by 
men (n=173) 2.8 1.7 .5 .1 1.1 
Female household heads 
(n=72) 1.6 1.2 .3 .01 .6 
      
MS      
Men (n=37) 3.5 3.8 .8 .3 2.8 
Women (n=106) 1.0 .9 .2 .08 .4 
      
Women in hhs headed by 
men (n=66) 1.3 1.1 .2 .1 .3 
Female household heads 
(n=40) .7 .8 .1 0 .6 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 
[a]The trading in poultry was much lower than usual when the fieldwork was undertaken as 
the avian flu pandemic threat was expected to strike Ethiopia particularly hard. 

The results confirm men’s dominant position in relation to the most impor-
tant local wealth-marker in Oromiya—cattle, and women’s significantly 
limited connection to it, as was also proposed in the previous chapter. Over-
all, men possessed on average more livestock from each category of animals 
than women did, and the range of men’s herds was larger. The variations in 
access to cattle between women and men in male-headed households were 
not significant, suggesting that these resources were viewed as common 
possessions in households and that women, in marriage, had access to valu-
able resources.  

The number of livestock held was lower among women who headed their 
own households than among women in households headed by men, suggest-
ing that even though livestock may be viewed as mutual possessions within a 
married couple, if the relationship breaks down this may turn out not to have 
been the case. In both samples, statistical t-tests showed that women who 
headed their own households had significantly fewer livestock both in herd-
range and on average compared to women in households headed by men 
(p<.001), underscoring their lesser access to this local marker of wealth. This 
finding supported observations regarding the greater vulnerability of house-
holds headed by women, and the limited connection of this group to the 
(male) core of the local economy in which relevant resources circulate.  

Interestingly, further analyses showed that, among the women who 
headed their households in the CS material, divorcees had access to more 
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livestock on average than widows and those who were married but headed 
their households, suggesting that divorcees were relatively more economi-
cally empowered than other categories of female household heads.  

Figure 6.1 illustrates the mean ownership of cattle within the group of 
female-headed households per marital status (married/widowed/ divorced): 

 

Widows (n=46)Divorced (n=15)Married (n=9)

Marital status of female household heads
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Figure 6.1 Average number of cattle held within the group of female household 
heads (CS data) 

The graph shows that the divorcees had access to the largest number of cat-
tle, an average of 2.67 heads. Both widows and married female household 
heads had on average 1.40 heads. Divorcees therefore had on average access 
to numbers of cattle that could compare to that of women in households 
headed by men, whereas widows and married women, although they headed 
their own households, were worse off in terms of cattle ownership, and so, in 
this interpretation, had less access to this local marker of wealth. In my in-
terpretation this suggests that the divorcees had been able to enter the formal 
economy on their own account and once in, could perhaps afford to remain 
heads of households.98 The widows’ connection, on the other hand, was ‘de-
ceased,’ and the husbands of those married women who headed their own 
households may not have been ‘strong enough’ to enter the local economy 
by themselves, or may have been living elsewhere. 

                                                      
98 Cf. Pankurst (1992) who observed from other parts of Ethiopia that divorce was a powerful 
tool for women to express their economic power. 
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Moreover, there were fairly strong correlations between the numbers of 
animals held from within each livestock category, suggesting the presence of 
a Matthew effect, i.e. that those who have many cattle will have many ani-
mals from the other categories as well. The reverse mechanism is then ex-
pected to hold as well, i.e. those with few resources will have difficulty in 
getting more. Using the theoretical framework to interpret this, this would 
point to the accentuated vulnerability of those outside the core economy, or 
with weak links to it (‘either you are in, or you are out’).  

Besides ownership of cattle, there were other markers of financial mar-
gins as well. For example, it emerged in the qualitative material that a 
wealthy person was someone who helped others, as mentioned earlier. To 
inquire further into other markers of access to financial resources, respon-
dents were asked to specify whether they (Yes/No) had lent money to others, 
saved money, or received remittances.99 (These topics will be analyzed in 
greater detail in Chapter 8.) The results are shown in Table 6.5.  

Table 6.5 Markers of women’s and men’s financial margins 

 Able to save Given a loan to 
someone 

Received a 
remittance [a] 

CS    
Men (% of n=210-214) 9.8 28.4 11.8 
Women (% of n=243-247) 6.9 19.7 15.5 
    
Women in male headed hhs  
(% of n=172-175) 7.4 21.5 12.7 
Female household heads  
(% of n=72) 5.6 15.3 21.6 
    
MS    
Men (% of n=36) 13.9 50.0  
Women (% of n=108) 5.6 25.0  
    
Women in male headed hhs  
(% of n=172-175) 6.0 29.9  
Female household heads  
(% of n=72) 4.9 17.1  
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 
[a] No data on remittances from the MS. 

The results indicate that in general neither women nor men in the area had 
any large financial margins. The level of savings in the population was gen-
erally low, but it was lower among women than among men in both datasets, 
which did not conflict with theoretical assumptions regarding women’s rela-
tively limited access to resources when compared to men. Again, the differ-

                                                      
99 A recent study undertaken by the IFAD (2007) found that migrant workers worldwide sent 
home more than USD 300 billion in 2006. 



 100

ences were starkest when women who headed their households were com-
pared to men. Compared to men who head their households, significantly 
smaller proportions of women who headed their own households had lent 
money, suggesting they had a smaller surplus to lend. However, a signifi-
cantly larger proportion of female household heads had received remittances 
compared to women in households headed by men, perhaps suggesting that 
their partners resided elsewhere. 

Human resources 
It is fairly well established that education is an important determinant of 
wealth (Becker 1983). There is convincing evidence suggesting that failure 
to provide girls with the same levels of education as boys impedes economic 
growth (cf.  World Bank 2001: 91). In addition, there is an established link 
between children’s nutrition and women’s educational levels (Smith and 
Haddad 2000). To study the gendered access to education, respondents were 
asked whether they had been to school (Yes/No) and, if so, to specify for 
how many years. The data for the entire sample was anticipated in Table 4.1, 
but here the data is categorized into primary enrolment and secondary en-
rolment respectively and reported for the two datasets. In addition, those 
who had not been to school were asked whether they could read and write 
and/or make up simple sums. The results are shown in Table 6.6. 

The data showed that overall men were significantly more educated than 
women, and that a larger proportion of men than women had been to school. 
Where respondents had not received any formal education, a larger propor-
tion of men compared to women could read and write and make up simple 
sums.  

The results were nevertheless better than those reported by other data 
sources, which showed that only nine percent of rural women are literate 
compared to 29 percent of men in 2004 (The Reporter 2004).  

The accentuated drop-out rates among girls at the higher educational lev-
els was also observed in the CS material but less markedly so in the MS 
data.100  

In spite of the relatively modest figures, much is changing in this area. 
Ethiopia made large improvements in access to primary education in the 
1990s, with foundations in the government’s new education policy that abol-
ished school fees in government schools and implemented food-aid pro-
grams in primary schools, and introduced local languages in the classroom 

                                                      
100 Using data from rural Ethiopia, Chaudhury et al. (2006) found that there were positive 
effects from household income and household education determining girls’ initial enrolment 
and that girls, more so than boys, drop out of school, and that low completion rates reflected 
several factors such as dissatisfaction with school quality, demands on child labor for house-
hold labor and low returns to education in the labor market (p. 7). 
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(see Chaudhury et al. 2006: 5). Indeed, the aim was to provide a primary 
school in every PA.  

Whereas in 1996, only 24 percent of those enrolled in primary education 
in one of the communities were girls and 76 percent were boys, by 2004 this 
gap had been sharply reduced as girls now constituted 40 percent of those 
enrolled in primary school compared to 60 percent of boys. Over the same 
period, the number of pupils enrolled had also increased by 63 percent over-
all, and the number of girls enrolled had increased by 172 percent. This ex-
ceptional progress in girls’ education, as compared to the national average, 
was ascribed to the intensive awareness campaigns carried out in the area by 
the local NGOs (communication with the Wereda vice-administrator).  
 
Table 6.6 Educational profile of women and men101 

 
Have been 
to school 

Have been 
enrolled in 
primary 

education 

Have been 
enrolled in 
secondary 
education  

No formal 
education 
but can 

read and 
write  

No formal 
education 
but can 

make up 
simple 
sums 

CS      
Men (% of n=211) 54.5 53.3 25.2 12.5 12.4 
Women (% of n=245) 31.0 27.9 11.7 3.4 4.0 

      
Women in male headed 
hhs (% of n=172-175) 

35.8 33.1 13.1 3.4 3.4 

Female household heads 
(% of n=72) 

19.4 15.3 8.3 3.3 4.0 

      
MS      
Men (% of n=32) 71.9 47.8 52.2 0 0 
Women (% of n=107) 46.7 54.0 46.0 0 1.7 

      
Women in male-headed 
hhs (% of n=66) 

48.5 65.6 34.4 0 2.8 

Female household heads 
(% of n=41) 

43.9 33.3 66.7 0 0 

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

There was an association between age and education, since those in the 
younger group had received more education than the elderly. The gender 
variations in education were highly significant in the CS data but less so in 
the MS data, probably reflecting the younger age group in the MS material. 
Indeed, in the CS sample, 45 percent of those in the young group had been to 
school, compared to 9.6 of those in their old ages. Indeed, according to one 
elderly man (Int 01/2006), the gap between the educated younger generation 

                                                      
101 Education levels have been categorized in accordance with the International Standard 
Classification of Education (ISCED).  
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and the not-educated older generation had contributed to the political situa-
tion prevailing at the time of data collection: 

Because there is no change, the students are struggling for change to happen 
and the society is following them...there is conflict...for the children are edu-
cated, they raise the question why the living conditions of their parents (and 
the society) has not improved, their problem is: Why do I still suffer?  

The level of functional literacy was also low, especially among women. In-
deed, among those who were not educated, a notably smaller fraction of 
women as compared to men were in fact functionally literate and could make 
up simple sums. Again, the gender variations were strongly significant in the 
CS data, but less so in the MS data.  

Women’s lower access to education compared to men provides one good 
example of how the division of responsibilities and the expectations on 
women’s roles, as anchored in local doxa, determines women’s access to 
resources. Because secondary education is not available in the villages, but 
only in the Wereda capital, there were concerns that girls could be subjected 
to undesirable experiences during their education and, as a consequence, 
would not find a respectable husband when ready for marriage. As I was told 
in interviews, “nobody wants to marry an educated girl, you never know 
what she might have experienced at school […] it may not be worth the mar-
riage cost.” In the event of pregnancy out of wedlock, this would be consid-
ered a great shame and waste as the girl might be left to take care of the child 
alone. 

The gender division of work thus calls into question whether education 
really pays off for women, given that they are not expected to enter the core 
of the economy, but to access resources mainly via marriage. Indeed, one 
young female trader (Int 27/2006) said that she left school because she “was 
obsessed with thinking about the question how to live, and […] was unable 
to learn.” The quote suggests that her worry about her future on the one hand 
impeded her ability to study, and on the other she feared that education 
would not help her creating an independent life for herself. 

On the one hand, ethnography shows that men were more educated and 
hence considered more suitable to lead local associations, while on the other 
hand women were prevented from participating in higher education and this 
then legitimized their limited participation in the outside. The ‘trap’ imped-
ing women’s education, as well as women’s leadership in organizations and 
voice in the community in general, is neatly summarized in this quote from 
one key elderly male informant: 

Who would take care of the children if she leaves the house? Therefore even 
the Government would rather see [them] engaged in the household so that 
they care after their children. Even if women want to engage outside the 
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household they do not get enough and appropriate education as to how to 
make decisions (Torkelsson 1997: 35). 

One elderly female interviewee explained that when a letter needs to be writ-
ten to the local administration they ask a man in the community to write it 
for them, accentuating men’s role as gatekeepers to the formal society and 
economy. Indeed, men can, via their education, shut women out or alienate 
them from the core of the local economy; access to education is thus one 
mechanism that maintains men’s position in the core. 

Social resources 
The gender dimension involved in the production and distribution of social 
capital has to my knowledge not yet been empirically studied in rural Africa. 
However, I have proposed earlier (Torkelsson 2007) that the differential 
access to social resources and networks of women and men could impact on 
their access to resources.  

As specified in the methodology earlier, to study local forms of sociabil-
ity, I combined the number of organizations of which an individual was a 
member with the number of important connections that an individual had, to 
represent measures of local sociability. The expectation was that the propen-
sity to be involved in local forms of sociability would be a measure of the 
degree to which an individual is embedded in the community. The social 
resources will be analyzed in greater detail in Chapters 9 and 10, but since 
they represent valuable rural resources, the results are summarized in this 
section. 

Treating the number of organizations of which an individual is a member 
as a continuous variable, the results show that on average each individual 
was a member of 3.03 organizations. The results also show that men were 
members of an average of 3.28 organizations, while women were members 
of 2.81 organizations on average, and the difference between women and 
men was highly significant (p<.01).102 Women who headed their own 
households were members of notably fewer organizations, 2.50 organiza-
tions.  

Women’s relatively lower rates of membership may not necessarily be at-
tributed to a de jure exclusion from organizations, but may reflect their de 
facto constraints, such as their relative time- and resource-poverty, as mem-
bership of informal organizations usually requires some form of contribu-
tion, such as money, labor, or food. In addition, women’s participation in 
organizations may be slowed down by social mechanisms inhibiting the use 
of their time and limiting their movement. 

                                                      
102 Men’s membership ranged from 1-10 organizations (median 3); among women, the me-
dian was 3, ranging from 1-9 organizations; the median of women who headed their house-
holds was 2, in the range 1-7.  
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Measuring women’s and men’s degrees of connectivity, the results show 
that on average men had 2.82 connections compared to women who had 
2.34. The group with the fewest contacts were women who headed their own 
households, who had on average 2.28 contacts, validating the lesser connec-
tivity of women who headed their own households.  

Having many connections was also strongly associated with having many 
cattle (the local wealth-marker) in the CS data, especially among household 
heads, both female and male (r=.407 of the former and r=.353 for the latter, 
p<.001), and less strong for women in households headed by men (r=.285, 
p<.001). 

It was shown earlier that sociability and connectivity were positively as-
sociated with access to land, and notably so for women who headed their 
own households, suggesting they needed to invest in social network ties 
because of being deprived of a male connection. Thus, there is a connection 
between the degree of connectivity and access to other rural resources, much 
along the lines of established theories of social capital. These linkages and 
other rural-resource linkages will be analyzed further in the next section, 
using a resource index that is developed for the purpose. 

The resource index 
In this section, the various resources are joined in a common framework, 
which makes it possible to compare the resource portfolios of men and 
women and to study whether being a man or a woman affects access to rural 
resources. To do this, I developed an index that enabled an estimation of the 
number of resources that women and men had.  

The estimate of women’s and men’s resource portfolios was arrived at as 
follows: The social resources were estimated by adding the numbers of so-
cial connections that an individual had and the organizations of which an 
individual was a member in accordance with the scored nominal values. 
Regarding natural resources, respondents scored 1 if they had access to irri-
gation and access to potable water, respectively. Land possessions below .5 
ha scored =0; possessions between .6-1.5 ha scored =1; 1.6-2.0 ha scored =2; 
2.1-3.0 ha scored =3; 3.1-5 =4; and >5.1 ha scored =5. In the area of human 
resources, respondents scored 1 if they had been to school and 0 if they had 
not. In the area of financial resources, each type of livestock possessed 
yielded its nominal value, and having given a loan, having some savings, and 
receiving some remittances were rated =1 respectively. Access to each of the 
identified physical resources yielded 1 to the respondents if positive (=0 if 
the respondent had no access to the given physical resource). The differences 
between groups were analyzed using t-tests for independent samples.  

The analysis was undertaken to provide an overview of the resources in 
the sample. Thus, in this model specification, possessing one chicken yields 
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a value in a respondent’s resource score that is comparable to having access 
to electricity, or having been to school, to take two examples. However, as I 
was interested in the gender and household headship asset gap, this did not 
undermine the results. Also, it has to be borne in mind that the MS data did 
not contain results on all variables, but reported a similar asset gap to that 
emerging in the CS material. The results from the analyses are shown in 
Table 6.7.  

Table 6.7 Frequency table and χ2-tests of the average resource scores of women and 
men 

  
Mean re-

source score 
Median re-

source score 
Std Deviation Range 

All (n=608)     
Men (n=244) 21.8 20.0 10.9 0-75 
Women (n=361) 15.4 14.0 9.2 0-53 
Difference 6.4    
Significance  ***    
     
Women in male-headed 
households (n=241) 

16.7 16.0 8.9 0-47 

Women who head their own 
households (n=115) 

12.4 10.0 9.0 0-53 

Difference 4.3    
Significance  ***    
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 
Key: ***=differences significant at the p<.001-level. 

The results of the analyses show that there was a striking association be-
tween gender and the resource scores, confirming the initial theoretical 
point-of-departure, i.e. that men’s livelihood portfolios are larger than 
women’s. The table shows that the average resource score in the sample was 
18. It is, however, difficult to interpret whether this number is great or small, 
and I rather view it as a relational value to be used for a comparative analysis 
of men’s and women’s resource access. Analyzing variations that could be 
attributed to gender, it emerged that men had a resource score of 22 on aver-
age, compared to women, who on average scored 15, and the variation be-
tween women’s and men’s resource scores was highly significant. In addi-
tion, the results showed that women who lived in households headed by men 
had significantly higher resource scores than did women who headed their 
own households; but women in households headed by men also had a sub-
stantially lower resource score than men.  

To obtain more detailed knowledge on the compositions of men’s and 
women’s respective portfolios, I developed three groups which will be ana-
lyzed below. One group comprised the ‘resource-poor’ and included roughly 
a quintile of the sample, i.e. the 111 individuals who had a resource score of 
less than nine (in the range 0-8). Another group comprised those with ‘mid-
sized resource portfolios,’ i.e. those 351 individuals with average resource 
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scores in the range 9-23. The 146 individuals (or upper quintile of the mate-
rial) who had a resource score of more than 24 were labeled ‘resource-rich.’  

Eighty-five percent of those in the resource-poor group were women and 
approximately half of those were women who headed their own households. 
The resource-poor had on average 4.44 children, thus below the average in 
the community. The bulk of the resource-poor were in their reproductive and 
young ages, and were distributed fairly equally over the professional catego-
ries of trading or farming. Among the resource-poor, men were primarily 
involved in farming, and never in trading, whereas the majority of female 
household heads were involved in trading, suggesting that for them trading 
may not be an accumulation strategy but rather a strategy to survive. The 
majority of the poor men were married, followed by widowed or never mar-
ried, but it has to be remembered that very few men actually lived without a 
spouse owing to the interdependency in rural households. The resource-poor 
were further characterized by having on average an educational level which 
was above the average in the sample, i.e. 3.64 years, with no variations be-
tween women and men, which questions the effectiveness of education as a 
route to resource capitalization in rural societies. However, this may also be 
due to the fact that the younger age groups were better educated than the 
older ones, and that the young were over-represented among the resource-
poor. The resource-poor were members of notably fewer organizations, and 
had significantly fewer social contacts than other groups (on average 1.74 
organizations and .76 contacts) but the variations between women and 
men—specifically between male and female heads—were substantial (re-
source-poor men were members of 2.29 and women household heads of 1.42 
organizations; resource-poor men had on average .88 contacts compared to 
women household heads who had only .53 contacts). Also, in relation to 
financial resources, resource-poor women and men household heads both 
owned notably fewer cattle than others did (.35 heads of cattle, and resource-
poor women fewest of all), and around 43 percent had less than .5 ha of land.  

Forty percent of those with mid-sized resource portfolios were men and 
60 percent were women (in the female groups, forty percent were women in 
households headed by men, whereas the rest were women who headed their 
own households). Those with mid-sized resource portfolios had on average 
more children than the resource-poor (e.g. 5.34 children with overall no sig-
nificant variations between women and men, but men had on average one 
more child than women in households headed by men, which, as mentioned 
earlier, can be attributed to polygamy). The level of education was lower in 
this group compared to that of the resource-poor, and the variations in educa-
tion again corroborated the earlier observation that being educated may not 
be a strategic or catalytic resource in these farming communities. The bulk 
of those with mid-sized resource portfolios were in their reproductive to 
post-reproductive years, and the overwhelming majority were engaged in 
farming. The majority in this group were married, and those women who 
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headed their household in this group were mainly either widowed or di-
vorced. Those with mid-sized resource portfolios were members of notably 
more organizations, and had more social contacts, than those resource-poor 
(average 2.80 organizations with no substantial variations between women 
and men) and an average of 2.18 contacts. In this group, the women who 
headed their own households had on average more contacts (2.38) than oth-
ers, corroborating earlier propositions that establishing contacts is a vital 
resource capitalization strategy for them. Those with mid-sized resource 
portfolios possessed significantly more cattle than did the resource-poor 
(2.04 heads of cattle on average), but again, women who headed their house-
holds possessed notably fewer heads of cattle than did other groups (on av-
erage 1.57 heads of cattle). In the area of natural capital, the land possessions 
were overall larger than among the resource-poor as half had .6-2.0 ha of 
land, irrespective of gender or household headship.  

Men constituted the majority of the resource-rich as 60 percent were men 
and 40 percent were women (81 percent of the women in this group lived in 
male headed households and, hence only 19 percent were women who 
headed their own households). The resource-rich had on average the most 
children (5.52 children). In this group, men had notably more children than 
did women, suggesting that for men having many children was positively 
associated with assets and inversely so for women. Indeed, comparing the 
groups of resource-poor and resource-rich, the difference between the num-
ber of children of the rich and poor was statistically significant among men 
(t-value -2.02, p<.05). This may be attributed to the fact that children help 
out in the household, and hence having a lot of children may enable the ex-
pansion of resource portfolios, especially for men, whereas having many 
children for a female household head may increase her time poverty and, if 
she is living without a male connection, may also be stigmatizing. In addi-
tion, land is commonly allocated in relation to the number of household 
members (cf. Teklu and Lemi 2004: 118), which is why the number of chil-
dren is likely to be linked to men’s access to land. This effect is weaker 
among women, who may not be able to cultivate the land on their own.  

The resource-rich had a tendency to be older than the other groups, sug-
gesting the cumulative effect of wealth creation over time. The overwhelm-
ing majority were engaged in farming (95 percent) but, interestingly, one 
third of the resource-rich women who headed their households traded, sug-
gesting that trading could indeed represent a productive activity for the 
women household heads that were resource-rich, but not for those women 
who were less wealthy in resources. The overwhelming majority of the 
wealthy were married, apart from the women household heads that were 
either widowed or divorced. Interestingly, the resource-rich had the longest 
education of all (longer than the resource-poor), but again the gap between 
women’s and men’s education was starkest within this group. The resource-
rich scored highest of all among the markers of sociability, and female heads 
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of households particularly so, strengthening earlier observations that invest-
ments in sociability are particularly strategic for this group. Indeed, the re-
source-rich were members of an average of 4.3 organizations and had on 
average 3.9 contacts. The resource-rich also owned significantly more cattle 
than did other groups (4.9 heads of cattle on average), and among these, men 
again possessed the most cattle and women who headed their households the 
fewest. As a tendency, they also had more land—the bulk held land in the 
range 2.1-5 ha, irrespective of gender or household headship.  

The interaction of resources 
The results suggest that irrespective of gender or household headship, the 
size of land accessed, the number of cattle owned, but also the density of 
social capital, emerged as the most critical resources in these farming com-
munities, and these resources were the catalysts for the acquisition of other 
resources. As an example, having land is equal to heading a household 
which, in turn, facilitates membership of local organizations and is a precon-
dition for productive farming. Access to land is also positively associated 
with receiving credit through the formal credit system. Land also seems to 
have considerable symbolic significance in terms of lineage and kinship 
relationships.103 Women’s relatively weaker access to land may therefore 
explain their general resource deprivation. Other resources that were much 
less common, such as access to electricity, were viewed by respondents as 
highly catalytic in the sense that they were associated with other resources, 
but they were still beyond reach for most respondents. Given the emerging 
positive association between social capital and other resources, local forms 
of sociability represent important elements in resource capitalization strate-
gies that can be used to access other critical resources, including land.  

Interestingly, for women and men both education and trading emerged as 
uncertain investments. Indeed, no association could be established between 
the length of education and the resource scores. Also, education was not 
associated with the cattle wealth-marker, corroborating Gibson’s and Mace’s 
(2007) observation among the Arssi Oromo that in this group there was no 
positive association between education and wealth (p. 293).  

There was a mixed effect also of the number of children on the resource 
scores among women, which varied with age. Given that childcare falls 
within women’s responsibilities as established in the previous chapter, the 
high average number of children is likely to keep women particularly busy. 
Indeed, respondents had on average more than five children (in the range 
from one to 19 children) at the time of data collection. However, for female 

                                                      
103 See also Agarwal (1994: 1463), who underscores the value of land as an income-generator 
as well as a mediator of social relations and political power. 
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heads, the resource scores rapidly decreased along with the number of 
daughters, whereas it increased dramatically in line with the number of male 
children, corroborating the observations that women who head their house-
holds depend on their sons to enter the core economy. 

The way in which resources are interlinked came out in interviews and 
can be illustrated using local ethnography. It emerged from the interviews 
that if a person possessed human assets (was educated and ‘strong and ener-
getic to carry out work’) s/he could accumulate financial assets (F↑). This in 
turn could enable him or her to expand physical assets (P↑), possibly in the 
form of a korkoro roof or radio, which in turn could increase their human 
assets, i.e. knowledge (H↑). On top of this, the increase in F↑ could in turn 
generate symbolic assets. For a man, accumulating symbolic assets would 
provide him with the possibility of marrying off sons and daughters into 
higher tribes, and he could generate respect in society and raise his ‘credit-
worthiness.’ That said, a man might be elected as a Jaarsa (an elder) and 
contribute to sustaining and sanctioning community norms. Similarly, the 
reverse process can be illustrated as well. One widow told us that since I last 
met her, her daughter had escaped a butii marriage and run back to her, in-
fected with HIV/AIDS. This meant more expense for her (fewer financial 
assets, F↓), also because the time available to her to engage in trading activi-
ties had diminished due to her increased caring responsibilities. As a conse-
quence, she had not been able to send her other children to school (H↓), and 
had been forced to sell off the one goat that she had (P↓) and let go of the 
little land she had previously leased (N↓). As a result, she could no longer 
take part in group work, since she could not afford to be a member of any 
organizations (S↓). In sum, her resource portfolio had diminished and she 
could ‘not see any way out’ of her poverty.  

The results further show that female household heads were overall more 
resource-poor than other women. However, it turned out that investments in 
social capital represent particularly critical strategies for those women who 
head their own households, which is likely to be attributed to the fact that 
they do not have a male connection, but investments in social capital allow 
them to enter the core of the local economy more effectively on their own. 
However, they might not enter it via farming—but rather via trading.  

This is confirmed also by Teklu and Lemi (2004), who noted that “when a 
female adult becomes the head of a household in the Ethiopian rural milieu, 
she often starts from a disadvantaged position because of her limited physi-
cal and managerial ability to farm, especially if she is poor, lacks assets such 
as oxen power and is constrained in gaining access to credit (p. 121).” Fur-
thermore, the authors observed that “female-headed households are therefore 
more likely to share out land, while male-headed households are more likely 
to seek more land to cultivate” (ibidem). 

It emerged from the analysis that there was an association between age 
and resource scores. This association is illustrated in Figure 6.2.  
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Figure 6.2 The association between resource scores and age, disaggregated by 
household headship  

For all groups in the CS data, the graph shows that the association between 
age and the resource scores was initially positive, suggesting that resources 
accumulated over time. Interestingly, young male and female household 
heads both start from a similar starting point, but then men’s resource capi-
talization takes off dramatically, only to decline as they age. The accumula-
tion of resources by female household heads is however more moderate, but 
follows a similar pattern. Also interestingly, women in households headed 
by men start off from a much higher resource score than the household heads 
(both women and men) but this is attributed to the fact that they have entered 
into marriage at this point (note: men marry at an older age than women and 
are expected to have accumulated resources before marriage). However, for 
women in households headed by men, the curve of their resource capitaliza-
tion resembles that of female household heads. The graph also shows that for 
all groups the maximum resource scores accrue for those in their reproduc-
tive and post-reproductive ages, and that returns then diminish with age.  

There is limited knowledge on how different forms of marriages affect 
women’s ability to capitalize on their resources (cf. Deere and Doss 2006: 
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19). To contribute preliminary empirical evidence in this area, the different 
forms of civil status were also associated with access to the identified local 
wealth-markers. The results showed that being married was associated with a 
resource score of 19.5; being widowed with 13.77, being divorced with 15.8, 
and being separated with 6.38. The never married had on average a resource 
score of 8, and although there were variations that could be attributed to 
gender across all marital statuses, the effect was strongest among those who 
had never married, as never-married men had a resource score of 14 but 
never-married women of only six. This also supports observations that men 
need to accumulate resources prior to getting married, and that women ac-
cess resources though marriage. Nevertheless, according to Amare (1997), 
“the resources a woman is endowed with at the beginning of her married life, 
such as animals and grain, are crucial to assuring favorable prospects for her 
whether it be within a marriage and outside it. Her assets determine the de-
gree of equality she would enjoy in relation to her husband” (sic, p. 753). 
This further strengthens earlier propositions regarding the mechanisms of 
resource accumulation. A divorced woman is also much more likely to be 
married quickly if she has assets and has therefore obtained a favorable di-
vorce outcome, which makes her more attractive. Lastly, it may be specu-
lated that having access to resources enables her to enter the economy inde-
pendently, and that she may actually prefer to exercise her agency on her 
own, rather than returning to a relationship in which she gives up her control 
over the resources. This is an issue that would benefit from being researched 
further.  

However, there was no variation in access to resources that could be at-
tributed to trading frequently or not. Indeed, in both datasets women who 
traded frequently had access to a similar amount of resources as those who 
traded less frequently. However, there was a sharp decline over different age 
groups, as is shown in Figure 6.3. 

The graph shows that the resource capitalization of female traders was 
highly dependent on the age of the individual, and thus trading frequently 
emerged as an effective resource capitalization strategy for young female 
traders, but notably less so for other age groups. However, for those women 
who did not trade frequently, the resource scores remained stable for differ-
ent age groups. 
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Figure 6.3 Resource capitalization of female traders and other women, for different 
age groups 

The women who specified that their main profession was trading had notably 
fewer resources on average than those who specified other professions (an 
average of eight resources compared to 18 of the other group) but this is 
likely to be attributed to the fact that they had less access to the defined 
farming-related resources that had a heavy weighting in the resource index. 
For example, looking at the critical resources, it emerged that a notably lar-
ger proportion of female traders had no land (28 percent of the female trad-
ers compared to 11 percent of other women had no land). On the other hand, 
female traders had significantly more social contacts than other women, 
indicating that the resource mix differed between these two groups, but fur-
ther research is needed to be able to study the composition of resource in-
dexes more closely, and also to understand how they evolve over time, and 
are affected by the practice of trading. 
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Conclusions from Part II 

This part has delved deeper into the theoretical concepts, such as the gen-
dered division of responsibilities and resources, and furnished them with 
local meaning, thereby providing a basis for analyzing the processes of re-
source capitalization of women and men, and of the way in which gender 
structures local markets and local sociability. 

Chapter 4 provided an overview of the two datasets, highlighting features 
in the material, and anchored the analysis in other secondary sources. The 
chapter validated that the characteristics of the material did not diverge nota-
bly from national features in terms of structure of population (by far the ma-
jority are farmers); the high incidence of female household heads; the low 
general level of education (much lower for women than for men); the many 
children in households; and the fluidity of marriages. The chapter singled out 
two groups who will be focused on in the following analyses, namely female 
household heads and female traders, as they were assumed to have chal-
lenged social norms regarding women’s responsibilities and access to re-
sources. 

In Chapter 5 the division of responsibilities of women and men in the area 
was described in detail. This was motivated by the theory which proposed 
that gendered access to resources is framed by the division of responsibilities 
in rural households. It was found that there is a rigid separation between 
women’s and men’s work, relegating to women the tasks related to the do-
mestic sphere (such as raising children, housework, preparing food), whereas 
men are responsible for those activities that take place outside, such as rear-
ing cattle and farming, and that generate more valuable resources. Since 
farming represents the primary source of livelihood, and cattle the number 
one wealth-marker in Ethiopia, men were thus more closely connected to the 
local economy than women were. When women did take on responsibilities 
on the outside, they often referred to themselves as helpers, or assistants to 
men, rather than farmers in their own right, while men often said that they 
administered, or supervised, women’s work. Trading however emerged as an 
anomaly in this rigid division of work that engaged women and men in equal 
numbers. The chapter also mentioned some local practices that constrain 
women’s mobility on the outside, such as the incidence of butii. It also pro-
vided an indication that local doxa is strong. 

Finally in this part, Chapter 6 used local ethnography to identify the rele-
vant rural resources. It also developed a methodology, a local resource in-
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dex, which established the prevailing gender resource gap. The results quan-
tified that women possessed fewer resources than men, and showed that in 
particular, women who headed their own households had least access of all 
to resources. To some extent, resources were viewed as common possessions 
in rural households, but the fact that women who headed their own house-
holds had the least access across the range of rural households suggested that 
resources were actually not commonly possessed. In addition to established 
wealth-markers, the chapter proposed that the degree of sociability and the 
propensity of individuals to be organized were strong determinants of wealth 
in the material, and were catalytic and strategic for obtaining other resources 
as well.  

The analyses also highlighted the fact that those who have access to one 
type of resource are likely to access another, and those with access to few are 
prevented from generating others, which was interpreted as the Matthew 
effect at work. By the same principle, those with access to few resources 
were prevented from generating others, thus impeding the resource capitali-
zation process of those poorly endowed with resources. Due to their differ-
ential endowments and quicker resource capitalization, the Matthew effect 
appeared to operate more effectively among men than women, showing how 
the accumulation of rural resources accentuated the inequality in resource 
access between women and men. One illustrative example was that women’s 
often limited rights to possess land inhibited their capacity to capitalize on 
their resources in multiple and interlinked ways. Because having land was 
often a prerequisite to membership of formal organizations, women’s pres-
ence in these was limited, therefore their access to farming technologies was 
limited, and hence their potential to add value to their resources was radi-
cally impeded. The results moreover showed that age was an important fac-
tor that was strongly associated with resource access, and that the maximum 
resource scores occurred in the reproductive ages, whereas those in their 
younger and older ages were relatively worse off. 

This part validated the theoretical starting point, i.e. that being a man or a 
woman affects access to rural resources, and the increased vulnerability of 
women household heads was established. This can partly be attributed to the 
differential responsibilities of women and men, as argued in Chapter 5, but 
the fact that women household heads are consistently more vulnerable than 
others suggests that the constraints in women’s resource accumulation have 
to be sought elsewhere as well. The resource index will represent an ade-
quate methodology to assist in the subsequent empirical analyses of the fac-
tors that impact on the resource capitalization of women and men, and how 
gender structures trading in local markets and local forms of sociability. 
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Part III  Markets and trade 

The previous part established that there exists a division along the lines of 
gender in the study area that regulates women’s and men’s responsibilities 
and access to resources. Grosso modo, women are assigned responsibilities 
pertaining to the inside sphere and men to the outside. Trading in local mar-
kets however came out as a practice that both challenged the inside-outside 
division and the access to rural resources. It was further established that 
women had significantly less access than men to the range of rural resources. 
Given that trading in local markets provides farmers with an opportunity to 
capitalize on their resources, it represents a suitable case for inquiring about 
the factors that impact on the resource capitalization of rural women and 
men. This is the focus of this part. In Chapter 7, I study whether and how 
gender structures local markets and trade, while in Chapter 8 the focus of the 
inquiry is on investigating whether, and how, women’s and men’s access to 
resources is (re)produced in markets.  
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7. Women’s markets? Men’s markets? 

The important role that market institutions play in enhancing economic 
growth in develeoping countries is increasingly recognized (Fafchamps 
2004; Gabre-Madhin 2006). Indeed, current development strategies that aim 
to develop African agriculture and reduce poverty rely increasingly on mar-
ket-based approaches (see for example the World Bank 2008a). However, 
the development of well-functioning markets has been slow in Africa, par-
ticularly in rural areas, and market traders operate against a number of con-
straints that slow down the effectiveness of their trade (Fafchamps 2004; 
Gabre-Madhin 2006). Given that the knowledge about markets and how they 
operate is “still fairly rudimentary in economic sociology,” to quote Swed-
berg (2003: 104), there will be challenges involved in developing market 
institutions. In particular, there is a need for more knowledge on the oppor-
tunities for and constraints on farming women’s and men’s effective partici-
pation in local markets in developing countries. 

Research on markets has suggested that markets are not driven by ‘invisi-
ble hands of economic men’ but that the relations among market agents de-
termine the market outcome. Indeed, the market transactions of the ‘Homo 
Sociologicus’ are embedded in social relations.104 However, the research on 
market operations in developing countries is rather outdated and location-
specific.105 In particular, very little is known empirically about the differen-
tial constraints on and opportunities for women and men today to engage in 
trade in rural markets in developing countries.  

There exists a notable body of knowledge on female traders in local mar-
kets in developing countries, but most research has focused on urban mar-
kets in West Africa, and there is less research from rural markets in East 
Africa.106 In her research on Gender, development and globalization, Benerìa 
(2003: 65-86) proposed that the construction and growth of markets have a 
gender dimension, but did not substantiate this within the context of rural 
households.  

                                                      
104 See Geertz 1963, 1979; Meillassoux and Forde 1971; White 1981; Riain 2000; Tryggestad 
2005. 
105 One branch of economic anthropology has generated important knowledge regarding local 
markets and traders, starting in the 1970s with Geertz (1963, 1979) and Meillassoux and 
Forde (1971). 
106 But see House-Midamba and Ekechi 1995; IFAD 2002; Pietilä 2002. 
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There are a number of general observations emerging from the reviewed 
literature. For example, research from Eastern Africa shows that women are 
more active in village markets than men, who dominate in the longer-
distance trade (Pankhurst 1990; IFAD 2002). In line with the theory of 
global commodity chains (Pietrobelli and Sverrisson 2004), value is added 
throughout the value-chain—a chain that starts in the farmers’ fields.107 Thus, 
accessing the distant markets could explain why men’s resource capitaliza-
tion is more effective than women’s. Also, as suggested earlier, it has been 
observed that men are more closely connected to surplus trade and women to 
subsistence trade (Blumberg 1991; Gladwin 1992; Kopytoff 2005). This 
division could also impact negatively on women’s abilities to capitalize on 
their resources via trading. 

In her studies of female market traders in Kilimanjaro in Tanzania, Pietilä 
(2002, 2007) used an anthropological analysis to demonstrate how women’s 
trade in markets was connected to their domestic responsibilities, and that 
men were culturally permitted to engage in trading for profit whereas women 
were not. Another recent contribution is the study on African market institu-
tions by Fafchamps (2004) which acknowledges that women market traders 
across African countries are deprived in terms of working capital, have 
lower productivity, less capacity to accumulate capital, and establish fewer 
business contacts, and yet are more prevalent in local markets. However, 
according to Fontana (2003: 1), much of what has been written regarding 
gender and trade is “either quite theoretical or mainly anecdotal.” 

There is therefore a need for more research into the gender dimensions of 
local markets and trade. The assumption that gender would matter in local 
markets is reasonable, in the light of the theoretical framework and the rural 
division of responsibilities and resources. Also, a gendered division of labor 
within trading has been observed in Ethiopia throughout history (cf. Pank-
hurst 1990: 252) and in more recent times (Baxter 1984; Amare 1997). To 
redress this, this chapter studies whether and how gender structures local 
markets, and whether and how the inequality in women’s and men’s re-
source access may actually be reproduced in markets. Also, given that men 
often assume control over rural resources that have value added to them, 
even if they were initially part of women’s spheres of responsibility (cf. Do-
lan 2001; Heyer 2006), women and men are likely to have differential ca-
pacities to capitalize on their resources in local markets, as value is added to 
resources through trade.  

                                                      
107 Cf. Fahy Bryceson et al. (2006: 16) also note that there is a positive correlation between 
distance traveled and wealth in Ethiopia. 
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Describing the market actors 
Local markets have a long history in Ethiopia, and the movements of traders 
have been an important feature in the history of the country (Pankhurst 1990; 
Zewde 1991). According to Pankhurst (1990: 49), in medieval times both 
short- and long-distance trade occurred. The short-distance trade was cen-
tered on local markets, usually held weekly, based on barter and attended by 
locals selling local produce,108 whereas merchants undertook the long-
distance commerce.  

Still today, respondents actually did not consider themselves to be traders 
but claimed they rather “just sell and buy,” employing the terms 
bitta/gurgura (‘exchanging,’ actually selling and buying)109 and daldala 
(‘trading’). The term ‘exchanging’ could be used to describe not a direct 
exchange transaction, as occurs in barter, but one which occurs over the full 
market day, as farmers arrived to the market and sold their commodities in 
the morning, and then bought what they needed before going home. Also, 
exchanging included a cash dimension, which separated it from barter, since 
not all necessities can be bartered directly in today’s rural realities (such as a 
visit to the clinic, schoolbooks, or fertilizers, etc.). Indeed, analyses showed 
that there was a strong association between the markets in which farmers 
sold as opposed to bought their goods and thus markets were ‘exchange are-
nas’ in which barter-trade with a time-lag took place. 

The interview material was used to understand the difference between the 
traders and the exchangers. It emerged in the qualitative material that traders 
were considered to be more professional than exchangers (they traded fre-
quently and for long hours, had no other occupation, and were skilled in 
trading); and they often did not produce what they sold, but were to some 
degree middlemen. The local discourse revealed that traders, more so than 
exchangers, were actually looking for profit, whereas the latter simply tried 
to survive. This is captured well in the following quote from a female inter-
viewee (Int 12/2006): 

[Traders] wait to sell until dusk and if they don’t sell (today), they sell it with 
profit (over the next days). But as we are in a hurry to go back to our village 
(home) we sell it immediately (by the price offered to our goods).  

Thus, exchangers thought that traders “looked for profit,” and that this profit 
was made at the expense of farmers.110 However, the two parties depended 

                                                      
108 The common procedure was to barter one thing for another and compensate the value with 
some measure of bread or salt (cf. Baxter 1984). 
109 According to Baxter (1984: 459) bitta/gurgura / bitaachu, is generally “used to mean ‘to 
buy for oneself’ but also meaning ‘to receive for oneself one thing in exchange for another 
thing.’” 
110 Cf. Baxter’s (1984) observations from an Arssi Oromo market in Ethiopia: “The buses 
usually left […] well before dusk, taking the butter which had been collected from the neediest 
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on one another, and the “nearly world-wide fear, hatred and suspicion that 
peasants have for traders” observed by Geertz (1963: 34) did not emerge 
strongly in this material.111  

In the view of respondents, whereas traders focused on trading for their 
own profit, farmers or exchangers were preoccupied with balancing their 
multiple tasks, and engaged in trade as a means to survive. The exchangers 
viewed the selling of their products as a routine act of exchange, secondary 
to their primary livelihood activities, i.e. farming. The way in which ex-
changing was a part of life can be illustrated with the following quote from 
one female interviewee (Int 09/2006): 

When we come from collecting firewood, we put it outside [our house, on the 
road], whatever we get from selling it we will use to buy coffee or do any 
other thing and we then lead our life this way…when I have sugarcane, this 
boy [grandson] will go [to sell it] and when he brings the money, I will go 
and buy what we need for our home.  

This quote also shows that trading may be an activity that goes on even 
while you are doing other things. Indeed, as has been shown in the earlier 
parts of this thesis, the overwhelming majority of all respondents specified 
their profession to be farmers. There were however some differences be-
tween the two datasets. In the CS, 76 percent of the women, and among them 
23 percent of the female household heads, and 93 percent of the men 
claimed to be primarily farmers, and maintained that exchanging was a com-
plement to their farming activities. The following quote from one old woman 
(Int 18/2006) illustrates this well: “I am not a trader, I am a farmer. I have 
sold my grain and bought what I need, and I am now going back to my 
home.” However, balancing the dual identities involved in both farming and 
trading was sometimes complicated, as came out in the following quote by 
one interviewee (Int 12/2006) who said: “I am neither a farmer nor a trader; I 
am in between.”  

In contrast to this, in the MS material approximately half of the sample 
claimed to be primarily traders and the other half said that they were farmers 
(30 percent of the men and 58 percent of the women cited trading as their 
main occupation). Interestingly, in this material, 79 percent of the women 
who headed their own households specified that trading was their main oc-
cupation, suggesting that trading represents one of the few alternative ways 
of earning a livelihood and entering the local economy for those women who 

                                                                                                                             
and worst nourished Arssi families (many of whose children were suffering from kwashior-
kor), on the first leg of its journey to the city. This particular expression of the relationship 
between the city and the country [was] certainly exploitative, in that the cashless in the coun-
try supplied butter, of which by no sensible meaning of the term could they be said to have a 
surplus, to the city (pp. 465-6).” 
111 From other parts of Ethiopia, however, Watson (2006: 77) reports that farmers and traders 
“peddle negative stereotypes about the other.”  
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are left alone to care for their households, since they lack access to other 
resources that otherwise accrue via male networks.  

Describing the market places 
Three market places of varying sizes have been studied in this research. The 
main market in the study area is the central market spread throughout Ambo 
on Saturdays (the Ambo market). What may at first strike the outsider as an 
unregulated affair, upon closer examination is revealed to be a highly struc-
tured market. At the core of this market there are formal structures and regu-
lar market stands, offering a wide variety of multiple products, thereby per-
forming the function of supermarkets in industrialized countries with a high 
degree of specialization, displaying a varied choice of products: here bags 
are sold, there coffee and salt is purchased, here kitchen utensils are sold, 
and there grain is traded in bulk. There is an impressive crowd on Saturdays 
and the customer has to squeeze his or her way through to the center of the 
market. Throughout the alleys and winding paths leading down from the 
heart of the market, people sell their products from a piece of cotton on the 
ground, so called gulet-trading. Where the alleys meet the road, middlemen 
coming from the farmers’ fields meet merchants who buy items in bulk. By 
the side of and off the main road ‘mobile products’ are sold, such as cattle, 
or poultry carried on sticks. The doors of the houses cornering the alleys are 
open, loud music flowing out from within, and here and there a bottle turned 
upside-down on a stick is on display, signaling that ‘inside this house, there 
is a tavern’ (for a description of a tavern, see below). The market is ‘hottest’ 
(kalu) between 9-10 a.m. as these are the hours when most traders have ar-
rived, often on foot and often from afar, and before the sun gets too strong. 

The second most important market in the area, in size and scope, is the 
Guder-market which takes place mainly on Mondays. It is particularly re-
nowned for its important cattle market, which is situated within a compound 
area. Urban merchants, middlemen and farmers frequently visit the Guder 
market to purchase staples or valuable investment items such as cattle, large 
amounts of grain, or to buy a school uniform, or to buy other things which 
can not be produced on the farm. My (literally) first entry to the market con-
firmed the same ordered chaos that characterized the Ambo market. During a 
walk through the impressive market crowd in which goods were traded from 
the ground along a central alley, lined by small shops selling imported items 
such as bags, and coffee and salt, I passed 25-30 women trading pottery and 
handicrafts, trading together in accordance with their sub-specializations; the 
traders of clay pots were in one corner, and those of incense-holders in an-
other, to mention a couple of examples. In the next section approximately 
25-30 women were trading basketry, followed by an equal number of 
women trading firewood and charcoal. Then came a section of women trad-
ing ketema (holy grass) and incense—all necessary ingredients for the ritual 
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used in the traditional coffee ceremony, and after them appeared the coffee 
and salt merchants. This was followed by a core section containing probably 
more than one hundred women trading the products most commonly pur-
chased by women (i.e., vegetables and cereals for home consumption); some 
from small stands, but most of them from the ground, in the shade of an um-
brella. The majority of the traders were trading one to four items (most 
commonly tomatoes and potatoes or onions and carrots in combination). 
After that came a section of women grain traders (around 70 people), fol-
lowed by around 40 traders of dairy products (mainly cheese but also milk), 
and around 30-40 people trading poultry (field notes 2006). The closed com-
pound for cattle across the road was entirely dominated by men. Here, hun-
dreds of men gathered to trade their livestock: cows, oxen, sheep, goats, 
horses, mules and donkeys. Men also appeared to dominate among those 
trading grain in the formal structures lining the market area and represented 
the majority of those traders selling coffee and salt and items imported from 
the outside.  
 

 
Figure 7.1 Trading in the village market 

Local village markets (mizanatis) are held on fixed weekdays at a central 
location in most villages in the area. In the research area, the village market 
is held on Fridays and is located along the road, on a plain by the primary 
and secondary school. The market is much smaller in size than the Ambo 
and Guder markets but popular for the exchange of mainly local produce. 
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The local markets also occasionally offer some goods from the outside, such 
as coffee and salt, and in village G., which is situated a long way from urban 
centers, shoes could also be mended and schoolbooks purchased as well. 
Otherwise there was some degree of specialization and the goods primarily 
cultivated in the area were also those that were primarily exchanged. Urban-
based merchants occasionally visit the village markets to purchase specific 
goods, such as gesho or vegetables from the local irrigation schemes.  
 

 
Figure 7.2 Retailing tomatoes at the village market 

There are other markets as well in which goods can be exchanged or traded. 
As mentioned earlier, many households in the area serve as taverns selling 
home-brewed liquor such as araqee and farsoo or foods such as injara and 
wot. Here drinks can be purchased at all times, or a plate of food can be ob-
tained. The taverns are advertised by means of a plate (for food) or an upside 
down cup or bottle (for drink) placed on a stick outside the homestead, or 
even just a bouquet of fresh gesho leaves. Indeed, field observations found 
that managing a tavern is a frequent and common occupation in this gesho-
producing area, and that the farsoo that the women brew here has a wide 
reputation for being “gorgeous” (field notes 2006). Guests could be passers-
by who see the signs, or a neighbor, or a group of neighbors who feel like 
eating out, or who would like to try the ‘good injara’ or ‘excellent araqee’ 
of ‘Addee Soretti.’ Other markets for exchanging agricultural produce are the 
Cereal Banks, most of which are managed by the local NGO. These are a 
combination of warehouse and financial institution where farmers can de-
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posit their harvest and obtain a receipt.112 By storing it in the warehouse, the 
farmers can wait until prices increase before selling their harvest on the mar-
ket. By obtaining a receipt, they can circulate it as money and they are not 
forced to sell their crops when prices are at their lowest, usually just after the 
harvest. Another modality is to trade via local middlemen. It is also possible 
to use the markets that are located further away, such as Addis Ababa. The 
next sections study whether women and men make use of different markets. 

Gender differences between market places 
One assumption regarding women’s and men’s use of different exchange 
arenas which connects to the division of responsibilities (‘women inside and 
men outside’) is that women would be engaged in trade closer to their homes 
than men, who would trade in the more distant markets. As value is added 
throughout the value-chain, the more distant markets would be more valu-
able, and this could also explain why men’s resource capitalization process 
is more effective than women’s. Indeed, observations along the tomato 
value-chain confirmed that a pile of tomatoes in the remotest and most cut-
off field location sold at 25 cents, while in the town markets a pile of the 
same size sold at double the price, i.e., 50 cents, and local middlemen as well 
as traders from Addis Ababa would arrive with their trucks at the smaller 
village markets to buy specific goods and then sell these on in the Ambo 
market, or even further away.  

In interviews, it came out that, for the respondents, the Ambo market held 
a top position in the hierarchy of the local value chain. This was validated 
also by the fact that the number of cattle owned (the main local wealth-
marker) was more positively associated with trading in the Ambo market 
(Eta=.307) than with trading in the village market (Eta=.257). To further 
illuminate this point, those who traded in the Ambo market had a resource 
score of 21, followed by 19 for those trading in the Guder market and 16 for 
those in the village market, whereas those respondents who traded from their 
own homes had an average resource score of 13.  

To test the proposition that women and men traded in different markets 
and see if this would explain their differential access to rural resources, re-
spondents in the CS were asked to specify “the most important markets in 

                                                      
112 Although this is a fairly novel approach used by development organizations today (primar-
ily NGOs), grain banking has been common throughout history. For example, Williams 
(1984: 489) writes that by the 1860s, Chicago was “the busiest and technologically most 
advanced city in the world for receiving, storing, and shipping grain receiving, storing, and 
shipping grain at the time,” and there it was common for warehousemen to practice reserve 
banking in grain. 
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which they usually sold their products.”113 The results of the analyses are 
shown in Table 7.1, and discussed in detail in the following section. 

Table 7.1 The most important market places in which men and women sell their 
products 

  
Trading in 

Guder 
(n=137) 

Trading in 
Ambo 

(n=232) 

Trading in 
the village 

market 
(n=129) 

Trading 
using 

Cereal 
Banks 
(n=14) 

Trading in 
their 

homes 
(n=8) 

CS      
Men (% of n=211) 29.1 52.8 25.2 4.7 0 
All women (% of n=249) 30.4 48.2 30.4 1.6 2.8 

      
Women in hhs headed by 
men (% of n=175) 34.3 46.3 31.0 1.7 4.0 
Women household heads 
(% of n=74) 20.3 52.7 29.7 1.4 0 

      
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

The table shows that the most important markets in which both women and 
men sold and bought their products were the Ambo market, followed by the 
Guder market, and the village market, which reflected the local value chain 
as described earlier. However, there were no significant variations that could 
be attributed to gender when it came to trading in these markets, and the 
expectation that women would be engaged in the less valuable trade closer to 
their homes and men in the more valuable and longer distance trade in which 
resources can be capitalized on more effectively, could not be corroborated 
in this material. Women who headed their own households were relatively 
more present in the smallest and the biggest market compared to women in 
households headed by men, suggesting they either had to maximize their 
trading (they went to the biggest markets with the greatest supply and de-
mand), or minimized it (to balance their other domestic responsibilities). 

A larger proportion of women than men did mention that they traded in 
village markets, but this variation was not significant. This finding was how-
ever puzzling, as field observations noted the strikingly larger presence of 
women over men in the village markets. In fact, during the two days in 
which interviews were undertaken at the village market, the team did not 
encounter a single man selling his produce there, except for the male traders 
from Addis Ababa and Ambo coming with their trucks to buy gesho or to-

                                                      
113 Respondents were also asked where they bought their products but, as specified earlier, 
there was a strong association between the market places in which individuals bought versus 
sold their commodities. To triangulate the information, respondents also specified the most 
common markets used by the other gender, in line with the methodology described in Chapter 
5 on gendered responsibilities, but this data is not reported in the table. 
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matoes from the irrigated fields in the village markets. This observation hints 
at an internal gendered division of market places, and this will be explored in 
greater detail later. 

There were strong associations between the community in which a re-
spondent resided and the exchange arena visited, implying that most respon-
dents—irrespective of gender—sold their produce in the exchange arenas 
that were situated closest to the communities in which they lived.114 The 
village market emerged as a particularly important market place for indi-
viduals living in communities situated off the road, since 40 percent of those 
living off the road traded in village markets, compared to 19 percent of those 
living on the road. Controlling for this factor, it emerged that a significantly 
higher proportion of women than men (79 percent of the men and 95 percent 
of the women) actually traded in the village market in the remotest village, 
suggesting that the mobility of women in this location was restricted either 
because of a conservative and traditional view of women’s responsibilities 
and mobility, or because the time needed to get to the other markets was too 
long for them. In view of women’s fewer resources for paying for transporta-
tion and lower value of products traded, as will be discussed later, these fac-
tors perhaps made the effort less rewarding.  

Some exchange arenas came out as strictly gender-coded, but were not 
frequently mentioned. Almost exclusively men used the Cereal Bank, 
whereas women on the other hand, and not men, traded from their homes, 
managing the taverns that were introduced earlier (see also Torkelsson 1997, 
2007). Although the number of observations was not substantial in these two 
markets, they strengthened the proposition that women’s trade related to 
their inside role and that men’s trade was connected to their responsibilities 
in the outside economy where locally important forms of capital circulate. 
Indeed, it emerged from the qualitative material that beer brewing was an 
important activity for women and that, similar to findings from other parts of 
Africa on women’s role in beer brewing, the taverns were important for 
women’s resource capitalization.115  

The taverns also challenged the inside-outside division and revealed a 
contradiction between ideal practice and reality in the research area in that 
they allowed women to enter the outside even from within their homes. 
Managing a tavern was clearly a rational strategy given the division of re-
sponsibilities, as it represented an opportunity for women to make profit out 
of a key specialization, i.e., cooking or brewing, while respecting the social 
division of labor that positioned them at the periphery and inside their homes 
(cf. Torkelsson 2007). Consequently, even if it was difficult for women to 

                                                      
114 Cf. Fafchamps and Minten (2001: 26) who found a high correlation between the place of 
birth of traders and the place in which they traded in Madagascar. 
115 There is a vast literature dealing with the importance of beer brewing in Africa (Saul 1981; 
Green 1999; Abbink 2002; Arthur 2003; Fahy Bryceson 2002a).  
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enter the local economy on their own, the taverns represented an opportunity 
for them to transcend this limitation. The group of young women traded 
more often from within their homes than the older age groups of women did, 
corroborating earlier observations from other parts of this thesis which sug-
gest that women in their young ages were to a larger degree bound to the 
household, whereas as they grew older their ties to the inside loosened a bit, 
and that with age women may have strengthened their ability to negotiate 
their freedom and mobility within the household. 

Further analyses of the profitability of trading in the different markets 
showed that there were significant differences that could be attributed to 
gender. Indeed, there were significant differences in the average resource 
scores of women and men when it came to trading in the two biggest mar-
kets, but the difference was not significant in the village market. While this 
corroborated the earlier observation that the larger markets were arenas in 
which resources were capitalized more quickly and effectively, it also sug-
gested that the capitalization of men’s resources was more pronounced than 
women’s. This may indicate that traders in the larger markets were driven 
relatively more by profit and strived to maximize their trading, whereas trad-
ing in village markets may represent an occasion to strengthen network ties 
and represent more of a ‘way of life’ and not just about the capitalization of 
resources. Female household heads had consistently and significantly lower 
resource scores than women and men in households headed by men, cor-
roborating the trends outlined in Chapter 6. Indeed, female household heads 
who traded in the Ambo market had on average a resource score of 18, com-
pared to 12 for those who traded in the village market. However, when it 
came to trading in Ambo (the biggest market), the differences in resource 
scores between women in households headed by men and women who 
headed their own households were not significant, suggesting that trading in 
the Ambo market represented a sound resource capitalization strategy for 
female household heads.  

Trading in many different market places might also represent a strategy 
for accentuating the capitalization of resources and indicate the professional-
ism involved in trading. The analysis of the material showed that on average 
men traded in 1.26 markets, and women in households headed by men traded 
in 1.31 markets whereas female household heads traded in 1.14 markets. The 
difference in the number of markets in which an individual traded was sig-
nificant (p<.05) when comparing women in households headed by men with 
female households heads. Figure 7.3 illustrates the association between the 
resource scores and the number of markets in which women and men traded.  
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Figure 7.3 The association between the resource scores and the number of markets 
in which an individual trades 

The graph clearly shows that for women and men in households headed by 
men, trading in more than two markets, and thus perhaps having taken the 
leap into trading as a main livelihood strategy, was the most effective re-
source capitalization strategy. For women who headed their own households, 
trading in one market was better than trading in none—provided that re-
source capitalization was the ambition—but trading in two markets was not 
more effective than trading in one as a resource capitalization strategy. 
However, the graph also shows that for those respondents who did not trade 
at all, female household heads are actually a little bit better off than others in 
terms of resource score. It is therefore perhaps in the act of trading that the 
differences in resource scores are accelerated and accentuated. Also, it is 
perhaps in trading that the inequalities in resource access of individuals liv-
ing in a couple, as compared to women living alone, are accentuated.  

Accessing local markets 
Leaving aside the gender-coded exchange arenas, the research has hitherto 
shown that there were no large variations between women’s and men’s pres-
ence in the different markets. Moreover, there existed no legal bans on 
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women’s mobility in this area, and hence from a legal perspective the market 
was free for both women and men to join in. However, women’s mobility 
could be assumed to be affected by local norms and practices, such as the 
demands on women’s work, and the practice of butii, as described earlier.  
Indeed, most of the respondents in the MS reported that they had not had any 
problems in accessing the markets, but a larger proportion of women than 
men said that they had faced some problems in entering the market (24 per 
cent of the women compared to 16 per cent of men), but this variation was 
not statistically significant.116 That said, for the majority accessing markets 
had been quite unproblematic.  

However, the majority of respondents in both datasets—women and men 
alike—said they would like to trade more than they were currently doing (80 
percent of all), suggesting that there were nevertheless barriers that contrib-
uted inertia to the process of their resource capitalization. This section de-
scribes the views of women and men on the barriers involved in their trading 
and uses this data to analyze their access to markets. To study these con-
straints, those respondents who wanted to trade more than they were cur-
rently doing were asked the open question to specify what hindered them 
from doing so. The citations were coded in accordance with the SLA, as 
described eralier, and hence a distinction was made between constraints in 
financial, natural, physical, and human resources. Deprivations in the field of 
social resources did not feature in the material, but time-poverty did, and 
therefore the resource of time was included as well.117 Binary variables were 
construed and respondents were recorded to (Yes/No) specify a given con-
straint. The results from the analyses are shown in Table 7.2.  

The table clearly shows that the majority of respondents viewed lack of 
financial resources to be their most critical constraint to trade expansion, 
followed by lack of natural resources, which included lack of commodities 
to sell and lack of land to cultivate. However, men and women prioritized 
different constraints. Men more than women mentioned lack of financial 
assets as the main constraint to expanding their trade, strengthening the 
proposition regarding men’s closer connection to the core economy. Signifi-
cantly more men than women also mentioned limitations in natural assets 
(e.g. land) among their most severely felt constraints, confirming the divi-
sion of rural responsibilities established earlier. These findings were a reflec-
tion both of the type of trade that men were engaged in, as will be described 

                                                      
116 No information on this from the CS. 
117 Financial resources included lack of money, capital, and income; natural resources com-
prised answers such as having too little product, lack of land, and lack of oxen; human re-
sources included lack of labor, being too old, being sick; deprivations in the area of physical 
resources were that the markets are too far away, there ‘is no market’, lacking a place in the 
market, forest protection, and lacking customers; and lack of time is self-explanatory but also 
included answers such as ‘I am busy farming.’ 
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later, and of the fact that men had more access to natural resources than 
women, as demonstrated in Chapter 6. 

Table 7.2 Barriers to trade expansion according to women and men 

 

Specifying 
lack of  

financial 
resources 

 

Specifying 
lack of 
natural 

resources 
 

Specifying 
lack of 
human 

resources 
 

Specifying 
lack of 
time  

Specifying 
lack of  

physical 
resources 

 

CS      
Men (% of n=154) 78.6 29.9 6.5 1.9 0 
Women (% of n=178) 53.9 23.0 11.8 10.7 3.9 

      
Women in male-headed 
households (% of n=127) 57.5 23.6 9.4 12.6 3.9 
Female household heads 
(% of n=51) 45.1 21.6 17.6 5.9 3.9 

      
MS      
Men (% of n=28) 75.0 32.1 0 17.9 0 
Women (% of n=70) 74.3 11.4 7.1 5.7 5.7 

      
Women in male-headed 
households (% of n=42) 66.7 19.0 4.8 7.1 7.1 
Female household heads 
(% of n=28) 85.7 0 10.7 3.6 3.6 

      
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The differences in the proportion of women and men specifying the different 
resource constraints were much less pronounced in the MS material, further 
supporting earlier observations that the latter respondents lived mainly from 
trading, rather than from farming, and thus faced similar constraints in mar-
kets. In the MS material, female headed households mentioned lack of finan-
cial resources as their most critical constraint, corroborating earlier proposi-
tions that this group lived in the local economy, and that for them cash was 
the highway to the local economy. Also, 75 percent of them actually sold 
items produced by someone else—making them ‘middle women’—an activ-
ity that requires financial assets.118  

                                                      
118 In the CS material, the overwhelming majority (86 percent) of all respondents traded or 
exchanged what they had produced themselves, and the remaining 14 percent traded items 
that they had bought from somebody else. Women by far outnumbered men in selling what 
others had produced (80 percent of those who traded what they had not produced themselves 
were women) and again women who headed their own households predominated in this cate-
gory, which further corroborated the theoretical assumption that this group may not have the 
rural resources required to farm, or that they may have difficulties in being farmers in their 
own right. 
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Women, more than men, referred to limitations in human and physical re-
sources and time when talking about barriers to their trade. This included 
referring to themselves as being ‘too old to trade,’ ‘being weak’ or not hav-
ing the knowledge required for trading, or that “markets were too far,” sug-
gesting that women needed to be fit and strong to enter the local economy, 
while men’s natural authority in markets allowed them to enter the local 
economy without much effort. This is also understood when looking at the 
means of transportation that women and men use to go to and from the mar-
kets. People in the MS were asked to specify how they came to the market 
place. The results are shown in Table 7.3. 

Table 7.3 Means of transportation women and men use to reach the market 

  
Going by 

Foot 
Using  

donkey 
Using  
taxi 

Using  
daily labor-

ers 

MS     
Men (% of n=16) 41.2 41.2 17.6 0 
Women (% of n=72) 76.8 17.4 2.9 2.9 

     
Women in households 
headed by men (% of n=48) 70.2 23.4 2.1 4.3 
Female household heads  
(% of n=24) 91.0 4.5 4.5 0 

     

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (MS) 

The table shows that the majority of market-traders walked to the market on 
foot carrying their goods, but that a significantly larger proportion of women 
did so compared to men (77 percent of the women and 41 percent of the men 
walked to the market). The use of vehicles was limited overall in the sam-
ple,119 but significantly more men than women used a taxi/car or donkeys (59 
percent of the men compared to 20 percent of the women). In particular, 
women household heads relied on their feet much more than women in 
households headed by men, although the difference was not statistically sig-
nificant. The gendered patterns of modes of transportation may reflect the 
fact that men traded larger quantities than women, as will be discussed later. 
However, it might also have been that women traded small items because 
their resource capitalization was slow and that they could not afford trans-
portation.120 Whatever the underlying reason, the findings confirm the fact 
that men’s privileged resource endowment makes their resource capitaliza-
tion process more effective than women’s. 

                                                      
119 Ethiopia has an estimated vehicle fleet of only 134,000, meaning a little more than two 
vehicles per 1,000 population (Fahy Bryceson et al. 2006: 21). 
120 Cf. the Oromo scholar Baxter (1984: 466) who notes that men had easier access to pack 
animals than women. 
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A substantial proportion of women specified that one of the severest con-
straints to their trade expansion was not having enough time. As shown in 
Chapter 5, in rural households women were responsible for duties that re-
quired constant attention, such as childcare and food provisioning, which 
hampered their opportunities for capitalizing on their resources, showing 
how local doxa, and demands on their time, slowed down their efforts. 
Young women, more than older ones, emphasized not having enough time 
among their main constraints, further substantiating the main observation 
that in their young ages women were more tied to the household, whereas 
this association loosens a bit over time. Indeed, in the CS 24 percent of the 
young women, and six percent of the women in their reproductive ages com-
pared to none of the older respondents mentioned time among their main 
constraints.121 

Also, in their young ages the risks of butii were higher, and it may be 
risky to go out alone. Indeed, one of the interviewees (Int 16/2006) accom-
panied her neighbor, a young female trader, to the market, explaining that 
she took care of her for the following reason: 

[...] for there are a lot of things that are to be feared these days, [HIV/AIDS] 
she fears. She fears not hyena122…but she fears men… 

Most women said they received no help with the housework when they went 
to trade, but that they had to attend to it upon their return from the market, 
implying that their tasks piled up while they attended markets. However, 
men had fewer obligations and could engage more fully in trading than 
women.123 However, some women said their children helped out, and espe-
cially women who headed their households received help from their chil-
dren. Thus, while in their early years children impede trading activities, they 
may facilitate them later on in women’s lives. These observations call for a 
life-cycle perspective to be taken into account when analyzing how children 
affect women’s productive activities.124 However, it is important to incorpo-

                                                      
121 In the MS, 16 percent of those in the young and reproductive age groups mentioned time 
among their most critical constraints, again compared with none of the respondents in the 
post-reproductive and older age groups. 
122 It is a wide belief among Oromo that hyenas possess evil powers and the hyena is greatly 
feared (on this, and other Oromo practices, see Jaenen 1956; Baxter et al. 1996). 
123 Men specified that they either traded on days on which there were no farming activities, 
that they took care of the agricultural work upon returning to their homes, or obtained help 
from children or labor-sharing networks to do the work, so-called qixxe. In the CS material, 
ten percent of all women household heads compared to almost no women in households 
headed by men received help from relatives or from qixxe to undertake their agricultural 
work. A salient feature in interviews was that sons took care of the plowing for some of the 
older female respondents, those who were alone, or those whose husbands were “too old, or 
not fit to do that work” (Int 14/2006). 
124 According to Blanc and Lloyd (1994: 113-14), “child fostering is a flexible social institu-
tion designed to meet the needs of children and their parents at various phases of their devel-
opment.”.  
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rate also the interests of children when doing so. One female farmer said that 
she had to withdraw her son from school in grade six when she and her hus-
band became too weak and needed him to help out with the farming (Int 
14/2006).125  

Lack of time was a more pronounced constraint for women who live in 
households headed by men compared to those women who headed their own 
households, suggesting that the former group was not free to trade as fre-
quently as they would like to, and that they were inhibited in doing so either 
by their husbands or by the multiple demands on their time, whereas the 
latter group perhaps had a greater possibility of exercising their own agency 
and engaging in the capitalization of their resources.  

To briefly sum up, the constraints on expanding trade in local markets 
among women were attributed relatively more to their own capabilities than 
were men’s, whereas men found material deprivations more limiting than 
women, validating the theoretical proposition that men were more closely 
connected to the local economy. Women, on the other hand, relied on their 
most important resource, that is, themselves. 

Who trades more? 
So, women and men visited the same market places, but their market access 
and therefore resource capitalization efforts were impeded by different fac-
tors. This section explores whether the frequency with which a respondent 
traded could be associated with the success of trading as a resource capitali-
zation strategy. It emerged earlier that the local discourse associated fre-
quency of trading with being a trader rather than being engaged in ex-
changes, and so trading frequently could be a relevant marker for the process 
of resource capitalization. Indeed, one interviewee (Int 13/2006) defined 
traders as those who “trade every day throughout the year.” Another female 
interviewee said that “we go to markets once a week but if we had money we 
would even go more often, and then we would become traders.”  

To obtain a measure of women’s and men’s involvement in trade, respon-
dents were asked to specify “how often they traded/exchanged.” The data 
was used to develop three categories that described the types of traders in the 
area. Those who traded more frequently than once a week, and often on a 
daily basis, were called ‘frequent traders.’ The category of ‘weekly traders’ 
referred to those who traded once a week. There was also a group of less 
frequent traders called ‘sporadic traders.’ This included individuals who 
traded once a month, a few times a year, ‘when they had a problem,’ or dur-

                                                      
125 Cf. also Çagatay (2001) who showed that when rural women engage in export cash pro-
duction, this may take place at the expense of girls’ education and the nutritional welfare of 
the children. 
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ing holidays.126 The distribution of respondents within each of these catego-
ries is shown in Table 7.4. 

Table 7.4 The frequency with which women and men trade 

  
Sporadic 
traders 

Weekly 
traders 

Frequent 
traders 

CS    
Men (% of n=202) 45.0 51.5 3.5 
Women (% of n=231) 21.2 64.5 14.3 

    
Women in households headed by 
men (% of n=167) 19.7 68.3 12.0 
Female household heads  
(% of n=64) 25.0 54.7 20.3 

    
MS    
Men (% of n=34) 24.2 48.5 27.3 
Women (% of n=99) 19.8 51.5 28.7 

    
Women in households headed by 
men (% of n=63) 22.2 47.9 30.2 
Female household heads  
(% of n=36) 15.8 57.9 26.3 

    
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

As shown in the table, most people in the research area traded once a week. 
This demonstrated that the nearly universal practice of weekly shopping in 
which staple foods and necessities are purchased with the intention to last a 
full week, complemented by minor shopping or production of dairy products 
and perishables only over the course of the week, was the most common 
trading pattern. Trading once a week was likely to satisfy weekly household 
consumption, and possibly represented what could be both carried and stored 
in the course of one week. 

It was also clearly revealed that there were noticeable differences in the 
frequency of trading that could be attributed to gender, especially in the CS 
material.127 The results showed that women traded more frequently than men 
did, as a larger proportion of women than men were frequent traders, 
whereas a larger proportion of men than women were sporadic traders. 
Women who headed their own households were most active of all in trading. 
Indeed, to further break down the categories, 17 percent of all women who 

                                                      
126 Cf. Swedberg (2003: 138), “the name ‘fair,’ comes from ‘feria,’ meaning ‘feast’ or ‘holi-
day’.” This underlines that there is a dimension of pleasure involved in trading, in breaking 
away from the daily routine. 
127 The variations were less marked in the MS material, reinforcing earlier observations that 
the whole MS dataset was more trade-oriented.  
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headed their households in the CS material actually traded on a daily basis 
compared to six percent of women in households headed by men.  

It emerged also that a larger proportion of individuals who lived on the 
road belonged to the group of frequent traders compared to those living off 
the road who, on the contrary, were more likely to be sporadic traders. This 
can be attributed to the fact that individuals residing on the road were nearer 
the places where markets were regularly held, and to the fact that village 
markets were held only once a week.  

Also, respondents in their younger ages were more often frequent traders 
than the other groups (and less often sporadic traders) compared to the older 
groups in the two datasets. To take an example, 15 percent of the young re-
spondents, and three percent of the old ones traded frequently; 40 percent of 
the more elderly respondents traded sporadically, compared to 15 percent in 
the young group. Even so, 83 percent of the respondents in the young group 
wanted to trade more than they were currently doing, compared to only 60 
percent in the old group. 

The findings go against observations from other places that men would be 
more engaged in market-based activities than women,128 and suggest that 
women perhaps had more agency than expected. Indeed, women found crea-
tive ways of dealing with their multiple responsibilities in order not to sacri-
fice their presence at local markets, relying on relatives, neighbors, or older 
siblings to take care of their children while they traded. In two cases, female 
traders actually specified that their husbands helped out with childcare when 
they traded. Although this number was modest, it nevertheless indicated that 
women’s economic empowerment through trade in local markets and their 
participation in the outside had perhaps been facilitated by men playing a 
more pronounced role in the inside and may have changed relationships, 
responsibilities, and access to resources within households. This is a ques-
tion that will however require further research. 

However, the question is whether frequency of trading is an adequate 
marker of the effectiveness of resource capitalization. Figure 7.4 illustrates 
the association between trading frequency and the resource scores. 

                                                      
128 Data from selected developing countries shows that men consistently allocated more time 
to market activities than women, in both rural and urban areas (UNDP 2002: 238, Table 26). 
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Figure 7.4 Association of trading frequency and resource scores 

The graph shows that trading frequently was an especially effective resource 
capitalization strategy for men, but less so for women. In the CS material, 
men who traded frequently had a resource score of 31, compared to around 
20 for sporadic and weekly male traders. However, among women, those 
who traded frequently or weekly had resource scores of approximately 18 on 
average, whereas trading sporadically was associated with a resource score 
of 14. Trading frequently was positively associated with the resource scores 
among both men and women in households headed by men, but not among 
the female household heads. Indeed for female household heads, those who 
traded weekly had on average a resource score of 16, compared to 13 for 
those who traded frequently and sporadically, suggesting that weekly trading 
did not compromise their primary livelihood activity, i.e. farming, which 
then is perhaps a more profitable activity for this group. However, in the MS 
material, those female household heads who traded frequently had the high-
est resource scores, whereas those who traded sporadically or weekly had the 
lowest resource score of all groups. However, in the MS material, the 
women who lived in households headed by men had the highest resource 
score if they traded sporadically. Among men in the MS material, the weekly 
and sporadic traders also had higher resource scores than those who traded 
frequently. Taken together, the findings suggested that trading frequently 
was an effective resource capitalization route for those women who had 
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swapped their livelihoods altogether and embarked on trading in local mar-
kets as a primary means for their livelihood, but less effective for those 
women who headed their households and remained within the farming con-
text. Also, for women and men who lived in households headed by men but 
who were primarily farmers, trading frequently indeed represented a very 
effective resource capitalization strategy.  

Thus far, the results regarding women’s and men’s different exchange 
arenas have not been able to explain the differential resource capitalization 
of women and men, nor have they corroborated the proposition that men 
would be more dominant than women in the local economy. On the contrary, 
women traded more than men did, and female household heads traded most 
of all. Among women and men in households headed by men, and women 
household heads who had abandoned the farming context, the frequency of 
trading was strongly associated with the resource scores, suggesting that for 
them trading frequently was an effective resource capitalization strategy. 
However, the process of resource capitalization was more effective for men 
than for women; and least effective for those women who headed their own 
households and remained within the farming context.  

Gender differences within market places 
Leaving aside the gender-coded markets (i.e. the Cereal Bank and the tav-
erns), there were no significant differences that could be attributed to the 
effect of gender between the exchange arenas in this material. However, 
field observations confirmed that a striking division of labor prevailed within 
the market places, confirming in textbook fashion the responsibilities of 
women and men in rural households, suggesting that women appeared 
mainly to sell items of lower value while men sold the more valuable re-
sources. To validate the existence of a gendered commodity structure (cf. 
Doss 2002) in trading, respondents in the CS were asked to specify what 
they were currently trading.129 The results are shown in Table 7.5.  

It emerges from the table that the most important product traded was 
some kind of grain, including téff.  

                                                      
129 This information relates to items traded during the specified period March-May 2006.   
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Table 7.5 The commodities traded by women and men 

 
Men 

(% of n=214) 
Women 

(% of n=247) 

Female household 
heads 

(% of n=74) 

Téff 61.7 53.0 39.2 
Maize 23.8 24.7 27.0 
Enset 11.2 9.3 16.2 
Other grain[a] 69.6 53.8 43.2 
Pulses 26.2 25.9 24.3 
Oilseed 16.8 5.7 1.4 
Farsoo/araqee .0 23.2 22.0 
Vegetables 7.0 8.0 8.1 
Fuelwood 7.0 4.8 6.7 
Handicraft[b] .0 .4 .6 
Livestock 6.0 .4 1.4 
Poultry 2.0 .4 0 
Other[c] .4 4.0 5.4 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 
[a] Comprises wheat, sorghum, and millet; [b] includes poultry; [c] includes firewood, coffee, 
holy grass, handicrafts, pottery, salt. 

There were no variations that can be attributed to gender in the trading of 
these commodities, but field observations testified that men traded the bigger 
amounts of grain, via middlemen or the Cereal Bank, while women sold the 
smaller amounts of grain for household consumption in the market place. 
Indeed, the gendered dimensions involved in quantity and volume of trading 
came out in this quote from a female interviewee (Int 12/2006): 

[The traders] need to buy from us to get profit, but we [the farmers] sell only 
small amounts and buy coffee [and our other consumption items] and go back 
to our homes. When we sell in bulk…then it is the men who sell by the kilos 
(my emphasis). 

This quote well illustrates the theoretical point-of-departure that women sell 
small things and men sell big ones. Another case in point was that women 
who headed their own households sold notably less téff than other women 
did, suggesting they need to consume, rather than sell, this important local 
staple food or that their opportunity to grow téff was limited as its production 
is highly labor-intensive.  

Apart from grain-trade, most products traded were gender-coded. Signifi-
cantly more women than men traded local alcohol, vegetables (mainly toma-
toes, onions, both red and white, carrots, and cabbage), and the category of 
‘other’ (including firewood, butter, coffee and ketema, the holy grass that 
goes together with the coffee ceremony).  

Significantly larger proportions of men than women on the other hand 
traded oilseed, the main cash-crop with export potential in the area (FAO 
and WFP 2006), and livestock, the number one local wealth-marker. Thus, 
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the gender-coded division of commodities within markets showed that men 
traded the more valuable items and women the less valuable ones, and that 
men therefore had a closer connection to the local economy tha women, and 
access to the more valuable resources.  

Indeed, the findings suggest that the division of responsibilities in house-
holds structured local markets, as women traded commodities that were con-
nected with their responsibilities in the rural household (e.g. cooking and 
brewing), and traded these to other women. Only women collected and 
traded firewood, but the importance of this product may have been underes-
timated given that it is illegal to trade it.130 Indeed, the fact that women 
traded primarily to cover for home consumption came out as a regular fea-
ture in interviews, such as in the quote of one female farmer (Int 16/2006): “I 
will buy items like shiro, onion…things needed for consumption.”  

Men, on the other hand, traded commodities connected with their respon-
sibilities in rural households, such as cattle, to other men. 

The gendered commodity structure also explained why men traded less 
frequently than women, and women more frequently than men. Indeed, trad-
ing investment items, such as cattle, as men did, occurs less regularly. On the 
other hand, trading small things destined for household consumption, which 
need to be purchased on a frequent basis, as women did, necessitates more 
frequent trading. Viewed in this way, however, the gendered division of 
commodities actually represented one strategy that women could use to ex-
pand their room for maneuver and circumvent their otherwise restrained 
mobility. However, given the small nature of their exchanges, this perhaps 
did not contribute effectively to the capitalization of their resources. 

The gendered dimensions involved in the trading of different commodi-
ties within markets was further analyzed using the 650 observations under-
taken at strategic entry points to the Guder and Ambo market to capture the 
farmers coming and going to the market (covering a total of 750 traders; see 
also Chapter 3). Enumerators observed the goods brought into the market 
and the goods purchased in the market by women and men traders. The cate-
gories of products observed were well in line with the results of the survey 
and comprised, in the following order of importance (measured as frequen-
cies): grain; livestock (including poultry); vegetables; ‘miscellaneous’;131 
charcoal; handicrafts; ensete; téff; coffee and salt; gesho; dairy products (but-
ter and milk); and eggs. There were salient variations as all the goods sold 
and purchased were gender-coded. Table 7.6 summarizes the results from 
the field observations.  

                                                      
130 Indeed, closed observations undertaken along the road showed that charcoal (which is 
produced from firewood) was actually one of the main products sold in local markets, sales of 
which were strictly gender-coded (cf. Table 7.6). 
131 The most common items contained in this category are gas (for cooking), household 
equipment and clothes, minor observations were grass for cattle, soap, shoes, blankets, kor-
koro metal sheets, sugarcane, and straw-hat. 
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Table 7.6 The observed gender gap in commodities traded 

 Women Men 

Commodities 
Selling 

[1] 
Buying 

[1]  

Exchang
ing [2] 

Ratio of  
women’

s and 
men’s 

ex-
changes 

[3] 
Selling 

[1] 
Buying 

[1] 

Exchang
ing [2] 

        
Gesho 13 1 14 14.0 0 1 1 
Charcoal 24 10 34 6.8 4 1 5 
Handicraft 11 15 26 6.5 2 2 4 
Ensete 15 2 17 5.7 3 0 3 
Butter/ cheese 11 2 13 4.3 2 1 3 
Coffee/ salt 0 15 15 3.0 1 4 5 
Vegetables 21 21 42 2.8 12 3 15 
Miscellaneous 1 25 26 1.6 0 16 16 
Grain 26 32 58 .79 67 6 73 
Livestock (incl. 
poultry) 10 5 15 .29 36 16 52 
        

Source: Torkelsson (2006) field observations 
Note: [1] the number of individuals who were observed going to market to sell versus to buy a 
specified commodity (rows); [2] a measure of the gendered dimensions of exchanges, which 
adds together the number of persons who sell and buy a given commodity; [3] the ratio be-
tween women’s and men’s observed exchanges of a given commodity, thus is a measure of 
the gender gap involved in trading a specific commodity.  

The results shown in the table did not conflict with the findings of the sur-
vey. However, they added the observation that women purchased mainly 
coffee and vegetables, and men livestock, and endorsed the observation that 
trading in local markets is a reflection of the responsibilities in rural house-
holds. Women also traded bonding objects, which are geared to strengthen-
ing social bonds in the community, such as gesho, which is used for the pro-
duction of beer, items used in the coffee ceremony132 and ritual commodities, 
such as butter and grass. Men, who held the important cash resources, were 
on the other hand responsible for the ‘bridging objects’ used in the local 
economy (such as school uniforms and, again, cattle, which is required for 
major investments, including dowry). This suggested that women’s in-
volvement in trading generated less valuable resources than men’s did, and 
that the capitalization of men’s resources was therefore more effective than 
that of women (men’s revenues were invested, while women’s were con-
sumed) (cf. United Nations Research Institute for Social Development (UN-
RISD) 2005: 101). One exception was that the observations showed that 
women actually were engaged in the exchange of livestock as well as men, 

                                                      
132 Among the Western Oromo, Bartel believed the coffee to be a symbol of the flesh and 
blood—a symbol of the woman (in Pankhurst 1997: 525).  
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albeit notably less so, and their involvement related primarily to the ex-
change of poultry. 

This brings to light an important observation for the field of economic so-
ciology, namely that men own and trade local forms of capital while women 
trade the produce of this capital that relates to their responsibilities in rural 
households.133 An additional observation from this was that women’s ‘ex-
change loops’ in markets were narrower than men’s as they traded ‘tomatoes 
for onion,’ often at a nearby market stand. Men’s exchanges on the other 
hand involved a larger exchange loop than women’s as they traded invest-
ment items and could be said to exchange, for example, ‘cattle for school 
uniforms or fertilizer’ and thus covered wider geographical circles in the 
market.  

To obtain a measure of the most valuable products traded, the different 
commodities traded were associated with the resource scores. The results 
demonstrated that trading in oilseed indeed emerged as the commodity that 
was associated with the highest resource score, followed by livestock, maize, 
téff and pulses, in that order. Interestingly, the associations were much 
stronger among men than among women, and notably stronger among 
women in households headed by men than among women who headed their 
own households. For example, the male maize-traders had an average re-
source score of 26, compared to 21 for female maize traders. However, fe-
male maize-traders who lived in households headed by men had significantly 
higher average resource scores than those women who headed their own 
households (=23 of the former and 17 of the latter). These findings corrobo-
rated the theoretical proposition that men were positioned at the core of the 
local economy and that women, in marriage, can connect to this economy. 
The literature has often associated women with the exchange of subsistence 
commodities and men with the trading of cash (Blumberg 1991; Gladwin 
1992; Kopytoff 2005). Yet this has been contested by others (Adepoju and 
Oppong 1994; Safilios-Rotchild 1994; Oyěwùmí 2003), who claim that 
women trade for cash as well. My findings agree with the latter stream of 
literature, although they suggest that it is appropriate to distinguish between 
women’s smaller resources and men’s more valuable capital. The case of 
maize was a particularly pertinent example as it demonstrated that women 
and men retrieved different benefits, even when trading the same commod-
ity, suggesting that men traded the larger quantities for cash, and women the 
smaller amounts of maize destined for home consumption.  

There was an association also between the number of products traded and 
the resource scores, as is visualized in Figure 7.5. 

                                                      
133 Cf. Taddesse (2003: 90ff) found in other parts of Ethiopia that men mostly controlled the 
sales of hides and skins, and women the milk and milk products. See also Fafchamps and 
Quisumbing (2002: 62). 
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Figure 7.5 The association between the number of commodities traded and the re-
source scores 

The graph shows that for women and men in households headed by men, 
trading a large number of commodities was related to higher resource scores.  

The market segments of women and men 
In addition to the gendered commodity structure documented above, women 
and men had different market segments. The market places contained both 
formal segments with high entry costs in terms of investment (cattle market 
or trading in bulk), and unregulated areas with easier access. Field observa-
tions confirmed that men dominated the formal segments of the market and 
women the less formal segments, which is in line with the theoretical propo-
sitions regarding men’s closer attachment to the formal sphere, and women’s 
to its less formal periphery.134 However, there is not always a rigid line be-
tween the formal and less formal market segments. Indeed, as proposed by 
Lyons and Snoxell (2005: 1304), “[m]oves between the ‘formal sector’ and 
‘informal sector’ are of various types […] ‘petty traders’ can be seen at one 
end of a continuum, with no formal shelter, often trading in undesignated 

                                                      
134 The specialization and structure was similar to Baxter’s (1984) observations from the 
Kofele market (see map in ibid: 461). 
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spaces […] at the other end of the continuum are traders with established 
premises, licensed businesses, formal financial arrangements and orderly tax 
returns.” To interpret this within the context of field research, women would 
be situated at the former end of this continuum, and men at its latter end.  

To establish the degree of formality and regulation in local markets, re-
spondents in the MS were asked whether they had to pay any fee at the mar-
ket. The results showed that a significantly higher proportion of men paid 
fees as compared to women (67 percent of the men paid fees in the market 
compared to only 37 seven percent of the women). The size of the market 
also determined the degree of formality: only 11 percent of those who traded 
in the village market paid any fee there, compared to 61 percent of the trad-
ers in the Guder market (76 percent of the men and 51 percent of the 
women), and 43 per cent of the Ambo traders (56 percent of the men and 39 
percent of the women).135  

There was an additional aspect to the spatial division between women and 
men in market places in that women traded from the ground, while men were 
standing. The symbolic meaning of the physical positioning can be explained 
with an extract from an interview with a female farmer who said: “I consider 
my husband more than me […] God said to men: ‘stand up and urinate,’ and 
to women he said ‘sit down and urinate’…”136 (Torkelsson 1997: 31).  

The quotation suggests that the gendered ergonomic configuration in 
markets had a deeper symbolic meaning which manifested the imbalance in 
power prevailing between men and women. In fact, I never came across a 
man selling foodstuffs from a cloth on the ground in the crowd of women, 
but I have occasionally seen a woman trading livestock among male traders. 
This is another example of the fact that—albeit with notable difficulty—
women can enter the male economy in which local resources circulate, and 
that their boundaries to men’s activities were more porous than vice versa, as 
emerged in Chapter 5. Thus women may actually have an advantage over 
men for surviving on their own and for identifying and adapting to the new 
opportunities offered by markets. 

Patterns of homosociality in markets 
To obtain a more robust measure of the way in which markets were gen-
dered, the prevalence of same-sex interactions were tested in the two data-
sets. This methodology was inspired by observations made by others that 
social interactions occur primarily among individual actors who occupy 

                                                      
135 In the cattle market payments/taxes were strictly regulated and paid for each head of cattle 
sold on leaving the market through the formal gates. The female vegetable traders however 
paid a monthly or weekly fee for their permanent location in the market. 
136 According to Hussein (2004: 136, footnote 5), among the Oromo, the urine ritual shows 
“one of the things males do to distinguish themselves from females.”  
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similar or adjacent social positions. According to Lin (2001: 39) a “like-me-
preference” of interaction implies a positive relationship between individuals 
with similar resources and the amount of their interaction, since similarity of 
social positions/locations is presumably characterized by similarity of types 
and amounts of resources.  

To investigate whether there were patterns of homosociality prevalent, I 
developed a sociability index, which gathered data from a series of variables 
in the two surveys on the patterns of sociability involved in collabora-
tion/assistance/interaction with customers, and for which I had information 
regarding the sex of the interacting agent.137 However, in doing so I disre-
garded spousal relations. The aggregate of the results is presented in Table 
7.7, which illustrates the patterns of sociability among interviewees and fur-
thers the knowledge of the gendered dimension of local markets.  

Table 7.7 Patterns of homosociality in the sample  

 
Proportion of men 

 
Proportion of women 

 
Contact with men 
 

90.0 
 

15.0 
 

Contact with women 10.0 85.0 
 

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS & MS) 

The table shows that there was a striking incidence of same-sex interaction 
operating in local markets. Ninety percent of all trade-related contacts that 
men had were with other men, and ten with women. The figures were com-
parable for women as 85 percent of all women’s trade-related contects were 
with other women and 15 percent with men. 

Out of all those who had a male trade-related contact in markets, ap-
proximately 80 percent were men and 20 percent were women, whereas out 
of all those who had a trade-related contact with women, 92 percent were 
women and eight percent were men. The patterns of homosociality were 
even more pronounced among men in the MS material, who interacted al-
most exclusively (96 percent of all interactions) with other men. 

However, the results also show that the boundaries of women’s contacts 
were more permeable than men’s, as a larger proportion of women than men 
had contacts with the opposite sex, suggesting that women needed men more 
than men needed women in terms of accessing local markets and in order to 

                                                      
137 A number of questions were put to respondents regarding the networks they draw upon in 
their trading. Among the villagers, the items followed-up on were who they had bought their 
goods from; if they consulted someone about their trade; if they had received help to start 
trading; whether they had helped someone to trade; and if they went to the market together 
with someone, or alone. In addition to the above, among the marketers this included also who 
had taught them to trade, who their customers were, and to whom they had given a loan.  
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capitalize on their resources. It may also imply that one man may constitute 
the bridge to the economy for many women.  

When spousal bonds were included, it appeared that trade-related interac-
tions with spouses constituted approximately 60 percent of all male interac-
tions and 47 percent of the interactions of women in households headed by 
men, and thus spousal interactions were attributed relatively less importance 
in women’s sociability than in men’s. This may for example be because men 
traded more sporadically and may then go with their wives to the market on 
those rare occasions. Women on the other hand traded frequently and possi-
bly more quickly. In the MS material, the results were radically different, 
since trade-related interactions with spouses constituted only 23 percent of 
men’s interaction and 36 percent of the interactions of women in households 
headed by men.  

Women who headed their own households had relatively more interac-
tions with men than women in male-headed households had, which is attrib-
uted to their missing natural and automatic link to the local economy that 
would otherwise be established through a marital union, and their need to 
establish male connections ex novo. The largest proportion of the interac-
tions of women household heads (74 percent) was within the realm of inter-
actions with friends, relatives and neighbors, validating the importance of 
the bonds that women maintain with one another; women help each other 
and act as facilitators for one another in trading, as will also be shown in 
Chapters 9 and 10.138  

There were other examples of how processes of homosociality structured 
markets and determined men’s and women’s resources capitalization, di-
rectly and indirectly. Men’s primary position as gatekeepers to the local 
economy, as established throughout this thesis, was illustrated by the fact for 
example that those individuals who sold what others had produced, mainly 
purchased their commodities from other men (cf. the term ‘middlemen’).139 
This validated the fact that the process by which women capitalize on their 
resources passes almost exclusively through men. However, in the MS data, 
a small number of women also featured as ‘middle women,’ and 75 percent 
of those who bought their goods from other women were women who 
headed their own households (no man had bought from a woman), reinforc-
ing earlier observations that trading in fact could be a way of entering the 
local economy on one’s own account, even for women.140 

                                                      
138 The importance of woman-to-woman links to women traders was documented by for 
instance Robertson (1997: 27). 
139 The majority of women in the CS material sold what their husband had produced, followed 
by those who had bought it from another man (unspecified relation). 
140 Cf. Hodder’s (1971: 351) study on periodic and daily markets in West Africa, noting that 
“most women in periodic markets are selling to a relatively smaller number of women who 
combine the smaller lots into larger lots.” 
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Moreover, interviews confirmed that the homosocial pattern structured 
the process of becoming a male or female trader respectively, through the 
process of socialization. For example, one female interviewee (Int 14/2006) 
said that whereas she had learned about buying and selling from the market 
itself, she had taught her daughters “about firewood and grain and carrying 
tomatoes”, and another female interviewee (Int 09/2006) referred to trading 
as something she had inherited from “her foremothers.” Similarly, a male 
trader of clay pots (Int 28/2006) testified to having inherited the trade from 
his father. The following quote from an elderly female trader (Int 18/2006) 
illustrates how she was socialized into the practice of trading:  

I learnt [trading] while I was growing up…and as I became mature I pursued 
the work that my mother had done – a person cannot learn how to trade at 
birth…it is rather something that you learn from your mother.  

Another aspect of the patterns of homosociality involved in trading confirms 
the observation that markets have a strictly gendered configuration: This is 
the fact that traders of a specific product tended to cooperate with one an-
other, for example buckthorn traders communicated with other buckthorn 
traders (Int 08/2006). Indeed, informal conversations with traders confirmed 
that most customers of, say, vegetables were women buying from other 
women, but that “sometimes men can buy” (field notes village G.); the same 
pattern was recorded among female coffee traders (Int 24/2006). Customer 
relations were therefore basically gender-structured although they were also 
to some degree porous. 

Female traders 
It was proposed earlier that for women, trading actively represented a way of 
challenging the traditional division of responsibilities, and thus possibly also 
of accessing the resources circulating outside in the local economy. In this 
concluding section I shall therefore compare the group of female traders, 
defined as the frequent traders who trade more than once a week, with the 
group of other women, i.e. those who trade weekly, sporadically or not at all, 
in relation to the variables studied in this chapter.  

The female traders in the material were concentrated in the market of 
Guder and were equally active in the village market when compared to the 
group of other women, but made notably less use of the Ambo market for 
their trading activities. There were some outstanding features that distin-
guished female traders from other women with regard to the types of com-
modities that they traded. Indeed, larger proportions of female traders traded 
firewood, oilseed and ‘other commodities’ compared with other women, but 
were considerably less involved in the trade grain, including téff, and pulses. 
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Female traders however spent significantly less time getting to the market 
than other women did, suggesting that they lived close to the markets, which 
may actually have enabled them to trade on a frequent basis. The majority of 
female traders walked to the market on foot, but 14 percent of them also 
made use of daily laborers to assist them in their work.141  

In spite of the fact that they already traded frequently, 92 percent of the 
female traders would have liked to trade more than they were currently do-
ing—and this figure was higher than among the other women (73 percent of 
the other women wanted to trade more). When it came to constraints on 
trade expansion, the main constraints experienced by female traders were 
financial (82 percent of the female traders compared to 56 percent of other 
women specified that financial constraints was what restricted their trade 
expansion most). Indeed, one female trader (Int 24/2006) explained: 

For example, there are different ways of growth…you know, I want to do 
what I need but I don’t have the [financial] capacity…[but if you ask me] for 
example I would like to have a shop if I had the money and buy a car – that 
would give me comfort. 

Also, constraints that related to physical assets, such as ‘problems in the 
market place,’ also came out more strongly among the female traders than 
among the other women (nine percent of the female traders mentioned prob-
lems in the market place as one of their main constraints compared to only 
three percent of other women), strengthening the observation that female 
traders were trading as their main means of livelihood. However, none of the 
female traders referred to problems with natural resources, or lack of time, 
while 25 percent and 11 percent of the other women mentioned natural re-
sources and time respectively as representing the main constraints in their 
trading operations. Taken together this suggests that for female traders cash, 
rather than agricultural produce, was the fuel needed to trade effectively. The 
fact that female traders did not view time as being among their main con-
straints suggested that they may have succeeded in negotiating their own 
time and mobility in households more than the other women had. 

A notably larger proportion of female traders compared to other women 
also received assistance from their friends, relatives or neighbors, who 
helped out with their household chores while they were trading (11 percent 
of the female traders received assistance in this area compared to approxi-
mately six percent of the other women). This may underline both the fact 
that female traders, being professional in their trade, seek arrangements and 
systems of assistance, and that they may also depend more on social network 

                                                      
141 Indeed, it emerges from field observations that those who sell items produced by others 
have daily laborers who help them to bring the commodities from the collection point and into 
the market. 
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ties to enable their active involvement in trading. Taken together, the results 
highlight the fact that they depend on trading for their livelihoods.  
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8. Capitalization of resources or spaces for 
agency?  

The previous chapter confirmed that women and men used the same ex-
change arenas, but were engaged in different market segments. It showed 
that the structure of women’s and men’s trade was linked to their responsi-
bilities in rural households. Grosso modo men were found to trade the more 
valuable commodities pertaining to their outside responsibilities in the more 
formal market segments, while women traded smaller items pertaining to the 
domestic sphere inside in the less formal market segments.  In this chapter I 
analyze women’s and men’s involvement in trade from the angle of resource 
capitalization and inquire into the values that accrue to them from their trade, 
both economic and social.  

Economic empowerment in markets 
The central concern of this thesis is to understand and explain the process of 
capitalization of rural resources of women and men. Trading in local markets 
was selected as an appropriate case for studying this, as it represents an op-
portunity for farmers to add value to their rural resources. The previous 
chapter established that gender structures local markets, whereas this chapter 
inquires whether, and if so, how the gender resource gap is reproduced in 
markets.  

This thesis employs local definitions, and therefore to explore the value of 
women’s and men’s trade, both economic and social, the qualitative material 
was used to identify markers indicating the profitability of trading. One sali-
ent feature that emerged in interviews was that trading—as opposed to ex-
changing—had a profit dimension, suggesting that Weber’s (1958) ‘spirit of 
capitalism’ would be embedded in those who refer to themselves as traders, 
but not in the exchangers. Thus, an individual who looked for profit could be 
considered to be someone who traded in order to ‘capitalize on resources,’ 
rather than ‘exchanged for subsistence.’ Several themes that could indicate 
the profit-orientation of respondents emerged in the qualitative material, 
namely whether individuals actually traded for subsistence or for surplus; 
whether they had provided help to someone in their trading; and their ability 
to save. Other factors explored in this chapter are the degree of autonomy 
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felt in affecting the formation of prices, and the control of the revenues from 
their trade.  

Surplus or subsistence? 
The previous chapter observed the existence of a gendered commodity struc-
ture in market trade, which implied that women traded primarily food items 
to other women, whereas men traded local forms of capital to other men. 
Also, women traded more frequently than men did, as they exchanged 
mainly consumption items, unlike men who traded the valued forms of local 
capital that only occasionally need to be converted into cash. This observa-
tion suggested that there was a distinction between women and men along 
the lines of subsistence and surplus, which was associated with the gendered 
division of responsibilities in rural households.  

To study this distinction in further detail, respondents in the CS were 
asked the open question “What is the main reason for you to trade?” To 
triangulate the information, respondents also specified what they believed 
were the reasons to trade of the other gender. 

The responses were coded a posteriori, and the answers were grouped 
into six broad categories developed on the basis of the frequency of their 
occurrence. The categories were: ‘subsistence;’ ‘surplus;’ ‘paying for fertil-
izer and/or tax;’ ‘expenditure for children;’ ‘to manage the household;’ and 
‘other’. The subsistence category included answers relating to addressing 
basic needs, such as household consumption, to ‘be out of problems,’ or to 
use ‘for life.’ The surplus category included some qualitative indication of 
improvement, indicating that the respondent was somehow moving beyond 
subsistence. This comprised answers such as to “get better income,” to “get 
products that we do not have,” “to drink” (commonly coffee for women, and 
beer for men), to “improve life” (jiru argachuuf), or to “supplement house-
hold expenditure/household consumption.” The fertilizer and government 
taxes category is self-explanatory and should possibly be integrated with the 
surplus category, but it was left to stand alone because they were frequently 
reported together. Expenditure for children included answers such as chil-
dren’s clothing and children’s education. ‘Other’ includes “paying for or-
ganizations” and “for farming” (unspecified). In addition, managing the 
house emerged as a category when women assessed men’s trading motiva-
tion. The results of the analysis are shown in Table 8.1. 
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Table 8.1 Reasons to trade, according to women and men 

  Subsis-
tence Surplus Fertilizer 

and tax 

Child 
expendi-

ture 

Manage 
the house Other 

CS       
Men (% of n=214) 30.8 35.0 48.1 13.6 0 0 
Women (% of n=247) 43.7 39.7 23.5 17.8 0 1.2 

       
Assessment of the other gender      
Men on women  
(% of n=214) 33.6 45.3 1.4 .4 .5 5.1 
Women on men  
(% of n=247) 7.2 24.3 17.8 .8 23.5 4.0 

       
MS       
Men (% of n=35) 45.7 82.9 2.9 2.9 0 2.9 
Women (% of n=101) 68.3 50.5 7.9 5.0 0 5.0 

       
Assessment of the other gender      
Men on women  
(% of n=35) 

71.4 17.1 0 0 0 2.9 

Women on men  
(% of n=101) 

3.8 34.6 9.9 0 61.5 2.2 

       

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The table shows that in both datasets most individuals traded either for sub-
sistence or surplus. In their own assessment, a significantly larger proportion 
of women than men specified that they traded for subsistence, and men more 
than women reported that they traded for surplus. These tendencies were 
confirmed by the assessment of the other gender, with the exception that 
only seven percent of the women in the CS material, and three percent of the 
women in the MS material, specified that men traded for subsistence, 
whereas more than one third of the men specified that they did so. Women’s 
pronounced engagement in trading for subsistence strengthened earlier ob-
servations that their trading was connected to their domestic responsibilities 
inside and that they ‘just exchanged food stuff for the household.’ In the MS, 
men appeared to underestimate women’s involvement in trading for surplus, 
as 20 percent of the men in the MS material claimed that women traded for 
surplus, whereas in fact half of the women mentioned this as one of their 
main reasons for trading.  

There were no notable variations between women who headed their 
households and those who live in households headed by men, and therefore 
the data is not reported. Rather, all women appeared to be engaged in trading 
for similar reasons. However, 19 percent of the female headed households 
explicitly said that they traded because of personal problems (coded in the 



 152

subsistence category). This can be illustrated with the following quote from 
one widow (Int 09/2006): 

[I trade] because of hardship problems…because it is my life…I do not have 
another work to live on. For I do not have any land, and therefore I cannot 
say that I plow the land and get that source of income for my livelihood. 

Men, more than women, said they traded in order to pay for fertilizer and 
tax, especially in the CS, which further corroborated the observation of 
men’s closer connection to the local economy. Indeed, almost half of the 
male respondents, but also 23 percent of the women in the CS material, 
specified that they traded in order to pay for fertilizer and tax. Interestingly, 
even though women recognized this when they recorded what they thought 
were men’s main reason to trade, only one percent of the men specified that 
women traded to pay for fertilizer and tax. It was shown earlier that fertilizer 
was an important resource in these rural communities, and problems relating 
to fertilizer and its cost came out as one of the male respondents’ primary 
concerns in the qualitative material. Interviewees confirmed that even if they 
could access land, they were bound to apply fertilizers to make it fertile but 
that the fertilizer was too expensive and that it did not match the revenue 
from the land (field notes 2006). Farmers were able to purchase fertilizer on 
credit at planting and were expected to pay it back after harvest,142 although 
many informants said that they had been ‘trapped’ by this process.143 Indeed, 
while fertilizer was needed to expand and capitalize on farming (and hence 
trading), trading was necessary to generate the cash needed to pay for fertil-
izer. One male farmer (Int 01/2006) explained the fertilizer trap he felt he 
was caught in like this: “we buy the fertilizer on credit but then the yield is 
not enough to pay back our debt, and we have to take it [the fertilizer] again, 
otherwise we don’t get any yield at all.” Another quote from a male inter-
viewee (Int 33/2006) summarizes the problem well: 

The problem is that even with irrigation (…) vegetables, like tomatoes, are 
produced, but there is no place (market) to sell them in. And if there is a mar-
ket place, it is not a good market, it is cheap and some of the tomatoes are 
spoiled.  

                                                      
142 For a description of the fertilizer distribution process in Western Shoa, see Ganesan (2006: 
5-10). 
143 One female interviewee (Int 14/2006) explained the fertilizer trap in the following way: 
“the fertilizer price has gone up a lot, but I cannot get enough product from what I cultivate 
without the fertilizer. When I supply the potatoes I cultivate, they used to be sold at 40 Bïrr, 
but today they are sold at 20 Bïrr…and the price of green pepper is also drastically low-
ered…” See also ‘The Fertilizer trap and the hungry farmers,’ The Fortune, Sunday, February 
15, 2004, p. 2ff). 



 153 

Fertilizer thus emerged as one of the critical resources in the local rural 
economy for men, as they needed it to enter the local economy effectively, 
but they also depended on it to defend their position there, suggesting that 
men were to some extent victims of the processes of modernization that were 
taking place in the core of the economy. Just as women depended on their 
husbands, men were dependants and ‘takers’ of processes of social and natu-
ral transformation that they could not affect. Men’s association with the 
payment of fertilizer and tax —the resources associated with the local econ-
omy—moreover strengthened the observation regarding their connection to 
the outside.  

A sizeable proportion of women moreover specified that men traded to 
manage the house, which perhaps comprised maintaining the commitments 
of the household on the outside. 

The association between the surplus and subsistence categories was com-
plex however, and the margins for what was labeled surplus were perhaps 
very small.144 Yet, a further analysis of the material showed that all those 
who claimed to trade for surplus had on average significantly higher re-
source scores than those who said they traded for subsistence, suggesting the 
categories were not inadequately coded. The resource gap was starkest for 
household heads, both men and women. Indeed, the resource scores of men 
and women who headed their own households were on average four units 
higher among those who specified to trade for surplus compared to those in 
these groups who specified that they traded for subsistence. The comparable 
gap for women in households headed by men was only one unit. From this it 
emerged that trading for surplus was a viable resource capitalization strategy 
for female household heads. For a woman who lived in a household headed 
by a man, however, the motivation underlying the trading did not really mat-
ter in terms of her access to resources, since her access was primarily medi-
ated through her connection to her husband. 

Helping others 
As suggested in Chapter 6, both in earlier fieldwork (Torkelsson 1997) and 
in interviews, being able to help others was stated as a measure of local 
wealth. The following quote from one woman who traded in coffee and salt 
in the Ambo market (Int 24/2006) illustrates this: 

For example, I am doing this for my immediate problems, and it does not 
bring big growth; but there are others who trade like me who help others after 
earning their daily living.  

                                                      
144 Cf. Djurfeldt, Holmén and Jirström (2006). 
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Thus, if an individual was able to help others, this could indicate that a sur-
plus dimension was involved in trading. To investigate this within the con-
text of trading, respondents were asked whether they had received help to 
start trading, and whether they in turn had helped someone to start trading. 
The results from the analyses are shown in detail in Table 8.2. 

Table 8.2 Proportion of women and men who give, versus receive, help to start trad-
ing 

 
Proportion who had  

given help  
to someone to start trading 

Proportion who had 
received help 

from someone to start trading 
CS   

Men (% of n=203) 52.0 46.3 
Women (% of n=233) 44.6 44.6 
   
Women in households 
headed by men (% of n=168) 48.2 45.0 
Female household heads  
(% of n=65) 

35.4 43.8 

   
MS   
Men (% of n=34) 47.1 67. 
Women (% of n=108) 34.3 38.3 
   
Women in households 
headed by men (% of n=67) 

34.3 32.8 

Female household heads  
(% of n=41) 

34.1 47.5 

Source: Torkelsson field data (CS) 

The results show that approximately half of all respondents had helped 
someone to start trading, men more so than women, although the variations 
that could be attributed to gender were not very substantial. However, a sig-
nificantly smaller proportion of female household heads compared to others 
had given help to someone to start trading. In the MS, however, the over-
whelming majority of men (73 percent) had helped someone to start trading, 
whereas only 36 percent of all women in households headed by men, and 49 
percent of the women who headed their own households had done so. Here, 
the difference between the proportion of men and women was highly signifi-
cant (p<.01), and thus did not contradict earlier observations suggesting that 
men had some surplus to lend.  

Further analyses of the data demonstrated that women had almost exclu-
sively helped other women, and men had primarily helped other men, 
strengthening earlier observations regarding the patterns of homosociality. 
However, whereas a woman had never helped a man to start trading, seven 
percent of the men had helped a woman, showing that when it came to lend-
ing assistance to enter trading, men’s homosocial boundaries were slightly 
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more porous than women’s, and that men perhaps had more surplus to lend, 
and suggesting that women depend more on men when it comes to entering 
the local economy than vice versa. 

Saving 
Having the opportunity to save money could also indicate that the trading 
activity generated surplus cash and that trading was to some extent profit-
able. This is illustrated in the following quote by an elderly man (Int 
01/2006): 

Now, let us see, traders, they invest the income of their trade on their busi-
ness. We, the farmers, just buy some goods by the proceeds of our sales. 

As anticipated in Chapter 6, the propensity to save was however very modest 
in the two datasets. Larger proportions of men than women specified that 
they saved, but the difference was not statistically significant. Also, in both 
datasets, women who headed their own households saved less than women 
in households headed by men. Provided that the amount of saving is indeed a 
measure of the effectiveness of resource capitalization strategies, the find-
ings did not conflict with the theoretical propositions, especially in the MS 
material, in which 14 percent of the men saved compared to six percent of 
the women. Although there was no quantifiable evidence on the amounts 
saved, data from other parts of the survey suggested that women more than 
men saved very small amounts, as will be discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 9.  

To compare the figures on saving with the propensity to invest in the 
sample, it emerged that in the MS only five percent of all respondents in-
vested portions of their trade earnings in cattle; of these 75 percent were men 
and 21 percent were women in households headed by men, and only four 
percent were women who headed their own households.  

Was saving then an adequate marker of resource capitalization? To inves-
tigate this, the average resource scores of those who saved were compared 
with the average resource scores of those who did not save, and the results 
are shown in Table 8.3. 



 156

Table 8.3 The association between saving and the resource scores 

  

Incidence 
of saving 

(%) 
(cf. Table 

6.5) 

Average 
resource 
score of 

those who 
save 

Average 
resource 
score of 

those who 
do not save 

Mean 
difference 

 
 

Signifi-
cance  

 

CS      
Men (n=212) 9.8 24.3 21.0 3.3 Ns 
Women (n=249) 6.9 20.9 17.1 3.8 Ns 
Women in male-headed 
households (n=175) 7.4 23.1 18.1 5.0 * 
Female household heads 
(n=74) 5.6 13.7 14.5 -.7 Ns 
      
MS      
Men (n=36) 13.9 32.8 17.9 14.8 * 
Women (n=108) 5.6 17.7 7.9 9.7 *** 
Women in male-headed 
households (n=67) 6.0 11.0 9.3 1.6 Ns 
Female household heads 
(n=41) 4.9 31.0 5.8 

25.2 
*** 

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 
Key: ***=difference significant at the p< .001-level; * =difference significant at the p<.05- 
level; ns =variation not significant 

The analyses confirm that saving was a fairly adequate marker of surplus 
and wealth, since the resource scores were positively associated with saving 
in both datasets. Indeed, those who specified that they saved some of their 
trade earnings had higher average resource scores than those who did not 
save, with the exception of female household heads in the CS material. The 
differences were highly significant in the MS material, but less so in the CS, 
also due to the low incidence of saving. To take an example, those men who 
saved in the MS material had on average a resource score of 33, compared to 
18 of the non-savers; and the female household heads who saved had on 
average a resource score of 31, compared to six of those who did not save. 
Although there was no information regarding the amounts of savings held, 
the results indicated that saving money actually paid off in higher resource 
scores. 

Determining prices  
‘Prices’ emerged as a commonly expressed concern among male interview-
ees, who described the ‘fluctuation of prices’ as one of their main trade-
related problems.145 Indeed, 32 percent of the men and 18 percent of the 

                                                      
145 The way prices fluctuate in local markets has been well described by anthropologists (see 
for example Geertz 1963; Saul 1981; Perry 2000). For a description of how prices of agricul-
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women referred to problems regarding prices as impacting negatively on 
their market trade; either due to the ‘low price of produce’ or to ‘fluctuation 
of prices,’ and a significantly larger proportion of men than women specified 
prices as being one of the main problems they faced. To exemplify this, one 
male cattle trader (field notes 22.05.2006) explained that, “the prices of cat-
tle vary: cattle is generally expensive between December and May, but when 
the market floods with cattle and sheep, the market will again be cheap, and 
to sell the cattle then will be tantamount to failure. But, if there is a holiday 
in this period, the market will be expensive.” He went on to explain that 
“…sometimes the market has very different prices even within a day or be-
tween one week and the other…it may sometimes even be up and down in 
one same morning.” Likewise, a male grain trader (Int 07/2006) also ob-
served that “when grain is abundantly produced this is one problem…and the 
other problem is when grain becomes expensive, or when the grain becomes 
yellowish or tainted…[then] we incur a loss.” These examples sum up the 
economic theory in which supply and demand interact to produce a price, 
and also illustrate the way in which quality influences the process.  

The fact that prices mattered more to men than to women underlined 
men’s closer connection to the local cash economy, as men needed cash to 
pay for taxes and the things on the outside, while women’s role on the inside 
had smaller cash requirements. Also, men were likely to be more sensitive to 
changes in prices as they traded items with higher price elasticity (invest-
ment items, such as livestock) that were sold occasionally (i.e. they sold 
commodities that might not be necessary for the consumer to buy today, but 
may be necessary for the seller to sell today). Women on the other hand sold 
smaller items destined primarily for home consumption and could thus on 
the one hand change the type of trade along with price signals—for instance 
they could trade potatoes today, and onions tomorrow—and on the other 
hand, because they exchanged basic necessities, their commodities might be 
less sensitive to price changes, since the quantity demanded did not change 
much with the price. Viewed in this way, the gendered division of the com-
modity trade acted to women’s advantage, because if there was no demand 
for their products, they could always be used for home consumption, as testi-
fied by interviewees (cf. Int 29/2006).  

Being able to negotiate the price could represent a measure of an individ-
ual’s ability to affect profit margins, in other words, it could be a measure of 
his or her market power. Historically, the determination of prices of agricul-
tural products in Ethiopia has been determined by the state and hence there 
has not been much room for maneuver in changing prices. However, the 
current approach is market oriented, meaning that there is scope to affect 
prices. Therefore, an inquiry into the autonomy felt by men and women in 

                                                                                                                             
tural commodities fluctuate in general in Ethiopia, see FAO and WFP (2006: 32 ff). For the 
case of maize in Ethiopia specifically, see World Bank (2008: 52). 
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determining the prices of the commodities that they sold could reveal the 
extent to which they felt able to influence the process in which value was 
added to their products. To investigate this, respondents were asked: “Who 
decides the price of the goods that you sell, in your view?” The respondents 
could be categorized into one of three groups that were devised for the pur-
pose of analysis: ‘price setters,’ in which case the respondent considered that 
he or she decided the prices; ‘price takers,’ in which case the respondent felt 
that customers, farmers (for those who had not produced what they were 
selling), the government or the Cereal Bank set the price; or ‘negotiators,’ 
which meant that prices were believed to be set in negotiation between buyer 
and seller.146 The results are shown in Table 8.4. 

Table 8.4 Price setters, price takers or negotiators 

  Price takers Negotiators Price setters 

CS    
Men (% of n=147) 6.1 49.0 44.9 
Women (% of n=153) 21.6 37.9 40.5 
    
Women in male-headed households 
(% of n=102) 19.2 41.2 39.2 
Female household heads  
(% of n=56) 25.5 39.2 35.3 
    
MS    
Men (% of n=35) 35.3 55.9 5.9 
Women (% of n=106) 48.1 50.0 1.9 
    
Women in male-headed households 
(% of n=67) 44.8 53.7 1.5 
Female household heads  
(% of n=39) 53.8 43.6 2.6 
    
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 
Note: The variable encountered an unusually low response rate due to the fact that it was only 
introduced later on in the data collection process.  

In both datasets, the majority of respondents were of the opinion that the 
prices of the goods they traded were set in accordance with market princi-
ples, i.e. in negotiation between the seller and the buyer. In addition, another 
substantial proportion of respondents reported autonomy in determining the 
prices, i.e. they were price setters. This emerging self-confidence on the part 
of farmers came out in an interview with a male grain trader (Int 07/2006) in 
the Guder market:  

                                                      
146 In addition, seven percent of the female household heads in the CS material also specified 
that the price was set together with friends, relatives or neighbors (data not reported as it was 
mentioned by this group only).  
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Nowadays the farmers are even more than us [traders] both in mind [think-
ing] and in other aspects … he [the farmer] sells by a cup or tin, he knows 
how much money he will get if he brings a sack of grain, we buy from them 
by the price they fix and re-sell by increasing the price […] yes, it is the 
farmer who decides the price…  

However, a sizeable proportion of respondents actually regarded themselves 
as price takers, and therefore as having limited influence over the price of 
their commodities. There were some notable interesting variations in this 
variable that could be attributed to gender, which emerged when the two 
datasets were compared. Very few respondents in the MS material actually 
reported as being price takers, but in the CS material significantly more 
women than men claimed to be so. Thus, women, more so than men, felt that 
they had little influence over setting the terms of trading in the local econ-
omy and had a fatalistic view of the way in which prices were set, as re-
vealed in the following quote by an elderly female household head (CSIP 
117/2006): “I just got the price in the market…but I don’t know who set the 
price there.” To further illustrate this, one female trader of local alcohol 
(price taker) (Int 09/2006) explained that “the area decides the price” and 
that she updated herself with the latest prices from other people. Another 
female farsoo-trader (Int 06/2006), explained that “…the community sets the 
prices… and you must obey…” and went on to explain that “when the com-
munity in this area sells [farsoo] by 50 cents, I sell it with 50 cents too, and 
when they sell it with 30, I sell it with that too.”  In this way she emerged as 
both a price taker and a price setter, in that she balanced community expecta-
tions, yet carved out a margin within the given norms. In her view, custom-
ers agreed to the price fluctuations as long as these followed the cost of the 
grain (one main ingredient of farsoo), and consequently she increased the 
price when grain was expensive, and lowered it when the price of grain fell. 
Given that men produced the grain and constituted the majority of the con-
sumers of local beer, women’s net profits were not affected by the fluctua-
tions in the price of local drinks, but the price of farsoo was pegged to grain, 
just as women’s resources were pegged to men’s capital.147  

Another example of a price taker is illustrated in the following quote from 
one elderly female respondent (Int 12/2006): “[Traders] wait to sell until 
dusk and if they don’t sell (today), they sell it with profit over the next days. 
But as we are in a hurry to go back to our village (home) we sell it immedi-
ately (by the price offered to our goods).” Their time-poverty, their many 
domestic requirements, and rushing to keep up with their multiple tasks, all 

                                                      
147 See also the following quote from one female trader (Int 18/2006): “There is no use, the 
price of the goods I buy also increases proportionally; for instance, the previous price of 
coffee increased from 50 cents to 80 and 90 cents, a quarter kilo of sugar used to be bought at 
1.50 Bïrr, but now I buy it at 2 Bïrr…” 
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interacted to disempower women in relation to the prices of the commodi-
ties, and slowed down their resource capitalization processes.  

Information on markets and on profitable areas and niches for trading can 
be important resources for capitalizing on trading, especially as there exists 
no functioning formal market information system in Ethiopia.148 In Chapter 6 
it was shown that approximately half of all male-headed households had a 
radio, compared to only 20 percent of the female household heads. Thus 
women perhaps need to sound out the community when they determine 
prices, whereas men rely more on prices outside in the economy. 

However, women were more pronounced than men among the price set-
ters in the MS material. Indeed, it emerged in the previous chapter that 
women traders collaborated in deciding the price using cartel-like agree-
ments that collected sellers of specific commodities. As a result, the market 
price was not determined by the ‘invisible hands of economic men.’ Rather, 
for example, it was the female traders of coffee beans and salt who met 
every morning and agreed on the price at which they were to sell the beans 
per cup. Indeed, one woman who sold coffee and salt (Int 24/2006) said that 
“we discuss like…if we buy at this or that price, and sell at this or that, we 
will get profit.” However, there existed some room for maneuver for the 
individual trader to determine their profit, as the amount of coffee contained 
in a cup was not always easy to adjust, and good quality beans could be 
mixed with less good ones. The observation that traders of specific products 
cooperated with one another also in determining the prices provided yet an-
other example of how markets were structured by homosociality, and thus by 
gender.  

Interestingly, when associating the degree of autonomy in setting the 
price with the resource scores, it emerged that in the CS material, the nego-
tiators had on average the highest resource scores (an average of 23, com-
pared to approximately 17 for the price setters and price takers). Figure 8.1 
illustrates the association between the resource scores and the degree of 
market power in the CS data for different groups of respondents.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      
148 The CSA collects market prices, these are used to compile the Consumer Price Indices 
(CPI) and, according to the FAO and WFP (2006) by the time they are published “are of 
historical interest only” (p. 30). 
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Figure 8.1 The average resource scores of price setters, negotiators and price takers, 
distributed by women and men 

The graph illustrates that believing in the market price paid off in terms of a 
higher resource score for all groups. By contrast, in the MS material, the 
price takers had the highest resource scores (an average resource score of 18, 
compared to 11 for price setters and the negotiators, perhaps because the 
price takers in this material traded primarily investment items. 

In both datasets, the gendered resource gap was smallest amongst the ne-
gotiators, but larger among price setters and price takers. The starkest gender 
resource gap was recorded among the price takers in the MS material: 
whereas male price takers had the highest resource score of all, women price 
takers had the lowest resource score, a finding that however could be associ-
ated with the types of goods traded. Whereas male price takers simply took 
the price of their valuable resources in the core of the economy, the female 
price takers were entirely powerless, and had to accept the price of their con-
sumer items. This situation can be illustrated with the quote from one female 
interviewee (Int 15/2006) who explained that owing to her responsibility to 
feed her children, she was obliged to be a price taker, in all circumstances: 

[My husband’s] previous wife abandoned him and I am now the one to edu-
cate his children and to care for them by selling the goods when the goods are 
cheap…that is when selling the goods is tantamount to throwing them 
away…  



 162

There was an age dimension involved as well, as larger proportions of re-
spondents in the young group and in the old group were price takers com-
pared to those in their reproductive years, who thus emerged as the strongest 
and most empowered group. In the CS, a significantly larger proportion of 
those who had not been to school felt they were price takers as compared to 
those who had been to school (18 percent of the latter and eight percent of 
the former were price takers), showing that in terms of market power, educa-
tion actually performed an empowerment function.149  

As mentioned earlier, the majority of the respondents were primarily 
farmers who sold what they had produced themselves in order to purchase 
what they did not produce in their households, mainly from other farmers 
coming from a similar situation. Therefore, taken together, respondents in 
the MS represented the aggregate demand as well as the supply in markets.150  

A further analysis of the market power expressed in buying commodities, 
showed that approximately one third of the respondents in the MS material 
claimed to be price setters for the commodities that they bought, and the 
remaining two thirds believed that the price was an outcome of negotia-
tions.151 There was a fairly large association between those who determined 
the price in both selling their commodities and buying them, as 63.5 percent 
of those who determined the price of the goods that they bought also deter-
mined the price of the goods that they sold (λ=.391). This association was 
particularly strong among men (λ=.600) and less so among women (λ=.333) 
and among these, least strong among the women who headed their own 
households (λ=.188).152  

This suggested that some traders were more self-confident, strong and 
empowered than others. The characteristics of these individuals were that 
most traded in livestock, butter, salt or green pepper, had not produced what 
they were selling, and were in their reproductive years. In addition, half of 
them had not been to school, and those who had not been to school could 
neither read nor write. Among women, butii marriage was more common 
among them than in the sample as a whole, suggesting that the butii experi-
ence hardens and toughens women, makes them less embedded in local 
forms of sociability. 

                                                      
149 Cf. research from Zambia and Mozambique has found high levels of illiteracy among 
women to act as a barrier to their entering trade and commerce, as women may be afraid of 
being cheated because they cannot read and write or do sums (IFAD 2002: 45). 
150 They were “consumers as producers” to use Lancaster’s words (in White 1981: 519), or 
rather the reverse—producers as consumers. 
151 No data from the CS on this. 
152 There was also a fair association between those who thought that the market price applied 
to both the commodities that they sold and bought (λ=.398) and again, this association was 
strongest among men (λ=.714), less so among women (λ=.305), and notably least so among 
women who headed their own households (λ=.030). 
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Control of trade earnings 
As has been a recurrent theme in this thesis, resources were viewed as mu-
tual possessions in households. However, the findings have hitherto sug-
gested that resources are not commonly possessed, but held by male house-
hold heads, proof of which is the notably lower resource score of female 
household heads. Consequently, women’s resource capitalization may also 
be hampered if they do not control the income generated by their trading. To 
study this empirically, respondents were asked to specify who retained con-
trol of their trading revenues. The responses were categorized into one of the 
following self-explanatory categories: ‘self control;’ ‘spouse control;’ ‘joint 
control;’ and ‘parent/children control.’ The results are shown in Table 8.5. 

Table 8.5 Who controls the trade earnings? 

  
Self control 

of trade 
revenue 

Spouse con-
trol  of trade 

revenue 

Joint control 
of trade 
revenue 

Chil-
dren/parent 
control of 

trade revenue 

CS     
Men (% of n=200) 11.0 3.5 85.5 0 
Women (% of n=228) 36.0 3.9 57.0 3.1 
     
Women in male-headed 
households (% of n=166) 18.1 5.4 75.9 .6 
Female household heads  
(% of n=64) 81.3 0 9.4 9.4 
     
MS     
Men (% of n=36) 32.4 2.9 64.7 0 
Women (% of n=101) 61.4 1.0 37.6 0 
     
Women in male-headed 
households (% of n=66) 47.0 1.5 51.5 0 
Female household heads  
(% of n=35) 88.6 0 11.4 0 
     

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The table shows that in this material, most reported that trade revenue was 
jointly controlled by women and men in households.  

Interestingly, the results showed that a much higher proportion of women 
than men claimed to control the income from their trade on their own, con-
trasting with observations regarding women’s lesser control of trade revenue 
from other places.153 This could be interpreted in the general context of the 
types of goods that respondents traded, and their estimated value. Indeed, 

                                                      
153  Cf. Darity 1995; Robertson 1997; Warner and Campbell 2000; Çagatay 2001; Kelkar, 
Nathan, and Jahan 2003.  
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Elson (1996) makes the distinction between the wallets of men and the 
purses of women. In line with this, it may well be that women were able to 
control their trade income because it represented ‘pocket-money’ only, 
whereas men, who were selling the more expensive (investment) items could 
not fully control the revenue on their own. Also, older women controlled 
their income on their own more than the young women did, and hence age 
was moderately positively associated with control over trade earnings 
(Eta=.152).  

The results from the analyses of the MS material suggested that market 
traders were overall more economically empowered, since the overwhelming 
majority actually controlled their trade revenues on their own. Again, a sig-
nificantly larger proportion of women than men did so, which means that 
this material could not confirm that the husband “[had] control over the pro-
ceeds derived from selling off the surplus grown by the sweated labor of his 
wife,” as proposed by Tamale (2004: 54). Another interesting finding was 
that three percent, both women and men, claimed that their spouses con-
trolled their trade revenues.  

Interestingly however, as shown in Figure 8.2, those who controlled their 
income jointly had significantly higher resource scores than those who con-
trolled the trade revenue on their own. 
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Figure 8.2 The association between the control of income and the resource scores 

The histogram shows that those women who controlled their income jointly 
with their husbands had on average a resource score of 20, compared to 15 
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for those who did not control their income jointly with their husbands. The 
gap was equally stark among men: 22 if they controlled their income jointly 
with their wives, but only 17 if they did not.  

As shown also in the histogram, the findings therefore demonstrate that 
joint control of income actually paid off in terms of resource access, for both 
women and men. Those who specified that their children or partners con-
trolled their income actually had the lowest resource scores, suggesting that 
they were relatively poorer. 

Sociability in markets and trade 
Markets were not only arenas in which products were exchanged; they were 
also arenas for social interaction. The fact that social relationships impact on 
trade has been amply established (cf. Geertz 1963). As noted by Marx, 
“commodities cannot go to the market and make exchanges of their own 
account” ([1897/1906: 96] in Swedberg 2003: 108). This said, social rela-
tions represent valuable resources that could enhance the capitalization of 
resources in markets. This thesis positions men at the core of the local econ-
omy where the valuable resources circulate, and assumes that women need 
to connect to this via their connections with men. The thesis also explores 
the possible ways in which women can enter the economy on their own, of 
which trading is one important component. The following section studies the 
types of social relations in which women and men were engaged in the mar-
ket places and analyzes how these affect women’s and men’s resource capi-
talization strategies.  

Collaboration or conflict in markets? 
The exchange arenas and market transactions covered in this thesis were not 
characterized by the speed and flurry documented in other studies of markets 
(Geertz 1963, 1978; Perry 2000). For example, the Indonesian market places 
that were the focus of Geertz’s (1963) research were composed of highly 
competitive commodity traders who related to one another by means of “an 
incredible volume of ad hoc acts of exchanges” (p. 29). The trading in the 
market places covered in this study was not so hectic and, according to in-
terviews and observations, the interaction among market traders was charac-
terized by collaboration rather than competition.154 For example, traders 
shared the beam balance and the measurement cups, helped one another to 
exchange money, and guarded one another’s goods. It was also shown earlier 

                                                      
154 Cf. Baxter’s (1984: 464) observations from markets among the Arssi Oromo markets in 
Ethiopia who “never saw any quarrel in the market for place, and was assured that newcomers 
were always welcome.” 



 166

that traders of specified commodities discussed and agreed on the prices at 
which they would sell their goods. In view of the structure of local markets, 
as demonstrated earlier, individuals trading in the same market segment 
shared similar livelihoods. This observation is illustrated in the following 
excerpt from an interview with a female trader (Int 14/2006): 

We sell what we have cultivated in our garden (farm land); by chance my 
neighbors brought (for sale) green pepper, and today I have also brought 
green pepper to the market, as the potatoes are not ready (ripe) for sale.  

The similarity in livelihoods, and perhaps also in life experiences, may add 
to the friendly and collegial spirit that characterized the atmosphere among 
traders of a given commodity, as illustrated in the following words of one 
female interviewee (Int 24/2006) who traded coffee and salt: “I just met here 
with the other traders and became friends with them—we just love each 
other.”  

The majority of the respondents collaborated with one another, and 
women did so somewhat more than men (92 percent of the women compared 
to 82 percent of the men collaborated with other traders in the markets in the 
MS data). Almost all of the women who headed their own households (or 95 
percent) collaborated with others, suggesting that they needed to stick to-
gether and to help one another because they depended on trade -and hence 
on one another- for their livelihoods. Fifty percent of the women and 12 
percent of the men received help from nearby traders to guard their com-
modities if they had to leave their market place temporarily, while 27 percent 
of the men and seven percent of the women received help from friends. This 
suggests that men traded together with people they were related to, whereas 
women’s relations in the market places were more professional and com-
modity-based.  

Taken together, the homosocial patterns of trading, the gendered market 
segments, and women’s more frequent trading over men’s, demonstrated that 
women were more deeply embedded in market places than men were. The 
fact that they returned to the same parts of the market –for example vegeta-
ble sellers went to the vegetable area, and traders of dairy products went to 
the dairy area, etc.- on a more frequent basis than men did, may also have 
required women to collaborate with one another more than men needed to.155 
Women may also have needed to collaborate more than men to compensate 
for the fact that they traded in the less regulated market segments—as a way 
of creating order out of chaos—compared to men who traded in the more 
regulated and formal market segments positioned at the core of the local 

                                                      
155 Indeed, as shown earlier, men traded more valuable investment items more sporadically 
than women, and were therefore less embedded in the social relations of markets than women 
were. Also, it may be more risky to leave expensive items such as cattle in the hands of oth-
ers. 
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economy.156 Thus, local exchange arenas were characterized by collaboration 
over competition, especially among women, and traders were connected to 
one another in a web of social relations, a web that was structured by gender.  

Walking together to the market 
In order to inquire further into the social dimensions involved in trading, 
respondents were asked to specify if they walked to the market with some-
body and if so, who they walked with. The results showed that most people 
did walk to the market with somebody, but 37 percent of the women and 23 
percent of the men in the CS material said they went to the market alone. I 
attribute this finding to the fact that women were less embedded in commu-
nity structures and local forms of sociability than men were, and that their 
sociability was instead produced in markets. The tendency in women’s so-
ciability when going to the market did not change when women in house-
holds headed by men were compared with women who headed their own 
households.  

More men than women said they went to the market with their spouses as 
28 percent of the men compared to seven percent of the women said they 
usually went to the market with their spouse. These findings suggest that in 
spite of the constraints on women’s mobility recorded earlier, women did 
actually exercise a notable degree of agency, and even in relationships were 
relatively independent of their husbands when it came to their trading activi-
ties.  

To contrast the survey data with actual practice, more than 650 closed ob-
servations were undertaken along the road at entry points to market places, 
both in the mornings (counting the traders coming into the market) and in the 
afternoons, when traders left the market, covering a total of 750 individual 
traders. The data showed that overall, out of the 477 women who were ob-
served coming to the market, 38 percent came alone, which corresponded 
strikingly with the survey results. Also, out of the 273 men, 33 percent came 
to the market on their own, which again showed a noticeable correspondence 
with the survey results. The results also showed that 47 percent of the 
women left the market alone, strengthening earlier observations regarding 
women’s embeddedness in markets over their embeddedness in communi-
ties, perhaps due to their lesser degree of permanence in social relations, as 
will be discussed in the next part of this thesis. 

                                                      
156 In earlier research on female informal market traders in Addis Ababa (Torkelsson 1995), I 
found that female market traders helped each other by carrying and guarding goods and by 
offering protection against informal taxations, and that this dimension might be more acute in 
the informal and less protected female segments of the market places as police harassment, 
beatings and informal taxations were the order of the day for them.  
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The field observations were then used to analyze the patterns of homoso-
ciality involved in going to the market and coming back, and the results are 
shown in Table 8.6 below. 

Table 8.6 Patterns of homosociality in coming and going to the market 

 
Coming with men 

 
Coming with women 

 

Men (% of n=245) 61.0 39.0 
Women (% of n=189) 9.0 91.0 
   

 
Leaving with men 

 
Leaving with women 

 
Men (% of n=245) 69.0 31.0 
Women (% of n=189) 14.0 86.0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The table confirms that patterns of homosociality were strong, and that they 
were actually stronger among women than men, as 90 percent of the women 
went with other women to the market, compared to 60 percent of the men 
who went with other men. It also confirms earlier observations that men’s 
boundaries of sociability were in general more porous than women’s were. 
As discussed in the previous chapter, the different means of transportation 
contributed to the gender structuring of market trade. Indeed, one married 
woman (Int 12/2006) said that she did not go to the market with her husband 
because “when we left the house, we did not have the same speed.” This is 
illustrated in the photograph below (also cover of the thesis). 

 

 
Figure 8.3 Going to the market  

Respondents said the main reason for going together to the market was to 
exchange market information, followed by helping each other. Men attrib-
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uted higher importance to information exchange than women did who, in 
turn, gave more importance to helping each other, such as with loading 
goods on their backs, or offering one another protection along the road. 
Those who traded alone specified that they did so mainly because they had 
no one to go with, followed by the specification that they ‘simply liked it.’ In 
the CS data, around 14 percent of the solitary traders claimed that ‘friends 
are no good, so I prefer to go alone.’ However, a sizeable group of both 
women and men also said that they simply took pleasure in walking together, 
as is expressed in the following two quotes: 

We talk together and ease our weary walk. (CSIP/088) 

… 

There is no benefit for us to go together, but when we go together we chat 
and we do not notice the distance we are to go… but apart from this, there is 
no benefit: everybody trades by him- or herself… in the market we sit in any 
place we get, but if the place is wide, we will all sit in one place (Group con-
versation 17/2006). 

These quotes capture in a few lines how sociability makes life easier and 
hardship lighter to bear, thus contributing an additional and novel dimension 
to existing theories of social capital which focus on the fact that sociability 
pays off in material ways.157  

Further analyses showed that those who went to market with somebody 
had on average much higher resource scores than those who went to market 
alone. The associations between being accompanied by someone to the mar-
ket or not, and the resource scores, are visualized in Figure 8.4. 

The graph shows that those who walked to the market with somebody had 
on average notably larger resource scores than those who walked alone, and 
that the effect of walking alone on the resource scores was particularly dra-
matic for female household heads.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                      

157 Indeed, this finding may also add to the line of recent research undertaken by sociologists 
at the University of Stockholm showing that helping one another and having strong social 
resources can also act as a buffer against work-related strain such as pain in muscles and 
joints (Toivanen 2007; Rostila 2008). 
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Figure 8.4 Association between the resource score and going to the market 

Two trends emerged in the qualitative material regarding the characteristics 
of the solitary traders in relation to resource capitalization. One portion of 
the solitary traders claimed that they went to the market alone because they 
wanted to make the most out of their trading and because they needed flexi-
bility in balancing their multiple household tasks. For example, one female 
interviewee (Int 16/2006) said that “I go at the time that is convenient for 
me—it may not be good to wait for persons and go with them…when I go 
home I go with someone if I get someone…if not, I go alone.” Another 
strand of solitary traders said they went alone because they were “so poor” 
that they could not even afford to invite anyone for farsoo or injara on their 
way back (CSIP 117/2006). Indeed, one female household head (Int 09/ 
2006) said she went alone to the market because “people do not come to me 
needing me, and I do not go to people needing them.” This underlines the 
complex association between sociability and resources, and suggests that 
social capital may sometimes be ‘bad.’158  

                                                      
158 The ‘downside of social capital’ has been summarized by Portes and Landolt (1996: 19-
21) to include the observation that the same strong ties that help members of a group can act 
excluding to outsiders, and that membership in a community also brings demands for confor-
mity that can create downward leveling pressures in for example poor communities (cf. the 
mafia). 
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Customer relations in markets 
Even if the interaction among traders was characterized by collegiality, col-
laboration and permanence, relations between sellers and customers were 
rather fluid and there was considerable turnover in customer relations.  

Having a permanent location in the market obviously enhanced the ability 
to build stable client relations. The fact that women traded in the informal 
market segments with no permanent location, as shown in the previous chap-
ter, could have prevented them from building customer relations and im-
peded their resource capitalization strategies. For example, one female trader 
(Int 29/2006) said that “some people have customers, for example those in 
the shops in the market place... I have told you about the experiences of oth-
ers. Now that is not about me. As to me, I do not have any customers.” In 
addition, one female interviewee (Int 17/2006) who traded injara from her 
house said that those who bought from her were “those who eat on their way, 
and as such are passers-by eaters, and cannot be said to be customers.” In-
deed, the male grain trader (Int 07/2006), who owned the local mill attrib-
uted his success in trading to the permanence and repetitive interactions that 
had enabled him to create stable customer relations: 

Well…there is an increase of traders, and due to this, we [the traders] may be 
out of the market. Do you know in what way this challenges me? I remain in 
the market only for I have customers. At present, you know, the knowledge 
of the rural people is widening and increasing and hence the market is ex-
panding in the rural areas. Thus our market is not like that of the past (my 
emphasis). 

The grain trader operated in a fixed and permanent location and so for him 
market places were not ‘transient phenomena’ (Perry 2000: 470) but inte-
grated parts of his daily life and livelihood, and therefore it was rational for 
him to invest in customer relations. However, he and his customers de-
pended on one another, for he needed their commodities and they needed his 
services. Indeed, to strengthen his client relations, the grain trader said he 
lent money to his customers when they faced problems. Having access also 
to formal sources of credit, he could borrow money from the Commercial 
Bank of Ethiopia (CBE) and in this way he thus represented an important 
bridge for farmers to the formal economy, and particularly to the men. How-
ever, the grain trader himself needed to maintain this bridge, tying farmers 
tightly to him in a reciprocal relationship.  

When asked to specify the nature of their customer relations, the majority 
of respondents said their customers ‘changed always.’ However, there was 
actually a greater stability in women’s client relations when compared to 
men’s as around 12 percent of the women maintained that their customers 
were ‘always the same,’ whereas only three percent of men claimed this to 
be the case. The relatively higher turnover in male customers may be attrib-
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uted to the fact that men traded mainly in livestock, which is rarely pur-
chased, whereas women traded mostly in food and consumption items that 
are purchased regularly. Therefore, by delivering good produce at a good 
price women were perhaps able to establish client relationships with regular 
customers.159 One interesting case that proved this point came from my own 
personal shopping experience in the Ambo market in which I was offered the 
“very special price” for a pile of tomatoes of two Bïrr instead of the regular 
50 cents. This was obviously possible because I was clearly an outsider (fa-
ranji) and so on the one hand could be assumed to be able to pay the higher 
price, and on the other I did not represent a worthwhile investment for a 
client-relationship, on the assumption that I was merely passing by. 

Thus, men’s relations at the core of the local economy emerged as being 
more fluid than women’s. However, men could perhaps afford fluid rela-
tions, given their natural legitimacy in markets, whereas women’s legitimacy 
in markets needed to be earned on a daily basis.  

Other functions of markets 
There is also convincing evidence that markets in developing countries per-
form other functions than strictly profit-maximizing ones, as is shown in the 
existing literature (Good 1957; Latouche 1991; Perry 2000).160 Markets may 
arrange the conception of time bringing into communities “new commodi-
ties, new trading partners and new mercantile practices” (Perry 2000: 474). 
According to the orthodox economic perspective, markets would imperson-
alize relations, but quite to the contrary it has been found that local markets 
“enhance community life, might even be said to create community” accord-
ing to Perry (2000: 464) in that markets enhance “the people’s sense of lo-
calized collectivity during a time when the state is disengaging from the 
rural economy” (ibid: 483).  

To recall, most people in the material traded on a weekly basis, and may 
share Perry’s (2000) view of markets: 

[The weekly markets] are a recurrent but transient phenomenon, occurring on 
only one day out of seven […] a day of craziness, splurging, purchasing pro-
visions, paying debts and socializing […] for six days a week, residents act as 

                                                      
159 Cf. the notion of ‘clientelization’ described by Geertz (1978: 30) as “the tendency for 
repetitive purchasers of particular goods and services to establish continuing relationships 
with particulars purveyors of them, rather than search widely through the market at each 
occasion of need.” See also Baxter’s observations (1984: 464-5) from an Arssi Oromo market. 
160 According to Perry (2000) the rural weekly market (louma) in Senegal for example con-
nects dissimilar people. Good (1975: 70) noted that in Uganda most traders take time off from 
market visitation to attend to family concerns and that there are many non-economic reasons 
governing trading, such as opportunities for social contact, meeting a friend or relative, a 
liaison with a member of the opposite sex, obtaining food supplies, and so on. 
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farmers and domestic workers, abiding by longstanding agrarian routines 
[while the weekly market] is the epicenter of quick-moving processes of so-
cial transformation […] for one day a week, agriculture and household activi-
ties give way to a flurry of transactional activities at the market; the purchas-
ing of stock, the selling of commodities, the paying of credit to wholesalers, 
and the encounters and dialogues that distinguish the rural market as a site of 
exchange between dissimilar people. (Pp. 470-72). 

This quote also underlines the fact that the practice of trading may not just 
be about capitalizing on existing resources or complementing the basket of 
household food, but that it is also a pastime, or a way of creating variety in 
life, of getting new ideas. Indeed, Smith hinted at a natural propensity of 
people to trade ([1759] in Swedberg 2003: 106), and it has been observed 
that “people today take pleasure in going downtown or to a shopping mall” 
(Swedberg 2003: 136). In this research, the space of time between selling 
and buying provided an important opportunity to walk around, look for and 
dream about new goods, strengthen social network ties, look out for a future 
spouse, catch up with relatives, make phone calls, or visit the local clinic.161  

That being the case, even if market activities did not translate into imme-
diate economic empowerment for rural women, the local markets could per-
form a strategic function for women. According to Pietilä (2002: 197) “mar-
kets as spheres outside the domestic realm are places where [cultural con-
ventions and social relations] are constantly under negotiation and redefini-
tion.” By the same token, markets are places in which the conventions 
regarding the roles and responsibilities and resource access of women and 
men could be negotiated and possibly redefined.  

Indeed, markets may effectuate strategic transformations for women, and 
slowly break down their isolation and challenge their inside roles.162 To illus-
trate this, one female interviewee (Int 14/2006) said that “we lose our labor 
[‘it is almost for free’] just to get some coffee and salt.”  

Some women also traveled between markets reaping tiny economic mar-
gins in doing so, but perhaps obtaining some empowerment along the road, 
as illustrated in the following quote from a female téff-trader (Int 29/2006):  

Ambo Market is a good market […] we buy 10 cups of téff from Guder mar-
ket and we sell 9 cups of the same téff by the same price at Ambo. You see, 
we get one extra cup of téff - this is our profit.  

                                                      
161 According to Baxter’s observations from an Arssi Oromo market (1984), “market days 
served as respectable opportunities for casual sociability for the married and for extremely 
discreet flirtations for the young” (p. 463). See also Torkelsson (1997) and Fahy Bryceson et 
al. (2006). 
162 This is a point that was introduced by Pietilä (2002) in her study on market women in 
Tanzania. 
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According to this quote, the trader could make a profit out of buying in one 
market and selling in another, but the quote suggests that she was more in-
terested in the food she obtained from the margin between buying and sell-
ing, rather than in the cash itself.  

Capitalization of resources or spaces for agency?  
Taken together, the findings suggest that women and men had different op-
portunities to capitalize on their rural resources, and that women’s resource 
capitalization was less effective than men’s. However, it also emerged that 
market places perform other functions that were particularly critical to 
women, and which challenge the traditional division of responsibilities and 
resources in rural households.  

It also emerged that women perhaps underestimated their contribution to 
the household economy and their role in trading, claiming that they just ex-
changed small things rather than capitalized on their resources. For example, 
one old lady (Int 18/2006) laughed when she was asked how she had learned 
to trade, saying that what she did in the market “could certainly not be re-
ferred to as trading.” This may support observations by others (cf. Baxter 
1984: 464; Hapke 2001; Pietilä 2007) that as long as women are involved in 
local markets to obtain items for household consumption their role is un-
problematic, whereas engaging in commerce—and thus in resource capitali-
zation—is more complicated. To illustrate this using another example from 
the earlier fieldwork, one female interviewee said that “when the husband 
brings the crop from the field we put it in the container…and some women 
steal from their husbands by taking from the container without his permis-
sion,” going on to explain that “if she needs it for the household, it is good, 
but if she does it for herself, she is not good.”  

The case reported earlier of the téff-trader who moved between markets to 
reap a small margin in trading, also suggests that the type of surplus trading 
that connected with women’s domestic responsibilities was within the cul-
tural limits of acceptance of women’s resource capitalization.163 In similarity 
with Pietilä’s observations (2002, 2007), women perhaps used the rhetoric of 
subsistence, which may also suggest –in line with the theoretical proposi-
tion- that women were culturally inhibited from capitalizing on their re-
sources and that although they liked to look for benefits, they had to keep 
their trading ambitions within what is culturally expected of them. Playing 
down their contribution may also be a way for women to exercise their pri-

                                                      
163 Cf. Baxter (1984) who noted that among Arssi Oromo female market traders, selling butter 
was considered a profane act for women, but when it was exchanged for barley, it was a 
transaction which effected transformation, and women rubbed themselves with butter after 
each exchange “as a form of prayer” (p. 467).   
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vate forms of empowerment, as suggested by Kabeer (1999: 447-48) “which 
retain intact the public image, and honor, of the traditional decision-maker 
but which nevertheless increases women’s ‘backstage’ influence in decision-
making processes.”  

Women also came across as careless about their trading, as expressed in 
the words of one female trader (Int 19/2006): “I just sell what I have for sale; 
whether I have onions, rue, false banana, I sell all of them…I simply sell 
what I plant;” or, as not having any knowledge about the market, as in the 
words of another female interviewee (Int 20/2006): “[the market] is as usual, 
how can I know whether it is good or bad? We only buy salt and coffee and 
go back to our home. This is the only thing we do.” However, as shown ear-
lier, in practice it emerged that prices of commodities were actually agreed 
upon by women in collaboration with other traders to ensure that there were 
some profit margins, and women also exchanged market information with 
one another.  

The fact that women traded consumer items in small quantities required 
trading on a frequent basis. One female interviewee (Int 02/1996) explained 
that she needed her husband’s permission to go to the market but that this 
could be negotiated and depended on the ‘house problems,’ i.e. “if some-
thing is not found in the house I will get the permission to go.” Thus, even if 
trading small items frequently was not an effective route to capitalizing on 
resources, it may have represented an important possibility for women to 
expand their room for maneuver and circumvent their otherwise restrained 
mobility. 

Among the factors that inhibited the effectiveness of women’s resource 
capitalization in markets was the fact that women were responsible for 
household tasks that required constant attention. This demanded flexibility 
from them in their trading, and contributed to their impermanent position in 
the market places, consigning to them to trading in the informal market seg-
ments from the ground, with their goods laid out on a small piece of cloth—a 
cloth that could however be rapidly folded when the woman needed to return 
home. 

There were other ways of accumulating resources that lay within cultural 
limits. One such good example was the taverns managed by women, which 
were described in greater detail in the previous chapter and which challenged 
the inside-outside divide. Managing a tavern provided an important occasion 
for listening to the latest news, for instance the latest market information and 
current prices. Consequently, even if it was difficult for women to enter the 
local economy on their own, the taverns represented an opportunity for them 
to associate with the bridges of men located inside the formal economy and, 
to some extent, to access parts of men’s economic resources as well since 
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some of men’s income generated on the outside in this way trickled back to 
the inside.164  

It was shown earlier that in rural households spouses were bound together 
in an interdependency regarding their responsibilities and resources; a rela-
tionship in which women fed men, and men provided women with the re-
sources from the outside. To illustrate this, one male interviewee said for 
example that he wanted to avoid polygamous marriages in order to avoid the 
conflicts over the outside resources that might arise. He said: “[you know] 
one wife may be clever and work hard, but the other one could be lazy and 
just sit…if I buy clothes for the hard worker, the lazy wife will nag and dis-
turb me and force me to sell the property of the hard worker and give it to 
the lazy one, and then there will be disturbance in the house.” This example 
highlights how the goods brought into the household from the outside on the 
one hand were used as a bonus for women’s hard work inside, yet could be 
used for negotiations in the household. As came out in the example, these 
tools were powerful because women’s bonds to one another were weak, as 
proposed in the theoretical set-up of this thesis.  

There were also examples showing that women were not interested in 
men who did not fulfill their duties as bridges to the formal economy; then 
they preferred to be alone and to enter the economy on their own. Indeed, it 
came out in interviews that trading had enabled women and given them the 
courage to leave unhealthy relationships, a topic that I will return to in the 
next part of this thesis. For example, one woman (Int 02/2006), in the proc-
ess of divorcing her husband who used to take her money and “drink it all” 
said that, “Now it is better for me, [my husband] could not do anything for 
me, except nagging me. It is by far better for me to live alone. For me, living 
together with him does not have any benefit.” Without him she could now 
plan for the future livelihood options for herself and for her eight children, 
and to her, trading in local markets emerged as the alternative, as will be 
shown in detail in Chapter 10. She went on to explain that:  

[in] my household we did not use to spend money on any valuable thing even 
if we sold cattle. It is about three years since he has stopped helping the chil-
dren and myself—he completely spends it on drinking; if he gets 100 Bïrr to-
day, he will spend it today… 

Another widowed woman (Int 09/2006) said that “... from [the day my hus-
band died] I just built a house and stayed here, and I have not needed a man 
as of then.” The latter example demonstrated that once she had obtained the 

                                                      
164 Also in Ethiopia, in a study undertaken by Aredo (1994: 31), it was found that “women 
[…] earned 21 percent of their annual cash income from trade in araqee as compared to 3 
percent for males. Indeed, in his research from Upper Volta, Saul (1981) quotes Heritier 
(1975) to observe that “the sale of beer was and remains the greatest occasion for monetary 
exchanges within the village, and thus was and is the main method for accumulating wealth 
(sic, in Saul 1981: 747). 
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critical resource that she needed for her life (the house), she actually pre-
ferred to live alone. However, to add a dimension, women who lived alone 
because they believed they would fare better economically on their own, 
nevertheless regretted their lack of a male connection. This is illustrated in 
the quote from one widow (Int 09/2006):  

When one lives with her husband, she gets respect. What can a person do if 
this is not the case? This is the work of God…bear it, do not weep…but actu-
ally it is difficult…forget it…  

The above quote also shows how being connected to a man not only pro-
vides a bridge to entering the local economy but even more, it provides 
women with a legitimate position and respect in the local community, the 
absence of which is deeply regretted. 

Female traders 
In this final section, the group of female traders, defined as those who traded 
more or less professionally, is compared to women who did not trade fre-
quently (so-called other women) in relation to the variables covered in this 
chapter.  

The analyses showed that even though collaboration was a prominent fea-
ture for all women, it was particularly pronounced among the female traders 
as all in this group (except one) specified that they collaborated with other 
traders in the market. Female traders helped each other to watch over goods, 
discuss prices, and borrow trading equipment, and their internal bonding 
activities were likely to enhance their trading operations. As they came to the 
markets regularly, investing in social relations with other traders was par-
ticularly worthwhile for this group.  

The results also showed that female traders had notably greater stability in 
their customer relations compared to other women, as 17 percent of the fe-
male traders said their customers were always the same, compared to ten 
percent of the other women. This suggested that trading frequently allowed 
them to build recurring relationships, and that their permanence and repeated 
exchanges enhanced their trading. 

There were indications that a significantly greater proportion of female 
traders compared to other women traded for surplus (58 percent of the for-
mer compared to 39 percent of the latter traded for surplus), which could be 
taken as a qualitative marker that female traders were trading with the aim of 
generating some profit and were not merely exchanging their commodities. 
There was however no difference between female traders and other women 
in having helped others to start trading. One female trader (Int 06/2006) said 
for example “how can I help a person without having anything? Ha ha ha…”  
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It was further argued that saving money indicated that the trading activity 
generated surplus and that trading was to some degree profitable. Female 
traders did not save more than other women did and this again suggested that 
their trading was not particularly profitable, as expressed in the following 
quote from one female trader (Int 14/2006): “our problem is that we do not 
get good profit from our trade—it is routine work only.”  

The chapter suggested that it was important to stay socially ‘in tune’ with 
the prevailing supply and demand in markets in order to identify the level of 
prices, and yet carve out some margin of profit while doing so.  

A proportion of female traders comparable to that of other women con-
sidered themselves to be price setters, but female traders, more so than other 
women, believed that the price was a reflection of the negotiation between 
sellers and buyers in the market (51 percent of the female traders compared 
to 40 percent of the other women were negotiators). Indeed, the female trad-
ers may be particularly skilled in negotiations as they often both buy their 
goods and then sell them on, on a frequent basis. Half of the female traders 
sold what someone else had produced, and the proportion was as high as 75 
percent of female traders in the MS material, compared to only one fifth of 
the other women. One female coffee trader (Int 24/2006) explained it like 
this: “Negotiation is inevitable; I negotiate and if it is good for me, I will 
buy” and she went on to explain that “if the coffee is not well dried when it 
is bought by kilo it is bad for us, and we will not buy it by the kilo. So we go 
for the dry coffee, with which there is no problem.”  

Interestingly, a negligible proportion of female traders believed that they 
were price takers, whereas a larger proportion of other women believed that 
they could not affect the price (four percent of the former compared to 15 
percent of the latter said they were price takers).  

Taken together, these results also pointed in the direction of a more pro-
fessional attitude prevailing among female traders than among others, an 
attitude that could perhaps be acquired by the mere act of trading frequently. 
The following quote from one elderly woman (Int 18/2006) also illustrated 
how experience impacts on trading outcome: “age is what taught me how [to 
negotiate]…how could I not be able to learn over all these years? How could 
I not have learned from my parents? I had even learned [these things] from 
my parents before I married…otherwise I would have learned from my 
neighbors.”  

Also, it emerged that female traders, more than other women, tended to 
concentrate somewhat more on selling their goods in the market rather than 
doing other things there as well, again underlining their possibly greater 
professionalism. One female trader (Int 27/2006) who came out as a highly 
industrious trader said: 
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You know, for example, I do not sit only in one place, I go and work [trade] 
at Guder, Mutullu, rural areas, around Abebebi, Jajiti and to all the market 
places, I invent the work to be carried out, I supervise, I check…  

A larger proportion of female traders controlled their trading revenue on 
their own compared to other women (55 percent of the female traders com-
pared to 38 percent of the other women controlled their income themselves). 
Other women more than female traders controlled their income jointly with 
their husbands (50 percent of the former compared to 37 percent of the lat-
ter). The female traders who controlled their income jointly with spouses 
again had much higher resource scores than those who controlled their in-
come on their own (25 of the former and 15 of the latter), again showing that 
holding income together in households actually pays off in higher resource 
scores. 

However, female traders more than other women thought that their lives 
had improved since they started trading (76 percent of the female traders 
compared to 50 percent of the other women said their lives had improved 
because of trading), and out of these, 43 percent of the female traders actu-
ally said their lives had improved a lot thanks to trading, leading to the con-
clusion that in their opinion, trading on a frequent basis had actually made 
their lives better (only 13 percent of the other women thought that their lives 
had improved a lot since they started trading). This can be illustrated with 
the following quote from a female gesho-trader (Int 08/2006): “My life has 
improved due to trading—now I can pay for savings and the loan that I have 
taken, and it is by this loan that I have bought one ox.” 
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Conclusions from Part III 

This part analyzed the way in which markets are structured by gender, and 
how gender shapes the process of resource capitalization that takes place in 
markets. Chapter 7 demonstrated that there was no difference in the markets 
that women and men used. However, there prevailed a distinct division along 
the lines of gender within market places, in that women exchanged consumer 
items aimed at sustaining household food security to other women; whereas 
men traded the larger and more valuable investment items to other men. Men 
also traded in the more formal segments of markets and women in the less 
formal ones; and women’s and men’s physical posture in markets differed. 
Also, in trading, men relied more on material resources such as financial and 
natural assets, while women relied more on their own resources, such as 
their physical fitness and feet. 

Local practices were found to restrain women’s access to markets, such as 
their limited mobility and time-poverty. These barriers, however, did not 
prevent women from engaging in trade. Indeed, women traded much more 
frequently than men did, which was motivated by their responsibilities to 
cover regular home consumption and the fact that they could only carry a 
limited load, whereas men traded more valuable investment items that only 
occasionally needed to be converted into cash and had relatively easier ac-
cess to transportation. As a consequence, women were relatively more em-
bedded in markets than men were. The analyses also showed that market 
prices were not determined by the invisible hands of economic men but 
rather that, for example, it was the female traders of coffee beans who agreed 
each day on the price at which they would sell the coffee beans per cup. 

These observations were further substantiated in Chapter 8, which used 
local markers of profitability to establish that women’s trading was indeed 
less valuable than men’s. This thesis argues that men have direct access to 
the local economy, and that women have to enter this economy via their 
connections with men. It further argues that it is within the core economy 
that the locally valued resources circulate, whereas women merely exchange 
household items that were mostly consumed.  

I moreover proposed that women and men depended on each other in a 
resource-related interdependent relationship in which women fed men, and 
men provided women with resources from the outside. Although men pro-
duced most of the food, they depended on women’s transformation of it for 
their survival, and women depended on men to access the locally valued 
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resources, such as the investment items that only men could access. The 
exchange of women’s and men’s resources that accrued through trading, and 
occurred between spouses in households was however mutually valued, and 
women actually required men to perform their duties. However, due to their 
differential endowments and quicker resource capitalization, the Matthew 
effect operated more effectively among men than women. 

This part also demonstrated that the female headed households, who did 
not have an automatic male connection to the economy, faced the greatest 
difficulties in capitalizing on their resources. Yet, for this group, trading was 
a particularly critical livelihood strategy, and trading had empowered women 
to challenge unhealthy relationships and provided them with an opportunity 
to live alone. There was also embryonic evidence that women’s engagement 
in trading had modified the gender division of responsibilities in rural 
households, making men take on larger household responsibilities.  

It was also found that even if the gendered structure of markets hampered 
the effectiveness of women’s resource capitalization strategies, it did repre-
sent one of the few opportunities that exist for women to generate an inde-
pendent income. The practice of trading was thus not only about the capitali-
zation of resources and about complementing the basket of household food, 
but markets also performed multiple functions. Especially for women, they 
were also a legitimate pastime, or a way of creating variety in life, and pos-
sibly getting new ideas. In this way, even if trading in local markets did not 
translate into immediate economic empowerment for rural women, markets 
performed a strategic function for women, allowing them to exercise their 
agency and challenge both the traditional division of responsibilities and 
access to resources in households. 
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Part IV Gender and sociability 

The previous part analyzed the process involved in women’s and men’s re-
source capitalization through the lens of trading in local markets. It was 
shown that both men and women are active in markets but that they had dif-
ferent market segments, and that the responsibilities and resources of women 
and men in rural households were reproduced in local markets. This part 
focuses on how gender structures local forms of sociability, with a view to 
understanding how these affect women’s and men’s access to rural re-
sources. In Chapter 9 the gendered dimensions of the more formal dimen-
sions of local sociability are studied, focusing on membership in local asso-
ciations, whereas Chapter 10 focuses on the informal social network ties of 
women and men. The two chapters also discuss the resources generated by 
women and men via the various local forms of sociability.  
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9. Gender and local organizations 

This chapter describes the local associations in the research area, and ana-
lyzes the gender dimensions of associational membership, both from the 
viewpoint of women’s and men’s rates of participation, as well as from the 
angle of the resources that they draw from local organizations. Women’s and 
men’s leadership in local organizations is also studied, and an analysis is 
made of how being a leader impacts on the benefits women and men derive 
from their organizational membership. Lastly, to find out whether trading 
frequently impacts on organizational membership, and the benefits drawn 
from it, the associational pattern of female traders is analyzed. 

Gender and social resources 
The preliminary evidence presented in Chapter 6 established a positive asso-
ciation between the possession of social network ties and rural resources in 
the research area. Indeed, it uncovered that various manifestations of local 
sociability were among the most important rural resources in the research 
area. Thus, understanding the gendered dimension of local forms of sociabil-
ity could shed light on the origins of the inequality in access to rural re-
sources of women and men.  

The literature acknowledges that social capital is “position-dependent” 
(Sverrisson 2002: 285); “culture-dependent” (Krishna 2002: x); and has an 
“unequal” distribution (Bourdieu 1986: 257, footnote 15). However, the 
gender dimensions of sociability need to be further studied. To substantiate 
this with an example, while Bourdieu supposed that socializing, i.e. the 
process of producing social capital, could be unequally distributed among 
social classes, he did not develop or contextualize this using gender.  

As mentioned earlier, the gender dimensions involved in the production 
and distribution of social capital have not yet been empirically studied in 
rural Africa.165 However, there are observations showing that women are 
closer to informal local institutions than men, whereas men are closer to the 
formal (or semi-formal) organizations (Narayan 1999). Women have also 

                                                      
165 But see a number of case studies and evaluations of development projects which have 
attempted to strengthen or build social capital commissioned by various development organi-
zations (see for example Narayan 1999; Hagmann 2000).  
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been found to be excluded from male networks in which the valuable forms 
of social capital is exercised (cf. Westermann et al. 2005: 1795). To take an 
example from Ethiopia, the fact that men head households, define social 
norms, and constitute the elders (Jaarsa) substantiates this observation.  

Given the observations regarding women’s access to the smaller resources 
with less value at the periphery of the core economy, one expectation would 
be that in the area of local sociability, women would access the less valuable 
social resources, and men the more valuable and productive types of social 
capital. 

There are many definitions of social capital in the voluminous literature 
and, consequently, just as many ways of measuring it.166 As specified earlier, 
this thesis defines, identifies, and employs local forms of sociability that are 
contextually relevant (Krishna 2002). The thesis uses the broad term of ‘so-
ciability’ to comprise the most important social resources that an individual 
has at his or her disposal. The term encompasses both the social network ties 
that link an individual to the outside, to the formal economy, through the 
establishment of bridges, links or agents (Burt 1998; Krishna 2002), and also 
the social resources of the bonding or relational type (Narayan 1999; 
Westermann et al. 2005) that relate to strong ties between close family 
members, neighbors and friends.  

Methodologically, the thesis therefore combines a conventional measure 
of social capital (Putnam 1993) with an analysis of local forms of sociability, 
using a list of important agent-positions (Lin 2001) and other bonding social 
resources such as natal networks (Mazzucato and Niemeijer 2000), including 
kinship ties and friendships. The thesis therefore focuses on women’s and 
men’s membership of local associations in Chapter 9, whereas the less for-
mal dimensions of local sociability are addressed in Chapter 10.  

One entire section of the CS questionnaire was dedicated to issues related 
to social network ties and their productivity.167 The MS contained fewer di-
rect questions regarding sociability and organizational patterns (25 variables 
altogether) and is therefore used to complement the CS data, which consti-
tutes the core of the data that is analyzed in this part. In addition, the qualita-
tive material is used to situate and deepen the analyses and to interpret the 
results.  

                                                      
166 See Lin 2001: 26 ff. for a discussion on this. 
167 The CS contained 52 variables that addressed different aspects of social network ties, 
including both mapping membership of organizations and its productivity; links and contacts 
with agents; and bonded social resources, such as natal network ties, neighborhood contacts, 
etc. Overall, the response rate was good (non-responses ranged from three to eight percent 
depending on the variable). 
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Describing local associations 
The ethnographic material generated during the early phases of field re-
search (Torkelsson 1997) was used to establish a list of the existing locally 
relevant organizations. The list identified thirteen associations, which was 
then validated with colleagues from the AUC and the enumeration team. The 
list comprised the PA, Got, Cereal Bank, irrigation association, marketing 
networks, labor exchange networks, the projects of the NGO, various forms 
of savings associations (for example, iqqub and Eshet), eddir (a local social 
burial/welfare organization), religious organizations (unspecified), and ma-
habär.168  

Two of the organizations could be categorized as government organiza-
tions: the PAs and the Got.169 The PAs were established at the time of the 
land reform in 1975 and typically include 550 households. The main func-
tions of the PAs are to provide judicial tribunals, marketing and credit co-
operatives, and distribute land. They also have jurisdiction over cases in-
volving land disputes as well as other legal cases (cf. Taddesse 2003). As of 
recent date, an even smaller unit of local government is emerging, referred to 
as Got in the Oromiya region (also known as gare or cells), gathering five to 
fifteen neighboring households to discuss semi-formally local community 
issues and to facilitate both developmental activities in the community, 
community work and to assist in the administration system. The government 
organizations reflect both bonded and bridged sociability, as on the one hand 
they gather people residing in the community, but they also link individuals 
to the outside. 

There are two NGOs that provide assistance both to members of the or-
ganizations and to the communities at large. Two of the communities in-
cluded in the CS had collectively benefited from various resources, such as 
grinding mills, potable water, reproductive health center, and schools. An 
NGO had also built the road to the remotest village. Individual respondents 
have also benefited from targeted activities such as from a micro-financing 
scheme, an irrigation scheme, and from the Cereal Bank mentioned in a pre-
ceding part of this thesis. The NGOs can be considered to represent forms of 
productive sociability as they are linked to the outside. 

People were also members of a variety of savings organizations. Some of 
these were unspecified, but there were also specified forms of saving, such 
as that occurring via iqqub and eshet micro-finance. The iqqub170 is a rota-
tional informal savings scheme gathering a group of people who save small 

                                                      
168 The open category ‘other organizations’ was included as well but the results are not re-
ported due to low frequency. Others included maddi, bokku cittu, and gallabe. 
169 The equivalent of the PA in urban areas is kebele. For a description of the administrative 
setup in Ethiopia, see for example Watson (2006). 
170 I employ the spelling proposed by Aredo (1993). 
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amounts on a regular basis.171 Iqqub membership is based on pre-established 
social ties and the individual contributions vary according to the purpose of 
the iqqub and the economic status of its members. Weekly or monthly pay-
ments of a fixed sum are exchanged for the privilege of receiving a large 
sum at some point in the life of the group.172 According to estimates from the 
Ethiopian Central Statistical Authority (CSA), “the average proportion of 
annual household income allocated to iqqub is .96 percent” (in Aredo 1993: 
453). Thus, the iqqub is created based on the bonds between individuals. The 
eshet micro-financing institution (MFI) on the other hand, represented an 
association with links to the outside, and it was originally established by one 
of the local NGOs.  

In addition, there were a number of productive organizations. Some of 
these materialized at the demand felt by its members, such as for example 
the labor exchange networks (qixxe), which were formed at the time of har-
vesting or plowing, in which members brought their labor or equipment and 
took turns to harvest one another’s fields. On these occasions, women often 
contributed the food and the beer, while men provided most of the labor. The 
irrigated communities also had their own irrigation association, which com-
municates information regarding the irrigation scheme and regulates its use 
and maintenance. Thus, the productive organizations contained both bonded 
and bridged elements. 

Eddir is a social welfare institution that assists primarily in funerals, but 
also provides other types of welfare support. In eddir, individual members 
contribute money and food or drink to the funeral of a member, and in their 
turn receive support upon their own death, or that of someone in the imme-
diate family. However, it has been recorded by others that eddirs also in-
creasingly provide other forms of insurance as well to cope with other types 
of hardship (Dercon et al. 2006).  

Other bonded forms of sociability were the religious organizations exist-
ing in the research area. Most people belonged to the Orthodox creed, but 
they also believed in the traditional religion Waaqeffannaa (“the supreme 
God,” Hussein 2004: 104).173 In addition, the Pentecostal movement had 
gained considerable ground over the past few years (field notes 2006). How-
ever, in the survey no distinction was made between the different creeds of 
an individual but the focus was on membership of religious organizations. 

                                                      
171 Rotational savings organizations, such as iqqub, are very common throughout developing 
countries and have inspired the development initiatives that aim to build micro-financing 
institutions (cf. the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh). For more information on iqqub, see Aredo 
(1993). 
172 Aredo (1993: 449) quotes Baker (1986: 163) in describing “‘ iqqub as a saving club com-
bining a bank and a lottery’” and goes on to explain that “each member periodically pays a 
small amount into a common pool so that each, in rotation, can receive one larger sum” (p. 
450). 
173 It is common to amalgamate traditional belief with the Orthodox religion in Ethiopia (see 
for example Lewis 1984 in Hussein 2004; Baxter 1994; Zenebe 2006).  
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Membership of religious organizations can be considered to represent 
bonded forms of sociability as they brought people together, but were not 
linked to the local economy. The same goes for the mahabärs, which are 
religious associations gathering mainly people who are Orthodox Christians. 
In mahabär, members prepare feasts in rotation.174  

The associational patterns of women and men 
To study the associational pattern of women and men, the respondents were 
asked to self-report whether they were members (Yes/No) of each one of the 
thirteen organizations identified. The theoretical expectation was that women 
would be predominantly members of organizations of the bonding type, 
whereas men would be over-represented in the productive forms of sociabil-
ity which related to the local economy and society. The results of the analy-
sis of the membership of women and men in local organizations are shown 
in Table 9.1. 

Painting the social texture in the research area with a broad brush, the ed-
dir, religious organizations and the government organizations color the 
background of local sociability. This is not surprising, given that they repre-
sent both the traditional regulatory mechanisms of life (government organi-
zations and religion) and insurance for this life and the next (eddir). By con-
trast, the productive and savings organizations can be viewed as challenging 
traditional structures, representing forms of sociability that are required to 
move beyond tradition and into the ‘new economy’ of which trading was a 
major component.  

Eddir was the most important organization for both women and men, as 
practically all respondents were members of eddir.175 Taking into considera-
tion the general context of poverty and disease in which respondents lived, 
this was not surprising. To use the jargon economists use in the social capital 
literature, eddir can be said to be “the glue that holds society together” 
(Stiglitz 2002: 161). In the CS material, the prevalence of eddir membership 
was somewhat more pronounced in those villages that were situated off, 
rather than on the road, possibly suggesting that this traditional organization 
was particularly important in the more isolated communities.176 Indeed, they 
also perform a social function, as during eddir people come together to eat 
and drink.  

                                                      
174 Pankhurst (1990) refers to the mahabärs as “church-sponsored friendly societies” (p. 190).  
175 This compares well with the analyses undertaken by Dercon et al. (2006) on data from the 
ERHS in which more than 95 percent of households were members of at least one eddir 
group. 
176 Ninety-six percent of those residing ‘off the road’ and 91 percent of those residing ‘on the 
road’ were members of an eddir.  
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Table 9.1 Associational patterns of women and men 

  

Propor-
tion of 

men who 
are mem-

bers 
(n=213) 

Propor-
tion of 
women 
who are 
members 
(n=245) 

Differ-
ence 

between 
groups 

Propor-
tion of 
women 
in male-
headed 
house-
holds 

members 
(n=174) 

Propor-
tion of 
female 
house-
hold 

heads 
members 
(n=72) 

Differ-
ence 

between 
groups 

Religious organizations      
Eddir 94.0 93.0 Ns 94.0 90.0 Ns 
Religious organiza-
tions (unspecified) 26.0 20.0 Ns 21.0 16.0 Ns 
Mahabär 19.0 26.0 Ns 30.0 15.0 ** 
       
Government organizations      
Peasant Association 37.0 32.0  Ns 32.0 32.0 Ns 
Got 54.0 42.0 ** 44.0 38.0 Ns 
       
Productive organizations      
Cereal Bank 8.0 2.0 ** 2.0 3.0 Ns 
Irrigation association 24.0 16.0 * 19.0 8.0 * 
Marketing networks 5.0 1.0 * 1.0 1.0 Ns 
Labor exchange 
networks 

18.0 13.0 Ns 14.0 8.0 Ns 

       

Savings associations       

Savings associations 
(unspec.) 

12.0 12.0 Ns 13.0 8.0 Ns 

Iqqub 5.0 16.0 *** 14.0 19.0 Ns 

Eshet 19.9 9.0 ** 9.0 10.0 Ns 

       

NGOs 8.0 2.0 ** 2.0 3.0 Ns 

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 
Notes: The differences between groups were assessed using t-tests for independent samples. 
***=difference significant at the p< .001-level; **=difference significant at the p<.01-level; 
*=difference significant at the p<.05-level ; Ns =difference not significant 

Also, being a member of eddir was associated with age, as a notably larger 
proportion of people in their old age were members of eddir compared to 
people in their younger ages.177 In the MS material, age was very highly as-
sociated with eddir membership, as only 14 percent of those in the young 
group were members of eddir, compared to all those in the post-reproductive 
and older groups. Those in their young ages who refrained from being mem-
bers may not have prioritized this expenditure over other expenditure, either 

                                                      
177 See also Dercon et al. (2006: 693) who established that the probability of eddir member-
ship in other parts of Ethiopia increased with the age of the head of the household.  
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because they still viewed death at long distance, or because they may not yet 
have been fully integrated in the community and did not feel the necessity of 
being a member, or perhaps they did not have any financial margins to pri-
oritize membership and preferred to invest in productive forms of sociability 
instead. However, further analyses showed that all of the young female 
household heads in the CS material were members of an eddir compared to 
only 50 percent of the young men, and 91 percent of the young women in 
male-headed households, suggesting that young women, more so than men, 
invested in the form of insurance that eddir represented. 

Another interesting finding was that in the MS material only 68 percent of 
the women who headed their own households compared to 94 percent of the 
women in households headed by men were  members of an eddir, suggesting 
that women household heads were less embedded in traditional forms of 
sociability but that for women who lived in households headed by men, this 
was an important social investment. 

The results from the analyses of membership of government organizations 
were somewhat puzzling, as in the CS material only a minority of respon-
dents claimed to be members of the PA and Gots, in spite of the fact that the 
population was sampled on the basis of heads of household, and thus of PA 
members. There was a fairly high association between being a member of 
both the Got and of the PA (λ= .416), showing that a notable proportion of 
individuals were members of both the PA and the Got, and that conse-
quently, many were not members of either. Indeed, 40 percent of the men in 
the CS material were not members of any of the government organizations, 
even though they headed their households. The variations in PA membership 
that could be attributed to gender were not significant, which contrasts ob-
servations regarding men’s primary role as household heads. The association 
between membership of the two associations was weakest among men and 
women in households headed by men (λ=.360 for the former and λ=.374 for 
the latter) and strongest among female household heads (λ=.490), suggesting 
that mechanisms of exclusion operated more radically among female house-
hold heads (‘either you were in the government organizations, or you were 
out’). A particularly high percentage of the divorced women were not mem-
bers of any government organization (71 percent), which may indicate that 
they had had a poor divorce outcome, and thus had lost their access to land 
and hence their right to be members of the government organizations. 

Membership of religious organizations was fairly gender-balanced, leav-
ing aside mahabärs, of which a significantly larger proportion of women 
than men were members. This does not conflict with the theoretical assump-
tions regarding women’s greater membership of bonded forms of sociability. 
However, it emerged in interviews that even membership of mahabärs was 
conditioned by access to material resources. One man who was married to a 
female mahabär member while he himself was not a member, said that “[my 
wife] is the member because the land is hers” (field notes 2006), again sug-
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gesting that rural resources were interrelated. However, having land or not 
could not be associated statistically with being a member of mahabär (λ=.0). 
Interestingly, a notably smaller proportion of women who headed their own 
households were members of religious organizations compared to women 
and men in households headed by men. In both datasets, divorcees were 
particularly little associated with religious organizations, as only 13 percent 
of all divorced women were members of a religious organization compared 
to almost 30 percent of the women in households headed by men. I attribute 
this to the fact that divorcees had challenged community norms that were 
anchored in religiously based expectations which prescribe that men and 
women should be married, and so, on the one hand they may feel stigma-
tized, or they may simply not be welcome in religious organizations. How-
ever, the actual cause of their relative exclusion cannot be established by this 
data and would merit future research.  

There were substantial differences that could be attributed to gender when 
it came to membership of the more productive forms of sociability, since 
significantly larger proportions of men than women were members of pro-
ductive organizations. To take an example, the fact that significantly larger 
proportions of men than women were members of both productive organiza-
tions and NGOs supports the research hypothesis concerning men’s closer 
connection to the local economy.178 Indeed, membership of NGOs could be 
an important channel to accessing complementary resources, since in rural 
areas NGOs often fill the void in service delivery.179 Women who headed 
their own households had the smallest propensity of all to be members of 
productive organizations. For example, only eight percent of the women who 
headed their households were members of the irrigation associations, com-
pared to 24 percent of the men.180 This strengthens earlier observations re-
garding the relatively greater exclusion of female household heads from the 
productive elements of sociability, as proposed in the theoretical framework, 
and underlined their constraints in engaging productively in farming on their 
own behalf. However, the divorcees were relatively more engaged in pro-
ductive organizations and savings organizations compared to widows while, 
as was shown above, they were relatively excluded from government organi-
zations and religious organizations.  

                                                      
178 Membership of NGOs was unsurprisingly significantly more pronounced among those 
residing in the two villages that were sampled to capture the NGO-effect, as explained in the 
methodological chapter. 
179 Indeed, down-sizing of the public sector, research and extension systems has created a 
vacuum in service provision in many countries, especially for remote rural poor farmers, since 
new systems have been slow to develop and NGOs are only partly filling this gap (see for 
example Anandajayasekeram and Torkelsson 1999). 
180 The fact that the variation in membership of irrigation associations was not significant 
when women and men in households headed by men were compared again suggests that 
membership of organizations was viewed as a common possession in households. 
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A comparable proportion of women and men were members of the um-
brella group of savings associations, which contrasts with the proposition 
that women had access to the less valuable forms of sociability compared to 
men. Indeed, a somewhat larger proportion of women who headed their own 
households were members of savings organizations compared to other 
groups. However, a closer analysis of the various components contained 
within the broad category of savings associations validated salient gender 
variations that confirmed men’s connection to the more valuable forms of 
sociability and women’s to the less valuable ones. Indeed, a significantly 
greater proportion of men than women saved in the micro-financing schemes 
connected with the local NGOs. Women on the other hand, more so than 
men, saved in the informal rotational savings schemes that collected smaller 
amounts of money (iqqub) and the variation between women and men in 
using iqqub was statistically significant in the CS material.181 The variations 
were not significant in the MS material, however, as half of all women and 
men used iqqub in the MS material. This was interpreted as suggesting that 
iqqub was used to save parts of trade earnings (see also Torkelsson 1995).182 
Analyzing the group of women further, it emerged that almost 43 percent of 
the divorcees in the CS material were members of iqqub, compared to 
around 14 percent of the women in male-headed households, and a t-test 
showed that this variation was statistically significant (p<.01).183 This adds 
further evidence to the observation that divorcees in particular were obliged 
to seek out, and invest in, productive avenues that could bring them into the 
local economy on an independent basis, and that they were relatively more 
dependent on the emerging cash economy than were women in households 
headed by men who still lived in the traditional setting.  

In the CS material, 19 percent of all men, compared to nine percent of the 
women, accessed micro-finance from the Eshet organization. To add to this, 
official data from the Ambo area showed that there are clear gender dimen-
sions in terms of accessing credit through formal credit associations, as 92 
percent of those who accessed credit through formal sources in 2001 were 
men, five percent were wives of male borrowers, and three percent were 
both husband and wife together (Gebre et al. 2002). Taken together, these 
observations illustrated the theoretical proposition that situated women at the 
informal periphery where smaller values circulated (iqqub), and men with 
responsibility for the larger resources. To interpret these findings, I propose 

                                                      
181 Sixteen percent of all women compared to five percent of all men used the iqqub modality 
for their savings. 
182 See also Robertson’s (1995: 81-82) survey of 1,000 male and female market traders in 
Nairobi which found that membership of voluntary associations is linked to women’s partici-
pation in trade, and that many women found associations to be an essential strategy in mitigat-
ing poverty, and therefore invested a higher proportion of their earnings than men in them. 
183 Cf. Aredo (1993) who found that “female-headed households, though invariably poorer 
than the male-headed households, save more in the form of iqqub” (p. 456). Also, the poorer 
ones had a greater propensity to save than those better off. 
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that women saved small amounts of cash because they were structurally 
barred from the capitalization of their resources, being impeded from enter-
ing the local economy in their own right, and they were therefore forced to 
use the (iqqub) alternative and (very) slow form of capital accumulation. 
Also, saving small amounts of money continuously may be one of the few 
ways of generating some independent resources, since the amount saved in 
iqqub may not need to be shared with husbands, as men take over big re-
sources while women may control small resources, as proposed theoretically, 
and as validated in the earlier chapters on how gender operated in local mar-
kets and trade. Indeed, it was proposed earlier that women generated pocket-
money that did not have to be shared within the household, which they had 
control over and which, slowly over time, could consolidate and become a 
more substantial resource, it could become capital. This capital, in turn, 
could over time empower women to challenge the division of responsibilities 
and resources in households and take charge of their own lives. In my analy-
sis, saving through micro-finance was one of the few options available to 
women for capitalizing on their resources, although it was not a very effec-
tive route. A valuable resource spilling over from iqqub membership, how-
ever, was that it provided an opportunity for women to strengthen network 
ties, which may be particularly important for women, and among them, es-
pecially for those women who headed their own households who otherwise 
remained outside the tissue of local sociability. In my interpretation, 
women’s involvement in iqqub again demonstrated that women need to take 
detours, whereas men can take shortcuts, in their attempts to capitalize on 
their resources.  

The value of organizational membership 
To further investigate the value emanating from being a member of each 
association, the resource scores (cf. Chapter 6) of those who were members 
of an organization were compared with those who were not members.184 
However, given that the number of organizations was an integral part of the 
resource score, I controlled for this confounding factor in the analyses, and 
in the following I refer to the corrected resource score. The analysis showed 
that for all organizations, being a member was associated with significantly 
higher corrected resource scores than for non-members (for the most part 
significant at the levels of p<.001).185 The exception was membership of 

                                                      
184 Dummies were created in which 1=member, and 0=non-members. T-tests for independent 
samples were then used to compare the equality of means of resource scores of members as 
compared to non-members.  
185 Cf. Agarwal’s (1997: 29) observation that “each individual may be better off economically 
and socially as a part of the community than outside it.” 
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PAs, which actually impacted negatively on the corrected resource score, 
albeit not significantly.  

In all cases, the analyses showed that the organizations associated with 
the highest average corrected resource scores were the marketing networks, 
labor exchange networks, Cereal Banks and religious organizations, in that 
order. The organizations that were associated with the lowest average cor-
rected resource scores were the PA, eddir, and the NGO. These findings 
conflicted with earlier assumptions regarding the productivity of NGOs and 
government associations, and suggest that organizations that were connected 
with the new economy, in which trading is an important component, were 
associated with a higher corrected resource score, and were thus more effec-
tive elements in individual resource-capitalization strategies.  

For the most part, the variations in corrected resource scores that could be 
recorded between male and female members in the more profitable organiza-
tions were not significant.  

The exception was religious organizations, as the female members of 
these had a significantly lower corrected resource scores than the male 
members (corrected resource score =18.1 of female and 23.6 of male mem-
bers). Women’s corrected resource scores were always significantly lower 
than men’s in the cases of eddir, mahabär, PAs, and the Got. The results 
thus suggested that perhaps women actually drew significantly less resources 
from the organizations of the bonding type, and from government organiza-
tions, whereas the organizations that were assumed to be productive, were 
actually equally productive for both women and men.  

Comparing the benefits drawn by women in households headed by men 
with those of women who headed their own households, it emerged that the 
average corrected resource scores were consistently lower for female house-
hold heads who were members of an organization compared to others (an 
exception was the irrigation association), but they were only statistically 
significantly lower in the cases of eddir and the PA. however, given the 
critical roles that these two latter organizations performed in the communi-
ties, the results again demonstrated that female household heads were rela-
tively excluded from the core of local sociability.  

In addition, there were qualitative indications that organizations per-
formed different functions for women than for men. For men, organizations 
represented an opportunity to create and implement local doxa, while 
women’s sociability served the twin objectives of bonding and liaising with 
other women, and strengthening their fall-back position in case of future 
need as will be discussed in detail later.  

Trade-related resources from organizations 
To inquire further into the benefits accruing from membership of an organi-
zation in terms of facilitating trading, those respondents who confirmed that 
they were members of a given organization were asked to specify whether 
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they obtained any of the following resources from the organization: ‘market 
information;’ ‘material and financial support to set up trade;’ ‘inputs’ (such 
as credit and tools, etc); and ‘teaching about improved products.’ The mem-
bers reported only whether (Yes/No) they had received each of the specified 
benefits. The results are shown in Table 9.2. 

The results show that the organizations actually performed a modest—and 
predominantly immaterial—role as trade facilitators. Indeed, the majority of 
those who were members of organizations did not mention that they received 
any material benefits from their membership to support their trade. Again, 
those organizations that were assumed to be productive were not actually 
reported as being particularly productive. For example, although it was ex-
pected that respondents would benefit materially from productive and gov-
ernment organizations, this was not reported to be the case. To take an ex-
ample, approximately 35 percent of the members of government organiza-
tions (both male and female) received market information via the govern-
ment organization, but they did not receive any material or inputs.  

Instead, organizations such as eddir and savings associations came out as 
the most important sources of material resources (including money) and 
inputs in terms of trade facilitation. Indeed, 42 percent of the women and 46 
percent of the men received material benefits from savings organizations, 
and 34 percent of the women and 29 percent of the men received material 
benefits from eddir. 

There were no striking variations that could be attributed to gender or that 
could be statistically ascertained regarding the benefits that women and men 
drew from their membership of local organizations. However women, more 
so than men, claimed to draw material benefits from eddir and savings or-
ganizations. For eddir, this was interpreted to refer to the fact that contribu-
tions to eddir were within the realm of women’s responsibilities, such as the 
provision of food and drink for social gatherings and funerals, and thus 
women perhaps benefited relatively more from eddir than men did.  

Religious organizations were also important information-gathering ave-
nues for men, since approximately 52 percent of the male members of reli-
gious organizations obtained market information from this source, compared 
to 41 percent of the female members. A larger proportion of women than 
men, however, said they obtained material and financial support through this 
channel, which is in line with the results regarding the benefits received from 
eddir. Again, and as discussed above, in order to maintain the religious 
groups the main contributions of women members were to prepare food and 
drink on a rotation basis and therefore women’s benefits from these types of 
organization must be interpreted in this light.  
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Table 9.2 Trade-related benefits from membership of organizations 

 

Proportion of 
male members 

claiming to receive trade-
related benefits from their 

organizations 

Proportion of 
female members 

claiming to receive trade-
related benefits from their 

organizations 

Government   
Market information 35.8 34.5 
Material 3.3 0 
Inputs 3.3 0 
Training 8.9 4.4 
   
Productive organizations   
Market information 48.1 52.6 
Material 5.1 3.5 
Inputs 6.3 1.8 
Training 7.6 1.8 
   
Eddir   
Market information 21.7 17.8 
Material 29.1 34.4 
Inputs 55.3 58.6 
Training 8.6 6.1 
   
Savings associations   
Market information 24.6 31.7 
Material 45.6 42.6 
Inputs 36.5 36.1 
Training 19.3 10.0 
   
NGOs   
Market information 79.3 84.6 
Material 27.6 15.4 
Inputs 34.5 7.7 
Training 62.1 23.1 
   
Religious organizations   
Market information 52.1 41.0 
Material 16.7 25.0 
Inputs 11.1 22.6 
Training 6.9 6.0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

In terms of providing market information, the NGOs, productive organiza-
tions, and religious organizations emerged as particularly valuable, for both 
female and male members alike. The NGOs were also important sources of 
training, especially for the male members.  

Thus, the government organizations perhaps played a smaller role and or-
ganizations of the bonding type a greater role in determining people’s access 
to trade-related support than has hitherto been established, and eddir and 
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religious organizations performed a greater role in determining people’s 
access to economic resources than has been hitherto thought.  

Benefits from organizational membership 
In the CS, individuals were also asked an open question regarding what in 
their view were the general benefits of being a member of an organization. 
Responses were then grouped into three main categories comprising: ‘sup-
port during death and crisis,’ ‘economic reasons,’ and ‘for social pur-
poses.’186 The results are shown in Figure 9.1 below. 
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Figure 9.1 The reasons for being a member of an association 

In spite of the emerging evidence regarding the value of organizations in 
individual resource capitalization strategies, the figure showed that most 

                                                      
186 The variable counted a modest non-response rate of eight percent. ‘Help during death and 
crisis’ included ‘to help when relatives die,’ ‘get help during crisis,’ etc. ‘Economic reasons’ 
included responses such as ‘to solve economic problems,’ ‘to receive inputs’ (such as money 
or fertilizers), ‘to get teaching and advice,’ ‘to get help when we have problems,’ or ‘to im-
prove life.’ ‘Social purposes’ included ‘for the purposes of social life,’ ‘to cooperate with 
others,’ ‘to have strong social ties,’ ‘to help each other,’ and ‘to live together.’ ‘Other’ in-
cluded for example ‘no big benefit.’ 
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individuals claimed to be members of an organization in order to receive 
help during death or a crisis, followed by economic reasons, and lastly for 
social purposes. It might have been expected that men would have priori-
tized economic utility and women social purposes, to reflect the assumption 
that women would rely more on bonding and men more on bridging forms of 
sociability, but no such differences that could be attributed to gender could 
be established.  

However, the social functions of membership came out strongly in the 
qualitative material. For example, one female interviewee (Int 14/2006) who 
had recently moved into the area in which she now resided said that she was 
not currently a member of an organization but intended to become a member 
in the future in order “to have an understanding with the people.” This un-
derlined the fact that organizations performed an important role in creating 
society. Again, the divorcees, more than others, specified that they used or-
ganizations for social purposes over economic purposes, again strengthening 
the observation that they needed social support in order to succeed in secur-
ing a good divorce outcome, and that they relied on social networks for the 
further conduct of their life, as has been a salient feature throughout this 
thesis.  

The propensity to be organized 
The number of organizations of which an individual was a member could be 
a marker of wealth in sociability. Indeed, the more organizations an individ-
ual was a member of, the more deeply embedded he or she could be ex-
pected to be in the communities. To inquire into the propensity of being or-
ganized in the population, the rates of men’s and women’s membership were 
analyzed. To facilitate the analyses, four organizational types were devised. 
First, those who were ‘not organized’ at all (not members of any organiza-
tion); second, those who were members of ‘one organization;’ third, the ‘or-
ganized’ ones (members of two to four organizations); and finally, the ‘very 
organized’ ones (membership of more than five organizations). The results 
of the analysis are shown in Table 9.3. 

The table shows that the majority of respondents were fairly well organ-
ized, as the overwhelming majority were a member of at least one organiza-
tion. In both datasets, the majority of respondents belonged to the organized 
category and were members of two to four organizations. In the CS material 
this was followed by being member of one organization, and then of being 
very organized. The associational pattern was similar in the MS material, 
with the exception that a larger proportion was not organized at all compared 
to the CS material.187 This underlined that local forms of sociability were 

                                                      
187 Indeed, in the MS material 12 percent of the respondents were not members of any organi-
zation, compared to only five percent in the CS material. 
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critical resources in the farming communities, but perhaps less important to 
those who lived off trading in local markets. Interestingly, in the MS mate-
rial a substantial proportion of household heads (17 percent), both male and 
female, were not members of any organization. A further analysis showed 
that the majority of them traded coffee, salt and kerosene, and thus had not 
produced what they were selling (they were ‘middle-wo/men’). They also 
defined themselves as traders, and traded frequently, and were in their young 
or reproductive ages, suggesting they were embedded in local markets, 
rather than in local forms of sociability.  

Table 9.3 Rate of sociability of women and men 

  
Not 

Organized 
One  

organization 
Organized 

Very   
organized 

CS     
Men (% of n=214) 3.7 16.8 58.9 20.6 
Women (% of n=247) 5.3 24.7 53.8 16.2 
     
Women in households 
headed by men (% of n=175) 4.6 23.4 53.7 18.3 
Female household heads  
(% of n=72) 6.9 27.8 54.2 11.1 
     
MS     
Men (% of n=36) 16.7 0 38.9 44.4 
Women (% of n=108) 10.2 11.1 66.7 12.0 
     
Women in households 
headed by men (% of n=67) 6.0 10.4 68.7 14.9 
Female-headed households 
(% of n=41) 17.1 12.2 63.4 7.3 
     

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

As to the organizational mix, those who were members of one organization 
only were for the most part members of eddir. As explained by one female 
interviewee (Int 06/2006): “I am only a member of eddir and do not have 
any other [organization]. This means that I will get the material and bury the 
corpse of a dead person when death comes.”  

A common combination of organizations was otherwise to combine eddir 
with either membership of a political or religious organization, in this way 
guaranteeing both basic social insurance and access to the local forms of 
sociability required to resolve issues that emerged in the community and 
among neighbors. This can be illustrated in the following quote from an 
elderly male key informant (Int 01/2006): 

The history of [the village] B. is good. The area is broadly speaking in good 
order, there is peace, there are the elderly, we want peace and agreement with 
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the government, we want to take what the government supports us with…we 
want to take this fertilizer and we want to repay the credit we take (for fertil-
izer)…we need peace… 

Among those who were members of more organizations than this, it was 
common to top this organizational mix with membership of a productive 
organization, frequently some form of saving.  

It emerged however that men were on average more organized than 
women. In both datasets, significantly larger proportions of men than women 
belonged to those who were very organized, whereas a significantly larger 
proportion of women were members of one or no organization. To take a 
couple of examples, 44 percent of the men and 12 percent of the women in 
the MS material were very organized, compared to 20 percent of the men 
and 16 percent of the women in the CS material. One of the very organized 
farmers said that he scheduled his membership of organizations on different 
weekdays (field notes 2006). Indeed, for men, cultivating organizational 
membership was important for reinforcing male bonds and, in consequence, 
perhaps for expanding on their access to rural resources. A case in point was 
that men who were not born in the area in which they now resided were ac-
tually members of more organizations than those who were born in the area 
in which they now resided; treating the number of organizations as a con-
tinuous variable the results show that the former belonged to an average of 
3.68 organizations while the latter belonged to an average of 3.20 organiza-
tions, suggesting they invested in organizational membership to build legiti-
macy in communities. However, no such association could be established 
among women, suggesting that they were conditioned to operate via their 
spouses, or that their legitimacy accrued primarily through their families, or 
in markets. 

Women who headed their own households had a less marked propensity 
to be organized, which could be attributed to the pronounced vulnerability of 
this group. Indeed, although organizations provided resources to members, 
membership also consumed resources, such as time, material contributions, 
and labor. Indeed, as mentioned earlier, one common feature of local-based 
organizations was that they channeled support and assistance from their 
members to other members in need, and responsibilities rotated among 
members. For example, in labor-sharing organizations, the labor of members 
rotated providing assistance with heavy work, such as plowing. In iqqub, 
financial resources rotated as members were expected to make small but 
regular contributions to the group, and could then draw on the pot according 
to a preset schedule; in mahabärs responsibility for food preparation rotated 
between members. Women and men contributed to the organizations those 
resources that belonged to their respective responsibilities: to put it bluntly, 
women supplied the food and men contributed the agricultural work. The 
resources generated by the division of responsibilities of women and men 
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became the ‘fuel’ that mobilized local forms of sociability. In this way, local 
organizations could be viewed as the ‘gold standard’ through which respon-
sibilities were exchanged through their conversion into a uniform currency, 
the currency of sociability. This also implied that social organizations not 
only produced rural resources, but also consumed rural resources, indeed 
were constituted by them. It emerged in interviews that payment for mem-
bership of organizations often came from trading, and people often said that 
they paid for their membership of organizations by ‘selling grain’ (field 
notes 2006). This shows that trading was an important currency needed for 
cultivating local forms of sociability.  

Treating the number of organizations of which an individual was a mem-
ber as a continuous variable, the results of the analyses on the two datasets 
showed that on average each individual was a member of 3.03 organizations. 
On average, men were members of 3.28 organizations while women were 
members of 2.81 organizations, and the variation that could be attributed to 
gender was highly significant (p<.01).188 Women who headed their own 
households were members of notably fewer organizations, an average of 
2.50 organizations.  

Women’s relatively lower rates of membership could be attributed to both 
a de jure exclusion from organizations, due to the fact that they for the most 
part did not formally head their households, and their de facto constraints, 
such as their relative time- and resource-poverty, as has been a persistent 
theme throughout this thesis. The following quote from one male respondent 
illustrates how his ex-wife’s membership of an association contributed to the 
dissolution of their marriage: 

I was divorced because my wife was a member of Gebrel Association and 
she always stayed out long and she was afraid to come home so she slept 
over in neighboring houses […] When she came home the next day I refused 
to be with her, and so our marriage was dissolved (Torkelsson 1997: 43). 

Given that households were constructed around complementary roles and 
responsibilities, as demonstrated earlier, women’s time poverty could be said 
to enable men’s relative ‘time wealth’ that they could use to engage in or-
ganizations.189 To use the frame of interpretation proposed in this thesis, 
women perhaps to some extent prioritized men’s membership of organiza-
tions rather than their own, as they operated more effectively via their hus-
bands and as women were not easily able to enter the local economy on their 

                                                      
188 Men’s membership ranged from 1-10 organizations (median 3); and for women, the me-
dian was 3, ranging from 1-9 organizations; while the median of women who headed their 
households was 2, in the range 1-7.  
189 See also Torkelsson (2007). 
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own. Thus, investing in men’s connections and, hence, authority could indi-
rectly benefit them as well.190  

Whether an individual was a member of an organization or not was also 
associated with age, since almost all in the old group (99.5 percent) were 
members of an organization, while the largest share of non-members was 
found among the youth. For both women and men, the main reason specified 
for not being a member related to lacking resources of some form, either ‘not 
being able to afford’ membership, or ‘not having time’ to participate (field 
notes 2006). According to one female interviewee, in her own words, she 
could not afford to be a member of the organization as ‘[she] was the poorest 
of all’ (field notes 2006). Another elderly female widow (Int 09/2006) ex-
plained why she was not a member of an association with the following 
words: 

Currently I am not a member [of any organization]…because I don’t have 
anything, and I am afraid of the gossip of the people in our area… If I could 
be a member I would like to be a member of one of those organizations that 
have savings, but those are only for persons who have land and who can buy 
cattle, so it is difficult for me. 

It also emerged that significantly larger proportions of those who lived on 
the road and those who had been to school were among those ‘very organ-
ized’ as compared to those less educated and living in the remotest villages. 
This suggested that educated individuals valued organizations and, as will be 
shown later, that they also had a role to play as leaders in these. Individuals 
living on the road had easier access to more organizations than those living 
off the road, where the organizational menu was more restricted.191 The 
young group was over-represented both among those who were not organ-
ized at all and those who were very organized, corroborating earlier observa-
tions that there was no uniform trend within this group, and suggesting that 
some individuals within this group were striving to preserve traditional pat-
terns, whereas tradition was challenged by others.  

The majority of all respondents—both women and men—reported that 
their membership of organizations had increased over the past two years (64 
percent), whereas only a small proportion (eight percent) reported that they 
were now members of fewer organizations compared to two years ago.192 
The evolution of organizational membership could be associated with age, 
since older people were found to have cut down on their memberships over 

                                                      
190 Cf. also Jackson (2001: 10-11). 
191 See also data from other parts of Ethiopia showing that there is very restricted traveling for 
social activities and community association and thus organizations are likely to be those in the 
area where one lives, and those that are both relevant and accessible at that (Fahy Bryceson et 
al. 2006: 24). 
192 Eleven percent of the men and six percent of the women had decreased their membership 
over time, but the variation could not be statistically ascertained. 
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time. Another interesting finding was that those who had been to school 
were more pronounced among those who had both increased and decreased 
their membership of local organizations over the past two years, adding to 
earlier observations that education was an uncertain investment in rural ar-
eas.  

The productivity of sociability 
Does the number of organizations of which an individual is a member matter 
for their capitalization of rural resources? To investigate the associations 
between wealth in social resources as it was associated with each associa-
tional type, the corrected average resource scores of the different organiza-
tional categories are shown in Table 9.4. 

Table 9.4 Average corrected resource scores of each organizational type 

  

Average 
corrected 
resource 

score of those 
not  

organized 

Average 
corrected 
resource 

score of those 
with 
one  

organization 

Average 
corrected 
resource 

score of those 
organized 

Average 
corrected 
resource 

score of those 
very  

organized 

CS     
Men (n=214) 11.7 16.8 17.6 21.5 
Women (n=247) 4.6 13.2 14.6 19.6 
     
Women in households 
headed by men (n=175) 5.9 15.0 15.3 19.7 
Female-headed households 
(n=72) 2.4 9.8 12.7 19.3 
     
MS     
Men (n=36) 2.5 - 15.0 21.6 
Women (n=108) 3.6 3.9 5.2 11.5 
     
Women in households 
headed by men (n=67) 3.5 4.0 6.2 9.3 
Female household heads 
(n=41) 3.7 3.8 3.4 19.0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The table illustrates that there was a positive association between the pro-
pensity to be organized and the resource scores. Indeed, those who were not 
members of any organization had notably lower corrected resource scores 
than those who were members of one or more organizations. Taken together, 
the results validated the observations made in Chapter 6 and the conven-
tional theory on social capital that propose that social resources actually pay 
off in terms of economic outcome. 
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To investigate further the association between the corrected resource 
scores and the number of organizations of which an individual was a mem-
ber, the number of organizations of which an individual was a member was 
treated as a continuous variable and bivariate correlations were used to es-
tablish the association between the number of organizations that a person 
was a member of and his or her corrected resource score (see Figure 9.2). 
The analyses showed that there was a fairly strong positive correlation be-
tween the number of organizations and the corrected resource score in the 
CS material (r=.331). The association was however stronger among women 
who headed their households (r=.513), than among male household heads 
(r=.222) and women in households headed by men (r=.339). The correlations 
were stronger in the MS material (for all, r=.584), and particularly so among 
men (r=.692), but less so for women (r=.362), with no major differences that 
could be attributed to household headship among women (all r-values were 
significant at the p<.001-level). In both datasets the correlation was most 
striking among female divorcees (r=.631 in the CS and r=.853 in the MS, 
both estimates highly significant), suggesting that for this group there was a 
particularly strong association between the corrected resource scores and the 
propensity to be organized, and that hence for them it was particularly stra-
tegic to invest in local forms of sociability in order to access other rural re-
sources. However, as has been argued earlier, it may have been precisely the 
fact that they had been intimately woven into the web of local sociability that 
had enabled them to obtain a good divorce outcome in the first place.  

There was therefore a positive association between local forms of socia-
bility and access to other rural resources, and this association was particu-
larly strong for women who headed their own households.  

Taken together, the results demonstrated that for women who headed their 
own households, investing in local forms of sociability was particularly criti-
cal. Using the theoretical premise to interpret this, for men, investing in local 
forms of sociability—while indeed positively associated with access to rural 
resources—was not as critical since they nevertheless had a natural position 
in the core of the economy—their access to social resources was inherited, 
not acquired (cf. Bourdieu 1986). For women in households headed by men, 
local forms of sociability did indeed facilitate their access to resources, but 
organizational membership was critical for female household heads who 
otherwise had no natural connection to the core of the economy, since they 
had to acquire it, and they acquired it through their membership of local 
organizations. 

 
 

 
 



 206

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 109876543210

Average number of organizational membership

40

20

0

A
v
e
ra

g
e

 c
o

rr
e

c
te

d
 r

e
s
o

u
rc

e
 s

c
o
re

Female household 
heads

Women in male-
headed householda

Men

Community survey

 

Figure 9.2 The association between the propensity to be organized and the average 
corrected resource scores 

The trends were largely corroborated in the MS material. However, the asso-
ciation between sociability and the corrected resource scores was particularly 
marked among men in the MS material, as those men who were not mem-
bers of any organization had a corrected resource score of 2.50, compared to 
21.6 for those who were very organized, i.e. the very organized had a cor-
rected resource score that was almost nine times higher than those who were 
not organized. This gap was less striking, although still pronounced, among 
women. Yet, the very organized women in households headed by men had a 
corrected resource score that was almost three times higher than those who 
were not organized. For women who headed their own households, although 
they were only three in number, the very organized had a corrected resource 
score more than five times higher than those who were not organized. The 
results of the analysis of the MS material therefore again strengthened the 
conclusions drawn regarding the association between resources and sociabil-
ity, and that, in particular for women household heads, investing in local 
forms of sociability was a very effective resource capitalization strategy. 

Women’s and men’s leadership in organizations 
According to Lin (2001), there is a general tendency for the macrostructure 
of resources to have a pyramidal shape in terms of position distribution: the 
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higher the level in the command chain, the fewer the number of positions 
and occupants. As a consequence, authority is concentrated in a few posi-
tions and occupants: “at the very top,” he writes, “only a few positions not 
only command the largest absolute and relative amounts of valued resources, 
but also have the most comprehensive information on the location of re-
sources in the structure” (2001: 36). Against this rationale I inquired into the 
propensity of women and men to lead organizations, assuming that someone 
in (Lin’s) ‘organizational top’ would access more valuable forms of sociabil-
ity and resources.  

To investigate this, those respondents who said they were members of a 
given organization were first asked whether they had any leadership function 
within the organization (Yes/No). Later on this information was connected to 
the corrected resource scores and other benefits retrieved via the organiza-
tions, and this data will be analysed later. The results of the first analyses of 
the incidence of women’s and men’s leadership in local organizations are 
shown in the Table 9.5.  

Table 9.5 Proportion of leaders among members 

  

Proportion 
of leaders 

among  
all mem-

bers 

Proportion 
of leaders 
among all 

male 
members 

Proportion 
of leaders 
among all 

female 
members 

Proportion 
of leaders 
among all 
women in 

male-
headed 

households 
members 

Proportion 
of leaders 
among all 

female 
household 

heads 
members 

Eddir 14.2 16.8 10.2 9.0 12.7 
Religious organizations 8.7 11.8 4.9 6.7 0 
Mahabär 4.0 4.8 3.3 4.1 1.4 
Peasant association 7.8 14.1 1.3 1.9 4.3 
Got 15.2 23.2 6.1 6.9 3.6 
Cereal Bank 29.2 37.5 12.5 16.7 0 
Irrigation association 14.1 17.6 8.8 10.3 0 
Marketing networks 15.4 20.0 0 - 0 
Labor exchange net-
works 5.8 7.7 3.3 4.2 0 
Savings associations 11.5 7.7 15.4 15.0 16.7 
Iqqub 11.1 20.0 8.6 - 23.1 
Eshet  8.2 9.8 5.0 - 14.3 
NGOs 4.8 6.3 - - 0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS and MS) 

The table shows that out of all those who were members of an organization, 
a not negligible proportion of the respondents actually had some leadership 
function within it. The results moreover showed that gender was an impor-
tant marker of leadership in local organizations, as across almost all organi-
zations a notably larger proportion of male than female members were lead-
ers of local organizations. This confirms trends in the Oromo organizational 
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pattern established by others (Kuwee Kumsa 1997; Kelbassa 2001; Hussein 
2004), who have argued that representing the household in public affairs is a 
man’s responsibility, as part of his role as head of the household. 

There was however a noticeable presence of women leaders in savings as-
sociations, in the Cereal Bank and in eddir,193 as approximately 15 percent of 
the female members of savings associations, 12 percent of the members of 
Cereal Banks and ten percent of the eddir members claimed to have a leader-
ship role in these organizations.  

The propensity to be a leader among female household heads was mixed. 
Whereas women household heads had no leadership function in productive 
organizations, and very limited positions in government organizations, the 
proportion of female household heads that held a leadership function in one 
of the savings associations was actually higher than among the other groups, 
including men. To take an example, among the women who headed their 
households and who were members of the iqqub, 23 percent had a leadership 
function in the iqqub, compared to 20 percent of the men and nine percent of 
the women in households headed by men. This finding provided strong sup-
port to the earlier observation that women household heads invested in pro-
ductive forms of sociability when they could afford to, and that this was 
perhaps critical for them to facilitate their entry into, and retain their position 
in the local economy. Also, their experience in managing their own house-
hold budget and lives had perhaps equipped them with leadership qualities in 
the eyes of other community members. This is a dimension that however 
requires further research. 

Even though men’s leadership in local organizations was more pro-
nounced in the sample, women nevertheless constituted around one third of 
all leaders in organizations. This was actually consistent with official targets 
regarding women’s representation in decision-making bodies.194 The fact that 
women actually did take on leadership roles was in marked contrast to for 
example Kelbessa’s (2001:73) observations that women in most of Oromiya 
are not allowed to participate in politics or work outside the home, or to Ku-
wee Kumsa’s (1997) observation that decision-making would be “taboo for 
Oromo women” (p. 142). Interestingly, women’s presence as leaders was 
particularly low in those organizations that could be assumed to be regulated 
by law and where official targets could have been set (such as government 
organizations), and were relatively more pronounced in productive and tradi-
tional organizations. It may be that communities are perhaps undergoing a 
transformation and have become more equitable in terms of women’s access 

                                                      
193 See also Lvova (1997) who noted that in Ethiopia, “women are the most reliable organiz-
ers of funerals and the most skilful weepers,” (p. 583) and, in her view “this is one of the few 
opportunities in female life to express themselves” (ibidem). 
194 See for example the recommendations emanating from the UN Fourth World Conference 
on Women, held in Beijing, China, in 1995, which called for at least 30 per cent representa-
tion by women in national governments. 
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to decision-making in local organizations. This thesis proposes that women’s 
active participation in local trade has perhaps contributed to effectuating this 
change.  

To investigate the relationship between being a leader and obtaining re-
sources from the organization, as Lin (2001) proposed, it was examined 
whether being a leader of a given organization was associated with access to 
trade-related resources from that particular organization (refer to Table 9.2). 
The results are shown in Table 9.6. 

The table validated that leaders—both men and women—had privileged 
access to the various trade-related resources accruing from the different or-
ganizations. For example, the likelihood that an individual would receive 
trade-related benefits from an organization increased dramatically if he or 
she was a leader of it rather than a member only. The chances of receiving 
training almost doubled if an individual was a leader of the organization 
through which the training is offered. When it came to market information 
and inputs, the chances were somewhat better for male leaders, whereas for 
training and money the chances were better for female leaders. To take an 
example, 80 percent of the female members of government organizations 
who were leaders received market information from the organization com-
pared to 34 percent of those who were members only. 

In addition, for the most part being a leader of an organization was asso-
ciated with higher average corrected resource scores, compared to those of 
the members-only, with the exception of religious organizations and NGOs.  
The differences in resource scores were highly significant when male leaders 
of government organizations and eddir were compared with male members 
only of these organizations. Female household heads who led savings or-
ganizations also had significantly higher average corrected resource scores 
than female household heads who were only members (corrected resource 
score of 22 for leaders, compared to 14 for members only). However, the 
female household heads who held leadership positions in government or-
ganizations actually had a markedly lower corrected resource score (average 
corrected resource score of six) than those women who headed their house-
holds and who were members of government organizations, but not leaders 
(average corrected resource score of 14). This suggests that female leaders 
did not enjoy the same privileges as male leaders in government organiza-
tions, or that this was not an effective route for them to capitalize on their 
resources. Perhaps this was one of the reasons why it was more effective for 
them to invest in the new economy, i.e. trading, than in traditional forms of 
sociability. 
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Table 9.6 Trade-related benefits accruing to male and female leaders of organiza-
tions, compared to members 

  

Proportion of 
male leaders 

receiving 
benefits from 
organizations 

Proportion of 
male mem-
bers receiv-
ing benefits 
from organi-
zations (cf. 
Table 9.2) 

Proportion of 
female lead-
ers receiving 
benefits from 
organizations 

Proportion of 
female mem-
bers receiving 
benefits from 
organizations 
(cf. Table 9.2) 

Government     
Market information 64.7 35.8 80.0 34.5 
Material 8.8 3.3 0 0 
Inputs 5.9 3.3 0 0 
Training 17.6 8.9 20.0 4.4 
     
Productive organizations     
Market information 80.0 48.1 0 52.6 
Material 10.0 5.1 0 3.5 
Inputs 6.3 6.3 0 1.8 
Training 7.6 7.6 0 1.8 
     
Eddir     
Market information 59.1 59.1 40.9 17.8 
Material 44.4 44.4 36.4 34.3 
Inputs 63.9 55.3 63.6 58.6 
Training 19.3 8.6 9.5 6.1 
     
Savings associations     
Market information 71.4 24.6 57.1 57.1 
Material 42.9 45.6 71.4 42.6 
Inputs 42.9 36.5 42.9 36.1 
Training 42.9 19.3 42.9 10.0 
     
NGOs     
Market information 100.0 79.3 0 84.6 
Material 57.1 27.6 0 15.4 
Inputs 57.1 34.5 0 7.7 
Training 57.1 62.1 100.0 23.1 
     
Religious organizations     
Market information 60.0 52.1 33.3 41.0 
Material 20.0 16.7 50.0 25.0 
Inputs 26.7 11.1 40.0 22.6 
Training 20.0 6.9 30.0 6.0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

Furthermore, it emerged that being a leader of one organization was associ-
ated with being a leader of another, again demonstrating the Matthew effect 
at work. Indeed, 37 percent of the women leaders and 43 percent of the male 
leaders had leadership functions in two organizations or more. There were 
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some general characteristics of these leaders that were comparable for both 
women and men. The vast majority of leaders were born in the area in which 
they now lived; were in their reproductive ages; their main occupation was 
farming; they lived in villages on, rather than off the road; most were mar-
ried, and they were almost never divorced. However, the overwhelming ma-
jority of male leaders had been to school, whereas for women, education did 
not seem to matter; one exception was that the leaders of savings associa-
tions had all been to school.195 Thus, leaders—both men and women—did 
not diverge from the average community characteristics and embodied the 
community norms.196  

Divorcees only featured as leaders of savings associations, a finding that 
underlined the dominant position of this group in the ‘new economy’ and 
their stigmatized position in the old, which was attributed to the fact that 
they had challenged community norms. 

Female traders 
To conclude this chapter, this section analyzes specifically whether the asso-
ciational pattern of female traders differed from that of so-called other 
women in the material, i.e. those women who traded sporadically or weekly. 
To recall, the thesis proposed that female traders had challenged community 
norms that regulated women’s connection to the inside and that they there-
fore may have entered men’s outside sphere, the local economy, on their 
own behalf, by virtue of their frequent trading.  

The analyses of the associational patterns showed that a notably smaller 
proportion of female traders were members of the PA compared to other 
women (13 percent of the female traders and 40 percent of the other women 
were members of the PA). Also, a somewhat smaller proportion of female 
traders were members of eddir compared to other women, and although the 
difference was not great (81 percent of the female traders compared to 87 
percent of other women), it did not conflict with the observation that female 
traders gave less priority to organizations that did not bring economic bene-
fits to their trading.  

Reversing the coin, female traders, much more than other women, were 
members of religious organizations (29 percent of the female traders and 18 
percent of the other women were members of religious organizations). This 
may support Watson’s (2006) observations among the Konso people in 

                                                      
195 Cf. Chapter 6 which observed that in virtue of their overall higher level of education, men 
were considered more suitable to lead local associations. Women, however, were prevented 
from participating in higher education, in this way providing legitimacy to their limited in-
volvement in the ‘outside’ (see also Torkelsson 2007).  
196 These characteristics compare well with the requirements to become a Jaarsa, as will be 
described in the following chapter. 
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Ethiopia that belonging to a religion is a critical social resource to traders 
since it actually helps them to build trust and make good business contacts.197 
In addition, a strikingly larger proportion of female traders compared to 
other women were members of iqqub (50 percent of the female traders were 
members of iqqub, compared to 19 percent of others), which added to earlier 
observations that iqqub represented an opportunity to save the revenues from 
trading, and was a further validation of the fact that female traders had 
stepped into the local monetary economy where cash circulated, and that 
trading frequently had been a way for them to capitalize on their resources. 
However, analysis of the use made of drawings from iqqub showed that 
these were primarily used to pay for household expenditure and clothes, thus 
questioning the effectiveness of savings as means of capitalizing on re-
sources.  

Two outstanding results emerged from the analyses when female traders 
were compared with other women regarding their propensity to be organ-
ized. On the one hand, a notably larger proportion of female traders com-
pared to other women belonged to the group of those who were not organ-
ized at all (14 percent of the female traders were not organized, compared to 
five percent of other women) but, on the other hand, a larger proportion of 
female traders also belonged to those who were very organized (21 percent 
of the female traders compared to 14 percent of other women were very or-
ganized). However, the average propensity to be organized was similar be-
tween the two groups (approximately three organizations), but female traders 
exhibited more extreme associational patterns, suggesting that within this 
group some individuals invested in organizational membership in order to 
enhance their trading, while others were too poor to afford membership of 
organizations. Indeed, a further analysis showed that those female traders 
who were not organized had on average a lower corrected resource score 
than the ‘other women’ who were not organized (corrected resource score 
3.7 among the former and 4.9 for the latter), but the variations were not sta-
tistically significant. Among those who were very organized, the female 
traders had a significantly higher average corrected resource score than the 
‘other women’ (25.4 for the former compared to 17.9 for the latter). This 
demonstrated that the association between the number of organizations of 
which one was a member, and the corrected resource scores, was strong 
among female traders and that it was rational for them to invest their earn-
ings in local forms of sociability to effectively capitalize on their re-
sources.198 Also, a significantly larger proportion of female traders compared 

                                                      
197 To quote Watson (2006): “When traders go on the road and trade, the people ask ‘what is 
your religion?’ When you say ‘I’m Orthodox’, then you are treated very well. In Moyale, 
Arba Minch and other places, there are Orthodox churches. If you have any problems, you 
can say ‘I’m Orthodox’ and they will accept you in everything” (p. 83). 
198 There was a much stronger correlation between the corrected resource score and the num-
ber of organizations of which an individual was a member among the female traders than 



 213 

with ‘other women’ in fact specified that their main motivation for being a 
member of an organization was economic.199  

It also emerged from the analyses that a slightly larger proportion of fe-
male traders compared to ‘other women’ received benefits from their mem-
bership of organizations. Indeed, female traders received more market in-
formation, trade-related inputs and trade-related training from their member-
ship of organizations compared to other women who, on the other hand, 
received more material benefits, such as money, from their membership of 
organizations. 

Consistently, notably higher proportions of female traders compared to 
other women were leaders in the organizations of which they were members. 
For example, 17 percent of the female traders were leaders of eddir com-
pared to eight percent of the other women; 13 percent were leaders of Gots, 
compared to three percent of the other women; 25 percent were leaders of 
religious organizations, compared to 12 percent of other women; and 44 
percent were leaders of productive organizations, compared to none of the 
other women. Using the theoretical framework to interpret this, the higher 
propensity of female traders to lead associations suggested that they were 
also viewed by their fellow-women as having entered the outside on a foot-
ing that was comparable to that of men, and were therefore considered suit-
able to lead local organizations. Indeed, female traders may have represented 
important role models that could guide other women into the local economy, 
and constituted important bonds—and maybe even bridges—for other 
women into the local economy. However, the results were actually rather 
puzzling, as female traders ought to have less time than others to be engaged 
as leaders of organizations, and so more research on female leadership of 
local organizations is warranted to understand how they coped with their 
‘quadruple’ roles.200 

To conclude, a substantially higher proportion of female traders specified 
that their membership of organizations had increased over the past two years 
compared to other women (76 percent of the female traders and 61 percent 
of the other women reported that their membership had increased over the 
past two years). This provided further support to the observation that for 
female traders their involvement in social organizations was beneficial and 
instrumental to their resource capitalization strategies. On the other hand, it 
is possible that their active involvement in trade had enabled them to invest 
in local forms of sociability. 

                                                                                                                             
among the ‘other women’ (r=.631 for the female traders, and r=.337 for other women, both 
correlations significant at the p<.01-level), again not contradicting the theoretical proposition 
that female traders look for organizations which generate resources as part of their resource 
capitalization strategies. 
199 Thirty-three percent of the female traders and 13 percent of the ‘other women’ were mem-
bers of organizations for economic reasons, and the variation was highly significant (p<.01). 
200 Cf. the ‘triple role of women’ of Moser (1989). 
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10. The value of men’s and women’s social 
network ties 

The previous chapter focused on women’s and men’s access to the more 
formal elements of sociability. The less formal elements of sociability that 
may impact on the capitalization of women’s and men’s resources are stud-
ied in this chapter. A distinction is made between those social resources that 
are kin-related (Lin 2001), relational (Westermann et al. 2005), and bonding 
(Narayan 1999) on the one hand; and those that act as bridges, or links to the 
local economy (Narayan 1999; Krishna 2002) on the other. The different 
forms of local sociability are related to the resource scores, thus enabling an 
analysis of the effectiveness of these as resource capitalization strategies for 
women and men.  

The bonds 
This section studies the gender dimensions of local forms of sociability. It 
focuses on relations with relatives, so-called ‘natal networks’ (Mazzucato 
and Niemeijer 2001), and on other important occasions in community life in 
which local sociability is produced, such as when socializing in coffee cere-
monies and in local bars, with a view on how these bonded forms of socia-
bility impact on the capitalization of women’s and men’s resources. 

Natal networks 
It has been a consistent finding throughout this thesis that men and women 
living together in households headed by men have consistently higher re-
source scores than women who head their own households. This has been 
attributed to the fact that resources are commonly possessed in households. 
The fact that women need to be connected to men in order to plug into the 
local economy effectively is clearly illustrated in the story of one married 
female respondent in the following extract from an interview:  

I came from Korro Harri to the village B. by foot. I lived with my [girl] friend 
and we traded araqee and farsoo together. I hated the life of Korro Harri be-
cause they work and work but there is no improvement and when I realized 
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this, I left. I had no plan to marry but everybody told me that it is better to be 
with a husband rather than alone (Torkelsson 1997: 28). 

The theory proposed that it is through marriage that women primarily enter 
the local economy, that is via their relationship with their husband. It was 
noted that there are several different forms of marriage in Ethiopia,201 but 
that in general the marriage union represents an act of transferring a girl 
from her father’s household to that of her husband and that “females are 
destined to go out of lineage through marriage” (Hussein 2004: 125).  

There was an association between the resource scores and the type of 
marriages in which an individual was engaged. However, further analyses of 
the association between the type of marriage that an individual had and the 
resource scores showed that men who had used the butii method to get mar-
ried had a significantly higher resource score than those men who had been 
married using the traditional (semanya) type of marriage. For women, hav-
ing entered marriage via butii impacted negatively on their resource scores. 
This suggests that in butii, resources were not jointly held by spouses and 
that men benefited from this type of marriage, including in terms of access-
ing locally valued resources, but that women did not. In spite of observations 
by others, such as Mayoux (2001: 451) who observed that polygyny may 
benefit women because it offers them access to important new female-based 
networks, being in a polygamous relationship impacted negatively on 
women’s resource scores in this material, as women living in a monogamous 
relationship had on average a resource score of 19 compared to 13.2 for 
those in polygamous relationships, and t-tests showed that the difference in 
resource score was significant among women, but insignificant among men. 

The settlement pattern is virilocal, meaning that after marriage the hus-
band and wife move to the husband’s family’s home to live, and patrilineal, 
meaning that descent and inheritance follow the father’s line. The practice of 
virilocality produces a situation in which men’s relationships with their 
families of birth remain intact, whereas women’s relationships with their 
families of origin, their natal networks, are interrupted, and thus need to be 
actively maintained, and this system thus acts in men’s favor (cf. Blumberg 
2004: 285-6). Thus, the gendered settlement pattern is expected to influence 
the local forms of sociability and resource access of women and men. 

In the literature it has been found that the type of settlement patterns can 
also affect an individual’s bargaining power in a household. According to 
Agarwal (1997: 14ff), women’s bargaining power within a household is 
greatly connected with his or her “extra-household bargaining power”, that 
is, his or her links to the outside.  

In the context of this research, being separated from one’s father’s house 
and becoming dependent on one’s husband’s family could be assumed to 

                                                      
201 See for example Pankhurst 1992; Lvova 1997; Tilson and Larsen 2000; Zenebe 2006. 
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produce social vulnerability and weaken a woman’s bargaining power. In 
line with the theoretical proposition, for a woman, moving to her husband’s 
area implies amalgamating into, or carving out a position within his social 
network. Virilocality is therefore likely to slow down the capitalization and 
consolidation of women’s social network ties, and the practice of uprooting 
women is another way in which local doxa prevents women from capitaliz-
ing on their social resources. For those women whose natal networks are far 
away, their inherited connections and bonds are broken. As solid relations 
with traditional forms of sociability are needed to obtain a good divorce out-
come, as has been mentioned earlier and will be discussed in greater detail 
later, this is likely to have a negative impact on the bargaining power of 
women.  

On the one hand, having natal networks that are some distance away has 
been found to strengthen women’s bargaining power in Ethiopia (Pankhurst 
1992; Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2002). Indeed, women’s temporary de-
parture from the home leaves men in great difficulty for lack of domestic 
assistance (cf. Amare 1997). As a condition for returning to their husbands, 
women may ask for compensation in the form of animals, which they can 
thereafter keep as personal property. The natal networks of women are often 
distant from their new homesteads, but exchange marriages do exist as well, 
and these take place within communities. The data from the CS showed that 
40 percent of the women were not born in the place in which they currently 
lived, and the vast majority of these (90 percent) had settled in the place in 
which they now resided to live with their spouses.202 Only 20 percent of the 
men were not born in the area in which they now lived, and the majority of 
the male ‘immigrants’ had either been resettled by the Government and 
given a small piece of land in the area (most of them had come from a 
neighboring factory that was closed down), had come to look for employ-
ment, or had come to the area together with their parents in early childhood. 
According to Gibson and Mace (2005: 471), among the Arssi Oromo it is an 
indicator of wealth to reside at a distance from the natal village, as exchange 
marriages normally occur among poor women who then remain within their 
natal village.  

To investigate the association between the resource scores and the dis-
tance of natal networks, a dummy variable regarding residential background 
was created and associated with the resource scores.203 A t-test showed that 
the average variations in resource scores were very small and statistically 
insignificant between these two groups in this material. However, those 

                                                      
202 From another Oromo community in Ethiopia, Gibson and Mace (2005) also found compa-
rable figures, i.e. that one third of all married women had married local men and remained 
within their natal village (p. 472). 
203 Those who were not born in the area in which they now resided were assigned the value 
=1 and those who were born in the area in which they now resided were assigned the value 
=0. 
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women household heads who were not born in the area in which they now 
lived had on average a higher resource score than those who were born in the 
area, corroborating observations by others that natal networks at a distance 
were indeed valuable resources to them (Pankhurst 1992; Amare 1997; Faf-
champs and Quisumbing 2002) or that only the poorest families ‘exchange’ 
daughters within the village to avoid substantial bride dowry payments (Gib-
son and Mace 2005). Among divorcees in the CS material there was a stark 
difference in resource scores between those who were born in the area and 
those who were not, as the 13 divorcees who were not born in the area in 
which they now resided had an average resource score of 26.5 compared to 
14.7 for the four divorcees who were born in the area, and the variations 
could be statistically ascertained (p<.05).  

The value of natal network ties 
The natal networks that women maintain with their families of birth have 
been observed by others to constitute important sources of sociability for 
women in particular (Mazzucato and Niemeijer 2001), an observation that is 
also confirmed in this thesis. Given that men for the most part resided close 
to their relatives, it was decided to inquire more deeply into the relationships 
that women maintained with their natal networks. Consequently, women in 
the CS were asked to specify how often they saw their parents. The results 
showed that most women (82 percent) saw their parents from time to time, 
often on a regular basis. The majority of those (around 50 percent) saw their 
parents occasionally (such as yearly, either for special occasions or for holi-
days); 25 percent of the women saw their parents on a monthly basis, 
whereas the remaining portion saw their parents weekly (19 percent), or 
even daily (six percent). A significantly larger proportion of women who 
headed their own households never saw their parents, compared to women in 
households headed by men (25 percent of female household heads never saw 
their parents, compared to 13 percent of the women in households headed by 
men, and a t-test showed that the difference between the two groups was 
significant (p<.05)).204  

The previous part of this thesis demonstrated that having access to one’s 
natal network was critical for women in their daily lives in order to engage 
effectively in trading.205 The results from the analyses of the association be-

                                                      
204 It might have been expected that women’s broken ties to their natal networks could have 
resulted from a butii type of marriage, as the act of rape has been viewed by others to effec-
tively “burn the bridges” between the girl and her natal network (cf. Zenebe 2006: 174). 
However, women who had been taken by butii did not see their parents less regularly than 
other women. It might also have been expected that those who did not see their parents were 
either elderly, or lived far away from them, but most were actually married and represented all 
age groups, with some minor, but statistically insignificant, emphasis in the older age groups. 
205 Cf. Blumberg (2004: 283).  
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tween the frequency with which women saw their parents and the resource 
scores proved to be a strong –yet mixed– validation of this. Indeed, the 
analyses showed that women who saw their parents on a monthly basis had 
an average resource score of 21.6, compared to an average resource score of 
12.5 for those women who never saw their parents, suggesting that maintain-
ing natal networks was indeed a profitable resource capitalization strategy.  

However, just as social (and natal) networks can be a good thing, they can 
also be a bad thing, as was illustrated by the results showing that women 
who saw their parents on a weekly basis had an average resource score of 
18.9 compared to 15.5 for those who saw their parents every day. Indeed, 
one informant confessed that her parents and relatives came to see her often 
as she lived along the road to the market, and they wanted to be invited for 
drinks at all times of day (field notes 2006). In their role as providers of food 
and drink, women were likely to experience more severely the “down-side of 
social capital,” to quote Portes and Landolt (1996). 

To inquire further into the types of benefit that both women and men 
drew from their natal networks, all respondents in the CS were asked to 
specify whether they currently received any support from their parents and, 
if so, what type of support they received. They were also asked to specify 
whether they, in their turn, provided support to their parents and, if so, were 
asked to specify the type of support they gave to their parents. The results of 
the analyses relating to whether women and men received and provided sup-
port to their parents are shown in Table 10.1. 

Table 10.1 Providing support to, and receiving support from parents 

  
Receiving sup-

port  
from parents 

Giving support 
to parents 

Association 
between receiv-
ing and giving 

support (λ) 

Men (% of n=213) 30.0 58.6 .046 Ns 
Women (% of n=245) 49.6 46.9 .593*** 
    
Women in households headed by 
men (% of n=173) 51.7 50.3 .619*** 
Female household heads  
(% of n=72) 44.4 38.9 .443** 
    

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 
***=difference significant at the p<.001-level; **=difference significant at the p<.01-level; 
Ns =difference not significant 

The table shows that a larger proportion of women than men received sup-
port from their parents, since 30 percent of the men and 50 percent of the 
women said they continued to receive support from their parents even 
though they were currently married, and the variations that could be attrib-
uted to gender were highly significant. This strengthened earlier observa-
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tions regarding the value of natal network ties, particularly to women. How-
ever, a significantly larger proportion of men than women gave support to 
their parents (59 percent of the men and 47 percent of the women gave sup-
port to their parents).  

Women who headed their own households both received, and gave, less 
support to their parents compared with women in households headed by 
men, but the variations could not be statistically ascertained. The lower level 
of support to parents of this group was interpreted in light of the fact that 
they had the least resources of all, as has been a salient theme throughout 
this thesis. However, the reason as to why they received less support than 
others could not be ascertained using this data. Interestingly, however, 
within the group of female-headed households, a very large proportion of the 
divorcees (83 percent), both gave support to their parents and received sup-
port from them, which is in line with the salient observations suggesting this 
group needs to invest in their natal networks. 

The analyses also showed that there was a small, but positive, association 
between those who provided help to their parents and those who received 
help in the CS at large (λ=.358). This association was negligible among men 
(λ=.046), but strong among women who headed their own households 
(λ=.443). However, the association was very strong among women who 
lived in households headed by men (λ=.619) suggesting, firstly, that the de-
gree of reciprocity was more pronounced among women than men in gen-
eral, and also that for women in households headed by men it was critical to 
cultivate natal networks. Indeed, investing in natal networks was important 
to them, given that their bargaining power in households thereby increased, 
and might prove critical in the event of future need, as has been suggested 
earlier, and as will be shown later in the case of S., which follows in the next 
section. 

Both receiving and providing support from parents was associated with 
higher resource scores, strengthening the proposition that natal networks 
were valuable forms of sociability in rural areas and that those who gave 
support were relatively better off. Indeed, women who received support from 
their parents had on average a resource score of 19.2 compared to 15.8 for 
those who did not receive parental support. The differences between the 
average resource scores were highly significant among women in households 
headed by men (p<.01), but not significant among male or female household 
heads.  

The support given to parents was also positively associated with the re-
source scores for all groups, suggesting that perhaps parents were supported 
from an existing surplus. Also, as shown earlier, the wealthy individuals in 
the communities were defined as those who had some surplus to lend or 
give. Among women in households headed by men, those who supported 
their parents had an average resource score of 20.6 compared to 16.9 for 
those who did not support their parents (p<.01, and those men who sup-
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ported their parents had a resource score of 23.5 compared to 18.5 for those 
who did not, and the difference was highly significant (p<.001). However, 
among women household heads, the difference in resource scores between 
those who did and did not support their parents was not significant. 

Even if they did not impact significantly on their resource scores, the na-
tal networks were important sources of support for those women who were 
disconnected from the local economy. Having a natal network was an impor-
tant precondition for a successful divorce outcome, or to inheriting a fair and 
legitimate share upon the loss of a male spouse. Indeed, getting assistance 
from fathers for the important resources and support from mothers in daily 
activities represented important forms of local sociability, especially for the 
women who headed their own households. Having a natal network could 
partly compensate for the missing links to the local economy that result from 
a separation, and thus the loss of a male connection. The example of S. be-
low illustrates in a comprehensive way the multiple functions that natal net-
work ties perform. 

The case of S. 
S. was my age at the time when I first met her—38 years old. She had been 
married at the age of 15 to M., a poor man from the same community. The 
couple had settled within the premises of S’s father who had quite a vast 
amount of land in the area, and they had altogether seven children. The cou-
ple had been sampled from the household lists and when we came to look for 
them, their hut was run down—cattle had apparently lived in the house and 
the house was poorly maintained. As no one was around, we asked their 
neighbors where the couple was to be found, and received different replies 
‘S. had left the house, and M. had gone to look for her’; ‘the couple was 
away and would soon be back.’ After a while it became clear that the couple 
had separated and that M. was living alone on the premises, and one day we 
were able to talk to him. M. claimed to be still married, and that his wife had 
recently left him to go to her father’s house, and taken all the children with 
her. In his view she had done so because her father had always looked down 
on M. for being poor, and now her father had convinced his daughter to 
separate from M. because he (M’s father-in-law) wanted to get the land 
back. M. however loved his wife very much and wanted his wife and their 
children back. He claimed to have been trying to contact the Jaarsa to nego-
tiate to have her back, but that S., and her father, had refused to take part in 
the negotiations. 

As we had expected to complete the survey we managed to meet S. at her 
father’s house, which was very close by, and we promised M. that we would 
ask both her father and the Jaarsa for a meeting of reconciliation.  

S. was very reluctant to participate in the survey, but finally agreed. The 
story that she told us regarding her relationship with M. was very different 
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from the one told to us by him. In fact, according to her, she had left her 
husband three years ago, after many years of repeated violence in the home. 
She said that she could not stay with him because of ‘what their children 
came to see.’ It all got worse when M. was drinking, she told us, and the 
worst days were market days when he got ‘very bad ideas’ and made up that 
she had a lover, and beat her (“when he was drinking he used to automati-
cally beat me”).206 Finally the situation became so bad that S. took most of 
the children (some stayed with her parents) to Guder and rented a room 
there, and planned to live from making and trading farsoo and araqee.  

One night M. and his brother tracked her down and came at night and cut 
her in the head with a machete knife. As a consequence, the two brothers 
ended up in prison, but S. felt that it was not safe for her to stay in Guder, so 
she took her children and moved to Addis Ababa to live with a relative. M. 
and his relatives had repeatedly tried to find her since, and sent Jaarsa as far 
as Addis Ababa in an attempt to reconcile the couple, but by this time she 
was determined to get a divorce. It was for this reason that she had now 
moved back to her parents, as the case was to be tried in the Guder court. 
However, because a hearing with the local Jaarsa is required prior to em-
barking on the formal process,207 she agreed to have a meeting with M. and 
the Jaarsa.  

I was invited to attend the Jaarsa meeting and to give my opinion on the 
process, being an outsider who had heard both sides of the story. The oldest 
son of the couple participated on that day, and his opinions were expressed 
as well. He said that he loved his father very much but that he could not 
stand to see him beat his mother. S. repeated that she wanted to divorce M. 
because he was “a drunkard and a liar,” and this was the position of her fa-
ther as well. M. however claimed to have stopped drinking, and said that he 
wanted to live with his family and that he had never, and would never, do 
them any harm again. However, the Jaarsa—the local arbitrators who know 
how to distinguish right from wrong—finally stated that they blessed the 
couple’s separation and that they would report their judgment to the Guder 
court.  

As we walked away from the meeting, M. came up to us. He was very sad 
and said he could not believe the outcome, but said that he would now go 

                                                      
206 It was a recurrent theme in many of the conversations with divorcees the way in which 
drinking is ‘automatically’ connected with household violence. One female interviewee said 
about her ex-husband that when he came home he used to beat her and insulted her severely, 
while the following morning he was quite regretful. She wanted nevertheless to divorce him 
as ‘this was repeated too much’ (Int 05/1996, field notes 2006). 
207 The assessment of Jaarsa is a required input in the process of making formal decisions, 
illustrating also how formal and informal structures interact. Indeed, this process is explained 
in greater detail by Amare (1997) who said that “divorce settlements are carried out by elders 
chosen by the ex-spouses. Rarely, people resort to local courts and only rarely appealed to 
kebele and district level courts progressively if decisions were found to be unsatisfactory at 
each level” (p. 752). 
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and drink to mourn the decision, and invited us to come along. After that he 
said he was determined to leave his hut and land and move to the premises of 
the qalluu, the local religious leader, and be absorbed into that family in-
stead. 

Drinking together 

Drinking beer 
Some of the most important occasions on which local sociability was pro-
duced and strengthened was when drinking: either coffee or local drinks, 
such as a mug of farsoo or araqee with neighbors, friends and relatives. 
Brewing and trading beer in local taverns was an important component in 
women’s resource capitalization strategies, as was shown earlier. Chapter 5 
also showed that selling beer was a gender-coded activity that involved 
women only, and in which men were never engaged.  

In addition to the function they performed in the capitalization of 
women’s resources, the taverns also represented a locus in which both 
women and men produced and maintained local forms of sociability. There 
were numerous testimonies in the qualitative material indicating that the 
taverns were also meeting-points and provided opportunities to embark on 
new social and emotional liaisons, for both women and men. One inter-
viewee said for example that “we cannot go inside a house and speak to a 
man—it would be a great shame…but actually we can do it secretly” (Tor-
kelsson 1997). For example, during earlier fieldwork one young man ex-
plained that he met his new wife in her house where she was trading farsoo: 
“she had been married before and had one child and I fell in love as I saw 
her there—it is just something that is done by God.”  

These examples again highlight that taverns represented a place in which 
room for maneuver could be exercised and which challenged the opposition 
between the inside and outside and thus local doxa. Indeed, the outside came 
to the inside in the taverns. Earlier it was shown that the taverns brought 
back some of the income that men generated on the outside to the realm of 
women inside, thereby challenging the division of resources between women 
and men (see also Torkelsson 2007). This time I emphasize that the taverns 
enabled women and men to interact, contrary to local conventions which 
prevented married women from speaking to other men, and the otherwise 
rigid patterns of homosociality. 

To establish the gender patterns involved in the use of taverns further, re-
spondents were asked to specify how often they visited the taverns to have a 
beer. Their responses were then coded into the following categories: ‘daily,’ 
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‘weekly,’ ‘occasionally,’ and ‘never.’ The results of the analysis are shown 
Table 10.2. 

Table 10.2 Frequency of beer drinking among women and men 

  
Never have 

beer 
Have beer 

occasionally 
Have beer 

weekly 
Have beer 

daily 
Men (% of n=205) 29.7 53.7 12.7 4.8 
Women (% of n=225) 62.2 26.7 9.8 1.3 
     
Women in male-headed 
households (% of n=156) 57.7 30.7 10.2 1.3 
Female-headed households 
(% of n=69) 72.4 17.2 8.7 1.4 
     

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

The table shows that the majority of respondents reported that they either 
never, or only occasionally had beer. However, there were large and signifi-
cant variations that could be attributed to gender as women had beer notably 
less often than men, with 62 percent of the women and 30 percent of the men 
never having beer at all. A much larger proportion of women who headed 
their own households never had beer as compared to those in households 
headed by men (72 percent of the former and 58 percent of the latter never 
had beer) and this difference was highly significant. In informal conversa-
tions non-drinkers said they did not drink beer due to their religion (Pente-
costal) (field notes 2006).208 However, for the group of female household 
heads, refraining from drinking could not be associated with religion, since 
only 14 percent of those who never had beer in the taverns were members of 
religious organizations.  

Further analyses showed that there was a strong association between the 
frequency of beer drinking and the resource scores in the CS material 
(γ=.347 for all). The association was strongest for female household heads 
(γ=.407) and least strong for women in households headed by men (γ=.236). 
Indeed, for all groups, the average resource scores of those who never had 
beer in taverns were significantly lower than the resource scores of those 
who at least from time to time visited the local bars (resource score 16.6 for 
the former and 21.4 for the latter). To illustrate this more clearly, those who 
had beer on a daily basis had a resource score of 31.8 compared to 16.6 for 
those who never had beer. This suggested local forms of sociability, such as 
beer drinking, were valuable vehicles as resource capitalization strategies, 

                                                      
208 See also Kuwee Kumsa (1997: 137) who recorded how missionaries in Oromiya tried to 
stop the preparation of farsoo, “depicting it as alcoholic and therefore sinful. Oromo men 
accepted the depiction and tried to persuade their women. For women farsoo is the basic 
formula used to get agricultural work done” (ibidem) (through shared works, so-called 
daboo). 
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particularly for both male and female household heads. However, no robust 
conclusions could be drawn regarding the causality involved in this from this 
data, i.e. were the taverns engines of resource capitalization, or did people 
visit local bars because they could afford to?  

The results also showed that for all groups there was a strong association 
between the frequency of beer drinking and the number of valuable contacts 
held (γ=.437) corroborating that having a beer in a tavern provided an impor-
tant opportunity to socialize. Indeed, those who drank beer on a daily basis 
had on average 5.31 contacts (n=13), compared to 2.03 (n=201) for those 
who never drank beer. The next section of the thesis will investigate the de-
gree of connectivity of women and men in more detail. Thus, the local bars 
were engines of local sociability for the relatively better off. These findings 
can also be associated with the fact that beer drinking often took place in 
connection with a visit to the markets. One elderly male interviewee (Int 
13/2006) said for example that on market days “we drink farsoo before go-
ing home…but [our wives] do not drink anything with us.” 

The case of S. reported earlier showed that her husband used to take the 
money she generated in trading and ‘drank it all’ and that her husband’s 
drinking was the main cause of her divorce. She further said that “as a Chris-
tian I hated drinking, both for myself and for others.” This revealed an inter-
esting paradox:209 Indeed, preparing farsoo was an important part of 
women’s economic activities, and as such was an important component of 
women’s resource capitalization strategies. Nevertheless, women deplored 
men’s drinking and hated it when resources that should have been used for 
the household were used for drinking instead. They also loathed the resulting 
(‘automatic’) household violence, as witnessed by S. in the case above. Nev-
ertheless, (other) women provided the preconditions for men’s drinking, as 
the taverns were one of the few areas in which women had some room for 
maneuver, both to lay hands on the revenues generated in the local economy 
outside, but also to listen to the latest news, connect with men’s social net-
works, and to establish bridges (including emotional ones) to other men. 
This salient paradox appears to validate the theoretical proposition that the 
bonds between women were not strong and easily broken: their bonds were 
fragile.210 However, the paradox also revealed the room for maneuver that 
women had. Indeed, in the communities, men’s drinking and beating of their 

                                                      
209 See also Jackson (2001: 18) who noted the complexities and paradoxes regarding beer 
drinking and socialization, noting that men’s socialization is simultaneously approved and 
disapproved, and that also their beer drinking takes place with female support. This is con-
firmed also in a study undertaken by Taddesse (2003: 92) who observed that “women particu-
larly lamented men’s expenditure on drink and the resultant domestic violence.” (sic) 
210 Another example of this emerged in the case of butii. Indeed, it was observed earlier that 
even if women hate butii for themselves, they said that they would accept it if their sons ab-
ducted girls because they would have grandchildren in this way, and the costs otherwise 
involved in marriage would be eliminated (field notes 1996).  
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wives were legitimate causes for a woman to ask for a divorce;211 and there-
fore the taverns nevertheless indirectly represented opportunities for women 
to increase their power within the household. For example, the case of S. 
showed that her husband’s excessive drinking made it possible for her to 
legitimately escape their marriage union and to establish a life on her own; a 
life in which her husband would no longer drain her resources but in which 
she could start her own process of resource capitalization. Starting from the 
base of her father’s household, she then planned to engage in trading to sup-
port herself and, specifically, to trade in farsoo. 

Drinking coffee 
The coffee ceremony is a popular Ethiopian tradition attended in almost 
every household as often as possible, economics permitting. Photographs 
from a typical coffee ceremony decorate most Ethiopian postcards, and the 
attributes used for the coffee ceremony are among the most common souve-
nirs of the country.212 Coffee is also one of the country’s most important 
export products, and its Arabica coffee is considered to be one of the finest 
in the world. Although the coffee ceremony is sometimes believed to be an 
age-old tradition, according to Pankhurst (1997) “it is on the ascendant” (p. 
535). To stage and perform a coffee ceremony takes a significant amount of 
time, as illustrated in the following description of the coffee ceremony by 
Zenebe (2006): 

[The woman] washed a handful of raw coffee beans and roasted it on the tin 
(metad), which was placed on the brazier. Then she strewed sweet-smelling 
grass on the floor. Next she brought in a black earthenware narrow-necked 
pot (Jebena) for heating the water. Incense was lit creating a heavy mix of 
smells along with the roasted beans. Then another woman volunteered to go 
outside and pound the coffee. Bread and popcorn were served as Yebuna 

                                                      
211 Indeed, the concept of fault-based divorce is commonly used in Ethiopia (see also Faf-
champs and Quisumbing 2002: 63-71). In the research area women were at fault if they did 
not fulfill their part of the marriage agreement such as failing to keep the home nice and 
clean, or to prepare food on time, or if she was not a hard worker, or did not treat her hus-
band’s guests nicely, had a bad relationship with his family, or if she stood in his way if he 
wanted to marry another woman. A woman could ask the Jaarsa to dissolve her marriage if 
her husband was lumpen, idle, and often drunk; married another woman without her permis-
sion; or if he was always in conflict with her for ‘unacceptable reasons’ (Torkelsson 1997). 
Using the theory to interpret this, these were the cases in which a man abused his position in 
the core of the economy and his outside privileges and failed to contribute to the capitalization 
of rural resources (e.g. he drank rather than brought home the goods from the outside) or he 
was not an effective bridge to women (e.g. by his marrying another woman the first wife’s 
bridge to the economy was weakened).  
212 In 1876, the Earl of Mayo was the first traveler to draw attention to the ceremonial conno-
tations of coffee drinking among Ethiopian Muslims. “Drinking coffee in these regions,” he 
wrote, “is quite a little ceremony, and is generally the time when the most important affairs 
are discussed, and compliments are exchanged” (cited in Pankhurst 1997: 524). For more 
details of the coffee ceremony see Pankhurst (1997: 516-7) and Zenebe (2006: 116-9). 
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kurs/coffee snacks. The coffee was boiled in the Jebena and poured in small 
handle-less cups (sini). The cups were then distributed, first to the oldest 
group, and then to the younger. In the Ethiopian coffee ceremony every guest 
must have abol, huletegna and bereka or sostegna (one, two, and three) cups, 
the same coffee boiled three times. The first round is known as awol or abol. 
While the strong, sweetish coffee is being enjoyed, water was added to the 
pot and a further brew was prepared, known as hulategna. The server once 
again added water, and the last brew, called bereka, was prepared. (p. 118). 

Drinking coffee together interrupted the long day’s work and provided an 
opportunity both to exchange information and gossip, and to rest. Indeed, 
according to one male respondent (CSIP/68), women exchange market in-
formation when they have coffee together. Women however often laugh-
ingly refer to the coffee ceremony as their ‘vacation’ or ‘holiday’ (field notes 
1996, 2006).  

The preparations involved in the coffee ceremony were gender-coded as 
they involved women only. Also, it emerged earlier that it was common for 
women to use their trade earnings to invest in the purchase of fresh coffee 
beans and ketema, which are some of the key ingredients and items used for 
the ritual needed to perform the traditional coffee ceremony. However, buy-
ing coffee was never mentioned among men’s expenditures. Thus, whereas 
the sociability involved in beer drinking transferred resources from men’s 
trading into the women’s sphere, the sociability involved in coffee drinking 
was maintained and consumed exclusively by women’s trading activities. 
This added to earlier observations regarding the role that women played in 
the preparation of food and drink, and strengthened the proposition regarding 
women’s role in facilitating and maintaining local bonded sociability. 

To inquire about the patterns of coffee drinking, respondents were asked 
about their coffee-drinking habits. It emerged that 73 percent of the respon-
dents, with no significant variation that could be attributed to gender, had 
coffee with their friends, relatives and neighbors regularly, most of them on 
a daily basis. There were no variations between women who headed their 
households and women in households headed by men, suggesting that for 
everybody in this area, drinking coffee was a regular and appreciated activity 
in which community bonds were produced and strengthened.  

Elsewhere it has been observed that coffee ceremonies also act as bridges 
between otherwise disparate groups and that it is not merely a bonding form 
of sociability, but also a bridging one.213 Indeed, the coffee ceremony has 
been used as an entry point by NGOs to transmit important messages and 
raise sensitive topics with communities, such as HIV/AIDS (cf. Pankhurst 
1997: 537; Zenebe 2006: 117). However, in this material nine out of ten 
individuals always had coffee with the same people, suggesting that drinking 

                                                      
213 Pankhurst underlines (1997: 536) that as the coffee ceremony brings neighbors together 
who may not be the same as one’s own group, it also creates bonds between dissimilar people. 
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coffee was a way of deepening and strengthening existing bonds and social 
network ties.  

In the previous section it was shown that the frequency with which people 
had beer in taverns was highly and positively associated with the number of 
contacts that they had. This was not the case when it came to drinking cof-
fee. On the contrary, those who had coffee on a daily basis had fewer con-
tacts than others had, underlining that the coffee ceremony was a bonding 
activity that took place primarily among people who were already familiar 
with one another, such as friends, relatives and neighbors, whereas the tav-
erns transcended established patterns of sociability, and served as bridges to 
the local economy.214  

Also, when it came to drinking beer together in taverns, there was a 
strong association between the frequency with which people had beer and 
the resource scores, but when it came to coffee no robust associations could 
be established between the frequency with which people drank coffee and 
the resource scores. Indeed, heads of households (both women and men) had 
on average the highest resource scores if they drank coffee weekly, whereas 
women in households headed by men had on average the highest resource 
score if they drank coffee on a daily basis, possibly suggesting that the rela-
tively wealthier in this group could afford to take frequent ‘holidays’ and 
had more time to spare.  

Bridges 
There were other forms of productive sociability that determined whether an 
individual was able to plug into the formal economy or not. As mentioned 
earlier, these were referred to as bridges and links (Narayan 1999) and were 
represented by contacts with resourceful outside agents (Krishna 2002). To 
recall, the theory proposed that men had easier access to the bridges to the 
formal economy, and that men also constituted the bridges and links to the 
economy for women in households.  

To inquire into the gendered dimensions of this aspect of local sociability, 
the ethnographic material generated in the earlier phases of field research 
was used to develop a list of agent-positions (Lin 2001) that could be con-
sidered as representing important bridges to the local economy, and which it 
might be reasonable to assume that the respondent could have had some 
contact with.215 The list included eight agent-positions that referred to vari-
ous representatives of, or gatekeepers to, the local economy and included 

                                                      
214 Indeed, those who had coffee daily had fewer contacts than those who had coffee occa-
sionally (2.45 of the former (n=277) compared to 3.43 of the latter (n=53)). 
215 The list was validated through in-depth interviews with the research team and key infor-
mants as well as through the pilot survey. 
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government representatives, i.e. Got leaders, leaders of the PA and the 
Wereda administration, informal local leaders, e.g. the elders (Jaarsa), pro-
ductive agents, including middlemen or merchants, and extension agents, 
and the ‘outside,’ comprising Addis Ababa and abroad.  

The selected agent-positions were identified to represent gatekeepers to 
various resources. The government representatives were thought to be im-
portant sources of information and resource access, as described earlier, 
whereas the Jaarsa (elders or arbitrators) performed an important function as 
implementers of community norms, and as such could determine access to 
resources.216 The productive agents were assumed to bring inputs and knowl-
edge into the community, and thus represented important bridges between 
the communities and the local economy. For example, having a relationship 
with the middlemen could represent an opportunity to access credits needed 
for trading activities (field notes 1996, 2006).217 Having some contact with 
the ‘outside’ (Addis Ababa and abroad) was also believed to represent an 
opportunity to inject fresh resources into the local economy.218  

To inquire into the gendered dimension of the connections that women 
and men had, respondents in the CS were asked whether she or he was “a 
friend of...” (hiriyaa in afaan Oromoo) the various identified agents 
(Yes/No).219 The results are shown in Table 10.3. 

                                                      
216 As mentioned earlier Jaarsa regulated community affairs, and implemented local doxa, 
and the advice of Jaarsa was required as a first step to settling disputes prior to involving the 
formal sources of power. Indeed, according to Fafchamps and Quisumbing (2002: 50), “the 
Civil Code maintained the age-old tradition of dispute settlement by personal arbitrators, 
normally older men within the family or community selected by the disputants. The arbitra-
tors, unfamiliar with or unsympathetic to the new laws, continued to apply old customary 
laws.” 
217 Getting produce on credit can be possible once a person establishes creditworthiness, but 
according to Hapke (2001: 241) this implies a connection to someone who already has a credit 
account. Cf. Bourdieu’s (1986) observation that social capital provides “members with the 
backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles them to credit, in the 
various senses of the word” (p. 248-49). 
218 There is emerging evidence on the importance of remittances in development (see IFAD 
2007). 
219 The methodology was similar to the position-generator methodology used by Lin (2001: 
90-92), which asks if respondents know someone in an identified position on a first-name 
basis. However, the vaguer concept of ‘friend’ was used as the first-name method would not 
make any sense in the area since both first- and second name go together. The overall high 
response rates suggest that the question was not inadequately formulated. 
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Table 10.3 Women’s and men’s bridges to the economy 

 
Friend 
with 

Jaarsa 

Friend 
with 
PA 

leader 

Friend 
with 
Got 

leader 

Friend 
with 

Wered
a offi-
cers 

Friend 
with 

exten-
sion 

agents 

Friend 
with 
mid-

dlemen 

Friend 
in 

Addis 
Ababa 

Friends 
abroad 

CS         
Men  
(% of  n=201) 82.0 45.5 44.3 18.3 38.2 21.7 27.7 5.2 
Women  
(% of n=241) 70.2 38.3 38.0 8.3 22.3 19.9 33.5 6.9 
         
Women in hhs 
headed by men 
(% of n=172) 72.0 37.0 38.0 7.0 23.0 19.0 32.0 8.0 
Female house-
hold heads  
(% of n=69) 65.7 40.8 39.1 11.3 20.8 21.7 37.5 4.2 
         
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

The table shows that the majority of respondents reported to be friends with 
the local leaders, Jaarsa. Also, a sizeable proportion of respondents were 
friends with the leaders of the Got and of the PA. Around one third of all 
respondents had friends in Addis Ababa, the capital city, and were friends 
with the extension workers. Notably smaller proportions of individuals had 
friends at the administrative level of Wereda and abroad. The results sug-
gested that most relations existed at the level of the community, and that in 
general, people’s bridges to the spheres of power outside their communities 
were rather modest.  

The fact that a higher proportion of respondents claimed to be friends 
with the local leaders (Jaarsa) compared to those who said they were friends 
with government representatives, added to earlier observations regarding the 
salient importance of local organizations in people’s livelihoods. Being 
friendly with Jaarsa was more pronounced in the remoter villages than 
among the villages situated on the road. It was also more pronounced among 
the older generation, and the smallest proportion of those friendly with 
Jaarsa were in the young group, although the difference was not significant 
and could thus be attributed to chance.  

There were significant differences in the types of valuable contacts that 
individuals had which could be attributed to gender, since larger proportions 
of men than women were connected to traditional leaders who define local 
doxa and to the various government representatives, but the differences re-
garding the latter contact were not significant. Although significantly more 
men than women were friends with Jaarsa (82 percent of the men compared 
to 70 percent of the women), the results showed that women were also well 
connected with Jaarsa. However, women who headed their own households 
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were least connected to Jaarsa of all, and a χ2-test showed that this variation 
was highly significant (p<.01) when this group was compared with male 
household heads. This is in line with earlier findings that women who 
headed their own households were least embedded of all in the traditional 
organizations in the communities. Nevertheless, having this contact would 
perhaps be more critical to the female household heads than to others. In-
deed, one interviewee living far away from her natal network did not obtain 
anything as an outcome of her divorce, as she did not know anyone who 
would support her case to the Jaarsa (field notes 1996).220 The importance of 
being interwoven into the web of sociability also came out in the following 
quote of a Jaarsa (Int 03/2006) who was judging a separation case: “I don’t 
know if we can reconcile them now…there is nothing that we can do, now 
that God has revealed [the divorce] for us…I would however of course be 
glad if they choose to reconcile because he is our son and she is our daugh-
ter.” 

Notably larger proportions of men were connected to the productive 
agents, such as the Wereda administrators (higher-level government repre-
sentatives) and extension agents. No significant variations could be attrib-
uted to gender regarding the connections to the government representatives 
(PA and Got). However, a significantly smaller proportion of women re-
ported to be friends with Wereda, the highest level of local government, 
compared to men. This finding was aligned with my argument elsewhere 
that women’s representation in decision-making bodies was ‘diluted’ when 
power is added to a decision-making body (Torkelsson 2007: 597), as was 
also demonstrated in the cases of credit and leadership in organizations in 
the earlier chapters. Indeed, women could be members of local-level organi-
zations in numbers that were equal to those of men, but they rarely had deci-
sion-making positions in the more formal bodies.221  

Comparing the group of women who headed their households to male 
household heads, a significantly larger proportion of the latter had estab-
lished bridges with the representatives of government compared to the for-
mer. There was also a strong association between those who were friends 
with the PA leaders and those who were friends with the Got leaders 
(λ=.578), an association which however was notably stronger for men (λ 
=.622) than for women in households headed by men (λ=.488). Interestingly, 
the association was strongest among those women who headed their own 
households (λ=.643), suggesting that within this group there were a few in-

                                                      
220 See also Mayoux (2001) who wrote that “the strength of men’s social capital within com-
munities frequently serves to reinforce gender subordination in relation to community re-
sources and markets as well as within households”(p. 454). 
221 To take another example of this, in 2004 there was only one woman among the 17 repre-
sentatives in the Wereda Council (line departments’ representatives in Ambo), and she was 
the women’s affairs officer.  
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dividuals who were well connected with government associations, whereas 
others were not connected at all. 

Slightly larger proportions of women compared to men were however 
connected to the outside, suggesting that their natal networks (or possibly 
even husbands) perhaps resided elsewhere. 

A significantly larger proportion of men than women were friends with 
the agricultural extension agents of the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA) (38 
percent of the men and 22 percent of the women claimed to be friends with 
the extension agents). This is a critical resource in a farming community 
since the extension services provide farming skills, teach about new farming 
practices, and provide inputs. They also help to promote government rec-
ommendations on farming practices and techniques, in addition to providing 
market information and are therefore an important link between the activities 
of farmers locally and the Government’s agricultural policies. According to 
Gebre et al. (2002), the criteria for the individual farmer for participating in 
extension packages is a willingness to use the service, having land, paying 
government taxes, being free from government debt, being able to pay 25 
percent down payment from the total package cost wanted on credit. These 
criteria certainly limited the benefits that women could draw from this ser-
vice.222 Those who were friendly with the extension workers tended to be in 
their reproductive and post-reproductive years, rather than in their young and 
old ages; they were educated, rarely widowed, but relatively often divorced. 
A rather strong association could be recorded between being a friend of the 
PA leader and being a friend of the extension services among men (λ=.602), 
but it was much less strong for women in households headed by men 
(λ=.160), and for women who headed their own households (λ=.364), sug-
gesting that the Matthew effect operated more strongly among men than 
among women, as the former were situated at the core of the local economy 
and thus accessed the bundle of rural resources, whilst women must negoti-
ate, and earn, every contact.  

The link between rural and urban areas has been documented by others to 
include the exchange of resources (cf. Gugler 2002).223 In this material, ap-
proximately one third of respondents said they had friends in Addis Ababa, 
and among these, a higher proportion of the women did so compared with 
men. Women who headed their own households had more friends in Addis 
Ababa than men had (37 percent of the women household heads compared to 

                                                      
222 Indeed, the limited availability to women of extension services has been noted by others, 
who have attributed this also to local norms that view men as farmers combined with the fact 
that most extension services apply to the head of household (cf. Swanson et al. 1997).  
223 Indeed, according to Gugler (2002: 27) urban actors use their rural connections to access 
rural resources, for example farmland and political support; but they also have demands on 
their resources from villagers who are poorer than they are. 
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28 percent of the men had friends in Addis Ababa).224 Indeed, it emerged in 
interviews that women who headed their own households had been helped 
by relatives and friends in Addis Ababa, both to find a hideout in the process 
of separation as well as as a source of help and money, as in the earlier case 
of S. Thus, accessing and maintaining this outside connection could repre-
sent an important bridge for women to enter the local economy on their own.  

The results also demonstrated that the types of connections that women in 
households headed by men had were comparable to those of their husbands, 
especially when it came to connecting with formal and traditional spheres of 
power, whereas women who headed their own households had greater diffi-
culty in establishing bridges compared to other groups. However, women 
household heads were able to establish bridges with middlemen and they had 
friends abroad, suggesting they valued—or were forced to value—non-
traditional sources of sociability, such as those pertinent to the new economy 
in which they were striving to make their living.  

The propensity to be connected 
The previous chapter established that the number of organizations of which 
an individual was a member was strongly associated with the resource 
scores, thus supporting the good social capital theorem. It also emerged that 
men had a higher propensity than women to be organized. In this section, the 
degree of connectivity of women and men is explored, by analyzing the 
number of bridges, or connections, that women and men reported to have. 
Treating the number of connections as a continuous variable, the results 
showed that on average men had 2.82 connections compared to women who 
had 2.34, and t-tests for independent samples showed that the difference that 
can be attributed to gender was highly significant (p<.01). The group with 
the fewest contacts was women who headed their own households, who had 
on average 2.28 of the specified contacts, demonstrating their lesser access 
to this form of sociability. 

To facilitate the analyses of results on the propensity to be connected, 
categories were developed that comprised those who were ‘not connected,’ 
those with ‘one connection,’ those who were ‘connected,’ and those who 
were ‘very connected.’ Those who were ‘not connected’ included those who 
had not claimed to be friends with any of the agents from the list; those with 
‘one connection’ contained those who had one connection only. The ‘con-
nected’ ones were those who had two to four friends, and the ‘very con-
nected’ comprised those with more than five friends.225 The results are shown 
in Table 10.4.  

                                                      
224 It may be that their husbands were residing there and that they therefore referred to them-
selves as household heads, as has been suggested earlier. 
225 The categorization is comparable to that of the organizations in the earlier chapter. 



 234

Table 10.4 Degree of connectivity of women and men 

  
Not  

connected 
One connec-

tion 
Connected 

Very  
connected 

CS     
Men (% of n=213) 6.6 32.4 33.3 27.7 
Women (% of n=245) 14.7 31.0 39.2 15.1 
     
Women in male-headed 
households (% of n=173) 13.8 28.2 44.5 13.3 
Female-headed households 
(% of n=72) 16.7 37.5 26.4 19.4 
     

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

The table shows that the majority of respondents, both women and men, had 
at least one connection. However, a significantly larger proportion of women 
than men were not connected at all, whereas a significantly larger proportion 
of men than women were very connected. With regards to women who 
headed their own households, two opposite trends emerged: on the one hand 
they were more likely to be not connected than others, although a proportion 
of this group that was comparable to that of men were also very connected. 

Men’s greater propensity to be organized was attributed to their greater 
embeddedness in communities. There was a fairly strong association be-
tween the number of contacts that an individual had, and the number of or-
ganizations an individual was a member of (r=.257). The association was 
weakest among men (r=.216), and strongest among female household heads 
(r=.434) and, among these, strongest among the divorcees (r=.589), again 
showing that some of them were situated outside the web of organizations 
and sociability, and some were fully embedded within it.  

Indeed, no man was both not connected and not organized. To prove this 
point, one of the very few men who were not connected at all was X. (CSIP 
367/2006) whom we met during the course of data collection in the remotest 
village. The case of X. demonstrated that only exceptionally stigmatized men 
were alienated from the core of local forms of sociability. X. used to be a 
soldier and was trained far away from the community, but he was married 
and his wife remained in the village. On one of his visits home, he infected 
his pregnant wife with HIV/AIDS, and the disease was then transmitted to 
the baby that she was expecting. When we met X., his wife and baby girl had 
died not long ago. X. was severely affected both by grief and by the disease, 
and had returned to the village to live with his parents. Apart from his suffer-
ing, he struggled with the resulting community stigma and discrimination. 
Indeed, X. said that he was not allowed to eat or drink with the others in the 
community and that he therefore avoided public places. On the few occa-
sions on which he was invited to eat in other people’s houses, he said that 
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the people would “throw away the plate.” He had no contacts, but he was a 
member of one organization (eddir).  

Further analysis of the material showed that women and men who headed 
their own households had the lowest number of contacts in their young 
years, whereas the average number of contacts of women in households 
headed by men remained fairly constant. The association between the aver-
age number of contacts that individuals had per different age groups is 
shown in Figure 10.1. 
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Figure 10.1 The average number of contacts of each age group and respondent cate-
gory 

The number of contacts an individual had was also associated with educa-
tion, since those who had been to school had more contacts on average than 
those who had not been to school (an average of 3.13 contacts for those who 
had been to school, compared to 2.17 for those who had not been to school). 
The difference in the number of contacts that can be attributed to having 
been to school was statistically significant for women and men in households 
headed by men, but not for women who headed their own households.226  

                                                      
226 Women household heads who had been to school had on average 2.57 contacts compared 
to 2.22 contacts on average for those who had not been to school. 
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The productivity of connectivity 
This section analyzes the association between the number of contacts with 
resourceful agents that an individual claimed to have, and the resource 
scores, and asks which contacts were most effective in the capitalization of 
resources. To do so, the section studies both the productivity of the various 
connections, by analyzing the type of support that individuals reported to 
draw from their different connections, and by studying how the connections 
were associated with the resource scores. However, given that the number of 
connections was an integral part of the resource score, I controlled for this 
confounding factor in the analysis, and in the following I refer to the cor-
rected resource score. 

Figure 10.2 on the next page shows the association between the number 
of contacts and the corrected resource scores. The results showed that the 
number of contacts that an individual had was strongly and positively corre-
lated with the corrected resource score (r=.408). The correlation was 
stronger among men (r=.426) than for women in households headed by men 
(r=.310), but strongest among the women who headed their own households 
(r=.510). Within the group of female household heads, the correlation was 
strikingly strong among the divorcees (r=.637) (all r-values were significant 
at the p<.001-level). The results thus suggested that it would be strategic for 
female household heads to invest in their connections, just as the theory pro-
posed, because they had lost their natural connection to the local economy 
through the dissolution of their marriage, and again added evidence to the 
suggestion that the rate of return to the sociability of women in households 
headed by men was smaller, as their resources were acquired via their hus-
bands. 

Indeed, those five individuals who were neither connected nor organized 
were the poorest of all (average resource score of only 1.8). This illuminated 
strongly the way in which the dissociation from local forms of sociability 
affected the access to rural resources. All of them were women, the majority 
in their reproductive ages, two thirds of them had no children, and the rest 
had a number of children that was below the community average (two chil-
dren). The majority had not been to school, but two of them were very well 
educated and had completed 11 years of schooling. Two thirds were married, 
and one third were widowed; and they were all frequent traders. All of them 
also specified that they headed their own households.  

These findings added an important dimension to established theories of 
social capital, namely that the propensity to be connected, and not just en-
gaged in formal associations, was strongly positively associated with access 
to rural resources. Therefore, establishing connections is a critical strategy 
for raising oneself out of poverty. However, the data cannot be used to estab-
lish the causality involved in this: is it the case that it is easier for those who 
are resource-rich to have more connections, through the Matthew effect? Or 
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is it the case that connections generate resources? These are questions that 
can be addressed by future research. 
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Figure 10.2 The association between the number of contacts and the corrected re-
source scores 

To understand the dynamics involved in this in greater detail, further analy-
ses were undertaken to study the associations between the number of con-
tacts and other valuable specific rural resources, such as land and cattle. Fig-
ure 10.3 shows the association between the size of the land held and the av-
erage number of contacts, distributed per category of respondent. 

The clustered bar chart shows that overall, those with the most contacts 
on average also had access to larger sizes of land. However, no robust con-
clusions can be drawn from this data regarding the association between the 
number of valuable contacts that an individual had and the size of land held 
(γ=.202 for the entire material). However, the association was fairly strong 
among female household heads (γ=.395), but less so for women and men in 
households headed by men (γ=.166 for the former and γ=.150 for the latter), 
suggesting that their access to land is mediated through other channels. For 
female household heads, however, having many contacts is important to 
accessing land. 
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Figure 10.3 Mean number of contacts according to the size of land held, per respon-
dent category 

There were also fairly strong correlations between the number of cattle held 
and the number of valuable contacts that an individual had (r=.339). This 
correlation was actually strongest for household heads (r=.407 for female- 
and r=.353 for male household heads), and weakest for women in male-
headed households (r=.285).  

In order to analyze the type of resources that individuals drew from their 
contacts, those respondents who had claimed to be friendly with a specific 
contact were asked to specify whether they had received (Yes/No) money or 
material support, spiritual support, information, and/or labor via this contact. 
The results of the analysis regarding the benefits that women and men draw 
from their contacts are shown in Table 10.5. 
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Table 10.5 Reported benefits drawn from each type of contact 

 Cf. Table 10.2 

Proportion of 
men receiving 
support from 
their contact 

Proportion of 
women receiving 

support from 
their contact 

Proportion of 
female house-

hold heads 
receiving support 
from their con-

tact 

Jaarsa 75.8 82.0 70.2 65.7 
Money/material  4.0 5.4 0 
Moral support  89.0 92.0 93.6 
Information  2.8 0 0 
Labor  3.5 2.4 2.1 
     
PA leader 41.6 45.5 38.3 40.8 
Money/material  3.0 2.0 0 
Moral support  73.0 68.0 79.3 
Information  20.0 27.0 20.7 
Labor  4.0 3.2 0 
     
Got leader 40.9 44.3 38.0 40.8 
Money/material  5.0 3.4 0 
Moral support  84.0 84.0 77.8 
Information  9.7 12.5 22.2 
Labor  1.0 0 0 
     
Wereda official 12.3 18.3 8.3 11.3 
Moral support  66.0 84.0 87.5 
Information  34.0 16.0 12.5 
     
Middlemen 20.7 21.7 19.9 21.7 
Money/material  19.0 21.0 0 
Moral support  53.0 57.0 20.0 
Information  25.0 14.9 6.7 
Labor  2.0 6.0 0 
     
Extension agents 29.7 38.2 22.3 20.8 
Money/material  5.0 0 0 
Moral support  62.0 70.0 66.7 
Information  32.0 29.0 33.3 
     
Addis Ababa 30.8 27.7 33.5 37.5 
Money/material  48.0 55.0 59.3 
Moral support  44.0 33.0 22.2 
Information  4.2 9.6 0 
Labor  2.1 2.7 0 
     
Abroad 6.2 5.2 6.9 4.2 
Money/material  12.5 90.0** 66.7 
Moral support  75.0 10.1 0 
Information  12.5 0 0 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 
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In accordance with the theoretical proposition that positioned men at the core 
of the local economy, it might be expected that women would rely more on 
immaterial types of support (such as encouragement) and men on material 
ones (such as money/material support, labor, and information). However, the 
table shows that overall most individuals claimed to derive rather modest 
benefits from their contacts, and the assistance received was mainly moral 
rather than material. Contrary to expectations, there were no significant dif-
ferences that could be attributed to gender in the benefits that people drew 
from their connectivity, even though it has to be remembered that women 
had fewer contacts than men (cf. Table 10.3). One exception was that a sig-
nificantly larger proportion of women compared to men said they received 
money/material from their contacts abroad. Therefore, from these results it 
could not be concluded that women rely more on immaterial resources than 
men do. Indeed, by analyzing the results from the perspective of resources 
received, the pattern is made more visible, as is shown in Table 10.6.  

Table 10.6 Benefits accruing to women and men from their connections 

 

Proportion of all men 
receiving support 
from their connec-

tions 

Proportion of all 
women receiving 
support from their 

connections 

Proportion of all 
female household 
heads receiving 

support from their 
connections 

    
Moral support 73.8 72.2 75.0 
Information 15.1 12.4 10.9 
Money/material 8.8 13.2 12.2 
Labor  2.2 2.2 1.8 

    

Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 

The table confirmed that the connections were generated primarily moral 
resources, such as support and encouragement, followed by providing infor-
mation. A small number of individuals actually received money from their 
connections, and women actually did so more than men (13 percent of the 
women and nine percent of the men obtained money or material support 
from their connections), but the differences between groups were not statisti-
cally significant. Thus, the results did not validate the proposition that 
women’s social network ties would be less valuable than men’s.  

To analyze the association between the resource score and the various 
connections in greater detail, the average corrected resource scores of those 
who claimed to have a given connection were compared with the average 
corrected resource scores of those who did not claim to have this connection. 
T-tests for independent samples were used to analyse the difference between 
groups. The results of the analyses are shown in Table 10.7. 
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Table 10.7 Differences in corrected resource scores according to the connections 

  

Average 
corrected 
resource 
score of  

all 

Average 
corrected 
resource 
score of  
all men 

Average 
corrected 
resource 
score of  

all women 

Average 
corrected 
resource 
score of 

women in 
hhs 

headed by 
men 

Average 
corrected 
resource 

score of all 
female 

household 
heads 

Contact with extension      
Yes  21.5 22.9 19.4 20.1 17.4 
No  14.7 15.7 13.9 15.3 10.8 
Difference  6.8*** 7.2*** 5.5*** 4.8*** 6.6*** 
       
Contact with Wereda      
Yes  21.0 23.0 17.1 17.0 17.1 
No  16.1 17.5 14.9 16.0 11.5 
Difference  4.9*** 5.5*** 2.2 Ns 1.0 Ns 5.6* 
       
Contact with middlemen      
Yes  20.6 23.9 17.4 18.0 16.1 
No  15.8 16.9 14.8 16.0 11.6 
Difference  4.8*** 7.0*** 2.6* 2.0 Ns 4.5* 
      
Contact with Jaarsa      
Yes  17.6 18.9 16.3 17.3 13.8 
No  14.0 16.7 12.6 13.8 9.9 
Difference  3.6*** 2.2 Ns 3.7*** 3.5** 3.9* 
       
Contact with PA      
Yes  19.4 21.3 17.4 18.3 15.5 
No  14.8 16.1 13.8 15.4 9.9 
Difference  4.6*** 5.2** 3.6*** 2.9* 5.6*** 
       
Contact with Addis 
Ababa      
Yes  19.8 23.1 17.5 18.3 16.1 
No  15.3 16.8 13.9 15.5 9.9 
Difference  4.5*** 6.3*** 3.6*** 2.8* 6.2*** 
       
Contact with Got leader      
Yes  19.2 21.0 17.4 18.4 14.8 
No  15.1 16.4 14.1 15.1 11.3 
Difference  4.1*** 4.6*** 3.3*** 3.3** 3.5* 
       
Contacts abroad      
Yes  20.5 26.9 16.3 16.8 14.0 
No  16.5 18.1 15.1 16.3 12.2 
Difference  4.0* 8.8** 1.2 Ns .0 Ns 2.2 Ns 
Source: Torkelsson 2006 field data (CS) 
Key: ***=significant at the p<.001-level; **=significant at the p<.01-level; *=significant at 
the p<.05-level; ns=not significant.  
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The results showed that those who were connected to a given contact had on 
average higher corrected resource scores compared to those who did not 
claim to have that connection, and the differences were for most parts and 
respondent categories striking and statistically significant.  

For all groups, having a contact within the extension services was associ-
ated with the highest corrected resource score (on average the corrected re-
source score of all those who had friends within the extension services was 
46 percent higher than those who did not have this contact).227 The effect of 
this contact was particularly striking among women who headed their own 
households, since those women with contacts to the extension services had 
on average a 61 percent higher corrected resource score than those without 
this contact. The difference in corrected resource score for women in house-
holds headed by men that could be associated with having a contact with the 
extension agent was noticeably lower (31 percent). 

By contrast, having or not having a connection with Jaarsa affected the 
resource scores the least, as the corrected resource scores of those with this 
contact was ‘only’ 25 percent higher compared with those who had no such 
contact. The differences in corrected resource scores for men who had this 
contact compared with those who did not have it, was insignificant, whereas 
it was significant for women, underlining the fact that being connected to 
Jaarsa was particularly valuable to women –a theme that was addressed 
earlier. 

Women had more contacts abroad than men, but men with contacts 
abroad had a 48 percent higher corrected resource score than those men 
without contacts abroad, whereas the corrected resource scores for women 
with contacts abroad were only eight percent higher than those who did not 
have contacts abroad. These results suggested that men’s contacts abroad 
generated more resources than women’s.  

An even stronger validation of the theoretical proposition that women 
could not access the core economy on their own, but that they did so in con-
nection with their relationships with men, emerged when women who 
headed their own households were compared with women in households 
headed by men. Indeed, the effect of contacts on the resource scores of 
women in households headed by men was consistently, and significantly, 
smaller than that of men and women who headed their own households, sug-
gesting that overall women’s contacts were not as productive as men’s. To 
take a couple of examples, those women who headed their own households 
and had contacts with the extension and the PA had on average approxi-
mately 61 percent higher corrected resource scores than those female house-
hold heads who had no such contacts (the comparable figures for men and 

                                                      
227 The effect of extension on the resource scores corroborated the findings by Dercon et al. 
(2007) from Ethiopia that “receiving at least one visit from an extension agent raises con-
sumption growth by seven percent and reduces poverty incidence by ten percent.” (p. 1) 
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women in households headed by men were 46 and 31 percent respectively 
for extension services, and 32 and 19 percent for the PA respectively). 
Again, an exception was in the contacts with Jaarsa, for which the effect on 
the resource score was much stronger among women than among men. For 
women household heads, the average corrected resource score of those who 
were friends with Jaarsa was 40 percent higher than among those who did 
not claim to be friends with Jaarsa, suggesting that for female household 
heads, maintaining a connection with this traditional institution was critical 
to their resource access, as has been shown earlier. 

Female traders 
As has been a consistent theme throughout this thesis, the final section of 
this chapter is dedicated to an analysis of the patterns of sociability of female 
traders, defined as those women who traded frequently. This group is com-
pared with those women who trade weekly, sporadically, or not at all (so-
called other women). 

The analyses showed that a comparable number of female traders to that 
of other women received support from their parents in conducting their live-
lihoods, but that female traders more than other women also supported their 
parents (63 percent of the female traders compared to 39 percent of the 
‘other women’ provided support to their parents). This suggested that the 
revenues generated from trading enabled female traders to provide for their 
parents, and that it was particularly important for them to nurture the bonds 
to their natal networks. Indeed, the degree of reciprocity between receiving 
and providing support was stronger among female traders (λ=.630) than 
among other women (λ=.560), which provides further validation of the fact 
that female traders invest in maintaining their bonds with their parents. It 
may however also imply that their parents look for their support, knowing of 
their involvement in trade (cf. the ‘bad social capital’).  

A larger proportion of female traders compared to other women were 
born outside the location in which they currently resided (53 percent of the 
female traders compared to 40 percent of other women were not born in the 
location where they now resided). However, female traders nevertheless saw 
their parents more frequently than other women did (91 percent of the fe-
male traders compared to 81 percent of all women saw their parents fre-
quently). Just as trading frequently represented an empowerment strategy for 
women, and not only a resource capitalization strategy, investing in natal 
networks was perhaps equally strategic to fulfilling their empowerment ob-
jectives, as demonstrated in the case of S. reported earlier. Indeed, for S., 
having a solid relationship with the natal network was a precondition for her 
to leave her husband and plan to go into trading. Therefore, having strong 
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links with their parents could perhaps give female traders the courage to 
‘take the leap’ from tradition into trading.  

Female traders, more than other women, swapped resources with their 
parents, who were locked into the more traditional structures. Indeed, the 
female traders received more material support from their parents than other 
women who, on the contrary, received mainly moral support (59 percent of 
the female traders actually received material/money support, one third moral 
support, and only 12 percent labor from parents). However, half of the fe-
male traders gave moral support to their parents, one third gave labor, and 
only 20 percent provided money or material to their parents. Indeed a further 
analysis showed that most of those who were middle-women, i.e. who sold 
commodities that they had not produced themselves, received monetary or 
material support from their parents, suggesting that they received the neces-
sary inputs required to undertake their trading activities. Interpreted like this, 
the natal networks emerged as a form of sociability that was critical also for 
women’s trade.  

Also, a larger proportion of female traders than ‘other women’ visited the 
taverns; indeed they drank beer as often as men, if not more often. Almost 
ten percent of the female traders drank beer daily in bars, compared to only 
five percent of all men and one percent of all women. Twelve percent visited 
bars on a weekly basis, which compares with men’s drinking patterns, and 
only 52 percent said that they never had beer in local bars (compared to 62 
percent of other women). Female traders also had coffee regularly with their 
friends, relatives and neighbors. However, a somewhat smaller proportion of 
female traders than other women drank coffee always with the same people 
(75 percent of the female traders compared with 90 percent of other women 
always had coffee with the same people). This offered a modest indication 
that female traders had relatively more flexibility and fluidity in their social 
relations. Indeed, having this type of flexibility was perhaps necessary for 
them, or it was trading that allowed them to expand their sources of local 
sociability. 

When analyzing the access to the various sources of contacts (‘friends’), it 
emerged that the degree of connectivity of female traders was comparable to 
that of men, and thus strikingly larger than that of other women. Female 
traders, notably more than other women, had contacts with middlemen and 
in Addis Ababa. Indeed, almost half of the female traders had established 
connections with either one of these two types of contacts. Also, female 
traders had significantly more contacts than ‘other women’ had: an average 
of 3.0 contacts compared to 2.2 for other women, and this difference was 
statistically significant (p<.05), which could be attributed to their increased 
exposure to contacts through the act of trading.  

Overall, there were no significant differences between female traders and 
other women in relation to the benefits they drew from their connections. 
However, to single out one variation, while contacts abroad were valuable 
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sources of material support for all groups, they were notably so for female 
traders, since all of the female traders with contacts abroad said that they 
received money and material from this source. Also, the correlation between 
the number of contacts and the corrected resource scores was much higher 
among the female traders than among the other women in the CS material 
(r=.663 for the female traders and r=.288 for the other women, significant at 
the p<.01 level). Taken together, these findings confirmed that it was wise 
for female traders, more than for women who traded less frequently, to in-
vest in the local forms of sociability that their connections to important 
agents represented. 
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Conclusions from Part IV 

This part studied women’s and men’s access to local forms of sociability. 
The notion of formal and informal networks and associations was contextu-
alized within the Ethiopian social landscape and thus offered a deeper and 
richer understanding of the variations not only of women’s and men’s socia-
bility, but also of the ways that social capital has been defined and analyzed 
in the broader literature. An underlying hypothesis was that men would have 
easier access to those elements of sociability with economic returns (direct 
or indirect), such as bridges and links to the formal economy, and women to 
those that have limited economic returns (such as bonding social resources). 
To investigate this, different methodologies were employed in the analysis 
field data, ‘turning and twisting’ the concept of social capital. 

Field data confirmed that there were variations in membership of various 
local organizations that could be attributed to gender, and that men more 
than women were members of government organizations, productive organi-
zations and NGOs, while membership patterns in bonding religious organi-
zations and eddir were gender-neutral, or slightly dominated by women. 
Although no strong associations could be established, the findings did not 
falsify the hypotheses regarding men’s relatively easier access to productive 
forms of social capital, and women to those that were bonded. It was pro-
posed that women had more access to relational forms of social capital be-
cause they were relatively excluded from structures of institutional power, 
both because they did not own land which was a prerequisite to organiza-
tional membership, but also due to their time- and relative resource-poverty 
and because their social network ties were more fluid than men’s. 

Women’s equally strong involvement in savings associations was also 
noted, but women were engaged in the saving of small amounts of money, 
while men had access to the more formal savings associations where larger 
amounts of money circulated.  

For women, especially women household heads, maintaining relations 
with their natal networks was another important social resource that gave 
them the confidence to exercise their agency, both within households, in the 
communities, and in markets. 

The results also showed that a significantly larger proportion of men than 
women led local organizations, and that being a leader of one organization 
enabled leadership in another. In addition, for men there were generally very 
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strong correlations between leadership and resource access from a given 
organization.  

Chapter 10 studied the less formal elements of sociability in the research 
area, and demonstrated that the natal network ties that women maintain with 
their families of birth are important sources of support. Both men and 
women met regularly with their neighbors to drink coffee, and beer, and 
these are ways in which people cultivate their social bonds. In addition, men 
also had more rest, and therefore more time, to organize, to drink beer and 
coffee, in sum, more time to engage in bonding and bridging sociability than 
women had. 

In addition, men were both more organized and more connected than 
women were and thus were generally wealthier in terms of sociability. The 
degrees of connectivity and sociability were also strongly associated with the 
corrected resource scores, validating the social capital theorem that sociabil-
ity pays off. Also, being organized and a member of one organization en-
hanced membership of another, and the number of organizations in which 
one was a member was also positively associated with access to other rural 
resources, suggesting that principles of resource accumulation were at work. 
However, the Matthew effect operated more effectively among men than 
women, which is attributed to men’s differential resource endowments and 
faster resource capitalization, and this accelerated the inequalities in the re-
source access of women and men.  
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11. Concluding summary 

Women are over-represented among the poor in rural areas in developing 
countries, and their difficulties in raising themselves out of poverty have 
been amply established. These observations give rise to questions such as 
why do women have less access to resources compared with men; and why 
is it more difficult for women than for men to work their way out of poverty? 
This thesis has empirically studied the process involved in the resource capi-
talization of women and men in rural Ethiopia, using both survey data from 
four rural communities and three local market places, as well as local eth-
nography. The empirical analysis focuses on the way in which gender struc-
tures trade in local markets, and how gender structures local forms of socia-
bility.  

The outcome and conclusion of this study contribute to the existing litera-
ture on gender and development which has a wider bearing on understanding 
the dynamics of poverty. Indeed, according to Blumberg et al. (1995) eco-
nomically empowered women “engender wealth and well-being that radiate 
far beyond their families” (p. 1). The thesis also advances knowledge about 
gender in the field of economic sociology.  

In this last chapter of the thesis, I identify the novel contributions that this 
research has made to the existing knowledge base regarding the gender re-
source gap and the capitalization of women’s and men’s resources, and iden-
tify areas in which future research is needed.  

The resource index 
A sketchy model, labeled the Rural-Resource Network, was used to frame 
the analysis (see also Torkelsson 2007). The model shows how rural re-
sources are channeled via men’s and women’s social relations, and in this 
model men are the gatekeepers to the local economy where the important 
local resources circulate, and women can access these via their connections 
to men. Men thus represent the bridges to the economy for women (as fa-
thers/husbands/brothers/sons), and their privileges are preserved by their 
dominant position in defining local doxa. Women who head their own 
households face special problems as they lack a male connection to the 
economy. Moreover, the links between women are weak due to patrilocal 
practices that uproot them, displace them from their relatives and corre-
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sponding resources, and force them to acquire new social resources through 
their husbands.  

To study the processes involved in the capitalization of women’s and 
men’s resources empirically, I constructed a resource index, which enabled a 
validation and a quantification of the rural resource gap (see also Torkelsson 
and Tassew 2008). In view of the caveats concerning existing data, and the 
widely documented methodological constraints to employing conventional 
measures of resources in developing countries, such as income (Casley and 
Lury 1981; Bulmer and Warwick 1993; Larsson 2001), the index reflects the 
notion that resources need to be defined as they are relevant to a given con-
text, which is in line with the literature on rural livelihoods (cf. Carney 
1998).  

The qualitative research and secondary data from similar circumstances in 
Ethiopia were used to define the parameters contained in the index and these 
were described in detail in Chapter 5 of the thesis. The resource index was 
then used to establish the inequality in resource access of women and men in 
relation to the themes studied in the thesis, and thus allows for an under-
standing of how resource capitalization occurs among farming women and 
men. 

A striking association is established between gender and the resource 
scores, as men have significantly higher resource scores than women, and 
this is in line with the theoretical proposition that connects men to the out-
side economy where important values circulate, and women to the inside, as 
observed also by others in the Oromiya region (Kuwee Kumsa 1997; Hus-
sein 2004), and that women and men often maintain separate budgets else-
where (Guyer 1984; Whitehead 1994). Women are responsible for the less 
valuable tasks related to the domestic sphere (such as raising children, 
housework, preparing food), whereas men are responsible for those activities 
that take place outside, such as rearing cattle and farming, which generate 
more valuable resources. As farming represents the primary source of liveli-
hood, and cattle the number one wealth-marker in rural Ethiopia,228 men are 
more closely connected to the local economy than women are. When women 
do take on responsibilities on the outside, they often refer to themselves as 
helpers, or assistants to men, rather than farmers in their own right, while 
men say they administer, or supervise, women’s work.  

The results of the analyses moreover show that women who head their 
own households have significantly lower resource scores than women who 
live in households headed by men, validating observations regarding the 
vulnerability of women household heads that has been amply established by 
others as well in Ethiopia,229 supporting the theoretical proposition that re-

                                                      
228  Dercon and Krishnan 1996; Bevan and Joirmann 1997; Fafchamps and Quisumbing 2002; 
Taddesse 2003; Hussein 2004. 
229 Cf Aredo 1994; Bigsten et al. 2003; Taddesse 2003; Teklu and Lemi 2004.  
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sources accrue to women via men. ‘Household headship’ thus emerges as a 
highly meaningful distinction in understanding access to resources of 
women, and further validates the theoretical starting point, i.e. that women 
who are currently not connected to men have the least access to rural re-
sources. Also, the results show that resources (for example land, cattle, or-
ganizational membership) are to some extent viewed as common possessions 
by those currently married, but the fact that women who head their own 
households have the least access to rural resources, suggests that they are not 
actually commonly possessed in households.  

The results allows for a quantification, and graphical illustration, of men’s 
and women’s resource portfolios, showing that men’s livelihood portfolios 
are 41 percent bigger than women’s. Men have on average a 30 percent 
higher resource score than women who live in households that are headed by 
men, and 76 percent higher resource scores than women who head their own 
households, as is illustrated in Figure 11.1. 

 
 
 
 

  
Fig. 11.1a The resource portfolio 

of female household heads 
Fig. 11.1b The resource portfolio of male 

household heads 

Figure 11.1 The resource portfolios of female and male household heads 

The findings thus validate established knowledge regarding the existence of 
a gender asset gap (cf. Deere and Doss 2006), but the quantification of this is 
a novel contribution to the literature on rural livelihoods.  

Irrespective of gender or household headship, the size of the land ac-
cessed, the number of cattle owned, and the density in social capital emerge 
as the most critical resources in these farming communities; these resources 
are also catalysts for the acquisition of others and trigger a more effective 
resource accumulation. The analyses also indicate that the composition of 
men’s and women’s resource portfolios is different, since men rely more on 
financial and natural resources for their trading activities, whereas women 
rely more on their own resources, such as their physical fitness and feet. 
Moreover, local forms of sociability appear to have a heavier weight in 
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women’s resource portfolios, whereas land and cattle are more important to 
men. However, one caveat is that in its current specification the model does 
not account for the composition of individual resource portfolios, or for in-
teraction effects among different forms of resources. It would be fruitful for 
future research to develop and formalize the resource index further to allow 
for a deeper understanding of the composition of women’s and men’s re-
source portfolios. 

Was the composition of the resource index relevant? To ascertain its va-
lidity, the resource scores were associated with other variables that estab-
lished theories associate with wealth markers. The results show that trading 
in markets that are more distanced from the farmers’ fields is associated with 
higher resource scores than trading in markets situated closer to the farmers’ 
fields, and this is in line with established theories on global commodity 
chains (Pietrobelli and Sverrisson 2004). Also, trading of oilseed and cat-
tle—the valuable cash crops in the area (FAO and WFP 2006)—is associated 
with higher resource scores. Using a telephone from time to time is also as-
sociated with a higher resource score than never using one. In focusing on 
productive rural resources, however, the index may have had an in-built 
preference for ‘men’s resources’ and thus, to fully assess the gender resource 
gap, future applications of the model could also include items that have been 
recorded as representing ‘women’s resources,’ such as assets brought into 
marriage, for example jewelry, linen, clothing, utensils, etc (cf. Fafchamps 
and Quisumbing 2005: 12).  

The research findings thus contribute a recent view of rural livelihoods in 
the Oromiya region which, in spite of being the largest region in Ethiopia, 
has been fairly under-studied. The material constitutes a valuable set of mi-
cro-level data, and the resource index developed in this thesis can be used 
both for longitudinal studies on transitions in and out of poverty over time 
and to study how individual resource portfolios are adapted over time and 
affected by shocks or, for example, livelihood changes, such as trading. 
When filled with local meaning, the methodology could be employed to 
establish the gender resource gaps in other contexts as well. It could also 
represent a valuable tool that can be used to target those most vulnerable in 
development interventions, and identify their most critical assets, and be 
used to follow up the effectiveness in reducing poverty over time. 

Female household heads 
Although the research area is characterized by poverty, the thesis shows that 
not everyone is equally poor. Meaningful factors that affect the access to 
resources are age, living in a village that is situated close to the road and, to 
some extent, the type of marriage an individual has. For women, heading a 
household radically affects their access to resources negatively. This was 
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recognized by the theory which provides a strong presumption that women 
are excluded from the core of the local economy, which is guarded by men, 
and thus need to connect to men in order to access the local economy effec-
tively. 

In spite of norms prescribing that women and men should stay married, in 
real life the relationships between men and women are rather fluid and there 
is a high incidence of divorce. Indeed, approximately one third of the re-
spondents were either currently living alone, or had been married at least 
once before their current marriage. Given that female household heads are 
often a ‘hidden category’ (but see Aredo 1994) and a missed target in policy 
recommendations, the substantial body of knowledge on female household 
heads that this thesis contains is thus a valuable contribution to the field of 
Ethiopian studies and to the development literature in general.  

When studied, the category of female household heads is often treated as 
a homogenous group in the literature and in policy recommendations. Yet 
this research shows that women head their households for various reasons: 
they are widowed, divorced, separated, or even married.  

The thesis problematizes the livelihood options that female household 
heads have, and illustrates how female household heads balance their liveli-
hoods between markets and communities. Within the group of female 
household heads, the results of the analyses show that divorcees are rela-
tively better off than others in terms of resource access. Why is this so? 
Upon divorce, many women are deprived of their access to land and are then 
required to swap livelihoods entirely, such as by engaging in trade in urban 
centers, or they are required to plug into a new male network, via marriage, 
suggesting that for them trading in local markets is a viable resource capi-
talization strategy. Separations radically affect the composition of women’s 
resource portfolios and rupture their network ties, making divorcees less 
embedded in community structures, and more embedded in local markets, 
than other women. Thus the thesis suggests that divorcees seek out, and in-
vest in, productive and social avenues that will bring them into the local 
economy on an independent basis, and they depend more on the emerging 
cash economy than married women who live in traditional settings. How-
ever, additional research is required to establish the cause of the relatively 
better position of divorcees: is it attributed to the amount of assets brought 
into marriage and thus their favored bargaining position when the marriage 
ended; is it due to their investment in local forms of sociability; or have di-
vorcees been effective in capitalizing on their resources after separation?  

There are also examples of women who have chosen to abandon husbands 
who do not fulfill their duties as women’s gatekeepers to the local economy. 
Thus, some women live alone because they believe they fare better eco-
nomically on their own, yet they regret their missing male connection, as it 
also gives them a legitimate position in the local community. The thesis 
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shows that for them it is critical to invest in local forms of sociability, such 
as networks with relatives, and in trading.  

It would also be fruitful to undertake more research on how the composi-
tion of the resource portfolios of women is affected as they move in and out 
of their roles as household heads. This research material can further be used 
to study how the various forms of civil status affect the access to resources, 
combining qualitative interview data with the resource index. 

Markets are structured by gender 
There is increasing recognition of the fundamental role that market institu-
tions play as sources of economic growth in developing countries. However, 
in the current literature of markets in developing countries (Fafchamps 2004; 
Gabre-Madhin 2006) most focus is given to the development of the institu-
tional and technical dimensions of markets, such as public access to informa-
tion on prices in different markets, formal standardization and classification 
of goods and contracts, inspection and certification, and legal means of con-
tract enforcement. There has been less emphasis on the opportunities and 
constraints of the individual male and female traders who operate in markets. 
This thesis contributes in-depth knowledge about the trader, “[the] agent 
whose real function in life is to implement the matching [between supply 
and demand], in markets” (Fafchamps 2004: 12).  

Departing from their own experiences, the thesis inquires whether trading 
in local markets is an effective resource capitalization strategy for farming 
women and men. In the analyses of gendered roles and responsibilities in 
Chapter 4, trading emerges as an activity that involves women as well as 
men in equal numbers. So in one way trading challenges the opposition be-
tween inside and outside, and is thus an anomaly in the traditional subsis-
tence farming doxa which otherwise establishes gender roles firmly. How-
ever, Part III of the thesis demonstrates that gender structures trading in local 
markets, and that women’s and men’s unequal access to resources is repro-
duced in markets.  

Contrary to observations from Ethiopia (Pankhurst 1990) and other places 
(IFAD 2002; Kelkar et al. 2003) showing that men trade in the more valu-
able distant markets, and women in the less valuable village markets, this 
thesis shows that both women and men are equally active in market places 
situated at a distance from their homesteads. The market places are fairly 
free for anyone to join. However there are structural constraints on women’s 
mobility which slow down their market access, and there are market seg-
ments that are barred to them, such as the formal market segments in which 
the valuable resources are traded. However, there is a rigid division along 
the lines of gender within markets, as men trade in the more formal segments 
of the market places, and women in the less regulated ones; and women’s 
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and men’s ergonomic disposition in markets differs (e.g. women trade from 
the ground, whereas men stand). Within markets, women exchange the less 
valuable commodities associated with their responsibilities inside the house 
(e.g. cooking and beer brewing), whereas men trade cash crops and livestock 
(the local wealth-marker) associated with their responsibilities outside. The 
thesis further shows that men trade the locally relevant forms of capital (e.g. 
cattle), and women the products of that capital (e.g. milk and butter), and 
that women’s revenues are pegged to those of men, as illustrated by the way 
in which the price of local beer (produced by women) is pegged to that of 
grain (traded by men).  

Because they are responsible for covering the daily food consumption 
needs and because they can carry only a limited load, women trade more 
frequently than men do, while men trade more valuable investment items 
that only occasionally need to be converted into cash, and have relatively 
easier access to transportation than women. Women therefore dominate the 
market places in terms of presence, but men dominate them in terms of 
transferring the valuable economic resources. Men’s exchanges also cover 
wider geographical circles in market places than women’s, whose exchange 
loops are shorter. 

The evidence surveyed in this thesis demonstrates that no simple general 
conclusion can be drawn about the relationship between gender and resource 
capitalization. Associating the themes studied with the resource scores, it 
emerges that those who trade in the biggest market have the highest resource 
scores (both women and men), and those in the village markets the lowest; 
those who trade the local wealth-markers have the highest resource scores 
and those who trade food items the lowest; and those who believe prices to 
be the outcome of bargaining between traders and customers (the negotia-
tors) have higher resource scores than the price-setters and price-takers. 
There is an association between sociability and trading as well, as shown by 
the fact that those who walk to the market together with others have a higher 
resource score than those who walk alone. Also, those women and men who 
control their trade revenues jointly with their spouses have significantly 
higher resource scores than those who control the revenue on their own, 
suggesting that joint control of income actually pays off in terms of resource 
access in rural households, for both women and men.  

The results moreover show that trading on a frequent basis is an effective 
resource capitalization route for those women who have changed their liveli-
hoods altogether and embarked on full-time trading in local markets, but not 
for those women who head their households and remain in the farming con-
text.  

The thesis also shows that patterns of homosociality are strong in mar-
kets. Indeed, women sell their produce to other women, buy their commodi-
ties from other women, are surrounded by other women in markets, ex-
change market information with other women, and walk to the market with 
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other women. Men, for their part, trade with other men, are surrounded by 
men in markets, exchange market information with other men, and walk to 
the market with men. The homosocial structure of markets further amplifies 
the inequalities in resource access of women and men. However—leaving 
aside spousal relations—the patterns of homosociality are actually stronger 
among women than among men, in the sense that women have more contacts 
with men than vice versa, demonstrating men’s role as women’s bridges to 
the local economy.  

Even if for the majority of women trading is perhaps not a very effective 
strategy for capitalizing on their resources, it provides them with an impor-
tant livelihood alternative, and does generate small amounts of cash that are 
particularly critical to female household heads. In addition, trading generates 
a number of spill-over effects that are critical to women, offering them an 
opportunity to slowly break their isolation and expand their choices, and 
represents one option for women to escape from unhealthy relationships.  
This is in line with findings by others (Good 1975; Latouche 1991; Perry 
2000) who suggest that markets in developing countries perform other func-
tions than merely the exchange of products or the maximization of profits. 

Indeed, the thesis shows that some women travel between markets, reaping 
only tiny cash margins in doing so, but obtaining some empowerment along 
the road. In addition, the time in between selling and buying in markets pro-
vides women with an important opportunity to go around and look and 
dream for new goods, strengthen social network ties, look out for a future 
spouse, catch up with relatives, or make phone calls.  

The thesis agrees with Perry (2000) that local markets enhance commu-
nity life, they “might even be said to create community” (p. 464) and adds 
that it does so first and foremost for women. According to Kabeer (1999: 
435), “empowerment is about the process by which those who have been 
denied the ability to make strategic life choices acquire such an ability.”  

Even when market activities do not translate into immediate economic 
empowerment for rural women, the local markets perform strategic empow-
erment functions for them (see also Benería 2003; Pietilä 2002, 2007). To 
quote Robertson (1995) from her research in Kenya, for women: “[urban] 
trade thus represents both a survival strategy and a bid for independence” (p. 
85). The consequences of these findings are that for men, market places are 
spheres in which they capitalize on their resources, but for women, markets 
represent primarily arenas in which they can exercise their agency. 

Economic resources and social capital 
The thesis also proposes that accessing social resources can be critical to the 
capitalization of resources, along the lines of the social capital literature 
(Bourdieu 1986; Coleman 1988; Fukuyama 1995) and thus in Part IV it was 
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studied how gender structures local forms of sociability. The thesis employs 
a contextualized notion of social capital (Krishna 2002) in which the local 
forms of sociability are identified using the ethnographic material. In opera-
tionalizing social resources, I combine a conventional measure of social 
capital (Putnam 1993) with an analysis of other local forms of sociability, 
such as agents and links.  

For both women and men, the productive organizations that feature in the 
‘new economy’ and that involve men more than women, are more strongly 
associated with the resource scores than the traditional forms of organiza-
tions. The three organizations that generate the highest resource scores for 
men are marketing networks, labor exchange networks and religious organi-
zations, in that order. For women, it is labor exchange networks, religious 
organizations and irrigation associations which yield the highest resource 
scores. The organizations that are associated with the lowest resource scores 
are the NGOs, the PAs and the eddir, but men draw significantly more re-
sources from the government organizations and eddir, compared to women.  

One remarkable finding is the larger resource scores of divorcees com-
pared to others when it comes to the benefits they draw from organizational 
membership.  

There are also qualitative indications that organizations perform different 
functions for women and men. For men, being a member of an organization 
represents an opportunity to create and implement local doxa, while 
women’s sociability serves the twin objective to bond and liaise with other 
women, and strengthen their fall-back position (Agarwal 1997; Kabeer 
1999) in case of future need—both crucial in determining their access to 
resources. 

A significantly larger proportion of men than women lead local organiza-
tions, but women nevertheless constitute one third of all leaders, suggesting 
that established observations regarding the invisibility of Oromo women in 
decision-making processes (Kuwee Kumsa 1997; Hussein 2004) need to be 
amended. A smaller proportion of female household heads lead local tradi-
tional organizations, but they are dominant as leaders of savings associa-
tions, suggesting that their experience in managing their own households has 
equipped them with leadership skills. Being a leader of an organization is 
associated with higher average resource scores than those of mere members, 
validating Lin’s (2001: 36) proposition that a few positions command the 
largest amounts of valued resources at the top of organizations. Among men, 
the association between leadership and resource access is particularly strong, 
while it is more moderate among female leaders and least strong among fe-
male household heads. My findings suggest that it is primarily the younger 
women and those in their reproductive years who are leaders, thus contra-
dicting Chioma-Steady’s (2005: 319) observation on African women “that 
post-menopausal women can assume political functions and serve as elders 
and advisers on the same basis as men.” Notably larger proportions of fe-
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male traders, defined as those who trade frequently, compared to other 
women, that is women who do not trade frequently, lead the organizations of 
which they are members, suggesting they are important role models, and 
constitute important bonds—and maybe even bridges—to other women. 
Given the importance of sociability in the creation of local wealth, and the 
important function of leaders, more research—both qualitative and quantita-
tive—on female leadership in local organizations is warranted.  

The analyses of the important contacts that people have are contained in 
Chapter 10. For men, having contacts abroad, with middlemen, in Addis 
Ababa and in the Wereda are associated with the highest resource score. 
Having contacts with the extension agents, middlemen, the PA- and the Got-
leader are associated with the highest resource scores for women, showing 
that for women it is important to maintain contacts with government in order 
to access resources. This is not to say that men do not generate resources 
through this channel as well, but it is not their most effective source of so-
ciability.  

The thesis shows that other forms of local sociability are important 
sources for the capitalization of rural resources as well. For example, the 
natal networks are important social resources, particularly for women, which 
enable them to exercise their agency, both within households, in the commu-
nities, and in markets (see also similar findings from Burkina Faso by 
Mazzucato and Niemeijer 2001). Women who see their parents on a monthly 
basis have the highest resource scores, while those who never see their par-
ents have the lowest. The natal networks are particularly critical sources of 
support to female household heads who otherwise lack a connection to the 
economy. Indeed, getting assistance from their fathers for material resources 
and from mothers in daily activities are important resources for this group, 
and are a necessary prerequisite to gaining the courage to step out of a bad 
relationship. Women therefore use their natal networks to expand their exit 
options and increase their bargaining power in households.  

Also, the thesis shows that for both women and men it is important to cul-
tivate local forms of sociability via, for example, drinking coffee and beer in 
taverns (local bars). For all groups, there is a very strong association be-
tween the frequency of beer-drinking and the number of valuable contacts, 
and those who never drink beer in taverns have significantly lower resource 
scores than those who visit the taverns at least from time to time. However, 
drinking coffee frequently is not an effective way of establishing valuable 
contacts, because it is a bonding activity that takes place mainly among peo-
ple who are already known to one another, such as friends, relatives and 
neighbors, and on a voluntary basis, whereas the taverns operate on a cash 
basis and transcend established patterns of sociability. 

Men are however both more organized and more connected than women 
are. The thesis proposes that women perhaps prioritize men’s membership at 
the expense of their own, since they cannot easily enter the local economy 
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on their own, and because, in households, men’s connections benefit them as 
well.  

There are strong and positive correlations between the number of organi-
zations of which an individual is a member, and between the number of 
valuable contacts that an individual has, and the resource scores for all 
groups, validating the social capital theorem that claims that sociability pays 
off, and suggesting that sociability—in addition to cattle—is an adequate 
wealth-marker in the Oromiya region. The associations are particularly 
strong among women who head their own households, suggesting that being 
embedded in local forms of sociability is particularly important as a resource 
capitalization strategy for this group. For men, investing in local forms of 
sociability—while indeed positively associated with access to rural re-
sources—is not as critical, since they have a natural position in the core of 
the economy: their access to social resources is inherited, not acquired (cf. 
Bourdieu 1986). The correlations are most striking among divorcees, show-
ing that engaging in productive activities and striving for independent wealth 
accumulation are necessary survival strategies upon divorce, and therefore 
important elements for women who wish to exercise their agency. Or, it may 
be precisely the fact that they had already been intimately woven into local 
forms of sociability that enables them to achieve a good divorce outcome in 
the first place. It can be extrapolated from this that establishing connections 
is a critical strategy for moving out of poverty, especially for female house-
hold heads.  

There is a connection between the roles and responsibilities of women 
and men in rural households and the different forms of sociability. Women’s 
sociability relates to their responsibilities inside the house, as their role in the 
coffee ceremony and as traders of local beer shows. Also, women’s partici-
pation in local forms of sociability is financed by their trading activities. 
Women and men input the resources generated by their respective work into 
local forms of sociability (e.g. men contribute the land and cattle, and 
women the food and drink), and in this way the division of responsibilities 
becomes the ‘fuel’ that gets local sociability going. In local sociability, re-
sponsibilities are converted into a uniform currency, the currency of sociabil-
ity, and thus local sociability not only produces rural resources, but also con-
sumes rural resources, indeed, is constituted by them.  

The findings therefore reveal that gender does indeed structure local so-
ciability, but that the variations that can be attributed to gender are less pro-
nounced than expected. However, the analyses of local forms of sociability 
are based on categorical statements regarding membership in organizations 
and connections, and it would be beneficial to contrast and deepen the analy-
ses using qualitative data. For example, the data shows the number of male 
and female members of organizations, but it does not say anything about 
who is active, or who is passive, or who decides. It also does not qualify how 
often individuals meet in organizations. Also, even though there is a strong 
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connection between resource scores and local forms of sociability, the data 
cannot be used to establish whether it is easier for those who are resource-
rich to have more connections, or whether it is the local forms of sociability 
that generate resources via the Matthew effect. These are questions that fu-
ture research will have to address in greater detail.  

Accumulation of resources 
The theory posits that women access resources via their husbands in house-
holds, and that the unequal access to resources can be sought in the division 
of responsibilities that assigns the function of household headship to men. 
However, given that women household heads have consistently fewer re-
sources than women in households headed by men, the thesis proposes that, 
above all, it is gender that inhibits the effective resource capitalization of 
women.  

There are numerous occasions in which local doxa, and local practice, 
slow women’s resource capitalization down, suggesting the existence of a 
hidden law of inequality of resource access that prevents the resource capi-
talization of women, as observations by others also indicate (Dolan 2001). 
Local practices, such as butii (marriage by abduction), the Cinderella effect 
which requires women to attend to many tasks that call for constant supervi-
sion, women’s constrained access to local institutions where important deci-
sions are made, and local discourses that depict them as weak, tax women’s 
mobility on the outside.  

Social norms that are supposed to act to protect women’s access to re-
sources, in practice thus frequently clash to their disadvantage. To give an 
example from this thesis, even though women may have access to land on an 
equal footing with men, they are often deprived of land upon divorce, since 
land should go to the ‘tiller,’ in this case the farming man. In addition, local 
practices urge women to remarry elsewhere upon divorce because custom 
proclaims that it is not desirable to remarry to the husband’s kin (cf. Amare 
1997), and so to connect with another farming man, she must then move, or 
swap livelihood. Other examples are that even though women are not de jure 
excluded from markets or local organizations, local practices slow down 
their effective participation and movement on the outside, and hence their 
resource capitalization.  

Moreover, the way in which gender structures local markets and local so-
ciability produces a centrifugal force that makes the capitalization of men’s 
resources more effective than women’s. Indeed, possessing one resource 
stimulates possession of another, a phenomenon that is referred to as the 
Matthew effect throughout this thesis, and has been referred to as virtuous 
spirals (Mayoux 1998: 424) or as the ‘multiplier effect’ on capital (Bourdieu 
1986: 249). One example is that having land allows for membership of or-
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ganizations, which in turn provides social security and facilitates access to 
other rural resources as well, including land. However, the thesis shows that 
this spiral can go downward as well. One example is that being deprived of 
one resource makes it difficult to access additional resources, as shown in 
the case of the landless who have limited items to trade and who cannot af-
ford to be members of organizations, and who therefore, in the event of 
shocks, such as a deterioration in their health, exhaust the few resources they 
have at their disposal and risk sinking further into poverty.  

The thesis also shows that the interactions and exchange of commodities, 
friendships, and social resources follow the lines of homosociality, and that 
this reinforces the pervading trends and accentuates the Matthew effect. For 
example, the homosocial patterns separate women’s markets from men’s 
markets, thereby accentuating the gap in resource access between women 
and men, and cementing women’s position outside the core of the local 
economy.  

Due to their differential endowments and quicker resource capitalization, 
the Matthew effect operates more effectively among men than women. One 
illustrative example is that women’s often restricted rights to possess land 
inhibit their capacity to capitalize on their resources in multiple and inter-
linked ways. Because having land is often a prerequisite to membership of 
formal organizations, the presence of women in these is often limited, and 
hence their access to farming technologies is limited, and their potential for 
adding value to their resources is radically impeded.  

The patrilocal practices and restless settlement patterns of women erode 
their possibilities for accumulating resources, and for collective action. The 
ties that unite women are also weak, as the theory proposed, and women also 
sometimes act against other women, as exemplified by the fact that they 
accept their sons taking girls by butii yet hate the practice for themselves; 
and that women, while deploring their husband’s drinking, use taverns as 
one of their important resource capitalization strategies (cf. Kabeer 1999: 
440-41). In Agarwal’s interpretation (1994: 1458), “this ambiguity in 
women’s class positions impinges with critical force on the possibilities of 
collective action among women.” In my view, the experience of constantly 
being uprooted and the impermanence of women’s livelihoods inhibit their 
scope for collective action and obstruct their resource capitalization. Indeed, 
to be accumulated, capital requires consolidation, but women’s resources are 
not allowed to stabilize. The land, the house, all these resources that repre-
sent valuable items (cf. de Soto 2000) are dependent on joint possession with 
men in various ways. These observations could feed into a future compre-
hensive theory on the inequality in resource access of women and men. 

Living with the theoretical model as I have done over the past five years 
has made me see that the model can be used to explain a range of relations 
and processes, if you pay attention to it, and that it applies beyond the spe-
cific experiences of farming and trading women and men in Western Shoa in 
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Ethiopia. I think that a female reader, for example, can relate to the general 
observation that men are the gatekeepers to the local economy and society, 
and that to effectively enter this core, bridges are needed. To take an exam-
ple close to my own experience, think of the academic institutions in which 
men guard the gates to the core of the academy (e.g. men recruit men, men 
quote men, men define scientific standards, men promote men, etc.) and 
being in the center, men furthermore define the academic doxa that regulates 
scientific practice and academic discourse. Women may have valuable net-
works, but these networks are not strong enough to penetrate into the core on 
their own, and male links or bridges are needed. Those women who have 
good connections and well-constructed bridges to male connections may 
enter the core, but those with weak links remain unattached and left out.  

Victims of structure or agents of change? 
Theory provides a strong presumption that women are excluded from the 
core of the local economy, which is guarded by men. However, many 
women have been able to enter the economy, yet face structural barriers in 
attempting to do so, and have more possibilities for exercising their agency 
than predicted by theory. In 1995, Drèze and Sen wrote about India that “the 
agency of women as a force of change is one of the most neglected aspects 
of the development literature” (p. 178). Indeed, this research shows that the 
gender hierarchies which mirror the indoor and outdoor distinction do not 
fully correspond to actual reality, as in real life and in actual practice the 
model is less of an iron-cage than was initially assumed.  

The spaces women use to circumvent the local norms that inhibit their re-
source capitalization are referred to as their ‘room for maneuver’ in this the-
sis (Booth 1993: 54ff). Although there are some gender lines that cannot be 
crossed (plowing is one for women, and food preparation is one for men) 
there exists room for maneuver that challenges the division of responsibili-
ties and resource access and, as mentioned earlier, trading is one such prac-
tice.  

The results show that women have entered the male sphere more than 
men have entered women’s sphere; women participate in farming, but men 
do not participate in housework; men never sell foodstuffs from a cloth on 
the ground in the crowd of other women, but women can eventually trade 
livestock among male traders, to take a couple of examples. Also, a larger 
proportion of women than men interact with the opposite sex, which I ex-
plained by men’s dominant role in the local economy. Accordingly, 
women’s and men’s functional dependency, both in terms of responsibilities 
and resources, is more pronounced for men who actually depend more on 
women than vice versa, proof of which is the fact that practically no man 
lives alone, or admits doing so, although a substantial number of women do.  
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The thesis also shows that even though men are automatically born with a 
potential entry-ticket to the local economy, they still have to perform their 
duties within the couple in order to retain their privileges; men have to earn 
their position in the core, and they have to earn it in collaboration with 
women. The thesis gives examples of women who have chosen to divorce 
their husbands when men have abused their privileged position outside, and 
trading in local markets has provided them with a viable opportunity to do 
so. Thus, the thesis shows that women can actually live more easily without 
men than vice versa.  

There are other examples of the fact that the line between women’s and 
men’s work is porous. The taverns managed by women represent one such 
good example of the de facto permeability of the boundaries between 
women’s and men’s responsibilities, since they provide women with an op-
portunity to participate indirectly in the activities outside from within their 
homesteads, and to lay hands on some of the revenues that men have gener-
ated in the local economy, but also to listen to the latest news and relate to 
men’s social networks, also emotionally.  

Women find creative ways of challenging the norms that restrain the capi-
talization of their resources. In spite of local discourses that depict women as 
weak and urge them to connect with the strong and muscular men in order to 
enter the local economy, in reality women trade more frequently than men, 
and a lot of women’s work is extremely heavy and physically demanding. 
Indeed, trading small things destined for household consumption frequently 
represents one way for women to circumvent the norms that restrain their 
mobility. Moreover, in spite of local discourses, such as those claiming that 
women are not able to lead local organizations because they are not edu-
cated, and local practices inhibiting women’s education because they are 
destined to marry anyway, women nevertheless manage to carve out some 
space and authority and engage as leaders of local organizations. Women 
also find ways of dealing with their multiple responsibilities in order not to 
sacrifice their presence in local markets, and employ their generational room 
for maneuver by relying on relatives, neighbors, or older siblings to take care 
of the children and housework while they go to the markets.  

To study in closer detail those women who had bridged the gap from tra-
dition, an analytical category was created that contained those women who 
trade frequently, and this group was compared to those women who do not 
trade frequently, referred to as other women. The analyses show that female 
traders can be compared to men in many respects, rather than to women who 
trade less frequently. This holds for their drinking patterns, their connec-
tivity, their propensity to lead local organizations, and their reliance on mate-
rial and financial resources for their trading, rather than on immaterial ones. 
Also, female traders have a more balanced division of labor in their house-
holds, suggesting that they have succeeded in negotiating their own time and 
mobility more than other women have. There are nuclei of evidence suggest-
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ing that women’s participation on the outside had been facilitated by men 
playing a more pronounced role on the inside and hence that trading may 
have transformed relations, responsibilities and resource access within 
households. The women who trade frequently are also over-represented 
among female leaders, perhaps suggesting that they are role models to other 
women, and that they constitute examples of empowered individuals, i.e. 
people who have expanded their choices. In view of the prevailing patterns 
of homosociality, the female traders may even represent bridges to the local 
economy for other women. Thus, the thesis provides embryonic evidence 
that participation in trading has transformed the division of work in rural 
households to become more balanced, and proposes that trading has empow-
ered women to take on more pronounced leadership roles in local organiza-
tions.  

As argued earlier, the experience of being uprooted inhibits women’s re-
source accumulation and their scope for collaboration. However, to reverse 
the coin, it also gives them freedom. The findings suggest that women are 
less embedded in communities and more embedded in markets than men are. 
While this inhibits women’s agency within existing community structures, it 
perhaps makes them better equipped to explore new possibilities and ex-
periment with new roles, and therefore more likely to challenge tradition and 
enter the new economy, than men are.230 

Thus, the women in this thesis are not “weak, helpless, and subjugated” 
(Oyěwùmí 2003: 34) but rather agents of change in their own lives. Never-
theless, the structural constraints on the capitalization of women’s resources 
that this thesis has unraveled do slow down their aspirations and give them 
tunnel vision regarding their opportunities, as well as blurring their identifi-
cation of creative ways of capitalizing on their resources. Indeed, “structures 
shape individual resources […] and define the parameters within which dif-
ferent actors are able to pursue their interests” (Kabeer 1999: 461). There-
fore, in my view, both women and men operate against their perceived limi-
tations, but women’s limitations and aspirations are narrower than men’s.  

Local markets and global development 
As I conclude the writing of this thesis, during the summer of 2008, there are 
a number of unfolding events that will affect the conditions for trade and 
social life, and thereby the livelihoods of the people interviewed in Western 
Shoa. One such event was the first meeting of the Working Party on the ac-
cession of Ethiopia to the World Trade Organization (WTO) which was held 
in May 2008. The country is thus aiming to step out on a stronger footing in 

                                                      
230 The structural constraints require women to have a more creative mindset (cf. Kabeer  
(1999: 447-48). 



 265 

the global economy, and agricultural commodities will dominate the export 
basket. Moreover, in April 2008 the Ethiopian Commodity Exchange (ECX) 
opened in Addis Ababa, a trading floor for cereals with the aim of cutting 
down on middlemen, and of creating a system that farmers trust. Farmers 
will be able to register and certify their produce directly in storehouses 
around Ethiopia. One middleman in the Ethiopian cereal market expressed 
his concern: “What will happen to me? I cannot afford to register with the 
ECX?” (my translation, Dagens Nyheter 31-05-2008, p. 4).  

There is evidence from other places that the poorest in rural areas do not 
benefit from trade liberalization (see for example Ravallion 2006). Thus, the 
small farmers may not be able to benefit from the emerging opportunities. 
Extrapolating from the research results, one specific caveat concerns the 
female traders who trade for subsistence and are positioned outside the for-
mal market segments, and hence are at risk of being further marginalized in 
the emerging scenario.  

Meanwhile, world food prices are soaring and this can certainly be bene-
ficial to the farmers in this study, provided they are able to defend and main-
tain their market-power, i.e. their ability to defend the prices of their pro-
duce. However, this positive outlook coincides with a domestic food crisis 
caused by drought which, as I write this, has placed millions of people at risk 
of starvation, and so there is less surplus to trade. In this scenario food be-
comes more valuable, perhaps relative to investment items. In view of the 
fact that gender structures local markets and assigns the trading of food to 
women, and the valuable investment items to men, this could represent a 
good opportunity to the female traders who have food to trade. However, 
given that men often assume control over rural resources once they become 
more valuable (Dolan 2001), women will have to defend their presence, and 
power, in local markets. 

I hope that this thesis has been able to paint the research area in positive 
colors, and not in the depressive hopeless gray that is commonly used to 
describe African rural life and gender relations in Africa. Indeed, the re-
search area is full of agricultural potential, and the majority of the population 
is better off than ever before. Also, the Ambo University College which is 
situated in Ambo is an important local institution, and attracts international 
researchers and at the same time maintains strong links with the surrounding 
farming communities, thereby manifesting the opposite of what is commonly 
referred to as the ‘brain-drain.’ Also, the distance from Ambo to the capital 
Addis Ababa is shortening along with the recent road improvement: ten 
years ago the journey took five hours, now it is down to two and a half, and 
the town is rapidly transforming into an attractive city.  

When I first came to the area ten years ago there was no electricity, but 
today having electricity is not an impossible dream. Whereas there was only 
one iron-roofed house in one of the villages in 1996, today this is a common 
sight. By 2004, in the nearest town of Guder, 89 main telephone lines had 
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been installed as compared to the single manual telephone available seven 
years before. By 2006 practically all civil servants residing in the area had a 
mobile phone, and three internet shops had opened in Ambo. This means 
that the isolation is slowly breaking down, indicating that the winds of glob-
alization, defined as “shrinking space, shrinking time and disappearing bor-
ders, linking people’s lives more deeply, more intensely, and more immedi-
ately than ever before” (Friedmann 2000) have reached Ambo as well.  

There are many other positive features occurring: more women than ever 
before are members—and leaders—of local organizations, and are challeng-
ing traditional restrictions on their mobility, and even actively deciding 
whether or not to remain in unhealthy relationships. Furthermore, there has 
been a massive increase in the education of rural girls. When interviewed ten 
years ago, young girls dreamed of a future resembling that of one immensely 
successful businesswoman who was born on a farm in the area and who had 
businesses in Ambo and elsewhere as well. Now she has erected a landmark 
in Ambo, a hotel which is a seven-floor building that stands out against the 
town skyline; like capital, it radiates over the surrounding countryside. In 
informal conversations it emerged that many women see her as an important 
role model, widening their mental horizons by advancing the frontiers of 
their aspirations.  

Trading out?  
This thesis was given the main heading “Trading Out?” First of all, this was 
because it investigates whether trading is an effective strategy for women 
and men to find ways out of rural poverty. The title also alludes to the fact 
that trading represents one important way in which rural societies slowly 
move out of the traditional gendered division of responsibilities and re-
sources, and thus trading challenges the access to resources of women and 
men. The empirical research has moreover shown that the act of trading is 
one of the few options available to women who live in deteriorating house-
hold relationships to move out of their relationships and establish their own 
livelihoods. The title therefore also refers to those women who trade ‘out of 
their households’ and ‘into the local economy’ in their own right. 

There is no convincing evidence emerging from this thesis that trading in 
local markets is an effective resource capitalization strategy for women, but 
rather that for the majority of women it is simply a matter of survival. Irre-
spective of gender, however, trading valuable commodities in the largest 
market places, having access to a radio and using the telephone from time to 
time, and negotiating prices in the marketplaces are factors that are associ-
ated with the highest resource scores. Being much connected and being a 
member of many local organizations, and preferably leading them, are other 
factors which are positively associated with the resource scores, for both 
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women and men. Therefore, to be highly effective in capitalizing on rural 
resources requires a combination of investment in local sociability and in 
trading in local markets.  

However, the thesis clearly shows that women and men have different 
opportunities to engage actively in market trade and in local forms of socia-
bility. Thus, future attempts to strengthen local markets and institutions need 
to acknowledge that women and men face different constraints and opportu-
nities in these arenas, and reflect this in their interventions. In this way, 
women’s room for maneuver could eventually translate into real empower-
ment. 
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