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Abstract

Bottom-up responses to the neo-liberal shift intyiodustrialized countries
have included a variety of innovative paths to lpdpple earn a living while
mobilizing communal support networks. One of theshpmpular strategies for
addressing gender inequalities and fostering swsbée development has been micro-
entrepreneurship. This paper presents the casead-entrepreneurship among low-
income women in Israel, of diverse ethnic, natipaal religious backgrounds. It is
based on a longitudinal evaluation research, wimcluded participant observations
in an economic empowerment course and an incub@tamicro-businesses, focus
groups, structured interviews and collection af liistories.

The analysis examines the influence of convertimmelstic work into income-
generating activities on the positioning of lowénte women in the public domain. It
is argued that the re-framing of women's work tigilobusiness training improves
their chances of civic inclusion. They undergo esoit and general empowerment
and, as a result, manage to move out of the shadphsre of unrecognized domestic
labor, where they are regarded as "non-workinghéoreputable sphere of "working"
women. This transformation potentially gives themasence, respect, and legitimacy
in the eyes of their family members and state agalite. Concomitantly, as their
skills and capabilities gradually become recognitieely shed the stigma of "problem
subjects" and start developing a sense of entitheimie'productive citizens".
However, this journey from the margins closer ® tbre of the community of
citizens entails some inherent paradoxes.

An ethnographic investigation reveals the subtetiat accompany the
instilling of a liberal self-made woman ethos inmieers of groups that suffer

structuralexclusion on ethnic/racial, class, and gender dgpackds. It facilitates a



glance into the technologies of self-governmentahiat accompany the process of
women's economic empowerment, who walk the uncertad out of their
marginalization, only to become more adept at #stalistic work ethics that
justified their initial exclusion.

Lastly, the implications of this aspect of micrarepreneurship schemes for
policies of community economic development are ered. Particular attention is
paid to the tension between an ethic of social gaamnd a cost-effectiveness ethic of

economic sustainability that characterizes suclepts.

Introduction

Bottom-up responses to the neo-liberal shift intyiodustrialized countries
have included a variety of innovative paths to lpdpple earn a living while
mobilizing communal support networks. One of theshpmpular strategies for
addressing gender inequalities and fostering swsbée development has been micro-
entrepreneurship. This paper presents the casead-entrepreneurship among low-

income women in Israel, of diverse ethnic, natipaal religious backgrounds.

Methodology

EEW: The paper is based on a longitudinal evaluatioeare$ of a micro-
entrepreneurship project that is run by an NGCGedaiconomic Empowerment for
Women (EEW). EEW was established in 1997 by ferhasivists who decided to
work toward improving women's economic prospedastigularly among members of

marginalized groups. Its main project, and the ldmeve been studying, is called "A



business of your own". It consists of a year-longibess training and economic
empowerment course, at the end of which women veloorne financially active may
obtain a small loan of about €300, which is faatkd and managed by EEW, and are
eligible to receive subsidized individual businesasulting. Various groups operate
simultaneously throughout the country, so thatieydnd of 2007 the total number of
graduates was about 1,200 women. Notably, EEWrals®a variety of other projects
but I will not detail them here because of timestoaints.

Theresearch: For three and a half years, between 2002 and 2@@&ducted
an evaluation study of "A business of your own"paign 15 groups of EEW clients,
the majority of whom were welfare recipients. Thenple totaled 239 women of
diverse ethnic, national, and religious backgrouhdsed mixed quantitative and
gualitative methods. Research instruments inclidedounds of questionnaires with
the full sample, one shortly after the women joitteel course and a follow-up
guestionnaire a year later, participant observatioriwo courses, one in Arabic and
one in Hebrew, four focus groups, 63 in-depth wn&ws with course graduates, and

16 interviews with professionals and EEW employees.

Quantitative Findings

The vast majority of the businesses that were ap&y®ised on women's
traditional skills. In descending order of frequgnausinesses tended to be in the
following branches: food, sewing and mending, chéde, cosmetics and
hairdressing, alternative medicine, artworks amee|ey, and shops (gifts, clothes,

kiosks or grocery shops). Smaller numbers of bssie® included after-school



activities or tutoring, and there were also indiaticases of women who did ironing,
carpet cleaning, car washing, or wedding photograph

In terms of the main goal of getting low-incomenagn into business
entrepreneurship, the project's success rate isamhtin a cross-national comparison.
Notably, in this respect, the results are givesame interpretation, as women who
start selling their products or services do noessarily think of themselves as
"business owners". When asked directly whether tpgned a businessquarter of
the women answered affirmatively. However, a mersgive measurement reveals
higher rates of business involvement. Followingafeementioned direct question,
the women were asked about five indicators of ssractivity, namely if they had a

product or a servicthat they were selling, if they set a prfoe it, if they chargedor

it, if they had prepared a roofor their activity, and if they purchased equiprneil

these questions were answered positivelynbye than a third of the participants. In
fact, 19% of the women who answered negativelyherfitst question — that they did
not have a business — answered affirmatively on\ad iindicators of business
activity, which testifies to the women's inhibitiondefining themselves as business
owners even after they actually get started. Suileibition is partly explained by a
tendency, among some, to avoid registering themasses for fear of losing their
social benefits. But beyond the problem of legglsteation, the gap indicates an
image barrier, as the declaration that one hatedtane's own business entails a
combined sense of responsibility and entitlemembhade money which, as | argue
below, are culturally illegitimate among low-incomemen.

In contrast to the relatively high number of busses, the income and profit
levels tended to range between low and very lowb & the women did not answer

the question whether their business generated iac88% reported that they had



profits; 24% said that it was not making any prbfit nor was it losing; and 4%
reported that they were losing money. The commoarire was NIS 4,000 NIS
(€720) and the common profit was NIS 3,000 (€54®ijich is slightly lower than the
official minimum wage in Israel. Notwithstandingetie low figures, the businesses
still increase the overall low family income sigo#ntly. This was particularly salient
among Arab women who opened businesses. Althoggth@wn, relatively fewer
Arab women managed to open a business, their @nadiincome levels actually
tended to be higher than those of Jewish women.tédlis that the Arab families
who participated in the study tended to be poaued, the potential contribution to
poverty alleviation of a business, small and freagis it may be, can hardly be

exaggerated.

Qualitative Findings

Moving now to some insights from the qualitativéajahe most prominent
finding is that the women who patrticipated in thej@ct reported experiencing a
tremendous sense of empowerment. Indeed, micregetreurship projects are
generally geared toward empowerment, yet actieistsprofessionals disagree on
whether it is expected to occur automatically assalt of rising earnings or, on the
contrary, it is a precondition that needs to bentibnally cultivated to achieve a
financial breakthrough. | am of the latter opiniafthough | see a mutual influence
between economic success and general empowermgmiwiiresearch and that of
others (e.g., Krumer-Nevo 2006) show that womepoiverty are highly susceptible
to a life of pain, trauma and oppression. Concamtligatheir responses to the
dynamic part of the project, namely to the workshgjen during the course and in

subsequent study days, were overwhelming, as #pyrted undergoing profound



experiences of healing and growth. In the groupadyins, the women addressed a
wide array of topics, from articulating incidenfsvactimization in their past and
present, through developing a sense of entitletee@drn money and respect, to
improving their maintenance of interpersonal bouigdaor developing their time-
management skills. The women tended to dive irdsgtworkshops head on, amazed
and relieved to discover their seemingly lonelyaexrignces being named and shared
by others. Quite a few participants subsequenty tidfe-changing steps, notably by
terminating long-lasting oppressive relationshifile such steps were not
necessarily economic in nature, they were neversisedrucial in allowing the women
to channel their energies more effectively intcoime generating activities, be it
through business entrepreneurship or through reggadibetter positions as hired
employees, and to obtain a sense of entitlemeabigiter life. Importantly,
empowerment applied to much larger numbers thaappbeoximately one third who

took practical steps in the direction of businassepreneurship.

Discussion: the significance of empowerment andesimherent paradoxes

The women's overwhelming sense of empowermenfiéssthat beyond the
direct goal of improving their economic situatidine project provides an opportunity
for enhancing theicivil participation. Presumably, becoming productivéf; se
sufficient subjects will pull themselves out of teggmatic position of "not-working",
hence of passive or deficient members of the conityuks their skills and
capabilities gradually become recognized they shedtigma of "problem subjects”
and start developing a sense of entitlement wisctormatively expected of
"productive citizens". Ironically though, the sudtiés of instilling a liberal self-made-

woman ethos in members of groups that sidferctural exclusion include an array



of normalizing practices, which in effect reinfortteir initial stigmatization. Through
their involvement in the project the women leacht®logies of self-
governmentality, such as writing a business plaodycing and supervising their own
workday routine, or marketing themselves. Thewliise learn to adopt a new subject
position in their negotiations with state authesti As they shift from being patients
of the welfare system to being clients of the tatharities, they are required to drop
the submissive position of deficient subjects aqlace it with that of accountable
citizens. For the women, therefore, taking the uageroad out of their
marginalization means that they in effect becomeenadept at the capitalistic work
ethic that justified their initial exclusion.

Another paradox lies at the intersection of geraghel class. An underlying
rationale of micro-entrepreneurship projects is thstorically, women have always
engaged in productive work and have had good sandgoudget-management skills.
These skills tend to disappear or become irrelewathtthe expansion of capitalist
economy, as the modern "domestic sphere" shrinttdcmes much of its economic
autonomy to "public” forms of employment and fineh@ractices. New gender
contracts now articulate the respective contribuabmen and women, so that
normative modern femininity focuses increasinglycane-work and relegates
financial responsibilities to men. Although womenmghrticipate in contemporary
work forces, Fordist and more recently post-Forslystems are premised on a gender
division of labor that locks them in the positidhpoimary caretakers arsecondary
breadwinners (Gottfried000, Lewis and Smithson 2007), so that their werk
legitimate only as long as they manage to fulfi#it major home-making and
motherly responsibilities, either directly or thgbuthe labor of poorer women. Hence

while women are trained to work and earn money; #tehe same time learn to



channel theidesiretoward forging intimate relationships with men whidl support
tem, and away from taking primary breadwinning oesbility. Such an ideal type,
of course, is class specific: lower-class men @adliz earn enough to support a
family on their salary alone, and therefore lowss women can hardly manage to
rely on a man to support them so that they wilabke to afford "not to work".

With this background, the attempt of micro-entreygw@ship, as a strategy for
social change, to empower women by resuscitatieig lygone economic knowledge
and re-integrating it into contemporary economiacures, is a tricky project. To
bring their domestic skills up to scratch and mtdam profitable, women need
simultaneously to unlearn their "modern” finanaggdorance and to acquire other
modern skills, such as rational planning, marketargl bureaucratic and financial
literacy, which are embedded in cultural attituttest denigrate traditional feminine
knowledge as unsophisticated. So it happens ttatithstanding the romantic notion
of reinvigorating traditional feminine knowledgeicsess in the public business arena,
as distinct from the informal domestic economy,assttates a particular "modern”
cultural competence, which entails a normative fenty that is at once autonomous

and economically dependent.

Summary and Conclusion

Success:. In the project that | studied, micro-entreprenergmerged as an
advantageous poverty-alleviation strategy. In gtethte measurements, the number
of businesses that were opened was relatively dmghthe income that they
generated, though hardly exceeding and often gabelow the minimum wage,

nevertheless made a significant contribution tovtbenen's domestic economies. In



gualitative terms too, the project may be regamaeduccessful as the participants,
including a large majority who did not become entemeurs, underwent significant
experiences of growth and empowerment. | have drthet empowerment is crucial
for low-income and minority women who attempt teogie successfully against
multiple exclusions. In contrast to the prevalemgipon among some micro-finance
professionals that the very act of earning mon@mgpowering, | have contended that
empowerment should be treated as at once an euli-@ad a condition for business
success among low-income women. Because entrepstngis extremely energy-
consuming, and because in the case of such woreaairfady tough business arena
is replete with multiple forms of structural agges (Farmer 2004), they must
acquire a new sense of worth and entitlement, lagsktcannot be expected to emerge
spontaneously.

Empowerment as process. The finding that more than 70% of the
participants testified to having undergone meanihgmpowerment, and the
overwhelming responses of women who described gatricipation in the project as
a life-changing experience, suggest that evaluatiradp projects should take into
consideration not only the end-result but the pgeaes well. Evaluation studies,
moreover, need to anticipate a delayed responsa@swme of the participants, who
must heal or change their life circumstances bdfoeg can take practical economic
steps. Thinking about economic empowerment schamtesms of ongoing
processs, not just the end results, has implications falsthe concept of
sustainability. It entails forfeiting the expectatithat such projects will become
economically sustainable within a set period ofetimnd replacing a mechanical

notion of sustainability with a more dynamic onéijei acknowledges the need for
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long-term holistic support to enable the women twkamore effectively in the face of
structural barriers and aggressions.

Ironies: Finally, notwithstanding the promising prospectisave argued that
projects of the kind studied here also entail sarherent ironies. The women in
guestion are expected to revive "traditional” feimenskills of productive work,
savings, and spontaneous economic sagacity. Yietcthes position makes this an
impossible mission. Because class is inextricabtwmed with ethnic, national, or
race marking, moving up the class ladder entaidsghng position also along the
ethnic ladder (see, e.g., Ong 2003, Sa'ar 2006)gjtr adopting higher profile
cultural skills and consciousness. In this respéetditional” feminine skills, as much
as they may seem romantic from an intellectual tpaiiview, are in effect culturally
tainted because they stand in the way of "whiteddi@ class modernity that is itself
fraught with contradictions. | mentioned two sucdmitadictions: a. the women are
expected to acquire a business literacy that ie@med to the liberal ethos of self-
making through self-discipline, which is premisedatherizing people like
themselves. b. The images of middle-class feminthiat supposedly mark their
destination are made possible due to the unrecedit@éor of women like
themselves. Therefore "success", if and when aeHigg invariably imbued with an

element of self-negation.
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