
Review Article 

From Mexico to Beijing: 'Women in Development' 
Twenty Five Years On 

GINA KOCZBERSKI 

During the past twenty five years the Women in Development (WID) 
approach has become an increasingly important issue in the literature on 
Third World development. WID policies and related activities have now 
been incorporated into the aid practice of most development agencies. 
This paper critically analyses the diverse and conflicting ideologies that 
have emerged in the WID literature since the early seventies. 

In the early selenrles a general disenchantment with 
development slrntegles in Third World countries led 
to a reappraisal of development theory and practice. 
The search for alternat~ve strategies led to the first 
detailed investigation of women's productive roles in 
economic development (Bosemp, 1970), and a grow- 
ing awareness that women, like the poor, have 
remained peripheral to development efforts. In 1972 
the United Nations (UN) designated 1975 as  
International Women's Year highlighting the need 
for involving women in issues of economic develop- 
ment (Buvinic, 1986). This culminated in the UN 
Decade for Women (1976-85) which had as its theme 
equality, development and peace. The decade saw 
three international conferences: - the first in Mexico 
inaugurated the decade and explored why develop- 
ment had failed women, then followed a review con- 
ference in Copenhagen in 1980, and in- 1985 a con- 
ference in Nairobi to assess the decade's achieve- 
ments (Mair, 1986). 

In September 1995, the fourth UN world confer- 
ence on women was held in Beijing and part of its 
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agenda was to appraise the progress in improving 
women's lives since the 1975 International Women's 
Year. It is therefore timely to review the diversity of 
feminist development approaches that have emerged 
since the early seventies. These approaches have 
ranged from the early liberal feminists' emphasis on 
'integrating' women into the existing development 
processes, to more recent work on proposing altema- 
tive visions of development that challenge both the 
concepts and methodology of conventional develop- 
ment practice (Henshall-Momsen, 1991). At times it 
is difficult to 'pigeonhole' the various WID feminist 
perspectives because of the interrelationships and 
overlaps between them. However, it is worthwhde lo 

attempt to locate and identify the particular dom~nant 
ideological perspectives that underlie specific WID 
programs and policies, and inform the portrayal of 
women in WID literature. 

Liberal feminists 
The emergence of the WID liberal feminist approach 
is closely linked with the women's movement in the 
1970s which was gaining strength in the United 
States ( U S )  and other western countries. The primary 
aim of the women's movement in the west was to 
integrate women into the public domain on an equal 
footing with men. Thus, professional middle class 
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