
SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

From the MixCache.com library

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Women in Want: Gendered Histories of
Poverty and Survival
MixCache.com

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Table of Contents
Introduction
Chapter 1 Origins of Gendered Poverty
Chapter 2 Patriarchy and Property: Inheritance and Dowry Regimes
Chapter 3 Family Law and Dependency: From Coverture to Community
Property
Chapter 4 The Price of Care: Unpaid Labor in the Household Economy
Chapter 5 Home Work: Piece Rates, Domestic Labor, and Informal Markets
Chapter 6 Race, Class, and Colonialism in Women’s Poverty
Chapter 7 Industrialization and the Feminization of Low-Wage Work
Chapter 8 Migration, Remittances, and Precarious Employment
Chapter 9 Single Mothers and the Welfare State
Chapter 10 Marriage, Divorce, and the Economics of Care
Chapter 11 Reproductive Rights, Fertility Control, and Economic Security
Chapter 12 Education, Skills, and the Gender Pay Gap
Chapter 13 Occupational Segregation and the Glass Floor
Chapter 14 Financial Exclusion: Credit, Debt, and Asset Gaps
Chapter 15 Violence, Safety, and the Cost of Survival
Chapter 16 Health, Disability, and Caregiving Burdens
Chapter 17 Rural Poverty and Land Rights
Chapter 18 Urban Informality: Street Vending, Domestic Service, and Gig
Platforms
Chapter 19 Law in Practice: Courts, Enforcement, and Everyday Rights
Chapter 20 Policy Paradigms: From Poor Relief to Social Protection
Chapter 21 Childcare as Infrastructure
Chapter 22 Labor Standards for Care and Domestic Work
Chapter 23 Tax Policy, Transfers, and Universal Basic Services
Chapter 24 Building Power: Unions, Cooperatives, and Movements
Chapter 25 Reform Roadmap: Toward Gender-Just Economies

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Introduction
Women in Want: Gendered Histories of Poverty and Survival asks a simple but urgent
question: why, across so many societies and centuries, are women disproportionately
poor? This book contends that the answer lies not only in markets or in individual
choices, but in the historically gendered rules that shape who may work, own, inherit,
care, and claim protection under the law. From household kitchens to factory floors,
from courtrooms to street markets, women’s experiences of scarcity have been
produced—and too often normalized—by social arrangements that valued their labor
while devaluing their livelihoods.

At the heart of this history is care. The time spent bearing and rearing children,
tending to elders, and sustaining households has long been treated as a private
obligation rather than a public good. This unpaid and underpaid care anchors
economies yet traps many women in cycles of dependence and vulnerability. When
care is invisible, poverty becomes individualized; when care is recognized as
infrastructure, the roots of gendered deprivation come into view. Home work—whether
paid by the piece, exchanged in kind, or folded into “help” within a family
business—has likewise blurred the boundary between labor and love, facilitating
exploitation while obscuring rights.

Family law has often codified this vulnerability. Legal regimes that assigned wives’
wages to husbands, constrained women’s mobility, or restricted access to property
and divorce concentrated economic power outside women’s control. Even where
reforms were enacted, gaps in enforcement and custom have left many women
dependent on partners, kin, and informal networks just to survive. The legacies of
coverture and similar doctrines echo in contemporary realities: asset gaps, custody
battles that penalize caregivers, and legal processes that are prohibitively costly or
unsafe for women escaping violence.

Labor markets have not been neutral arenas. Occupational segregation funnels
women into low-wage, precarious sectors—domestic service, garment piecework,
retail, and care—where protections are weakest and organizing is hardest. Migrant
women, racialized women, and women with disabilities face layered exclusions that
magnify risk and suppress earnings. Meanwhile, policy designs—from welfare eligibility
rules to tax codes—often presume a male breadwinner and a female caregiver,
punishing those whose lives do not conform to that template.

This book brings together archival evidence, policy analysis, and narratives from
workers, caregivers, and advocates to illuminate how gendered poverty has been
constructed and contested over time. The chapters move across regions and eras to
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show recurring patterns: the devaluation of care, the invisibility of home-based labor,
and the ways race, class, and colonial legacies intensify economic precarity. Yet the
story is not only one of deprivation; it is also one of ingenuity and resistance—mutual
aid, union drives, legal challenges, and solidarities that have made new protections
possible.

Our aim is practical as well as historical. By tracing how law and policy have produced
women’s poverty, we can identify levers of change. The book advances a reform
agenda anchored in three pillars: childcare as essential infrastructure; robust labor
protections that reach informal, domestic, and platform-mediated work; and legal
reforms that secure property, inheritance, marital, and bodily autonomy. These pillars
must be designed with intersectionality at their core, recognizing how race, migration
status, disability, sexuality, and family structure shape both risk and remedy.

Each chapter examines one strand of the problem and its solutions. We begin with the
historical foundations of gendered poverty, then turn to property and family law, the
valuation of care, and the evolution of women’s work—from industrialization to the gig
economy. Subsequent chapters analyze financial exclusion, violence and safety,
health and disability, and rural and urban labor markets. The final chapters outline
policy paradigms and tools that have worked, those that have failed, and a roadmap
for building gender-just economies.

Ultimately, Women in Want argues that women’s poverty is neither natural nor
inevitable. It is the predictable outcome of rules that allocate risks and rewards along
gendered lines. Change those rules—by recognizing care as productive, guaranteeing
labor rights in every workplace, and ensuring equal standing before the law—and the
patterns that once seemed immovable begin to shift. The task ahead is clear: to move
from survival to security, from invisibility to recognition, and from contingent relief to
durable rights.
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CHAPTER ONE: Origins of Gendered Poverty
The story of women’s poverty does not begin with a ledger or a factory clock. It begins
with an idea: that the work of creating and sustaining life belongs to women, and that
this work is a private duty rather than a public value. Once that idea takes root,
everything else follows—property rules, labor markets, and laws that decide who
owns, who earns, and who is protected. The result is a pattern so persistent it looks
natural, even when it is anything but.

In early agricultural societies, the division of labor was practical and relentless.
Planting, harvesting, and herding demanded bodies that could also bear children, and
survival hinged on spacing births and nursing infants. Tasks were split, often by
necessity: men might take the heavy plow or long-distance trade, while women
managed seed saving, food preparation, and the constant labor of caretaking. These
arrangements were efficient for households but carried a quiet consequence—care
work, though vital, became entangled with women’s identity and outside formal
exchange.

Across the ancient world, the legal codification of gender roles pinned economic
dependence to family status. Roman law, for example, placed wives under the
authority of husbands, limiting their ability to own property outright in many periods
and contexts. The legal notion of manus transferred authority over a wife to her
husband, a principle that faded over time but left traces in property expectations and
family governance. In parts of ancient Egypt, women could own property and initiate
divorce, yet their economic security still hinged on their family’s standing and the
broader social norms that framed their decisions.

Property rules often looked like mere inheritance traditions, but they were economic
policies in disguise. Primogeniture, the practice of passing land to the eldest son,
concentrated assets in male hands and reduced women’s bargaining power in
marriage markets and family negotiations. Dowry and bride-price systems, seen
across South Asia, Africa, and Europe, moved wealth in the opposite
direction—families transferred goods or cash at marriage, sometimes tying women’s
status to what they brought into the union rather than what they owned outright. The
economic impact was clear: control of assets rarely sat with women, even when they
produced most of a household’s daily sustenance.

Family structure shaped vulnerability in another way: the legal doctrine of coverture.
Prominent in English common law and exported through colonial systems, coverture
treated a married woman as one with her husband, erasing her separate legal identity.
A wife’s wages, property, and legal rights merged into her husband’s, meaning she
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could not sign contracts, sue, or be sued without him. Widows could regain certain
rights, but for most of a marriage, economic independence was more theoretical than
practical. These rules influenced legal systems across the British Empire and,
indirectly, the United States.

Meanwhile, religious and customary laws prescribed economic roles and constraints.
Islamic inheritance rules, for instance, generally grant daughters half the share of
sons, a design that balances obligations and rights in particular social contexts but still
affects asset accumulation across generations. Customary practices in some African
societies tied women’s access to land to male relatives, limiting their ability to farm,
borrow, or sell. These frameworks were not uniform; local interpretations varied
widely, and women often navigated spaces of agency within them. Still, the directional
bias in property ownership and control was consistent.

The household itself was an economic unit, and within it, scarcity demanded careful
allocation. Anthropologists describe “household bargaining,” where power dynamics
determine who eats first, who learns a skill, and who can take time away from
caretaking to earn cash. When women’s “outside options” are limited—few property
rights, weak legal standing, no access to credit—their bargaining power shrinks. The
result is a paradox: women are often the most diligent managers of scarcity yet the
least likely to control resources that could end it.

Labor markets, when they emerged, did not reset these dynamics. Early workshops
and guilds often excluded women or restricted the trades they could enter. In
medieval Europe, craft guilds controlled training and wages, but women were usually
barred or limited to auxiliary roles. When women did work—spinning, weaving,
brewing, or providing domestic services—they were paid less, treated as casual labor,
or expected to stop upon marriage. The line between “helping” and “working” was
faint, which made it easier to deny wages or protections.

This blurring of work and domestic duty meant women’s labor was often invisible in
economic records. In agrarian economies, home production—food processing, textile
making, childcare—was essential to survival but rarely counted in official measures of
output. The result was a statistical bias that hid women’s contributions even as it
depended on them. Without recognition, there was no bargaining leverage; without
leverage, there was no wage, and without a wage, there was no independence.

Preindustrial economies also used religion and custom to rationalize restrictions. Laws
limiting women’s mobility, such as the English “perambulation” rules that confined
widows to their late husband’s parish, aimed to control settlement but also prevented
women from seeking better work elsewhere. Across cultures, norms about modesty
and protection often became constraints: access to markets, travel, and even
education was limited. These were not merely cultural quirks; they were economic
policies determining who could sell her labor and under what terms.
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As commerce expanded, the gap between men’s and women’s economic standing
became more visible. In early modern Europe, “feme covert” status curtailed married
women’s ability to conduct business, while single women (femes sole) had greater
legal capacity but fewer protections. In colonial Latin America, Spanish law
incorporated the dower (dote) system, giving widows a portion of marital property, yet
practice varied widely. Indigenous and enslaved women faced legal regimes that
treated them as property or dependents, compounding economic vulnerability with
racialized subordination.

Merchants and artisans began to rely on home-based production to meet demand.
Women spun thread, assembled buttons, and stitched garments in domestic spaces,
paid by the piece and undercut by competition. This arrangement—later known as
“putting-out” or homework—suited employers because it avoided workshop overhead
and allowed them to claim work was “help” rather than labor. The flexibility was
attractive to mothers, but it came with a wage premium for the employer and a
penalty for the worker, who had to juggle unpaid caregiving and paid tasks
simultaneously.

One enduring pillar of gendered poverty is the primacy of caregiving. Before modern
medicine and public services, survival hinged on continuous attention to infants, the
sick, and the elderly. This labor was disproportionately done by women because it was
seen as “natural” to their role. Natural or not, it took time—time that could not be sold
in the market and was not compensated. When caregiving needs are high and public
support is low, women’s earning potential falls, and their poverty risk rises. This trade-
off has remained stubbornly constant across centuries.

The social meaning of motherhood compounded the economic effect. In many
societies, women were celebrated for self-sacrifice and discouraged from “selfish”
economic pursuits. These norms operated as soft laws: a mother who worked outside
the home might be seen as neglecting her duty, risking social standing and future
support. Employers used such norms to justify lower wages for women, arguing that
they were only “supplementing” family income. In practice, that supplement became
essential for survival.

Age-old assumptions about competence and authority also shaped economic life.
Across cultures, legal systems presumed men’s authority in public matters, from
contracts to litigation. Women could be witnesses, plaintiffs, or debtors, but their
claims often weighed less. These biases had material consequences: when property
disputes arose or debts were called in, women were less likely to receive fair
treatment. As a result, even modest assets could be lost, and recovery was harder.

Caste, race, and class intersected with gender to produce layered exclusions. Enslaved
women in the Americas had no legal claim to wages or family integrity; their
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reproductive capacity was commodified, and their caregiving labor stolen. Indigenous
women subjected to colonial regimes often lost access to communal land and faced
forced labor. In India, caste hierarchies restricted economic opportunities for Dalit
women, channeling them into the most precarious work. These intersections meant
that poverty was not simply gendered; it was gendered in ways that deepened racial
and caste-based oppression.

Economic crises revealed the fragility of women’s position. Famine, war, and crop
failures forced households to prioritize survival, often at the expense of girls’ nutrition
and education. In hard times, caregiving burdens grew—more illness, less public
support—and women’s paid work was the first to be sacrificed. These choices were
framed as necessities, but they had cumulative effects: lost schooling led to lower
future earnings; untreated illness led to disability; and the cycle of scarcity reproduced
itself.

Property systems entrenched these patterns over generations. When sons inherit land
and daughters inherit moveable goods or dowries, land—the most stable
asset—remains in male control. Land enables credit, investment, and political
influence; without it, women’s economic mobility is limited. Even when women own
land in practice, customary norms may require a male relative’s consent to sell or
lease, tying autonomy to approval and complicating independent decision-making.

Migration offered a path to higher wages but introduced new risks. Rural women
moving to cities often entered domestic service or piece-rate industries, living in
employers’ homes where work hours were unbounded and privacy nonexistent. Wages
might be sent back to kin, creating a circular economy of support but leaving migrant
women with little savings or safety nets. Without legal protections, dismissal was swift,
and homelessness or exploitation lurked when work disappeared.

Economic theories of the time rarely accounted for care. Adam Smith counted the cost
of a tailor’s coat but not the mother who raised the tailor. This omission had
consequences: policies that maximized “market output” ignored the household
economy where most reproduction took place. When planning for growth, states
prioritized factories over childcare, ports over parental leave. The macroeconomic bias
against care systematically undervalued women’s labor and masked the costs of its
absence.

Religion and state often worked together to enforce economic gender roles. In places
where religious courts oversaw family law, rules about divorce, custody, and
maintenance directly affected women’s financial futures. Where secular and religious
systems overlapped, contradictions emerged: women might gain rights in one sphere
and lose them in another. Navigating these hybrid systems demanded skill and
support, and mistakes could be costly—socially and economically.
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Marriage markets reflected and reinforced economic realities. Bridewealth and dowry
turned unions into negotiations over assets, while women’s age at marriage correlated
with their bargaining power. Earlier marriage often meant interrupted education and
earlier caregiving duties, reducing the years available to accumulate skills or savings.
In contexts where divorce carried stigma or legal barriers, women stayed in unhappy
or abusive marriages, trading economic security for personal autonomy.

The costs of caregiving were not just private. When families could not afford care,
children might be sent to work, perpetuating intergenerational poverty. Elders without
pensions relied on daughters-in-law or adult daughters, pulling women from paid
employment. Without public systems to share the load, households shouldered the
burden alone. It was a rational adaptation to missing institutions, but it trapped
women in cycles of time poverty and economic dependency.

War and colonialism disrupted traditional economies while imposing new legal
regimes. Soldiers’ absences forced women to take on male-coded tasks, yet postwar
settlements often returned power to men, erasing women’s temporary economic
gains. Colonial administrators introduced property laws and labor taxes that shifted
resources away from indigenous women. In colonies, cash-crop economies pulled men
into wage labor, leaving women to manage subsistence farming under worsening
conditions. These shocks reshaped economies while leaving gender hierarchies intact.

Charitable relief and poor laws, the precursors to modern welfare, also carried
gendered assumptions. Aid was often conditional on moral behavior, judged by
standards that punished women for sexual nonconformity or independence. Widows
might receive small stipends, but single mothers risked being labeled “fallen women”
and denied assistance. These moral judgments had material consequences: eligibility
rules determined who ate and who went hungry.

The rise of formal education promised mobility, but access was uneven. Where girls
were educated, they often faced curricula that steered them toward “suitable”
occupations—teaching, nursing, clerical work—fields that were lower paid and
crowded. Literacy improved survival odds, but without job pipelines and fair hiring,
education alone could not dismantle labor market segregation. The result was a
qualified workforce funneled into underpaid roles.

Technology introduced both relief and new burdens. The spinning wheel and later the
sewing machine brought home-based work within reach, enabling paid labor without
leaving the house. But they also intensified the double day: mothers could stitch after
bedtime, reduce sleep, and juggle tasks at once. Efficiency gains did not translate into
time savings; instead, expectations rose, and the boundary between paid work and
domestic duty dissolved further.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Early factory work offered wages but compounded risks. Childbirth and industrial
machinery made poor companions, and maternity was often grounds for dismissal.
Employers argued that women’s wages were supplemental, so they could pay less and
hire more casually. The result was a feminized low-wage sector with few protections,
where injury, exhaustion, and poverty formed a tight knot.

Urbanization created new opportunities and dangers. City markets allowed women to
sell food, textiles, and services, but competition was fierce and regulation
unpredictable. Vendors faced harassment, confiscation, and extortion, while domestic
workers labored behind closed doors with little oversight. Without formal contracts,
dispute resolution relied on patronage and favors, leaving workers vulnerable to
arbitrary treatment.

The history of economic thought has its own gendered blind spots. Classical
economists treated households as units with a single utility, ignoring internal
bargaining. It took later scholarship to show that who controls income within a family
affects spending on nutrition, education, and health. Policies designed around the
myth of the benevolent male breadwinner often failed to reach those most in
need—women and children whose welfare depended on women’s control over
resources.

Customary law and formal law have long coexisted, sometimes in tension. In some
communities, women access land through kinship networks rather than title deeds.
While this system can be resilient, it depends on social cohesion and can fray under
pressure—migration, commercialization, or conflict. When formal titles replace
customary tenure without safeguards, women often lose access, revealing how legal
“modernization” can entrench exclusion.

The rise of wage labor did not erase home work; it expanded it. As factories
standardized production, households turned to side tasks—garment assembly,
packaging, repairs—to supplement meager incomes. These roles fit around caregiving,
making them attractive but poorly paid. The flexibility was a mirage: it hid the costs of
juggling tasks and the risks of injury and wage theft. Employers benefited from lower
overhead; workers shouldered the hidden costs.

Agriculture, too, relied on women’s unpaid and underpaid labor. In many regions,
women do the bulk of planting, weeding, and harvesting, yet they rarely own the land
they cultivate. Without title, they cannot borrow to buy better seeds or invest in
irrigation. Productivity stagnates, and income remains low. This gap between labor
and ownership is a core mechanism by which rural poverty becomes gendered.

Marriage law has been a consistent lever of economic control. In societies where wives
need husband’s consent to work or borrow, autonomy is conditional. Even where
formal equality exists, customary practice may override written law. Divorce rules that
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deny women a share of marital assets or impose high evidentiary burdens for
maintenance can render separation a route to poverty. The legal process itself—costly,
slow, and intimidating—acts as a barrier.

When women do earn, financial systems often exclude them. Historically, banks
required male co-signers for loans, and credit records followed men’s names. Women
without collateral faced higher interest rates or denial. Without credit, small
enterprises falter; without savings, shocks become crises. Financial exclusion is not a
footnote to poverty; it is a mechanism that sustains it.

The intersection of violence and economic vulnerability adds another layer. Fear of
domestic violence can limit job search or force women to depend on abusers for
housing and money. In conflict zones, sexual violence becomes a tool of economic
displacement, driving women from land and markets. The cost of survival—safe
housing, legal help, medical care—can be prohibitive, forcing impossible choices.

Public infrastructure reflects these priorities. Roads, water points, and markets are
often built without considering caregiving time. Long journeys for water or fuel steal
hours that could be used for paid work or education. When infrastructure ignores the
daily labor of survival, it imposes a tax on women’s time. That tax reduces earnings
and entrenches poverty.

These patterns are not historical curiosities; they are foundations. Property regimes,
family law, labor market norms, and care expectations have interacted across
centuries to produce a recognizable geometry: women carry a disproportionate share
of unpaid work, own fewer assets, face barriers in law and markets, and are funneled
into precarious jobs. The mechanisms vary by place and era, but the direction is
consistent. Understanding the origins of gendered poverty is not an academic
exercise; it is the first step toward dismantling the machinery that produces it.

As we trace these roots, it becomes clear that poverty is not simply a lack of income. It
is a lack of power, time, and choice, shaped by rules that determine who provides
care, who owns property, who works for wages, and who is protected by law. These
rules are human-made, which means they can be remade. But before we turn to
reform, we must see how these origins hardened into institutions. The chapters that
follow trace the threads laid here—property, law, care, and labor—through the
centuries and across continents, revealing how a set of seemingly practical
arrangements became the scaffolding of women’s want.
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