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      Introduction

      
         
         Win-Win Capitalism

         
      

      
      
         I’d like to teach the world to sing / In perfect harmony / I’d like to buy the world
               a Coke / And keep it company / That’s the real thing.

         
      

      
         The stars will always shine, the birds will always sing / As long as there is thirst,
               there’s always the real thing / Coca-Cola is always the one / Whenever there is fun,
               there’s always Coca-Cola.

         
      

      The lyrics of the Coca-Cola Company’s catchy commercial tunes from the 1970s and the
         1990s convey messages of happiness, boundless togetherness, uniqueness, and comforting
         consistency; the soft drink that brings people closer to each other, a part of life
         as natural as stars and birds. Positively charged words like “harmony” and “enjoyment”
         lend themselves well to the inciting idiom of branding, not least to infuse mass-consumer
         products like Coca-Cola with cheerful associations that exceed the moment of consumption.
         Spending about four billion US dollars a year on advertising and marketing, or around
         12 percent of its global net revenue, the company is pumping out images that connect
         its beverages with the “good life.” Accordingly, one of the world’s most recognized
         brands and its standardized products can attain an air of distinctiveness and become
         a marker of dynamic, active lifestyles and confident attitudes. It is clearly a priority
         for the company to create emotional connections and positive consumer perceptions,
         a priority that is becoming ever more urgent as other associations, such as unhealthiness
         and environmental strains, seem increasingly conspicuous.
      

      
      In addition to uncontroversial and malleable indicators of emotions, Coca-Cola has
         recently articulated a connection between its brand and another positive word and
         laudable cause: “empowerment,” or, more specifically, women’s empowerment. Here, focus
         is placed not on the positive feelings and identifications facilitated by the consumption
         of the company’s products, but on the beneficial effects for women who engage in the
         surrounding steps: from the production of ingredients to the distribution of products,
         retail, and recycling. As an array of actors relate their practices to sustainability
         goals and pressing global challenges, the company is, like many other global corporations,
         framing itself as a key component in finding solutions to poverty, inequality, and
         ecological devastation. Crucially, a commitment to such issues is in turn represented
         as a business opportunity and as a further source for economic growth. With catchphrases
         like “smart economics” and “the business case for gender equality,” predominant economic
         actors and development institutions have argued that, because of lingering discrimination
         and social constraints to their labor market participation, women constitute the world’s
         most underutilized development resource. This understanding has found resonance among
         many corporations, now viewing the promotion of gender equality as a win-win endeavor
         that serves the interests of business, women, and their communities. As an example
         of the “ethical turn” in business practice, such commitments may imply that, from
         privileged positions, capitalist relations appear less problematic once corporate
         actors have endorsed human rights, sustainability, gender equality, and minority rights.
      

      
      However, unlike happiness or enjoyment, the pursuit of women’s empowerment can be
         placed within long and manifold trajectories of political struggles and conflicts
         that have also generated strong resistance. While not always an explicit concept,
         notions of empowerment have certainly informed various strands of feminist theory
         and activism that have challenged gendered constructions and inequalities and visualized
         alternative social orders. If situated within historical and contemporary quests for
         emancipation, empowerment is best understood as an ideological concept, and as such,
         it forms part of competing versions of how society should be organized, material resources
         distributed, and political power allocated. In order to connect brands to positive
         values to which “everyone” subscribes, as well as ensuring that the principle of corporate
         profit maximization is compiled with, the meaning and concrete expressions of women’s
         empowerment must be detached from their radical potential to recast prevailing power
         relations. The idea of corporations as key to meet global challenges requires that
         they are not perceived as continuously contributing to problems such as environmental devastation,
         atrocious working conditions, and the dispossession of large portions of the world’s
         populations of their means of survival. When corporate initiatives to mitigate poverty
         and gender inequality are conscientiously and successfully separated from the effects
         of profit accumulation, the influence of private businesses is potentially expanded,
         and their legitimacy elevated. An effect of augmented corporate power is that adaptations
         of economic, political, and social relations in accordance with corporate interests
         are naturalized and conceived to correspond to the “common good.”
      

      
      What happens when women’s empowerment appears to be as brandable as, say, happiness
         and when global corporations are constituted as agents of gender equality in a win-win
         rational? This book interrogates the underlying assumptions and concrete manifestations
         of the proposed convergence between the interests of global corporations and those
         of women in precarious and marginalized economic positions. It centers on an emblematic
         example of corporate gender politics in the Global South: the Coca-Cola Company’s
         5by20 program. The program has won broad recognition for its global reach and ambitious
         goal, alluded to by its name: to empower five million women by the year 2020 in a
         hundred countries. Its defined target group is women who are, or can become, involved
         in the company’s supply chain—as distributors or recyclers, for instance, but mostly
         as retailers. Hence, the intended beneficiaries are not formally connected to the
         company through employment or other arrangements, but they may, for example, engage
         in street vending, run small kiosks, or operate shops or eateries from their homes,
         most often within the so-called informal sector. By means of microentrepreneurship
         enhancement, self-employed women and cooperatives are to improve their economic situations,
         simultaneously contributing to the well-being of their families and communities as
         well as to Coca-Cola’s declared aim to double its business by 2020. And, indeed, is
         not such a positive correlation irrefutable? If women who make their living by selling
         Coca-Cola drinks manage to sell more, their incomes will surely increase, as will
         that of the corporation. Apart from the unfavorable impact that a steep increase in
         Coca-Cola consumption would have on health and ecological resources, many feminist
         approaches to inequalities complicate any such elementary equation by understanding
         the exploitation of women’s productive and reproductive labor as intrinsic to capitalist
         profit accumulation.
      

      
      Corporate-led programs for women’s empowerment have received growing attention from
         feminist scholars, and rightly so given that corporations now play a major part in
         the governance of gender relations, not least in the Global South. Thus, this study
         took shape in dialogue with ongoing debates about the implications of corporate endorsements
         of gender equality and the possible “neoliberalization” of feminism more broadly (Aslan
         and Gambetti 2011; Bexell 2012; Eisenstein 2009, 2017; Calkin 2015a, 2015b, 2017;
         Eschle and Maiguashca 2014; Elias 2013; Fraser 2009; Funk 2013; Hickel 2014; Prügl
         and True 2014; Roberts 2012, 2015). Yet, with only a few exceptions (Moeller 2013,
         2018; Hayhurst 2014), discussions have mostly been based on textual and visual materials
         provided by the corporate-led empowerment actors themselves. Whereas the representations,
         rationalities, and silences of such initiatives can be analyzed based on texts and
         images, little can be said about the complexities, conflicts, and contradictions that,
         contrary to the win-win slogans, are to be expected at the crossroads between the
         interests of global corporations and the hopes of women in the Global South who work
         in precarious sectors of the economy where the prospects of securing sustainable and
         livable incomes are severely limited.
      

      
      In this book, I approach the 5by20 program ethnographically with focus on two of the
         sixty-four countries where it has been initiated thus far: Mexico and South Africa.
         By means of close and situated engagements with program implementers and participants,
         including interviews and participatory observations, the study aims to move beyond
         the unequivocally and universally positive effects of the program’s rhetoric. Without
         empirical examinations of what corporations and their partners actually do when they
         claim to enhance empowerment and without understanding how participating women navigate
         the ways in which they are fitted into the win-win logic, I contend that assessments
         critical of corporate gender politics run the risk of reifying those very same corporate
         narratives. For instance, a recurrent argument in the feminist literature is that
         corporate-led empowerment initiatives turn women in the Global South into perfect
         entrepreneurial, neoliberal subjects on whose backs capitalist expansion is furthered.
         However, as the following discussion will show, the proposed strategies to combat
         gender inequality and economic insecurity—mainly in the form of business training
         and mentoring—tend to be undermined by the precarious conditions in which they intervene.
         Discrepancies between stated goals and actual, complex outcomes, I argue, should be
         carefully examined in order not to inadvertently inflate the effects of corporate
         empowerment initiatives, simultaneously deflating the continuous exertions of participating
         women to improve their situations, before and after the program. Such a focus also
         raises questions about what implications corporate power has for the conditions to
         conduct research on how the programs actually affect participants. At a time when
         gender equality and development policies are increasingly informed by corporate actors,
         this study highlights how the leeway for critical empirical research may be circumscribed
         by concerns of profitability and brand image, calling for stricter controls over knowledge
         production about their programs.
      

      
      If, as alluded to above, a program like 5by20 deviates from its own empowerment narrative,
         it becomes crucial to interrogate its explicit and underlying drivers, rationalities,
         and effects at different levels. In presentations of the program, the content of women’s
         economic empowerment is not consistently defined, although the expected development
         impact is specified as resulting in increased incomes, job creation, improved gender
         equality, and well-being due to women’s reinvestments in children, families, and communities
         (Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013: 14). This book seeks to explore the win-win
         relation between women’s empowerment and business expansion, and to critically interrogate
         why a pronounced commitment to gender equality seems to map onto corporate concerns.
         How are corporate representations of women’s empowerment rationalized, mobilized,
         and put to work in relation to different interests within the global economy? How
         are entrepreneurial ideals and practices transmitted, negotiated, and contested in
         the precarious contexts where they are to be materialized? How do win-win claims and
         the business case of gender equality correspond with intersectional inequalities of
         global divisions of labor and with political imaginaries of their possible transformations?
         To approach these questions, I focus on three interrelated aspects that I deem to
         be crucial to the 5by20 program and, correspondingly, to corporate gender politics
         more broadly: the appropriation of social values to strengthen brand value; the deployment
         of emotions and popular psychology to enhance entrepreneurship; and the recasting
         of precarious, feminized productive and reproductive labor in terms of entrepreneurship.
         Through the themes of branding, emotions, and entrepreneurialization, I assess how
         corporate-led empowerment initiatives are framed as appropriate solutions to gender
         inequality and also how the imposition of particular entrepreneurial ideals may, contrary
         to the stated empowerment objective, result in a deeper sense of vulnerability.
      

      
      The following discussion aims to understand the 5by20 program in relation to debates
         on corporate power, development, and composite inequalities. Discussions of consolidating
         corporate power are often elaborated without extensive engagements with the gendered
         aspects of such processes—for instance, in terms of how they are legitimized and played
         out (Foster 2014; Fuchs 2007; May 2015; Crouch 2011). At the same time, feminist interrogations
         of neoliberalization are often elaborated without detailed attention to the concrete
         power and effects of corporate practices (Fraser 2009, Eisenstein 2009; McRobbie 2009;
         Power 2009; Rottenberg 2013, 2018). Departing from the notion that gendered relations
         are intrinsic to the naturalization and manifestations of corporate power, the following
         discussion is informed by poststructuralist understandings of the centrality of language
         for the production of desirable, or even imaginable, social orders and subjectivities
         (Foucault 1984; Lemke 2001; Miller and Rose 2008). Particularly, I am concerned with
         how corporate involvement in social issues, including gender equality, reflects a
         tendency toward depoliticization and dedemocratization, associated with neoliberal
         governance. It is characteristic for this form of governance that problems are seen
         as best solved by consensus and administration rather than through contesting political
         alternatives, and they are increasingly located to the economic realm, beyond democratic
         reach (Brown 2015; Crouch 2004; Foster 2014; Mouffe 2005). Indeed, this is crucial
         to the representation of capitalist relations in terms of a win-win equation with
         coinciding interests, also between those at the very apex and those who struggle daily
         for their survival at the so-called bottom of the pyramid. To attend to the experiences
         that must be suppressed in order to maintain the win-win logic, I draw on feminist
         socialist and postcolonial understandings of how relations of exploitation and subordination
         are materialized, reproduced, altered, and resisted in global circuits of production
         and consumptions and divisions of labor. Focusing on the significance of transnational
         constructions and material effects of gender, class, race, ethnicity, and geographical
         location, I examine how uneven developments are upheld on multiple and interconnected
         scales, from global nexuses to marginalized segments of the so-called informal economy
         (Mohanty 2003a; Sassen 1998; Skeggs 2004; Spivak 2000; Weeks 2011). All in all, these
         theoretical departures assist in problematizing neutralized forms of domination in
         global economic relations, as well as in imagining how they might be undermined and
         ultimately transformed.
      

      
      In this introductory chapter, I now proceed to present the larger trend and different
         strategies of the alleged win-win outcomes of corporate-led gender politics in the
         Global South. Thereafter, the chapter gives an overview of the Coca-Cola Company’s
         global 5by20 program, along with its stated motives and content. It further introduces
         the political and economic contexts of Mexico and South Africa where the projects
         I shall be analyzing have been implemented. Last, the overall structure of the book
         is outlined with a brief descriptions of each chapter.
      

      
      The Business Case for Women’s Empowerment

      
      Corporate enhancements of women’s empowerment rest on a few assumptions: first, that
         it carries positive associations for consumers and shareholders; second, that it is
         profitable; and third, that altered gender relations do not imperil core economic
         interests. Undeniably, the articulation of women’s empowerment as a business case
         delimits the very meanings that can be ascribed to it. Bringing together a growing
         number of business signatories, the Women’s Empowerment Principles (WEPs), developed
         and coordinated by the UN Women and the UN Global Compact, stress the economic gains
         of promoting gender equality internally within core business structures as well as
         externally across supply chains and in communities. Its subtitle straightforwardly
         defines on which terms and for what motives gender relations should be changed: “Equality
         Means Business.” On the WEP web page it is stated that the world gross domestic product
         (GDP) would increase by $28 trillion if women participated fully in formal employment,
         roughly corresponding to a 35 percent increase in 2017’s numbers. In 2018, more than
         two thousand CEOs of a broad spectrum of businesses had expressed their commitment
         to gender equality by signing the seven principles of the initiative.[1] Adhering to the same win-win logic, many global corporations have elaborated their
         own empowerment programs, often carried out in partnership with nongovernmental organizations
         (NGOs) and foundations. While the business case for both the corporations and the
         women tends to be emphasized in justifications for investments in gender equality
         programs, they differ in how the win-win relation is envisioned, and consequently
         diverse kinds of outcomes and challenges are to be expected. For instance, one of
         the programs that have received most attention from feminist scholars, the Nike Foundation’s
         “The Girl Effect,” focuses on adolescent girls’ education and reproductive health
         as a poverty alleviation strategy (Calkin 2015b; Hayhurst 2014; Hickel 2014; Moeller
         2013, 2018; Roberts 2015; Shain 2013; Switzer 2013). Without links to the female-dominated
         labor force across its supply chains, the initiative indirectly responds to the intense
         criticisms that have been targeted at the company over the years, i.e., the disclosure
         of deficient working conditions in its subcontracted production. Here, the potential
         material benefits for girls and women are not related to specific economic activities
         and sectors but rather to expanded life chances in the wake of informed educational
         and reproductive choices. This broader approach was later partly replaced by a more
         direct focus on economic growth with the introduction of the Girl Effect Accelerator,
         which supports entrepreneurs and start-ups deemed to have a positive impact on girls
         living in poverty (Moeller 2018: 196).[2] 
      

      
      Other initiatives have had this focus from the very start, since they have been elaborated
         in relation to core business strategies, targeting women as economic actors at different
         ends of the supply chain—mainly as either producers or as distributors/retailers.
         The economic integration of women as microproducers is typically marketed as fair
         trade or organic, specializing, for instance, in handicraft and agriculture. An example
         of this is Walmart’s Empowering Women Together (EWT) program, through which products
         of small-scale, women-owned businesses are included in Walmart’s supplier base. The
         5by20 program also comprises these components; for instance, the initiative Project
         Nurture in Kenya champions female mango growers and a number of projects in various
         countries center on artisans working with recycled packing materials. In such initiatives,
         NGOs or cooperatives often function as the bridge between the corporation and women
         producers, ensuring quality and facilitating the logistics. This empowerment strategy
         depends upon the successful crafting of consumer demand. Indeed, while the production
         of unique commodities may constitute a market niche, it can be a challenge to maintain
         quality and find a market, something that an evaluation of Walmart’s program confirms.[3] 
      

      
      Other programs pursue women’s economic empowerment through engaging them in the distribution
         and retail of highly standardized consumer products. This is the case in Unilever’s
         initiative that, like Coca-Cola, sets out to empower five million women across the
         company’s supply chain by 2020. For these kinds of programs, relations between the
         corporation and participating women may be less structured while the need for a facilitating
         organization, beyond training, is smaller. Since consumer demand for the product is
         already established, the possibility of participants improving their economic situations
         hinges upon the existence of additional retail opportunities in the areas where they
         are active. Tellingly, it is as retailers that 5by20 participants are most easily
         inscribed as a win-win feature of Coca-Cola’s core business strategy to double sales
         by 2020, something also reflected in the program’s implementation, as will be described
         below. In sum, it should be noted that corporate articulations of women’s empowerment
         as a business case depart from the idea that unequal gender relations, negatively
         impacting production, can be successfully addressed by targeting individual women.
         Rather than requiring structural transformations of policy and markets, women are
         envisioned as capable of pulling themselves out of poverty by means of business training.
         This image lends itself well to brandable representations of corporate solutions to
         women’s subordination, primarily addressing local, patriarchal relations.
      

      
      The 5by20 Program

      
      The Coca-Cola Company announced its commitment to empower five million women by 2020
         at the 2010 annual meeting of the Clinton Global Initiative. Established in 2005 by
         then president Bill Clinton, the initiative brings together political, economic, and
         civil society leaders to formulate and implement solutions to demanding global challenges.
         As the largest beverage company in the world, the Coca-Cola Company presents itself
         as uniquely well positioned to contribute to the economic advancement of women in
         existing or new microbusinesses connected to its supply chain. The company is among
         the world’s top ten private employers with more than seven hundred thousand system
         associates and around 250 bottling partners. Each day more than 1.9 billion servings
         of its five hundred sparkling and still brands and 3,800 beverage choices are consumed
         in more than two hundred countries. In turn, women’s economic empowerment is depicted
         as intrinsic to the company’s aim to double the size of its business in terms of servings
         and revenue. The specific focus on women is motivated by the important part they play
         in the production, sales, and consumption of the company’s products, not least in
         the Global South (Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013: 7). Needless to say, it is
         not a coincidence that the aim of doubling the business and the empowerment of five
         million women across the value chain are to be met within the same time frame. The
         existence of a business case for both the company and participants is presented as
         its prerequisite. For participants, it consists in more job opportunities, higher
         incomes, and improved gender equality; for the company, in lower costs, increased
         sales, and improved public relations and brand image (Coca-Cola Company, n.d.: 2;
         Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013; Greene and Perkins 2016: 30). While the 5by20
         program constitutes the main pillar of one of the company’s three sustainability priorities—women,
         water, and well-being—it is stressed that it is not considered a corporate social
         responsibility (CSR) initiative predicated on philanthropic grounds. Instead, it is
         represented as an integrated part of the core business model, presumably granting
         5by20 a stronger position within the company structure (Greene and Perkins 2016: 7).
      

      
      Since its initiation, the program has generated a number of partnerships with high-profile
         organizations, including UN Women, TechnoServe, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
         International Finance Corporation, Inter-American Development Bank, and hundreds of
         nongovernmental organizations around the world. The program is headed and coordinated
         by a global 5by20 team that reports to the chief sustainability officer, but local
         teams are responsible for initiating, developing, and implementing projects in their
         region. Top-down targets are central to the business plans of regional groups that
         also estimate their possibilities to meet the targets, considering other priorities
         and available resources. It is stated that each project is independently evaluated
         to ensure its impact and relevance to the communities where it is implemented. The
         numbers of women who have been reached are tracked and the data is validated by the
         auditing and consulting firm Ernst & Young before it is made publicly available in
         Coca-Cola’s annual sustainability reports (Greene and Perkins 2016: 6, 19).
      

      
      The intended beneficiaries of the program are women who are, or can become, active
         across the company’s supply chain, including producers of agricultural ingredients,
         suppliers of goods and services, distributors delivering beverages from bottlers to
         retailers, retailers, recyclers, and artisans who upcycle packaging. To “break down
         economic and social barriers that can prevent women’s success in business,” the general
         empowerment strategy contains four parts: training in business skills; access to loans,
         financial services, and assets; the formation of peer networks; and mentoring (Coca-Cola
         Company 2012: 5). In 2017, 2.4 million women had allegedly been empowered (Coca-Cola
         Company 2018). As of 2016, 91 percent of the women reached had been part of retail-oriented
         projects, whereas 6 percent related to production and 1 percent or fewer had been
         part of projects connected to one of the other four sectors. Some of the stated reasons
         for the focus on the retail sector are: its significance for the goal to double sales;
         the low cost of setting up a small retail outlet; the large number of women in this
         sector in many developing countries, and the fact that the company has developed a
         retail training program adaptable to many different settings (Greene and Perkins 2016:
         30).[4]  
      

      
      Although the program is mainly framed in relation to developing countries, it has
         also been introduced in the Global North, often focusing on racialized women and women’s
         possibilities to combine productive and reproductive labor. For instance, the Adelante
         Movement in the United States targets Latina women through webinars, inspirational
         talks, and a book titled Self Made: Becoming Empowered, Self-Reliant, and Rich in Every Way, containing advice such as “There is no Prince Charming,” “Think like an immigrant,”
         and “Don’t buy shoes, buy buildings.”[5] Two other partner organizations, Impact Odyssey and In the Back, target Afro-American
         entrepreneurs, also through webinars and networking events. In Canada, 5by20 has partnered
         with Mompreneurs Momentum, an organization that offers educational support, visibility,
         and networking opportunities to mothers who, as the organization presents things on
         its web page, “want to run a business and a family without sacrificing one for the
         other.”[6] However, as of 2015 the overwhelming part—over 98 percent—of the women reached were
         located in Africa, Asia, and Latin America (Greene and Perkins 2016: 45). A number
         of programs are highlighted for their scale and impact. Nigeria is the country where
         the largest number of women is reported to have been empowered: three hundred thousand
         by 2015. Many of these have been part of the Outlet Creation program, aiming to establish
         small retail outlets in inaccessible areas. In Brazil, programs that focus on all
         the parts of the supply chain have been established within the Coletivo platform,
         originally launched in 2002 but subsequently integrated with the 5by20 program (Greene
         and Perkins 2016: 42). Significantly, the stated aim of facilitating women’s economic
         empowerment within diverse sectors and locations entails an array of contextual challenges,
         the case also with the projects discussed in this book. In the following section,
         I give a brief orientation of the settings in which the program operates in Mexico
         and South Africa.
      

      
      Neoliberalization and Precarization in 
Mexico and South Africa 
      

      
      Both Mexico and South Africa are categorized as middle-income countries, with economic
         markets of significant regional and global importance. After Canada, Mexico is the
         United States’ largest export market and its third largest trading partner (US Department
         of State 2017). South Africa is an economic motor in the region and part of the so-called
         BRICS countries: large and influential developing economies.[7] Coca-Cola has long-standing and strong interests in both countries. Mexico constitutes
         its largest market outside the United States, and it accounts for the biggest per
         capita consumption of Coca-Cola products in the world by far: 728 servings per capita
         per year in comparison to 403 servings in the United States.[8] In South Africa, the company has historically courted controversy. During the apartheid,
         Coca-Cola was reluctant to relocate from the country, which accounted for 70 percent
         of the continent’s sales. But when activists threatened with a boycott, Coca-Cola
         compromised by relocating its concentrate plant to Swaziland while maintaining its
         South African bottling franchises. After Nelson Mandela was first released from prison,
         he was hostile to the company and demanded the removal of Coca-Cola products from
         the hotels in which he stayed. After persistent courting, Coca-Cola contributed greatly
         to Mandela’s electoral campaign and fully returned to the country after democracy
         was won in 1994 (Blanding 2010: 154–55).
      

      
      Considering the significance of the Mexican and South African markets and their relative
         economic strength, it might seem questionable to frame the analysis of the 5by20 program
         in these two locations in terms of corporate gender politics in the Global South.
         However, the concept, which first gained currency as an alternative to the Cold War
         concept of the Third World, is here not to be understood primarily in national and
         territorial terms. Rather, geographical distinctions are seen as bound up with economic,
         political, and cultural domination, producing gendered, racialized, classed, and ethnic
         disadvantaged and exploited sites and peoples in the wake of economic globalization,
         both within and across regions and nations (López 2007; Mahler 2017; Mohanty 2003b:
         505–6). The Coca-Cola Company’s initiative to empower female entrepreneurs across
         its global value chain mainly aims to reach women in precarious economic positions.
         In the case of Mexico and South Africa, program participants attempt to improve their
         living conditions in contexts marked by profound inequalities and where large segments
         of the populations are estimated to live in poverty.[9] As I will argue in the following chapters, the program’s interaction with gendered
         and racialized entrepreneurial subjects in geographic locations easily associated
         with tropes of development and female empowerment is far from coincidental. Rather,
         it is part of a branding strategy that allows for a perception to take root in which
         the company is regarded as an actor of positive social transformation and where moreover
         it gains a foothold in the global governance of gender relations, in collaboration
         with prominent development actors. It is in this sense that I have chosen to analyze
         the implementation of 5by20 in Mexico and South Africa as examples of corporate-led
         gender politics in the Global South.
      

      
      The 5by20 program mainly targets self-employed women, a category of workers that has
         been on the rise in both countries during the last couple of decades. During this
         period, Mexico and South Africa have experienced macroeconomic restructuring and a
         decline of formal employment. Beginning in the 1950s in Mexico, agriculture lost its
         importance relative to industrial and salaried employment, which continued to increase
         until the 1970s. Thereafter, waged employment declined. The debt crisis that erupted
         in 1982 and the abandonment of import substitution as a main development strategy
         resulted in significant labor market changes as economic policy, underwritten by the
         International Monetary Fund’s conditions for debt relief, called for inflation control,
         direct foreign investments, and export-oriented production (Castillo Fernández and
         Arzate Salgado 2016; Laurell 2015). Structural adjustments, such as privatization,
         deregulation, and cuts in public-sector spending, generated an increase in unemployment
         and labor market insecurity (Armando Salazar and Azamar Alonso 2014). At the same
         time, employment within heavy industries declined while employment within the service
         sector as well as temporary or “flexible” jobs in export processing zones rose, leading
         to the “maquiladorization” of the economy.[10] As export production factories mushroomed in the regions bordering with the United
         States, other regions, including the heavily populated metropolitan capital area,
         experienced deindustrialization, while furthermore, the North American Free Trade
         Agreement (NAFTA) has exposed the agricultural sector to competition from subsidized
         US farming (Pradilla Cobos 2016: 62; Castillo Fernández and Arzate Salgado 2016; Iniguez-Montiel
         2014; Laurell 2015; Anguiano Orozco and Ortiz Magallón 2013: 96). And while the officially
         stated unemployment rate is noticeably low at 3.6 percent, it is estimated that 60
         percent of Mexican workers have informal jobs, running nonregistered businesses or
         working without official contracts and access to social security (Soederberg 2012;
         Wilson 2018: 131). As a consequence, together with emigration (primarily to the United
         States), a combination of informal activities, remittances, and state cash transfers
         (especially issued to poor families to improve children’s health and education) constitute
         the main strategies of getting by for the majority of the population (Laurell 2015:
         258; Castillo Fernández and Arzate Salgado 2016; Wilson 2018).[11] 
      

      
      In South Africa, structural adjustments came later than in Mexico and accelerated
         with the postapartheid transition, following democratization in 1994. Despite its
         leftist rhetoric and self-representation, the African National Congress (ANC) government
         opted for a growth-oriented, investment- and business-friendly development strategy.
         In this way, the country’s enormous racial inequalities were mainly to be countered
         by job creation and the fostering of a black middle class, instead of through exhaustive
         redistribution. Nevertheless, growth has been modest and new employment opportunities
         limited. Economic progress has mostly encompassed a narrow, politically connected
         segment of the black population (Barchiesi 2016: 876; Ferguson 2015: 4–6; Makhulu
         2012: 788). While wage labor constituted the primary productive activity during the
         apartheid regime, which maintained a cheap labor force by preventing black Africans
         from business development and land ownership, labor shortage has subsequently been
         replaced by a considerable labor surplus in the wake of decreasing low-wage employment
         opportunities within agriculture and mining (Charman 2012; Ferguson 2015: 4–6; Iheduru
         2004: 4–5; Makhulu 2012: 785). In the context of very low degrees of economic inclusiveness,
         key to the survival of the many are state cash transfers, practices of distributions
         within poor communities, and survivalist precarious economic activities (Neves and
         du Toit 2012: 134; Ferguson 2015; Fourie 2014). However, despite staggering unemployment
         levels—26.7 percent in 2017 (Statistics South Africa 2018)—the informal and microenterprise
         sectors in South Africa remain small in comparison to other developing countries.
         The legacy of apartheid politics, which prohibited black Africans from trade in combination
         with the dominance of the centralized core economy and effective distribution channels,
         accounts for the lack of informal economic opportunities as small-scale producers
         and retailers struggle to compete on price, quality, and brand recognition (Philip
         2012; Neves and du Toit 2012: 131–33).
      

      
      In both Mexico and South Africa, the initiative to empower female entrepreneurs is
         implemented in violent and conflict-laden contexts. Violence—often drug related but
         also connected to trafficking—is notorious and is growing in most Mexican states,
         in rural as well as in urban areas. When the center-right Institutional Revolutionary
         Party (PRI in Spanish) lost the election after seventy-one years in power to the neoliberal
         National Action Party (PAN in Spanish) in 2000, it also lost the partial control it
         seemed to have over the cartels dominating the criminal economy. A number of cartels
         used the transition to assume control over elements of the state. In a context where
         the state, police, and military have a long record of assisting the cartels, tens
         of thousands of people have lost their lives, and violence has come to permeate society
         and the economy at large in a war on narco-traffic and organized crime where the sides
         are not clear cut (Laurell 2015; Watt and Zepeda Martínez 2012). In South Africa,
         the harsh economic conditions for microscale traders in the townships, a key 5by20
         target group, constitute a hotbed for recurrent deadly conflicts. A wave of xenophobic
         violence broke out in 2008, primarily directed against Somali shopkeepers. Being well
         organized, they were able to undercut spaza shops run by South African nationals (Neves and du Toit 2012: 140). Toward the end
         of my stay in 2015, violence and looting exploded in several major cities, again targeting
         migrants who were accused of driving South Africans out of business.
      

      
      My intention in subsequent chapters is not specifically to compare the implementation
         of the 5by20 program in these two countries. As will be further described in chapter
         2, any structured comparison would have been difficult to carry out, due to a considerable
         variation in the level of access I gained in each country. Instead, by discussing
         the material from both countries together in the three empirical chapters, I analyze
         different aspects of how the program’s stated global aim to empower female microentrepreneurs
         is played out in concrete localities.
      

      
      Chapter Outline

      
      The remainder of the discussion is structured as follows: Chapter 1 foregrounds the
         analysis of the empirical chapters by initiating a discussion on corporate power,
         the emergence of corporations as political actors in the areas of development and
         gender equality, and how this can be related to branding strategies. It accounts for
         the increased significance ascribed to microbusinesses in informal segments of the
         economy as well as to gender equality in discourses of development and economic growth.
         Chapter 2 deals with the challenges posed to feminist research by the growing influence
         of corporations in the area of gender equality politics. Drawing on my experiences
         of tracing the implementation of Coca-Cola’s 5by20 program in Mexico and South Africa,
         I detail how the different steps of the research process, and hence its results, were
         thoroughly shaped by compound power relations, not only raising methodological and
         ethical dilemmas but also contributing with empirical insights about how such power
         relations were manifested at different levels of the program. Chapter 3 explores the
         suppositions of the win-win relation by looking into how women’s empowerment is incorporated
         into the brand through the 5by20 program. It analyzes the representation and function
         of participants as “numbers” and “success stories”: participants enough in number
         to comply with the quantitative goals and good examples of individual women who give
         witness to the program’s positive impact. The chapter highlights the tensions that
         arise when the advertised effects are to be fulfilled and performed, despite the adverse
         conditions that participants tend to face. Chapter 4 explores the significance of
         emotions for the motivation of the program and its content as well as for the ideological
         anchoring of entrepreneurship as a vehicle of female empowerment. In contexts where
         attempts to counter marginalization through the development of “human capital” are
         decidedly limited, the chapter demonstrates how market-based, individualized development
         agendas are contingent upon emotional strategies influenced by self-help psychology,
         which work both to explain and mitigate prevailing gendered inequalities. Chapter
         5 relates the 5by20 program to the multiple strategies that participants use in order
         to simply subsist, with the program being one of many attempts to alter precarious
         conditions. In contrast to the program’s “turning-point” claims, the chapter argues
         that job creation through entrepreneurship enhancement can be understood as interventions
         for self-responsibilization rather than for livable incomes. The chapter shows how
         the recasting of feminized labor as competitive entrepreneurial activities relies
         both on the enhancement of individualist profit maximization and collectivist structures
         in ways that risk escalating conflicts as well as social and economic vulnerabilities.
         Finally, the conclusion brings together the discussions of previous chapters, focusing
         on how the win-win logic relates to different understandings of inequalities and how
         these might be overcome, thereby also pointing to the potentials of different feminist
         responses to corporate gender politics.
      

      
      
         
            1. In summary, the seven principles are to (1) establish corporate leadership for gender
                  equality; (2) foster nondiscriminatory treatment of women and men; (3) ensure the
                  health of women and men workers; (4) promote the education and professional development
                  of women; (5) implement business, supply chain, and marketing practices that empower
                  women; (6) promote gender equality through community initiatives; and (7) measure
                  and report on progress to achieve gender equality. See http://www.weprinciples.org. 
               

            

         

         
            2. The Nike Foundation has disengaged from the Girl Effect, which became an independent
                  organization in 2015. The foundation has expressed its continuous support and issued
                  substantial donations to the organization (Moeller 2018: 203–4). Among the ten companies
                  that were part of the inaugural Girl Effect Accelerator are several that have developed
                  mobile phone apps for education or money transfer, one focusing on solar electricity,
                  and one producing affordable sanitary pads. See http://girleffectaccelerator.com/.
               

            

         

         
            3. A case study of an EWT program in Kenya pointed to a number of obstacles, including
                  the challenges of identifying market opportunities in advanced economies, managing
                  the export process, scaling up production, sales, and ensuring profitability for the
                  women involved (Scott, Dolan, and Steinfield 2014).
               

            

         

         
            4. The company’s retail curriculum that has been used in many 5by20 programs is called
                  STAR (Shopkeeper Training and Access to Resources).
               

            

         

         
            5. http://theadelantemovement.com.
               

            

         

         
            6. https://themompreneur.com. For a discussion of “mompreneurs,” the work-family balance, and ideas about good
                  motherhood in a Canadian context, see Wilton (2017).
               

            

         

         
            7. In 2010, South Africa joined the original four countries: Brazil, Russia, India, and
                  China, which have held formal summits to discuss mutual interests since 2009.
               

            

         

         
            8. Despite controversy with the beverage industry, a 10 percent tax on sugar-sweetened
                  drinks was introduced in 2014 to counter growing obesity in the country. In South
                  Africa, servings amount to 247 per capita, and a tax bill on sugary drinks was passed
                  in 2017. 
               

            

         

         
            9. Although a somewhat blunt tool, the Gini coefficient, measuring income inequality,
                  where 0 equals perfect equality and 1 equals perfect inequality, gives an indication.
                  The number for Mexico is 0.46, together with Chile the most unequal among the OECD
                  (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries, while the number
                  for South Africa is 0.62, a top inequality position globally (OECD, n.d.). The numbers
                  of those living in poverty are difficult to compare since measurements differ and
                  may be controversial. Poverty rates in South Africa are reported to be on the rise,
                  with 55.5 percent living in poverty in 2015 (Statistics South Africa 2017: 14). In
                  Mexico, the stated poverty rate was 43.6 percent in 2014. The government altered its
                  measurement of poverty in 2008, from one based on income to a “multidimensional” measurement
                  (Agren 2016).
               

            

         

         
            10. Subcontractor factories for duty-free export production, called maquiladoras in Mexico,
                  have grown in importance for the Mexican economy since they were first introduced
                  in the 1960s to absorb unemployed seasonal agricultural workers.
               

            

         

         
            11. Cash transfer programs reach about 20 percent of Mexican families. Being conditional
                  rather than universal, they have been criticized for not including everyone in need
                  and for being prone to patronage, requiring the votes of beneficiaries (Rodríguez
                  Gómez 2014; Laurell 2015: 253).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 1

      Approaches to Corporate-Led Empowerment in the Global South

      
         
         
      

      
      
         My question is about the business case for all your sustainability programs. Are these
               just feel-good PR efforts, or do they create real value for the business? Is there
               really any return on investment?

         
      

      The question was posed by a member of the audience at the Coca-Cola Company’s annual
         shareowners meeting in Atlanta in 2014. Its half-overt skepticism about the economic
         feasibility of sustainability programs resonates with Milton Friedman’s (1970) well-known
         repudiation of the idea of corporate social responsibility (CSR). According to Friedman,
         CSR is neither good for business nor for society. Instead of getting involved in social
         matters for which they lack both knowledge and a democratic mandate, businesses should,
         in his view, adhere to profit maximization and a responsible use of shareholders’
         money, which on an aggregated level will benefit society at large. In his answer to
         the question, Muhtar Kent, CEO of Coca-Cola at the time, strongly avowed synergetic
         positive effects: corporate sustainability programs are good for business and for
         society, or as the title of the YouTube clip displaying the exchange proclaims: “Doing
         Well by Doing Good.”[1] The relation between the business case and the company’s three core sustainability
         issues—women, water, and well-being—is not an “algebraic equation,” Kent explained,
         but nonetheless there is “definitely a clear, clear connection,” a conviction he claimed
         to share with the 770,000 people in the Coca-Cola system. If the company fulfills
         its goal to become water neutral by 2020, he elaborated, it simultaneously reduces
         costs, preserves the environment, and benefits communities. If women are economically
         empowered, they sell more Coca-Cola products, which benefits the company, the women,
         and their families. This, Kent affirmed, is far from a “bogus philanthropic exercise.”
         Concluding his answer, he emphasized that Coca-Cola alone cannot ensure sustainability.
         Rather, it requires the combined forces of what he referred to as the “golden triangle”:
         state, business, and civil society.
      

      
      The question and the answer point to several of the crucial issues addressed in this
         book about the relations between a giant global corporation like Coca-Cola and self-employed
         women in precarious and contingent sectors of the economy in the Global South. In
         order to foreground the analysis, this chapter provides an overview of the positioning
         of corporations as political actors in the areas of development and gender equality
         and gives an orientation in practices to accumulate brand value in correspondence
         with positive social values. It discusses changes in the view on self-employment in
         the Global South: from unproductive survival strategies that modernization and economic
         growth would make redundant, to cherished microentrepreneurship-driven development
         strategies. Likewise, it details the predominant repositioning of women in the Global
         South, from largely bypassed, to a cohort increasingly emphasized in discourses of
         economic growth. These shifts, I argue, are crucial to the idea of overlapping interests
         between large-scale corporations and marginalized groups, which serves to legitimize
         the expanded role of private businesses in poverty alleviation and gender equality
         politics as well as to reassure the correspondence between global capitalist relations
         and the “common good.”
      

      
      Corporate Power and Neoliberal Rationality

      
      While clearly more salient with the triumph of liberal capitalist democracy in the
         post–Cold War era, corporate political influence and power is not a new phenomenon.
         Due to their resource access and the appreciation of their undertakings as strategically
         important for national economies, large corporations have long been able to align
         themselves with political institutions (May 2015: 20). Through formal, informal, and
         often personal links, the scope of political influence has generally been much greater
         for corporations than for other interest groups, such as, for instance, labor or small-scale
         businesses (Teichman 2001). The idea of companies as a “good force” in society, with
         responsibilities that exceed those strictly concerned with business operation, reverberates
         with a long history of corporate philanthropy (Windsor 2001: 40). In contemporary
         political economy, corporate influence has taken on global dimensions. Furthermore,
         the impact of many corporations today is not limited to lobbying politicians. Rather,
         corporations are now established contributors in political processes, both as subjects
         to and institutions of networked global governance structures, formed by entities
         such as states, transnational institutions, nongovernmental organizations, and global
         corporations (Crouch 2011: ix; May 2015).[2] Indeed, over the last couple of decades, divisions between the public and the private
         sectors have undergone profound changes and have gradually dispersed as effects of
         public-sector downsizing, deregulation, and public procurement. Through partnerships
         with the public sector and civil society organizations, private corporations are involved
         in issues ranging from sustainability, development, health provision, human rights,
         gender equality, and poverty alleviation to conflict resolution (Andriof and McIntosh
         2001: 13–14; Blowfield 2004; Held and Koenig-Archibugi 2005; Ireland and Pillay 2010:
         77; Utting and Marques 2010; Windsor 2001: 45). Even though not all corporations share
         the very same interests, the naturalization of corporate power entails the possibility
         to impact policy, public debate, and decision-making, which in turn has the additional
         benefit of being received as good policy, supporting the common good, or simply as
         common sense. It means that the aspects of corporate practices exposed to political
         discussion or regulation tend to be limited to certain areas, while issues that may
         jeopardize strategic goals are depoliticized (Fuchs 2007: 63–67; May 2015: 84).
      

      
      The growing importance of corporations in different policy areas is coupled with a
         particular morality and vocabulary. Often described as the essence of neoliberalization,
         it promotes markets rather than planning, entrepreneurship rather than regulation,
         and optimized individual economic growth and opportunity rather than solidarity and
         equality (Miller and Rose 2008: 79–82). In his lectures on the rise of neoliberal
         governmentality, Michel Foucault theorizes how the shift from a liberal to a neoliberal
         rationality implies that competition replaces exchange as the basic market principle.
         Competition, in his view, is normative rather than self-generated and requires that
         law, politics, and social norms are calibrated to match its logic (Foucault 2008:
         120–21; Lemke 2001: 195). In this understanding, neoliberalism is not reducible to
         a set of state and economic policies but, more profoundly, it constitutes “a governing
         rationality extending a specific formulation of economic values, practices, and metrics
         to every dimension of human life” (Brown 2015: 30).
      

      
      As a normative imperative, competition carries enormous consequences for democratic
         rule, culture, and subjectivity formation. Modeled upon the corporation, states, institutions
         (such as hospitals and universities), and individuals are all expected to self-invest
         and adopt entrepreneurial behaviors to maximize their present and future value. With
         competitiveness as the legitimizing principle, management and economic goals come
         to replace political rule and objectives (Brown 2015: 22; Crouch 2011:167; Harvey
         2006: 25). However, as James Ferguson (2010: 173) points out, notions of neoliberalism
         as a governing rationale of states and the self must be contextualized. In many countries
         in the Global South, markets have been forced open by means of structural adjustment
         programs, state assets sold off to foreign firms, and economies deindustrialized.
         Rather than an art of government that develops new technologies of governance and
         self-responsibilization, neoliberalism in these contexts may not appear to be so “new,”
         but rather as corresponding to “old” processes of imperialist accumulation through
         dispossession. While the concept of neoliberalism may be used in generalizing ways,
         concealing as much as it reveals, the 5by20 program, I argue, exemplifies how dominant
         ideas of competition and entrepreneurship are transmitted through corporate-led governance
         structures to women in the Global South, regardless of whether they have the resources
         to actually put such ideals into practice.
      

      
      Not only is it the case that corporate values and vocabularies infuse a wide set of
         political and social relations, but the reverse argument can also be made. As Luc
         Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2005: 7–16) point out in their examination of the “spirit
         of capitalism,” its internal logic—essentially profit accumulation—is not enough to
         convert the order into a common good, the preferred system, or the only imaginable
         one. The spirit of capitalism, they argue, is not constant but ideologically justified
         in relation to shifting circumstances. Its renovation depends upon extraeconomic morals
         and ideas. They attribute the strength of the capitalist system to its ability to
         create new moral foundations by absorbing part of the criticism directed against it,
         simultaneously leaving its critics disarmed and disoriented. In this way, the left’s
         critique of regulatory, standardizing, state-organized capitalism, culminating in
         the worldwide protests of 1968, came to provide an ideological justification for project-based,
         flexible, neoliberal capitalism. Accordingly, corporate enhancements of women’s empowerment
         illustrate how the depiction of market-based solutions to social problems—in this
         case gender inequality— works to legitimize the current economic order with references
         to positive values and to obscure how the system contributes to the problems in the
         first place (Fraser 2009; Hickel 2014; Roberts 2012, 2015). What is more, even though
         equality, democracy, and freedom remain cherished values, in their neoliberal form,
         their political connotations tend to be replaced with economic ones, while the social
         and political foundations for their realization are severely undermined in the wake
         of generalized competitiveness (Brown 2015: 108, 177).
      

      
      In the practices of CSR and public-private partnerships, the diffusion of market logics
         on the one hand and the mobilization of social values and the neutralization of potential
         critique on the other become manifest. When competitiveness, economic growth, and
         efficiency define a wide range of fields, corporate involvement comes across as desirable
         and reasonable; after all, these are private businesses’ areas of expertise (May 2015:
         92). Development agendas recurrently emphasize the possibilities of global corporations
         contributing with knowledge and economic resources. Closer relationships between corporations
         and the UN around development issues represent a shift in comparison to the Cold War
         era when the UN was a site of struggle over the role of businesses. For instance,
         during this period the UN Centre on Transnational Corporations often stressed the
         right of developing countries to nationalize and protect their industries (Cohen 2001:
         185). Similarly, the growing number of partnerships between corporations and NGOs
         may alter relations between business and civil society organizations. In a context
         where trade unions, NGOs, and consumer networks apply pressure on corporations to
         own up to their involvement in ecological catastrophes, severe worker exploitation,
         child labor, land grabbing, and armed conflicts, not least in the Global South, CSR
         has been advanced to improve corporate practices, repair reputations and relations
         to the surrounding society (Blowfield 2004: 61; Newell and Frynas 2007). CSR and private-public
         partnerships, which involve working with former or potential critics, constitute a
         core feature of postpolitical governance where a variety of issues are depoliticized
         as they become the objects of consensus-oriented problem solution instead of arenas
         for conflicts over directions and values (Blowfield 2004: 67; Brown 2015; Foster 2014).
      

      
      Through CSR, corporations send a signal to consumers, employees, governments, and
         civil society organizations about their social commitment, but, importantly, they
         also signal that they are, in one way or the other, prepared to deal with potentially
         adverse effects of their core business operation and across their supply chains. The
         appreciation of corporations as motors of sustainable development and growth implies
         that binding regulations can be sidestepped within areas such as environmental protection,
         taxation, and labor rights. Even in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, prevalent
         demands for regulation of the system, widely deemed to suffer from mismanagement,
         were largely circumvented (May 2015: 79, 98). The “soft law” of CSR—voluntary standards,
         codes, and documentation systems usually monitored by the corporations themselves—contrasts
         with the increasingly robust cross-border protection of corporate property rights,
         as guaranteed, for instance, by multilateral agreements such as TRIPS (Crouch 2010;
         May 2015; Sum 2010).[3] This is a manifest asymmetry in global governance, resulting in a virtually complete
         lack of mechanisms to make corporations formally accountable or to sanction noncompliance.
         Indeed, the need for CSR to begin with must clearly be situated within the profound
         economic inequalities and uneven development in which processes of capitalist accumulation
         are themselves entrenched (Harvey 2006; Drebes 2016). Having had little substantial
         impact on the working conditions in the supply chains of global corporations, CSR
         has been described as a way to minimize the reach and content of corporate responsibility,
         not least toward women in the Global South who largely account for the profitability
         of outsourced, low-waged production (Drebes 2016: 106; Pearson 2007).
      

      
      The asymmetries at play clearly affect the relations between global corporations,
         civil society organizations, and communities in terms of transparency, meaningful
         involvement, and accountability. Yet, beyond the issue of the possible impact of CSR,
         a more fundamental question to consider is the desirability of an ethics based on
         profit maximization and the compatibility between the business case, on the one hand
         and the struggle for social justice, on the other (Blowfield 2004: 67). If global
         corporations are guided by values and priorities that, in line with the win-win logic,
         are taken to be universal, this implies that articulations of justice and well-being
         will remain entangled with, and secondary to, the business case. From the perspective
         of corporations, the involvement in commendable issues and partnerships with credible
         NGOs does not only potentially foster legitimacy in the eyes of the public but also
         contributes to their number one asset and concern to which I now turn: brand value.
      

      
      What’s in a Brand?

      
      Interbrand, a brand consultancy with headquarters on Fifth Avenue in New York, publishes
         an annual list of the world’s one hundred most valuable brands. In 2017, Coca-Cola
         came in fourth after Apple, Google, and Microsoft.[4] Like other evaluators of brand value, Interbrand considers both how well a brand
         has worked so far—its ability to attract attention and command a premium price (customers’
         willingness to pay more for a particular brand’s services and products than for those
         of rival brands)—and predicates future returns on branding.[5] So how is the value of a brand acquired, maintained, and cultivated? Over time, the
         significance of brand names has altered from signaling characteristics about the producer
         to focusing on consumer images. The change reflects the different roles that brands
         have played in the evolution of capitalism and, consequently, different phases of
         branding strategies. With the expansion of anonymous exchange where customers no longer
         had a personal relation to producers, a trademark came to stand for standardized quality
         and made it possible to trace a product to a specific person and place (even if the
         information was sometimes fake). Subsequently, to foster symbolic meanings and to
         enhance the attractiveness of its own product compared to its competitors became a
         central aim of brand management. Although these two functions still play a role, today
         brands foremost acquire value as immaterial assets (Willmott 2010: 519, 523; Arvidsson
         2005: 244). The term “brandization” captures how brand equity, the value derived from
         consumer perceptions, functions as a key motor in business growth, and indeed, in
         the system within which it operates: “whereas branding can re-enchant mundane, tired or unloved products and services, brandization leverages their value for investors, and thereby recuperates capitalism as an ethico-political
         complex” (Willmott 2010: 534).
      

      
      The economic value of subjective meanings and brand loyalties translates into a pronounced
         interest in consumers’ emotions in management literature. In descriptions of brand
         equity as not only benefiting companies but also the confidence and user experiences
         of consumers, brand strategists are advised to focus their efforts on facilitating
         certain attitudes, lifestyles, and associations (see, for instance, Aaker 1991, 1996).
         They should provide enticing answers to questions such as, What can the brand do for me? Who might I become? Brands should go beyond aiming for respect and trust; rather than encouraging rational
         decisions based on trademarks, they should, in the view of businessman Kevin Roberts,
         become “lovemarks,” generating loyalty beyond reason, and therefore aim for fans rather
         than customers (Roberts 2004; see also Foster 2007: 708). It follows that brand value
         is not only determined by elements such as advertising, marketing, and product placement
         but also by creative consumer practices. In contrast to Fordist mass-marketing that
         attempted to discipline consumers to desire standardized mass-produced goods, differentiated
         tastes and self-expressions are now encouraged as branding opportunities, in correspondence
         with increased product diversity. The brand is more about the context of consumption than about the product; as a platform for activities it becomes contingent
         upon consumers’ enactments. An ideal for brand developers is to provide different
         “coordinates,” feelings, and moods that integrate the brand with life itself (Arvidsson
         2005: 243–44).
      

      
      Pertaining to the circulation of commodities rather than to surplus value generated
         through the exploitation of labor, branding has received limited attention from critical,
         in particular Marxist, scholars (Willmott 2010: 521–22). However, the significance
         of consumers in creating brand value has constituted an entry point for critical perspectives,
         where in effect consumption becomes analogous to labor power (Arvidsson 2005; Foster
         2007; Willmott 2010). The labor power of consumers has been described in terms of
         “ethical surplus”: the production of additional relations, meanings, and emotions
         that enables the social anchoring of a brand and contributes to its value (Arvidsson
         2005: 237). Examples of consumers’ unpaid labor include self-service in supermarkets,
         the maintenance of the “right” environment in chain cafes (to perform the Starbucks
         “script” of urban intellectualism), the provision of data on internet sites (Facebook
         being a prime example), and, more profoundly, the production of identity and community
         that brands can tap into. Herein lies a built-in vulnerability, seen from the perspective
         of brand managers: if consumers’ innovative capacity is an asset for the brand that
         continuously must be reinvented to maintain its actuality, the creativity of well-informed,
         vocal, and potentially critical consumers must also be contained to avoid the brand
         acquiring unwanted connotations (Arvidsson 2005: 244). In the case of Coca-Cola, moods
         such as happiness and harmony work as abstract coordinates, connecting the soft drink
         to good times and friendship, while, for instance, water pollution, obesity, or allegations
         of involvement in anti–labor union violence are highly unwanted associations. The
         realization that image is both a brand’s biggest asset and its greatest vulnerability most certainly underpins a campaign like “Killer Coke.”
         Demanding that Coca-Cola take responsibility for the murders and kidnapping of unionists
         at their bottlers’ plants in Colombia and elsewhere, the campaign has used tweaked
         brand images to call attention to its cause with slogans such as “Murder—It’s the
         Real Thing” (Blanding 2010: 218).
      

      
      If branding and consumption have received relatively little attention in Marxist analyses
         of inequalities and exploitation, feminist scholars have seen marketing strategies
         as important in the reinforcement of gender constructions. Advertising, where images
         are projected to be instantly recognizable, tends to rely upon and reproduce stereotypes
         that often idealize traditional gender norms and divisions of labor (Niblock 2001:
         297). Indeed, corporations have aimed to position their brands as expressions of motherly
         love—as components of clean homes, healthy diets, and safe transport of children (Foster
         2007: 708). In the distinction between the public and the private, production and
         reproduction, work and leisure, consumption has largely been allocated to the private
         domain and coded feminine. Consumption for the family has constituted a central aspect
         of women’s care work, while the connection between consumption and leisure works to
         render this kind of labor invisible (Fischer and Bristor 1994).
      

      
      Conceivably, in a new social media landscape where consumers are equipped with efficient
         tools to disdain sexist ads and gender normative designations of responsibilities,
         a shift is taking place. Other “coordinates” have become increasingly conspicuous:
         girl power and women’s empowerment. In what has been referred to as “femvertizing,”
         various companies attempt to position themselves as champions of gender equality and
         societal change.[6] Well-known examples of campaigns are Dove’s “Real Beauty” (women are beautiful just
         the way they are), Always’ “Like a Girl” (the expression “like a girl” should not
         be an insult but a compliment), and H&M’s “Ladylike” (ideas about what “a lady” should
         look like should be transgressed). Likewise, women and women’s empowerment are often
         central at both ends of cause-related marketing. In the Global North, women are targeted
         as ethical consumers when corporations enter partnerships with organizations in support
         of different development goals, such as accessible health care and education. In the
         Global South, in addition to consumers, women are targeted as beneficiaries as well
         as empowered producers, distributors, and retailers across companies’ supply chains
         (Sato 2016). As more brands sell products and distinguish themselves with reference
         to women’s empowerment and girl power, accusations of “pinkwashing” have been raised
         (Zmuda and Diaz 2014). As discussed above, branding campaigns lend themselves to critical
         counterimages; for instance, it was quickly pointed out that salaries below living
         costs and the firing of pregnant workers in the subcontracted production of H&M’s
         clothes are not very “ladylike.”
      

      
      In light of the discussion above, the 5by20 program illustrates major branding trends.
         Essentially since it was founded in 1886, the Coca-Cola Company has been at the forefront
         in the development of branding strategies, constantly “refreshing” its image. While
         the earliest advertisements stressed the salutary effects of the drink that was initially
         launched as medicine or “nerve tonic,” Coca-Cola was one of the first companies to
         disregard the actual product, instead connecting it to particular lifestyles, desires,
         and feelings (Blanding 2010: 39–41). Primarily drawing on community, family, and belonging
         (Rothacher 2004: 70), a pronounced effort since the mid-2000s has been to link the
         brand to values such as environmental sustainability, in particular water preservation,
         healthy and active living through the sponsorship of sports events, and, indeed, women’s
         empowerment. As the implementation of the 5by20 program reflects, it is not only the
         labor power of consumers that contributes toward the value of the brand but also that
         of institutions and NGOs that helps to create new associations for a brand, thereby
         enhancing its economic value (Foster 2014: 251). Furthermore, as will be detailed
         in the following chapters, value is created both by women’s labor power across the
         supply chain and by the generation of new meanings of the brand. In line with the
         argument made by Kent at Coca-Cola’s shareowners meeting, women’s empowerment is not
         something that the brand engages in. It is the brand. In this sense, women’s empowerment becomes part of the company’s brandization,
         providing a reason for further investments. It is, I think, not a coincidence that
         the program addresses self-employed women across the supply chain rather than plant
         workers. Corresponding to a prevailing image of “the poor” as capable entrepreneurs,
         they are arguably more “brandable” than workers to whom the company and their bottlers
         have a formal relationship, which could be subject to greater regulation—something
         that Coca-Cola actively resists.
      

      
      The Entrepreneurialization of “the Poor”

      
      Abstracted and universalized as a model for citizens and construed as self-evidently
         desirable, the entrepreneur has been described as the neoliberal subject par excellence
         (Armstrong 2005; du Gay 1996; Szeman 2015: 472; Verduijn et al. 2014). While entrepreneurship
         in the nineteenth century was a minor but important activity that could lead to innovation
         of new products and services, the political and cultural position of the entrepreneur
         has become doubtlessly even more acute than its economic significance (Szeman 2015:
         474). According to some authors, the rise of the entrepreneur as a privileged subject
         is, despite its universal pretentions, modeled upon a white, Western, male norm. In
         effect, those who deviate from the entrepreneurial script, because of their gender,
         race, class, or geographical locality, tend to be marginalized or represented as deficient
         and in need of adjustment (Ahl and Marlow 2012; Bruni, Gherardi, and Poggio 2004;
         Mordi et al. 2010; Tedmanson et al. 2012; Wee and Brooks 2012). Elaborating on the
         concept of “barefoot entrepreneurs,” Miguel J. Imas, Nick Wilson, and Alia Weston
         (2012) call for the decolonization of mainstream entrepreneurial ideas. For instance,
         scrap collectors, beggars, and petty traders, they argue, hardly correspond to dominant
         conceptions of the entrepreneur, and yet they deploy creative strategies to generate
         incomes as they try to survive in precarious conditions. A focus on subsistence entrepreneurship
         could, in their view, contribute to the understanding of “the very real constraints
         facing those living in marginalized and excluded contexts, and how these are overcome—heroically,
         efficiently and, yes, entrepreneurially” (Imas, Wilson, and Weston 2012: 567).
      

      
      Although there is an undeniable hierarchy among different entrepreneurial activities
         and even though, as I will discuss in the forthcoming chapters, particular subjects
         tend to be deemed deficient and lacking when evaluated against norms of entrepreneurship,
         it seems clear that the imperative of entrepreneurialism increasingly cuts across
         the entangled structures of race, class, gender, and geographic locality. Rather than
         an excluding category, I would argue, entrepreneurship has come to define an array
         of precarious practices. Instead of being essentially coded masculine, neoliberal
         constructions of subjectivities have been seen to correspond to femininity-coded notions
         of self-transformation and self-management, constituting women, not the least in the
         Global South, as ideal entrepreneurial subjects (Altan-Olcay 2014; Bexell 2012; Elias
         2013; Hayhurst 2014; McCarthy 2017; Moeller 2013; Power 2009; Scharff 2016).
      

      
      Visions of mutually beneficial interactions between global corporations and a large
         segment of the world’s impoverished population commonly center on innovation and entrepreneurship
         at both ends. Concepts such as “pro-poor growth,” “inclusive growth,” and “sustainable
         growth,” as deployed by institutions like the UN and the World Bank, call for economic
         growth that does not merely “trickle down” but specifically benefits vulnerable groups.
         By developing inclusive business models, corporations are encouraged to find inventive
         ways to provide affordable goods and services to low-income groups or to engage them
         as producers across their supply chains. Correspondingly, “the poor” are advised to
         acquire the appropriate skills to engage with global corporations as workers or entrepreneurs.
         In this way, the deepening of capitalist reach and adaption through education, training,
         and the creation of jobs, especially for women, is presented as an overall solution
         to poverty (Cammack 2004; Eisenstein 2017; Elyachar 2012; Roy 2012b; Utting and Marques
         2010). However, these efforts are taking place against the limited relevance of large
         parts of the world’s population to capitalist production for whom wagelessness has
         become the expected position (Denning 2010; Ferguson 2015; Castells 2000). Indeed,
         the enhancement of skills and “human capital” among impoverished groups reinforces
         productivist notions of emancipation and inclusion at the same time that wage work
         is waning and large numbers rely on combinations of remittances, casual work, home-based
         production, petty trading, and informal self-employment for their survival (Barchiesi
         2012: 248; Makhulu 2012: 782). Most of the 5by20 participants I met engaged in such
         composite and contingent income-generating strategies.
      

      
      Yet the significance placed on businesses and entrepreneurship is intrinsic to the
         shift from state-led development, with measures such as support for national industries
         and protective trade barriers, to the imperative of export orientation, free trade,
         deregulation, and cuts in social spending, as required by the World Bank and International
         Monetary Fund (IMF) in programs of loan and debt relief in the wake of economic crises
         during the 1980s and 1990s (Dicken 2003: 175–81; Harvey 2006). In neoliberal development
         discourse, businesses and NGOs are represented as better than states at providing
         “the poor” with what they allegedly need: well-functioning markets and good governance
         (Elyachar 2012: 117). Instead of being largely ignored or possibly attended to by
         CSR departments, low-income groups are now represented as a market opportunity that
         should be integrated into core business practices. The positioning of corporations
         as key to poverty reduction has been described in terms of a twofold tendency: the
         “marketization of poverty” and the “ethicalization of the market,” whereby the market
         appears as a means for humanitarian responses to social challenges (Roy 2012a: 107;
         Schwittay 2011: 72). It furthermore implies that a composite striving for equality
         is replaced by a voluntary fight against poverty, to be handled by the market instead
         of being subjected to politics and regulations (Laville 2015). If detached from structural
         causes such as debt, structural adjustment programs, tax evasion, corruption, and
         exploitation of labor and natural resources, poverty tends to be understood in terms
         of “difference” rather than in terms of inequality and domination (Hoogvelt 1997).
      

      
      Influential examples of the depiction of a synergetic win-win relation between large-scale
         corporations and marginalized populations are the thoughts of C. K. Prahalad and Nobel
         Peace Prize winner Muhammad Yunus. In Yunus’s view, “social businesses” promise to
         combat social and environmental challenges through innovation where governments and
         development agencies have failed (Yunus and Weber 2010). Through the provision of
         microcredit, impoverished groups, mainly women, are to take charge of their own advancement.
         Due to the vast number and the great needs of poor populations, the distinction between
         “social” and “normal” businesses may essentially be surpassed, an argument that Prahalad
         (2005) pursues in the book The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid, with the suggestive subtitle Eradicating Poverty through Profits. Here, he maintains that the four billion people living on less than two dollars a
         day, the bottom of the pyramid (BOP), hold a large aggregate buying power and yet,
         they constitute an overlooked market, with the interrelated effects of missed business
         opportunities and unfulfilled potentials among poor populations.
      

      
      In line with the representation of global corporations as key to poverty reduction
         and the realization of entrepreneurial capabilities of marginalized groups, a corporation
         like Coca-Cola can also frame itself as a “social business,” or as an agent of “connected
         capitalism” as envisioned by Neville Isdell, one of the company’s former CEOs (2004–2008).
         Of course, Coca-Cola has long been targeting everyone, enabling the company’s position
         as an icon of globalization; even in the most remote and unexpected places, people
         enjoy its cold fizziness (Foster 2008). Rather than hinging on the innovation of a
         new business model, the presumed win-win outcome of the 5by20 program consists in
         boosting sales of Coca-Cola’s standardized products by microentrepreneurs without
         a formalized relationship with the company. Anna Tsing (2009) uses the concept of
         supply-chain capitalism to highlight how multifaceted relations are being formed between
         capital, labor, and subcontracted or independent entrepreneurs. The rising importance
         of supply chains has enabled corporations to free themselves from accountability toward
         labor both by outsourcing and by the resignification of work through “nonwork tropes”
         such as management and entrepreneurship (Tsing 2009: 151). Supply-chain capitalism
         brings together two seemingly opposite, but in Tsing’s account interdependent, tendencies
         in the globalizing economy: homogeneity and integration on the one hand and diversity
         and fragmentation on the other. Relying on subcontracting, outsourcing, and arrangements
         with legally autonomous entities, supply chains mobilize and reinforce diverse socioeconomic
         niches. Their profitability, Tsing argues, is thus contingent upon differences in
         terms of class, gender, race, age, citizenship, sexuality, and religion, hence revoking
         the seeming contradiction between standardization and increasing differentiation and
         inequalities.
      

      
      While the economic importance of supply chains is not new, the positive values and
         effects ascribed to them have clearly been amplified (Tsing 2009: 149). The expectations
         attached to the BOP market and microcredit, as described above, contrast with the
         view that dominated until the late 1980s of informal microbusinesses in terms of inefficiency,
         criminality, tax evasion, and a drag on the formal economy. Certainly, a demarcation
         between the formal and informal economy is not easily drawn and might be misleading.
         Since the concept was deployed in the 1970s to describe the sectors that could neither
         be understood in terms of employment nor unemployment, the activities that used to
         be categorized as informal are now so common and the connections between the “formal”
         and the “informal” so established that the term conceivably loses its descriptive
         value (Denning 2010: 89; Ferguson 2015: 93; Makhulu 2012: 786).[7] 
      

      
      As survivalist self-employment has become increasingly linked to finance capital,
         the promotion of microenterprise is presently cherished by experts and development
         institutions (Dolan and Rajak 2016: 517; Prediger and Gut 2014). According to Julia
         Elyachar (2002: 499), anthropologists have (unintentionally) played a “midwife role”
         for the conversion of culture and social relations into economic resources as they
         have highlighted the capacity of “the poor” to survive despite deprived conditions.
         The laboratory endeavors to create new microbusiness opportunities and capital accumulation
         strategies have evolved into virtual industries themselves where the knowledge and
         local experiences of NGOs are central (Dolan and Rajak 2016: 516; Elyachar 2012: 110;
         Prediger and Gut 2014: 2–4; Roy 2012b: 132). In such programs, entrepreneurial training
         is conveyed to transform “job seekers” into “job creators” both through skills enhancement
         and moral and psychological fostering. Managerial styles and identities are in this
         way transferred from entrepreneurial elites to precarious and contingent sectors of
         the economy (Dolan and Rajak 2016: 515; Tsing 2009: 167). Additionally, as the highly
         valued concept of microentrepreneurship is attached to an array of survival strategies,
         these are arguably “upgraded” in ways that further the interests and legitimacy of
         empowerment-enhancing NGOs and corporations (Horn 2013: 117).
      

      
      Indeed, the tendency to describe subsistence activities in terms of microentrepreneurship
         is itself part of neoliberal development strategies. Increasingly managed by commercial
         lending institutions, they have proved to be highly profitable ventures, which because
         of a systematic targeting of women clearly entail gendered dimensions. Contrary to
         stated gender equality aims, microcredit often contributes to increased vulnerability
         through escalating debt spirals, peer and family control, and disciplinary measures
         deployed by program managers (Federici 2014; Kabeer 2011; Karim 2011; Keating, Rasmussen,
         and Rishi 2010; Mayer and Rankin 2002; Moodie 2013; Roy 2010). In contrast to the
         image of the “heroic self-employed” in development discourses, Mike Davis (2006: 174–85)
         suggests that debt-based financing for the Global South is better conceptualized as
         “forced entrepreneurialism” in the wake of structural adjustment programs that have
         resulted in the stagnation of the formal economy and an explosion of the informal
         economy. Against the backdrop of staggering unemployment and widening socioeconomic
         gaps in Mexico after the peso crisis in the 1990s, Susanne Soederberg (2012) investigates
         the rise of the “debt-fare state”: a debt-driven, state-facilitated accumulation strategy
         of commercial microlending that turns marginalized masses into credit consumers and
         microborrowers to finance small-scale businesses. While the massive intervention to
         “bank the unbanked” may be cast as a democratizing endeavor, granting “the poor” access
         to consumption and “self-investment,” it carries a strong disciplining force that
         is augmented by its ensuing individualization and destruction of social solidarity
         (Federici 2014). In addition to value accumulation, the generation of debt also works
         to depoliticize and disarm disfranchised groups. In a context where the “relative
         surplus population” constitutes both a threat and an opportunity to capital and states, impoverished groups may be controlled through
         debt accumulation, thereby mitigating social unrest and maintaining stability for
         investment (Soederberg 2012: 565). Seen from this perspective, the entrepreneurialization
         of “the poor” is part of a larger effort to diminish the menace of social turmoil
         caused by inequalities and disintegration.
      

      
      The Efficiency of Women’s Empowerment

      
      The significance attributed to women’s empowerment by corporations, and in discourses
         of development and economic growth at large, may at first glance appear to adhere
         to certain strands of feminist and postcolonial critique. The lack of a gender perspective
         during the first decades of development politics and the tendency to victimize “the
         Third World woman” and deprive her of agency have been widely problematized (Elson
         1994; Benería 2003; Mohanty 1993; Rai and Waylen 2013). In contrast to recurrent constructions
         of women as nonworkers or as secondary wage laborers, which in feminist theory have
         been regarded as cornerstones of patriarchal, heteronormative, capitalist relations
         (Hartmann 1979; Mohanty 2003a; Young 1981), programs like 5by20 represent women as
         central agents of social change and acknowledge their contribution to the economy.
         Yet this recent endorsement of gender equality by corporations must be scrutinized
         in relation to composite power relations within global and gendered divisions of labor.
      

      
      The upswing in vocal commitments by corporate actors to women’s empowerment follows
         the massive incorporation of women into outsourced, labor-intensive production in
         many regions across the Global South (Afshar and Barrientos 1999; Kang 1997; Mohanty
         2003a; Pearson 2007; Wright 1997). In post-Fordist orders of production, large corporations
         tend to maintain control over product development and brand management conducted by
         “core” workers, while labor-intensive tasks are outsourced to locations where wages
         are low, regulations are lax, and workers’ rights are limited. They are carried out
         by what Swasti Mitter (1986; 1994: 18–20) has called “the new proletariat”: a predominantly
         female, racialized, disposable, and “cheap” labor force. The apparent demand for women
         workers in the booming subcontracting industry has been described as a transnational
         fantasy of productive femininity (Salzinger 2003). Certainly, workers are not inherently
         “cheap” or naturally apt to perform certain tasks but rather, “proper” workers are
         produced through the organization of work. “Feminine traits,” such as docility and
         dexterity, must be seen in light of a lack of alternatives, a lack of protective labor
         laws, and political agendas in which women’s cheap labor constitutes a comparative
         advantage to attract direct foreign investment in line with export-oriented development
         strategies (Enloe 2004; Kang 1997; Medley and Carroll 2004; Mohanty 2003a: ch. 6;
         Tornhill 2010). 
      

      
      The so-called feminization of labor, simultaneously denoting the increased demand
         for women workers in waged labor and the generalization of the casual and precarious conditions that have long characterized
         female-dominated segments of the economy, coincides with growing wealth gaps, depressed
         wages, diminished welfare services, and a widespread weakening of trade unions (Pearson
         2007; Pillay 2007; Keating, Rasmussen, and Rishi 2010; Sassen 1998; Standing 2011).
         While it is often acknowledged that deregulation and trade liberalization have led
         to the loss of secure employment in many developing countries, the creation of temporary
         and casual work, predominantly in garment and electronics export production, has still
         been represented as an opportunity for women: “These jobs may not be as good as the
         ‘privileged’ jobs lost in the protected industries and the public sector. But for
         those young women they often represent an improvement over the alternatives” (World
         Bank 2003: 32). The notion of a progressive integration of women into globalized circuits
         of production, purportedly contributing to their increased autonomy, provides a moral
         justification for “flexible” forms of accumulation (Eisenstein 2009; Fraser 2009;
         Spivak 1999: 200). At the same time, notoriously implicated in scandals—collapsed
         factory buildings, child labor, union busting, and mass-fainting—sweatshops have become
         a symbol for exploitative working conditions, at the heart of movements opposing contemporary
         expressions of globalization (Armbruster-Sandoval 2005; Brooks 2002; Ross 1997; Young
         2003).
      

      
      Although the voluntary codes of conduct of global corporations largely address women’s
         working conditions, the trope of the female microentrepreneur is undoubtedly more
         suitable as an “empowerable” subject than the female worker in outsourced production.
         Microentrepreneurs across the supply chain lack a formal relationship to the corporation,
         and hence it is easier to keep at a distance demands for regulation and accountability.
         At the same time that they uphold low wages and lax labor regulations, companies like
         Coca-Cola, Nike, and Walmart are carrying out women’s empowerment programs in the
         Global South. Indeed, despite the significance attributed to women’s economic opportunities,
         several flagship empowerment programs have been less vocal about the direct jobs they
         create for women.[8] Whereas outsourced factory work may evoke associations to “the dark satanic mills”
         of the Industrial Revolution or to the profound regulation of workers in Taylorist
         scientific management, the focus on self-employed women allows for a connection to
         the cherished figure of the entrepreneur as discussed above. Notwithstanding the overwhelmingly
         harsh and insecure conditions that mark such income-generating strategies, they are
         easier to inscribe with positive values such as autonomy and self-realization.
      

      
      The increasing reliance on female labor in global production is sustained by the discursive
         importance attributed to women’s economic agency in development politics. The women
         in development (WID) approach of the 1970s, widely adopted by development agencies,
         maintained that women and men were impacted differently by development and economic
         growth. With a primary focus on productive labor, it proclaimed the efficiency of
         investing in women for economic and social returns (Bedford 2009; Moser, Tornqvist,
         and Van Bronkhorst 1999; Prügl and True 2014; Young 1993). Criticized for its sole
         attention to women, rather than to socially constructed gender relations and norms,
         and for its omission of issues such as social welfare, reproduction, and unpaid labor,
         WID was largely replaced by the gender and development (GAD) perspective. Nonetheless,
         in corporate gender equality initiatives, it is the efficiency approach that constitutes
         the dominant rationality. Here, the focus on gender is not matched by new visions
         of economic development but rather, the business case for gender equality and investments
         in women as “smart economics” is elevated (Bexell 2012; Bergeron and Healy 2015: 72;
         Calkin 2015a; Eisenstein 2017; Elias 2013; Gregoratti, Roberts, and Tornhill 2018;
         Johnstone-Louis 2017; McCarthy 2017; Prügl and True 2014; Roberts 2012, 2015). Improved
         gender equality at different levels of the corporation is said to be beneficial for
         several reasons. In relation to the highest executive levels of corporations, including
         the board of directors, the underrepresentation of women, it is argued, entails the
         loss of a diversity of perspectives. Applicable to all levels of a company, it has
         further been argued that discrimination and gendered norms about suitable occupations
         delimit the talent pool from which it is possible to recruit. In relation to wider
         communities, investment in the capacity building of women—particularly in developing
         countries—is portrayed as beneficial both for reasons of growth and company reputation
         (Bexell 2012; Gregoratti, Roberts, and Tornhill 2018; Elias 2013; Prügl 2012). 
      

      
      In the view of some authors, the sensitization to gender issues represents a welcome
         shift from a narrow focus on GDP growth that signals the impact feminists have had
         on policy, opening up an opportunity to make use of the emancipatory potential of
         market integration (Ferber and Nelson 2003; Thompson 2008; Scott et al. 2012). Elisabeth
         Prügl and Jacqui True (2014) argue that the notion of gender equality as a prerequisite
         for optimal business operation can simultaneously be understood as a neoliberalization
         of feminism and as opening space for a social reembedding of markets. According to Kate Grosser and
         Jeremy Moon (2005), CSR has wrongly been dismissed as limited to the business case,
         overlooking social motivations, and therefore it has been underused as a means of
         mainstreaming gender equality.
      

      
      Others have put forth that the proposed win-win correlation between women’s empowerment
         and economic growth entails an instrumentalization of gender equality and conceals
         how historical and current practices of capital accumulation profit from intersectional
         inequalities, precarious working conditions, and low salaries (Altan-Olcay 2014; Elias
         2013; Roberts 2012, 2015). Corporate attention to gender equality has been read as
         a manifestation of capitalism’s ability to resignify emancipatory ambitions and, furthermore,
         as a failure by feminists to recognize how demands for expanded labor market opportunities
         for women may lend an ethical and thus legitimating dimension to neoliberal flexibilization.
         The perceived compatibility between certain aspects of neoliberal capitalism and feminist
         thought and demands has been discussed with reference to seduction, postfeminism,
         depoliticization, and co-optation (Eisenstein 2009, 2017; Fraser 2009; McRobbie 2009;
         Elias 2013). Deploying the term “transnational business feminism” (TBF), Adrienne
         Roberts (2012, 2015) points to the increasingly prominent role of corporations in
         the multisited, public-private governance assemblages that converge around the business
         case for gender equality, thus reshaping gender relations, women’s work, and conditions
         for social reproduction. This women-centered rhetoric is seen to both obscure the
         influence of corporations and legitimize their interests and hence TBF becomes part
         of the deepening and naturalization of capitalist logics and accumulation strategies.
         Therefore, Roberts argues, it is not coincidental that the vitalizing effects of gender
         equality on the economy were particularly stressed in the wake of the 2008 financial
         crisis (see also Elias 2013; Prügl 2012). In relation to different perspectives on
         corporate interests in women’s empowerment, in the following chapters I argue that,
         although its outcomes are not given, a program like 5by20 works at an overarching
         level to detach understandings of impoverishment and emancipation from the needs of
         economic reforms and democratization of global governance structures. Moreover, in
         relation to discussions largely carried out at a conceptual level, I argue that empirical
         assessments are necessary in order not to conflate stated corporate goals with actual
         outcomes. For instance, as the subsequent discussion will show, the results of boosting
         microbusiness sales on a large scale through investing in business training for women
         are highly uncertain.
      

      
      Central to these debates are, unquestionably, conflicting meanings of women’s empowerment.
         Feminist denotations that focus on social transformation, collectivity, and redistribution
         contrast with conceptualizations of empowerment as a tool for economic growth (Eyben
         and Napier-Moore 2009: 296). It has also been noted that the idea of empowerment,
         in Western popular culture enthusiastically attached to basically anything that women
         do or do not do, has come to largely replace emancipation as a political goal (Eisenstein
         2017). In corporate-led empowerment agendas, the meaning is by and large confined
         to women’s participation in paid labor. As Barbara Cruikshank (1999: 68) points out,
         empowerment promotion and the imperative of self-governed adaptation easily converge;
         the one who is empowered is to act upon another’s interests and adjust conduct in
         accordance with a designated end. Within the frame of neoliberal restructuring, women/workers
         are expected to ensure their own empowerment by flexibly adapting to the shifting
         demands of the labor market and to compensate for cuts in social spending (Benería
         2003: 50–51; Jessop 2002: 121; Nagar et al. 2002). In the view of Silvia Federici
         (2012: 85–88), it comes as no surprise that women have become a prime target among
         agents of economic globalization. Their interest in gender, she argues, overlaps with
         the deinvestment in social reproduction, the commercialization of nature, and the
         privatization of the commons, with adverse outcomes in particular for women. By engaging
         in noncapitalist uses of natural resources and subsistence agriculture, women have
         also stood in the way of these developments—consequently the need to “empower” them
         to adopt appropriate market behaviors. Furthermore, corporate-led empowerment initiatives
         arguably echo the colonial logic of saving racialized women. The notion that women
         are to be empowered from “tradition” to productive, market-integrated positions departs from particular constructions of
         their desires and needs (Drebes 2016: 115; Mohanty 1993; Shain 2013; Spivak 1993).
         In line with a common Western representation of gender inequality in the Global South,
         local patriarchal relations are singled out as the root of the problem together with
         states that fail to acknowledge the importance of undermining “backward” gender relations,
         which stand in the way of their competitiveness. Local patriarchal relations are thereby
         separated from other historical and contemporary economic and political conditions
         and interests (Abu-Lughod 2002; Elias 2013: 157, 163). In this juncture, the positioning
         of women as subjects to be “saved” by market integration works to excuse the conditions
         of their labor as at least better than the perceived alternatives, overall exempting
         the institutions of capitalism from the responsibility for generating the very predicaments
         from which women are to be rescued (Spivak 2000).
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      This chapter has initiated the discussion to be further elaborated in the empirical
         chapters where focus is placed on the brandization of women’s empowerment, the mobilization
         of emotions in entrepreneurship promotion, and the entrepreneurialization of precarious
         feminized labor. Here, I have discussed increased corporate authority and influence
         within global governance structures as part of the consolidation of a neoliberal rationality
         that extends the values of economic growth and competition to virtually all spheres
         of life. The prioritization of competition also corresponds to the normalization of
         entrepreneurship: no matter how scarce the resources, everyone is expected to increase
         their human capital and relate to their lives as entrepreneurs. With the growing importance
         of supply chains, such values are transmitted to “informal” sectors of the economy
         and ascribed as key means for the combined interests of business opportunities and
         poverty reduction. Specifically, dominating constructions of femininity and work,
         privileging production and ignoring the foundations for social reproduction, have
         allowed for the notion of a profitable business case for investments in women in the
         Global South as an underutilized economic resource. For global corporations, to position
         themselves within global governance structures and as agents of positive social change
         furthermore constitutes branding opportunities as their practices are potentially
         imbued with ethical dimensions. The issues discussed here also profoundly shaped the
         conditions for the elaboration of this study. In the following chapter, I describe
         the methodological challenges that I encountered, which despite (and sometimes thanks
         to) barriers and lack of access, also generated significant insights about corporate
         power, brand protectionism, and complex inequalities in the global economy. 
      

      
      
         
            1. The clip from the shareowners meeting that contains the question and answer is available
                  at the following link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RUNPpo0G8xA.
               

            

         

         
            2. Following May (2015: 8), I use the term “global,” rather than “transnational,” corporation.
                  While these corporations have a global reach, they do not completely transcend nationality,
                  as the term “transnational” suggests, and they are continuously dependent upon the
                  international economic system, state borders, and national legal forms. 
               

            

         

         
            3. The Agreement on Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) is
                  administrated by the World Trade Organization (WTO), comprises all its member states,
                  and regulates issues such as copyright and patents.
               

            

         

         
            4. In 2013, Coca-Cola lost the number one position it had held since the launching of
                  the list in the year 2000.
               

            

         

         
            5. Interbrand uses a combination of three key components to calculate the value of the
                  brand. The financial analysis evaluates the financial performance of branded goods
                  and services; the role of the brand calculates its effect on purchase decisions as
                  opposed to other factors; brand strength measures the competitiveness and its capacity
                  to create loyalty and sustained demand. For more details, see http://interbrand.com/best-brands/best-global-brands/methodology/.
               

            

         

         
            6. The digital media company SheKnows Media reports to have coined the term, and to celebrate
                  brands that challenge gender norms, it launched #Femvertising Awards in 2015; see
                  https://www.femvertisingawards.com/.
               

            

         

         
            7. The term “informal sector,” used by anthropologist Keith Hart in the early 1970s,
                  was quickly picked up by the International Labour Organization and became “the master
                  trope for representing wageless life” (Denning 2010: 89).
               

            

         

         
            8. A striking example of this is the “Girl Effect” (formerly affiliated with the Nike
                  Foundation), which deliberately does not focus on the working conditions in its women-dominated
                  chains of production but instead on the reproductive health of adolescent girls; see
                  Moeller 2018.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 2

      Feminist Research in the Wake of Corporate Power

      
         
         
      

      
      The growing involvement of corporations in gender and development politics, along
         with their far-reaching claims to serve the interests of marginalized women in the
         Global South, points to the need for feminist interrogations of the rationalities
         and effects of corporate-led women’s empowerment initiatives. To examine competing
         meanings and contradictory results, beyond neat statistics and cheerful success stories
         that corporate actors make available in sustainability reports and social media, some
         kind of place-based, qualitative research is necessary. However, save a few exceptions
         (Hayhurst 2014; Moeller 2013, 2018; see also Tornhill 2015, 2016a, 2016b), feminist
         considerations of the logics and implications of corporate gender politics have, as
         mentioned previously, mostly been based on visual and textual representations produced
         by corporate and public-private partnership actors (Bexell 2012; Calkin 2015b; Hickel
         2014; Prügl and True 2014; Roberts 2015; Switzer 2013). Whereas text-based examinations
         of the logics and omissions of neoliberal empowerment discourses have been central
         to the elaboration of this study, I found few discussions in the literature about
         possible consequences of the increasing presence of corporations in gender equality
         and development politics for critical feminist research in these areas. Indeed, strong
         brand-name interests and asymmetrical program interdependencies are likely to generate
         methodological and ethical challenges that, I argue, need to be thoroughly addressed
         for enhanced understandings of the effects of corporate power. The involvement of
         corporations reshapes not only how women’s empowerment is conceived and practiced,
         but also the scope for feminist contestation. The outcomes of unsolicited research
         projects that set out to interact directly with corporate actors, their partners,
         and intended beneficiaries are therefore difficult to predict.
      

      
      In this chapter, I have chosen to go into some detail about my engagements with 5by20
         implementers and participants. Departing from my research experiences in Mexico (2014,
         nine weeks) and South Africa (2015 and 2016, twelve weeks in total), which played
         out very differently, I account for the nonlinear process of my ethnographic approach.
         Thereby, I wish to contribute to methodological conversations about the conditions
         for feminist examinations of corporate gender politics as well as for situated engagements
         with women who constitute the focal point of their empowerment missions. These reflections,
         I hope, will be useful to others who examine political issues that are increasingly
         entangled with corporate interests. In addition to the methodological focus, the chapter
         makes the point that my efforts to approach the program from different angles—not
         least the ones that seemingly failed—contributed to my understandings of the unequal
         but interdependent relationships between the corporation, partner organizations, and
         participants (see Allison, Gregoratti, and Tornhill 2019). In this sense, the discussion
         in this chapter is not only meant to account for my experiences in the field that
         shaped the empirical analysis but it also teases out insights generated by my attempts
         to access and engage with 5by20 program participants and implementers at different
         levels. Here, I wish to demonstrate that my ethnographic approach did not entail a
         clear-cut distinction between the methods of engagement with the field “out there”
         and the theorization “in here.” Rather than consisting of two distinct phases of the
         research process, they together form part of the overall analysis (see Vrasti 2010:
         85).
      

      
      Encountering the 5by20 Program: 
Closures and Openings
      

      
      The 5by20 program first came to my attention by chance in 2011, shortly after it was
         launched, when I was in Costa Rica for another research project. During an interview
         at an institute that promotes linkages between large-scale corporations and microentrepreneurs,
         the representative described a recently initiated collaboration with the Coca-Cola
         Company in a project for female shop owners that the institute deemed very promising.
         Perhaps to forestall probing questions from me, the representative added: “Some people
         might get upset. But unfortunately, or luckily, that’s how things are, because this
         is the only way to finance a project like this one. . . . If we make the small companies
         more competitive and at the same time make the big company richer . . . well, that’s
         how it is!” Curious to find out more, I searched the internet and soon realized that
         the program was not restricted to Costa Rica but aimed to reach five million women
         globally and occupied a central position in the company’s outreach communication.
         I started using one of its promotion videos in my master’s course about transnational
         feminism to illustrate the evolving emphasis on the business case for women’s empowerment,
         and it always evoked heated discussions. When given the chance to develop a research
         project a few years later, I decided to undertake a closer emperical investigation
         of the 5by20 program.
      

      
      With the objective to examine concrete strategies and experiences in relation to the
         program’s interconnected aims of doubling sales and empowering five million women
         by 2020, I opted to conduct an ethnographic study specifically focusing on the experiences
         and relations of the implementation phase. The choice to depart from an ethnographic
         approach also reflected what I found to be a relative lack of place-based studies
         of corporate gender politics, beyond textual and visual representations. The process
         of turning my initial plan into a workable project was, however, not straightforward.
         Indeed, ethnographic research often requires an element of improvisation, stemming
         not from lack of preparation but rather from the unforeseeability of social interaction
         (Yanow 2014: 100–101). Dimensions of unpredictability were manifest throughout this
         research project and were perhaps accentuated by its topic and the actors it involved:
         a global corporation utterly protective of its brand name; the UN, which also has
         a strong interest in upholding its reputation; civil society organizations relying
         on external corporate funding; and women in precarious positions hoping to get something
         out of their participation in an empowerment program led by one of the world’s most
         well-known brands. Due to barriers such as denied access, epistemological differences,
         and considerations of possibly adverse effects for program participants, this research
         project evolved in unplanned directions.
      

      
      The first challenge I encountered was not to gain access to the 5by20 program but
         to find it, in its concrete manifestations. The visibility of the program is in part
         illusory. While it is widely advertised in sustainability reports and in PR, more
         precise information about activities, exact locations, and partners is largely absent,
         with no contact details available on the 5by20 web page. The simultaneous showcasing
         and secrecy of corporate empowerment practices arguably reflect a need, on the one
         hand, to advertise them broadly for reasons of branding and, on the other hand, a
         certain unwillingness to make them available to activists, academics, and journalists
         (Moeller 2013). Thus, I began to conduct “detective work” on the internet to find
         an entry point. After some assessment, I decided to focus on the program’s activities
         in Mexico, where I had previously lived for a while. Furthermore, Mexico seemingly
         encompassed ideal conditions for the realization of the proclaimed 5by20 win-win objectives
         with a sizable market and an abundant self-employed sector where municipal markets,
         family-run stores, and street vendors account for a large portion of the grocery sales.
      

      
      When I initiated this research project at the beginning of 2014, the 5by20 program
         had been active in Mexico for just over a year.[1] After some further digging on the internet, I found PowerPoint presentations and
         news articles through which I was able to identify some of the program partners. The
         organizations were either NGOs or foundations, and most of them also collaborated
         with other global corporations. Since I was mainly interested in the implementation
         of the program and wanted to get in touch with participants, I decided to approach
         the organizations first. Intimidated by its immense authority, I was admittedly also
         reluctant to contact Coca-Cola directly. In particular, I came to focus on three partner
         organizations that responded positively to my email request. One of them was an institute
         for entrepreneurship offering training in business skills within the frame of different
         corporate social responsibility (CSR) programs, including 5by20. I made interactive
         observations at parts of two segments of the course, dedicated to human development
         and administration, and I interviewed institute staff, teachers, and participants.
         I spent some time in a rural town where about forty women had been trained by the
         same institute as part of the program. The training was already finished at the time
         of my visit, and one of the outcomes was a fortnightly market where women sold homemade
         products. A community organization had functioned as the bridge between the program
         and the participants, and it had continued to facilitate the market. I interviewed
         the organizers and participants, visited the market, and attended meetings. Finally,
         I spent time at a foundation that is involved in the two last steps of Coca-Cola’s
         value chain: recycling and handicraft. The foundation receives leftover materials
         from different companies that women from poor communities turn into different kinds
         of accessories. Here, I attended workshops and meetings and interviewed staff and
         participants. Through the partner organizations, I was introduced to representatives
         of the Coca-Cola Foundation Mexico and the CSR department at one of the company’s
         main bottlers.[2] After I had sent them my research proposal, they agreed to be interviewed. Apart
         from the initial difficulties in identifying partner organizations, gaining access
         was easier than I had expected, an experience that, as we shall see, stood in stark
         contrast to my work on the South African case. Further on, I will return to the implications
         of the two contrasting ways in which I gained access into the program.
      

      
      My initial plan had been to examine the implementation of the program in two different
         countries to get a sense of contextual aspects of the program’s empowerment enhancements.
         The choice fell on South Africa where 5by20 was first launched as a pilot program.[3] The fact that it had already been running for a few years would provide an insight
         into how it had evolved over time—well, so I thought. Encouraged by the relative ease
         of gaining access in Mexico, I decided to contact the program partners from the start:
         Coca-Cola, UN Women, and the southern Africa branch of the international organization
         Hand in Hand (HiH SA), which since 2013 functions as the only implementing partner.[4] Thus, the program setup differed substantially from the Mexican case where a much
         larger number of organizations participated, and where UN Women was not directly involved.
         Despite many hours of internet searches, I did not manage to find out how and by which
         actors the program had been elaborated in South Africa prior to the entrance of HiH
         SA, when twenty-two thousand women had allegedly already been empowered (Coca-Cola
         Company 2014: 23). These numbers were seemingly later revised: in April 2015 the program
         web page stated that six thousand women had been provided with business skills training
         and access to finance, and the reported goal was to empower twenty-five thousand by
         the end of the year. My direct questions to the program partners about activities
         before 2013 and the apparent adjustment of achievements received no answers.
      

      
      The response to my emails was positive from HiH SA. After a short email exchange,
         in which I was asked to specify my research questions, the Coca-Cola representative
         agreed to an interview. UN Women briefly responded that they needed to confer, but
         because of the positive response from the other two partners, I decided to go ahead
         with my plans. However, when I arrived in South Africa, the two partners announced
         that they had to await UN Women’s decision before they could meet me. UN Women’s reply
         to my (by then somewhat disheartened) emails was that my request had been referred
         to their legal advisors and their decision could well take several additional months.
         After numerous phone calls, HiH SA agreed to a meeting where they would describe their
         general empowerment model but not talk specifically about the 5by20 program. But on
         the very morning of the scheduled meeting, I received an email from UN Women stating
         that they would not take part in my research project, and soon after, HiH SA canceled
         the interview. Frustrated that scheduled interviews were called off and disappointed
         that I did not seem to be getting anywhere, I asked UN Women to justify their decision.
         I was told that they were in the process of monitoring and consolidating results and
         hence my request was deemed untimely. They said that the partners were free to decide
         with whom to engage, but they had agreed on a common communication strategy in relation
         to “external stakeholders.” I turned to UN Women’s headquarters in New York to ask
         about their transparency policy in relation to independent research and received a
         similar answer.
      

      
      When the paths to access the program through the partners appeared to be firmly shut,
         the need to improvise became urgent. Unwilling to let go of the research project altogether,
         I decided to look for former participants in areas where I knew, through my previous
         internet searches, that the program had been active. Asking around, I managed to locate
         a few business owners, and through them as well as via an association that supports
         small neighborhood shops (so-called spaza shops), I made contact with more former participants from the program. Well connected
         to one of the program’s key sectors, the association had been asked to help HiH SA
         to recruit participants to the program. I interviewed staff and participated in meetings
         at the association to get a better understanding of the conditions for microretailers
         in the townships. In addition, I visited a governmental institution promoting women’s
         microbusinesses and spoke to a few other organizations engaged in the issue of microentrepreneurship.
         I also conducted visits and interviews at a number of small NGOs engaged in community
         work that had been trained by HiH SA but not within the frame of 5by20. Mostly, though,
         I interviewed former 5by20 participants and ended up spending a lot of time with some
         of them, taking part in their daily activities. A year later, I returned for a second
         stay in South Africa to follow up on how the plans of the women had developed and
         to get a sense of the longer-term effects of the program. 
      

      
      The subsequent analysis is based on 5by20 material available online, fieldnotes from
         my stays in Mexico and South Africa, and interviews, of which thirty-five were recorded
         and transcribed. I also made two recorded focus group interviews with participants
         in South Africa where eight former program participants per group took part. Other
         interviews were of informal character. In these cases I took notes after the conversations
         had taken place. In Mexico, all interviews were conducted in Spanish and the quotes
         in the following chapters are my own translations. In South Africa, the interviews
         were carried out in English, which is not generally the first language of my interviewees
         and not mine, but a language that we all fluently spoke. Apart from this material,
         the research process in itself—all the internet searches, email conversations, and
         phone calls—contributed to my understanding of the relations and practices of the
         program. Despite the South African partners’ refusal to participate in interviews,
         their decisions and actions are, in direct and indirect ways, central to the study.
         Moreover, as I will return to further on, it cannot simply be said that my attempts
         to gain access were successful in Mexico and restrained in South Africa. As it happened,
         both points of departure generated different kinds of opportunities and closures.
      

      
      Frames of Interactions: Navigating Hostilities 
and Expectations
      

      
      The elaboration of this study was contingent upon the willingness of program implementers
         and participants to engage with me, and their motivations for doing so (or not) obviously
         varied. As I describe in this section, our interactions were thoroughly shaped by
         our different positions within global structures of inequalities. Through its approach,
         the project contains elements of studying both “up” and “down.” This is a way of categorizing
         research participants referring to relational manifestations of power and privilege,
         though it has been much discussed and problematized. In the view of some, to study
         up or down carries distinct practical and ethical challenges. Broadly speaking, it
         has been pointed out that to study down entails the risk that researchers appropriate
         or take advantage of people in marginalized positions while to study up instead entails
         the risk that research participants in positions of authority attempt to steer or
         control the research process and results. It has further been noted that it tends
         to be more difficult to access elite groups (Desmond 2004; England 2002; McDowell
         1992, 1998). While it has been observed that ethnographic studies mostly focus on
         marginalized groups and calls have been made for the need to pay more attention to
         elites, it has also been argued that feminist and critical methodologies, aiming for
         participation, collaboration, and empowerment, are more appropriate for engagements
         with disadvantaged groups (Becker and Aiello 2013: 63).
      

      
      These demarcations, however, have been criticized for relying on static categorizations
         of subjects as either powerful or not, instead of regarding power relations as complex,
         contradicting, and dynamic. If certain subjects are designated as powerful, their
         potential vulnerabilities are disregarded, and researchers may also be taken advantage
         of by all kinds of research participants, perhaps especially if the researcher does
         not belong to dominant groups (Chattopadhyay 2013; Thapar-Björkert and Henry 2004:
         364; Smith 2006). The assumption that elites are harder to access than marginalized
         groups might be misleading; the wish to avoid exposure makes sense in an array of
         contexts that cannot be categorized as “elite.” Significantly, though, a critical
         researcher’s ability to initiate and maintain contact with privileged groups may be
         complicated by issues of affinity and political orientation. In the case of this project,
         describing the aims of my research in ways that made sense to the 5by20 participants
         did not pose difficulties. For example, the rationalities and effects beyond the far-reaching
         claims of the program implementers were issues that many of those interviewed were
         concerned with. To present the research project to the NGOs and corporate actors in
         a way that would neither deter them from participating nor deceive them was, however,
         considerably more challenging. A recommendation in the literature on qualitative research
         on corporations is to adopt a “business-like or ‘insider’ approach” and to present
         the relevance of the research project in “very concrete terms” (Welch et al. 2002:
         624). However, my intention to interrogate the win-win logic of the 5by20 program
         from feminist perspectives was not easily framed as a welcome contribution to an empowerment
         initiative bound up with corporate branding strategies.
      

      
      In studying “up,” it has been argued that there may be less of a need to protect elite
         groups from the power of the researcher and if “absolute honesty” about motivations
         is required, the whole project may be jeopardized (Conti and O’Neil 2007: 79). To
         operate with double ethical standards and to abandon collaborative ideals that otherwise
         inform feminist research practices have from another perspective been criticized for
         denying “elite” participants the possibility to learn something and perhaps change
         their practices (Smith 2006). Yet the aim of this project was not to make it useful
         for the 5by20 program per se, which, in my view, would entail a dimension of further
         normalizing corporate-framed solutions to inequality. Rather, my feminist solidarity
         was directed toward program participants. When contacting NGOs and corporate actors,
         I chose my words carefully, using the terminology of the program rather than my own,
         which may be said to depart from the principle of honesty. Still, this does not mean
         that I found it justifiable to renounce ethical principles, and in concrete interactions
         with program implementers, relational and emotional aspects quickly made themselves
         manifest. The representatives of the NGOs, foundations, and the corporation whom I
         met in Mexico were all helpful, inviting me to meetings and arranging transport; and
         with some of the representatives, I had long conversations about the program as well
         as about many other things. The representatives of Coca-Cola shared their views and
         experiences in nuanced and reflective ways. To critically analyze their work and accounts
         is then imbued with feelings of turning particular individuals into conveyers of global
         structures of inequalities. To be sure, these representatives navigate within wider
         structures over which they have limited influence and their utterances draw on and
         make sense within certain discourses, which are also the primary interest of this
         project. While I depart from this theoretical orientation, such abstractions are not
         necessarily helpful to deal with concerns stemming from concrete personal interactions.
         Even if I struggled with the implications of the fact that my analysis would largely
         divert from the self-image of the program, there were also times when I experienced
         that I perhaps contributed to the publicity and legitimacy of the program, albeit
         in minor ways. For instance, when I visited the rural town in Mexico, the NGO contacted
         the largest newspaper in the region, which published an article on 5by20 as a result.
         The angle was that the efforts to create a sustainable economy in the area had begun
         to reverberate, attracting a researcher all the way from Sweden.
      

      
      Whereas my relationships with program implementers in Mexico were largely relaxed,
         though slightly complicated for the reasons described above, in South Africa relations
         quickly grew tense. Even though the program partners refrained from participating
         in my research project, they were conspicuously present. Before long, HiH SA found
         out that I had proceeded with the new strategy to look for former participants. A
         representative of the spaza shop association told me that they had called them up to ask about me. I felt increasingly
         monitored and paranoid. All this came to a head when on one occasion during my second
         stay, I visited a neighborhood where, according to news updates on the 5by20 web page,
         a number of women had recently participated in training. The day after, I received
         an email from Coca-Cola’s headquarters in Atlanta from a member of staff who had already
         contacted me once before. On the first occasion, I had emailed the market research
         company Ipsos to ask for a full report of a pilot evaluation of 5by20 they had conducted
         in South Africa. However, the response I received was from Coca-Cola, informing me
         that the results were satisfying but intended for internal use only. A link to a success
         story was included in the email. Now, for a second time, the same person had written
         to inform me that they were aware I had spoken to former 5by20 participants. I was
         informed that I was not allowed to speak to anyone without the approval of the program
         partners, and the representative also found my undertakings disappointing since Coca-Cola
         had been forthcoming in relation to my request about the evaluation report.[5] Although in this case my attempt to attain access had lapsed into mutual mistrust,
         it nonetheless gave me valuable insight into how information seemed to be managed
         and controlled within the program.
      

      
      As mentioned above, it was easier for me to present my project to 5by20 participants.
         Still, they were not always convinced about its usefulness, or exactly what was expected
         of them. My interactions with them and the ethical dilemmas raised were shaped by
         the extent and type of access I was afforded in the two contexts. In Mexico, my relations
         to participants were conceivably affected by the fact that we were introduced to each
         other through the NGOs. Even though I tried to make clear I was neither working for
         them nor had any formal relationship to them, I was in the eyes of the participants
         still associated with the NGOs. Sometimes, I had the feeling that they thought that
         I was evaluating their own performances and testing their knowledge, for instance,
         when some of them apologized for having forgotten a lot of the things they had learned
         during the program.
      

      
      While I generally developed closer relations with NGO representatives in Mexico, at
         the same time these relationships seemed to obstruct the possibility of more profound
         engagements with program participants, thereby making it harder for me to capture
         the aspects of the program that perhaps mattered most to them. On the contrary, the
         decision of the program implementers in South Africa not to participate opened the
         door to closer relationships with former program participants. But this proximity
         was also coupled with the fear of causing disappointment, something not uncommon in
         ethnographic research where researcher and those being researched tend to nourish
         different expectations (see McDowell 1992: 407). The first business owner I met in
         South Africa was reluctant to introduce me to other former participants. She said
         that many felt disillusioned by the 5by20 program and meeting me would perhaps raise
         their expectations again. At the same time, she was upset that the program implementers
         had refused to talk to me, as if they wanted to hide something, and in the end, she
         introduced me to several other participants in her area. I always stressed that I
         had no means of influencing the 5by20 funders, but unequal positions within racialized
         global divisions of labor were still difficult to overcome. Many seemed to regard
         me as a potential advocate, in the position to tell funders and others about what
         they saw as the shortcomings and the broken promises of the program. I also heard
         rumors that I was there to decide on a big investment in HiH SA, implying that my
         affirmation about my lack of influence was not enough to undo associations between
         my structural positions (most notably white, Western, and highly educated) and money
         and power.
      

      
      In both contexts, I ran the risk of matching Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s (1981: 179)
         description of researchers in postcolonial contexts as “sweet and sympathetic creatures
         from another planet who are free to come and go”—a privileged visitor who leaves when
         her objectives are met without giving much in return. Although pulling and pushing
         at those barriers that our radically different positions within capitalist and racialized
         structures had created, unbeknownst to myself, a certain distance was maintained by
         the very ways in which I sought to navigate different forms of inequalities and vulnerabilities.
         Especially in South Africa where the transition to democracy has not managed to overcome
         stark racial inequalities and segregation, I tended to position myself at the outskirts
         of the extremely racist and violent history of the country. One day, I assisted one
         of the former participants in the small shop she ran from her home. She joked that
         she would get a lot of new customers; a white person working in a spaza, what an attraction! An elderly man who came to buy bread immediately started to
         speak Afrikaans to me. Somewhat uneasily, I answered in English that I did not understand,
         that I was not from there, but from Sweden.[6] “Ha!” the man exclaimed, “that is no excuse not to understand; your languages are
         so similar!” And he was right. I had in fact understood what he said, and the exchange also highlighted that to disassociate
         myself from white South Africa was a deficient strategy to assume responsibility for
         the privileges that my whiteness entailed.
      

      
      A certain degree of distance was also maintained by my choices about how much to share
         about myself in different contexts. The habitual questions about children, family,
         and relationships early in the process of getting to know someone required me to decide
         whether I should answer truthfully or perhaps make an evasive joke. Most of the time,
         I did not elaborate my negating answers to questions about a husband or a boyfriend
         by saying that I was in a lesbian relationship. This was a strategy with which I felt
         uncomfortable, and for a number of reasons: it did nothing to interrupt assumptions
         of obligatory heterosexuality; it mirrored a problematic tendency to attach homophobia
         to a racialized working class, and lastly, it seemed to assume that everyone I met
         was straight. Even if I felt that I maintained a barrier between us in a context where
         my interviewees told me a lot about their lives, I worried that a frank answer could
         make the barrier higher or perhaps end our relation altogether.
      

      
      In order not to create unrealistic expectations, I always underlined that my research
         would foremost be published in academic journals and thus have little impact on the
         participants’ lives. Still, there were times when I tried to intervene more directly:
         connecting them to other organizations, giving advice on their business plans, or
         arranging transport to meetings. On one occasion, two 5by20 self-help groups organized
         a meeting to discuss if we together could find ways to communicate with the program
         partners. We decided to summarize some of their queries and suggestions in an email
         to the program implementers and ask for a meeting where some of the issues could be
         addressed directly. I sent the email the same evening and received a reply from the
         CEO of HiH SA some hours later. In their reply, I was accused of unethical research
         methods and was threatened with legal measures. When I replied that same night, an
         automatic email announced that the CEO had resigned. A bit shocked, I unsuccessfully
         tried to find out what had happened and if the CEO’s resignation had anything to do
         with my email, which I found both unlikely and yet too coincidental to be unrelated.
         The year after, HiH SA was disassociated from HiH International, which works as an
         umbrella for the different regional organizations. The southern Africa branch kept
         its name and continued its work, including the implementation of the 5by20 program,
         but the website was closed down and there were no longer any available contact details
         to be found. I only received vague answers from HiH International about why HiH SA
         had become independent but nonetheless continued to operate under the same name.
      

      
      After this incident, it was clear that my attempts to support former participants
         to make the partner organizations accountable and to engage with program implementers
         in South Africa in a constructive way had failed. It was also evident that the further
         consequences of my research project were, from my own vantage point, far from fully
         discernible. The ethical dilemmas that informed the research project were thereby
         accentuated. In relation to the organizations, most obviously HiH SA but also the
         organizations in Mexico, I wondered whether my project could have adverse effects
         for the staff or complicate their relations to the funding corporation. While at the
         beginning I had worried that participants might feel used because of the limited direct
         positive outcomes of their interactions with me, increasingly I came to realize that
         because there were powerful actors with strong interests involved, I had to carefully
         consider when it was justified to try to find out more and when it was wiser to refrain
         from doing so, with participants’ and my own safety in mind.
      

      
      Corporate Power and Knowledge Production

      
      UN Women’s decision not to participate in this research project and Coca-Cola’s declaration
         that I needed their approval to speak to former participants are obvious attempts
         to control representations of the 5by20 program. In addition to the alleged untimeliness
         of my request, a further motivation from UN Women was that the program partners were
         to conduct their own evaluation, in which my study was apparently not considered a
         potential asset. As mentioned above, Ipsos made a pilot study that, given the involvement
         of Coca-Cola, was not an independent assessment. Aside from in-house evaluations of
         corporate empowerment programs, an alternative for corporations wishing to have their
         programs assessed is to commission researchers to be part of the process from the
         outset. For instance, Walmart invited scholars to evaluate its program Empowering
         Women Together, which has the stated aim of bringing small-scale, women-led businesses
         into its supplier base. The research team followed and analyzed the evolution of the
         program in a number of case study reports (Scott, Dolan, and Steinfield 2014). It
         is underlined that academic independence from the funding corporation was maintained
         throughout the research process. Nonetheless, to invite evaluations from selected
         researchers is a way for corporations to maintain control over the terms on which
         their programs are to be examined and, at the same time, to demonstrate the transparency
         of their practices, even if other researchers were denied access.
      

      
      Besides the issue of control over knowledge production, I also experienced that my
         methodological approach was called into question for not being rigorous enough to
         produce reliable or useful knowledge. In their response to my email summarizing some
         of the concerns of former participants, UN Women disputed that substantial conclusions
         could be drawn based on interviews with a limited number of women, given that they
         had empowered thousands. While it is certainly true that ethnographic material does
         not lend itself to statistical generalizations, it can provide situated understandings
         that board surveys are unable to capture. Such knowledge, however, may be of less
         interest to the implementers of an empowerment program, which, as will be further
         elaborated in chapter 3, has at its central focus the communication of unequivocal
         results. In this endeavor, ambiguity and contradictions may come across as unwelcome
         obstructions rather than appreciated insights. Indeed, qualitative research does not
         easily generate what Lamia Karim (2011: ch. 6) elaborates as “poverty research”—hegemonic
         knowledge production about impoverished populations, largely conducted by influential
         development actors and used to yield data that legitimizes their practices and attracts
         investments.[7] 
      

      
      If the UN and its partners did not see any immediate value of this research project,
         what do I think may be learned from an ethnographic examination of a corporate-led
         empowerment program? As mentioned above, a qualitative approach is necessary to capture
         contradictory experiences, relations, and meanings that evade prearranged categorizations.
         It is a way to explore how “empty” concepts such as empowerment and entrepreneurship
         are given particular content that make certain practices seem justified and desirable.
         Based on my empirical material, it would be difficult to determine if participants
         were generally empowered by the program or not. Rather, it can be used to explore
         how the empowerment discourse relates to global divisions of labor and corporate-led
         governance. It should be underlined that I do not simply lay claim to “give voice”
         to the women who participate in this study. Postcolonial theorists have thoroughly
         problematized both the ambition and the very possibility, pointing out that research
         in contexts marked by stark, intersectional inequalities is intertwined with the limited
         opportunities of others to represent themselves, also manifested in the disproportionate
         constitution of the Global South as an arena for fieldwork conducted by scholars based
         in the Global North (Beverley 2004; Chattopadhyay 2013; Connell 2007).
      

      
      In the following chapters, I am interested how the representation and interpellation
         of program participants position them within discourses of empowerment and development
         and produce them as social actors (see Howarth 2000: 108–9; Torfing 1999: 150–51).
         While discourses can be understood as constructing “horizons of intelligibility” (Norval
         1996) that organize conduct, meaning, and legitimacy within a particular context,
         acts of identification will always be partial and unfinished, open to disidentification
         and contingency (Howarth 1995: 123; Smith 1998: 72; Norval 2004: 144). Accordingly,
         I explore issues of representation and identification, how 5by20 participants are
         positioned within the empowerment narrative of the program, and participants’ investment
         in, and rejections and negotiations of, such imperative positions.
      

      
      More concretely, my analysis of interviews and fieldnotes is informed by what Virginia
         Braun and Victoria Clarke (2006) denote as a “‘theoretical’ thematic analysis” that,
         driven by research questions and theoretical inquiries, seeks to identify repeated
         patterns of meaning in the examination of underlying assumptions and conceptualizations.
         Therefore, focus is placed not on the motivations of particular individuals, but on
         the discursive conditions that enable their accounts. Transcriptions of interviews
         and fieldnotes have been manually coded to define categories of meaning that were
         continuously refined until a few overarching themes and several subthemes remained.
         The three overarching themes—branding, emotions, and entrepreneurialization—emerged
         in the interplay between fieldwork experiences and theory. While it would certainly
         be possible to identify other themes in the material, the thematic analysis of the
         forthcoming chapters captures important aspects of underpinning logics, rationalities,
         and contradictions of corporate-led gender politics.
      

      
      The presentation of the empirical material is shaped by the ethical implications,
         discussed in the previous section, of my engagements with program implementers and
         participants. It has been argued that there are two crucial moments when power is
         palpably manifest during the research process: first, when the researcher’s attempts
         to gain access may be blocked by those participants selected and second, when the
         researcher retains control over the results in the process of writing up (Becker and
         Aiello 2013: 64). While I certainly experienced setbacks in relation to access and
         indeed while research participants have had no influence over the analysis in the
         following chapters, I found myself navigating manifestations of power and vulnerabilities
         throughout the different phases of the project. I have carefully considered how organizations
         and participants are represented in the following pages. In the Mexican case, where
         a number of organizations participated as implementing partners, I have excluded information
         such as names and geographic location but included general descriptions of their work.
         In the South African case, I have, as already noted, decided to use the name of the
         implementing partner. Since it is the only one, it makes less sense to anonymize it
         and unlike the Mexican partners, it is (or was) part of a large international organization
         with far-reaching claims that I find pertinent to scrutinize. In the case of those
         participating in the 5by20 program, I have attempted to anonymize them as much as
         possible. For instance, I have not assigned to each participant a particular number
         or a made-up name, which would make it possible to connect several quotes to the same
         individual, and thus make it easier to recognize individual participants. Rather,
         they are referred to in general terms, so that it is never specified whether they
         have been quoted once or several times, apart from in those few cases when I felt
         it important to make connections between different quotes. I have also sometimes slightly
         altered the information about their businesses, and furthermore some of the material
         has been excluded altogether. These measures arguably make the text less rich in detail
         because it deprives it of more personal stories. Nonetheless, I consider it more important
         to preserve the anonymity of the participants.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      This chapter has detailed the diverse outcomes of my attempts to enter the terrain
         of the 5by20 program in Mexico and South Africa and maintain relations to both the
         program partners and participants. My contrasting experiences in the two contexts
         reflect the difficulties of foreseeing how ethnographic research evolves, a difficulty
         that is prone to be augmented when the intended research participants are deeply invested
         in maintaining a particular narrative, as in the case of corporations propagating
         an efficacious empowerment program. It is of course possible to only speculate why
         my experiences played out so differently in the two contexts. As described above,
         initially it was not Coca-Cola that was cautious of my project in South Africa but
         UN Women, another institution with strong incentives to maintain its reputation. Timing
         might be an important factor in this context (see Desmond 2004: 266). At the time
         of my first stay in South Africa, controversy surrounded a possible partnership between
         UN Women and Uber, the app-based transport network that has been heavily criticized
         for creating precarious labor conditions and informalizing the taxi sector. Shortly
         after it was announced and widely denounced, UN Women revoked the furthering of the
         partnership, which had the stated goal to create a million jobs for women. While UN
         Women has certainly been open about its partnership with Coca-Cola, it is a company
         that has been at the center of critique concerning issues such as health, land and
         water use, and labor rights, and it seems reasonable to assume that UN Women does
         not regard the collaboration as entirely uncontroversial. Within this partnership,
         the Coca-Cola Company has unquestionably a lot to gain from its association with a
         highly renowned institution like the UN. But the same cannot be said about the reverse.
         As my encounters with 5by20 indicate, a major corporation’s involvement in gender
         equality politics not only entails a challenge for research in terms of obtaining
         direct contact with the corporations themselves, it may impact on other relationships
         as well: partner organizations that might not want to be exposed for reasons of legitimacy
         concerns or because of their dependency on external funding, alongside program participants
         who feel compelled to confirm the prescribed success narrative. Overall, the fact
         that in all its aspects the program is ultimately designed to be a brandable business
         case for the corporation is likely to set the frame for how representations of empowerment
         are conveyed and construed.
      

      
      A main conclusion of this chapter is that the ways in which a field is approached
         and how social relations are formed can be seen both as openings and closures. As
         certain types of insights open up, others are shut out. Both those attempts that remained
         in line with the original plan as well as those that had on first sight failed have
         given me insights about the array of relationships and meanings generated within and
         on the 5by20 program. The difficulties and setbacks experienced during my fieldwork
         have made me acutely aware of how anxious program partners are about being scrutinized
         on terms they themselves have not set. This entire process has also made all the more
         visible the vulnerability of participants, who would often speak in the very terms
         that the program expected of them. Thus, the ethnographic approach did not only, or
         even mainly, constitute a means of “collecting” empirical material. It was also an
         opportunity to reflect on the conditions for knowledge production against the backdrop
         of global inequalities and corporate power that the project set out to analyze—but
         also quickly became encompassed by.
      

      
      
         
            1. A report from 2016 conducted by the Coca-Cola Company and Babson College states that
                  by then, 36,715 women had been “enabled” in Mexico, most of them participating in
                  retail skills training programs for small mom-and-pop outlets (Greene and Perkins
                  2016: 45).
               

            

         

         
            2. For the sake of anonymity, these interviewees are referred to as Coca-Cola representatives
                  in subsequent chapters.
               

            

         

         
            3. The four pilot countries were Brazil, India, the Philippines, and South Africa.

            

         

         
            4. HiH SA was established in 2008 and operates in South Africa, Swaziland, Zimbabwe,
                  and Lesotho. It was part of HiH International until the end of 2015. 
               

            

         

         
            5. In their attempt to analyze Goldman Sachs’s initiative 10,000 Women in Rwanda, Katherine
                  Allison and Catia Gregoratti found that the program participants had signed confidentiality
                  agreements, prohibiting them from sharing their experience of training for a period
                  of two years. They were thus unable to proceed with their research project as planned.
                  This is one example of legal barriers that may hinder independent research. See Allison,
                  Gregoratti, and Tornhill (2019).
               

            

         

         
            6. Both English and Afrikaans, two of the eleven official languages in democratic South
                  Africa, are of course colonial settler languages. However, English tends to be associated
                  with liberal cosmopolitanism while Afrikaans to a larger extent tends to be associated
                  with the country’s apartheid past and continuous legacies (see Verwey and Quayle 2012:
                  554).
               

            

         

         
            7. This is not to suggest that qualitative research is less implicated than quantitative
                  research in the interplay between knowledge production and domination. As addressed
                  in chapter 1, it has been pointed out that ethnographic research has played an enabling
                  role in the microcredit industry (Elyachar 2002: 499).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 3

      Branding Poverty

      
         
         
         The Values of Women’s Empowerment

         
      

      
      It is nine o’clock in the morning when the World of Coca-Cola, the beverage company’s
         exhibition and entertainment complex in Atlanta, opens. Outside the entrance, a queue
         has already started to form. When the doors swing open, school classes and families
         on their holidays fill the lobby. Everyone is offered a Coca-Cola drink as the fervent
         buzz is interrupted by an employee with a microphone: “I say Coca; you say . . . !”
         “COLA!” is the immediate and united response from the visitors. Soon, the whole lobby
         is chanting “Coca-Cola, Coca-Cola!” seemingly enacting the dream of brand managers:
         loyal consumers whose emotional attachments to the brand exceed the product itself—“lovemarks”
         instead of trademarks, as marketing consultant Kevin Roberts puts it (see chapter
         1). After this warm-up, we are invited into the next room where memorabilia are displayed
         from floor to ceiling. The host asks from which states and countries the visitors
         have come, contently emphasizing the wide representation as names of countries and
         states are called out: “Coca-Cola is truly bringing people from all over the world
         together!” The next stop on our tour is a short movie that everyone has to watch.
         Moments of Happiness depicts joyful occurrences where a crate of Coca-Cola bottles constitutes a natural
         backdrop: a surprise birthday party, the announcement of a soon-to-be-born grandchild,
         as well as someone mustering up their courage to make a parachute jump. Thereafter,
         we are free to explore the carefully selected history of the company, to take family
         photos with the polar bear, to watch commercials from different decades, and to drink
         unlimited amounts of carbonated soda.
      

      
      One section of the exhibition carries the title Live Positively, and consists of a wall covered with an interactive world map. When visitors touch
         different spots on it, a video pops up and a beneficiary of the Coca-Cola system tells
         a story of life-changing interactions with the company: people in disadvantaged positions
         who have allegedly been given opportunities they had not dared even to dream about.
         Just as Coca-Cola’s marketing strategies have opted to make the brand an integral
         feature of those small enjoyments of everyday life, of people coming together, the
         company positions itself as a companion of positive social change. This reflects a
         larger tendency. As public funding for international development has declined in many
         contexts, the involvement of private corporations in issues of social, economic, and
         ecological sustainability changes the practices of development and aid, which are
         increasingly branded (Hayhurst 2011; Ponte and Richey 2014). In this chapter, I analyze
         the 5by20 program as an example of such an endeavor to associate the brand with key
         development goals, in this case women’s economic empowerment. Analyzing the staging
         of the win-win logic in relation to different audiences, it examines the ways in which
         “the poor” are made valuable for the corporation in symbolic and material terms: the
         “brandization” of feminized entrepreneurial conduct and survival strategies in impoverished
         contexts. The chapter traces the program’s quest for “numbers” and “stories” in Mexico
         and South Africa, that is, participants in sufficient numbers to comply with its quantitative
         goals and the personal testimonies that could furnish the program with qualitative
         evidence of its success. This chapter takes as its point of departure the perspectives
         of participants, partner organizations, and program representatives, and in so doing
         explores how particular notions of women’s empowerment are mobilized and how becoming
         a part of the Coca-Cola Company’s branding strategies is variously experienced and
         contested. With this focus, the chapter explores the kind of constructions of empowerment
         that need to be in place for the practices and goals of 5by20 to become brandable.
      

      
      Positioning the Brand

      
      How might a product, which at first sight lacks any obvious connections to the issue
         at stake, become associated with women’s empowerment, predominantly in precarious
         sectors of the global economy? Further, what audiences are encouraged to make such
         associations? And to reverse the point of view here, what might a relation to gender
         equality do for a brand like Coca-Cola? The company frames its commitment to women’s
         empowerment—both internally by ensuring equal opportunities within the company structure
         and externally through the promotion of gender equality across the supply chain and
         in local communities—as a core business strategy that goes beyond demarcated CSR initiatives.
         The 5by20 program’s enhancement of female microentrepreneurs corresponds to the goal
         of doubling sales and would, as a core business strategy, conceivably not need to
         be specifically advertised. However, the proclaimed win-win effects of the program
         are expected to stem not only from the increased productivity of supply chain microentrepreneurs
         but also from improved public relations. To meet this purpose, the program must evidently
         become visible and known, at least among certain actors. Certainly, the program has
         come to occupy a flagship position in the Coca-Cola Company’s outreach communication:
         it is highlighted in sustainability reports, success stories are posted on the program’s
         web page and on YouTube, and viewers are invited to follow its progress on social
         media. Yet the average consumer is probably not aware of the company’s intention to
         empower five million women by 2020. And while broad consumer reach may not be a primary
         objective, through initiatives like those presented at the World of Coca-Cola—programs
         of reforestation, water neutrality, and the promotion of healthy living—5by20 can
         still be expected to generate a certain echo. Just as marketing strategies have long
         attempted to imbue brands with positive connotations beyond the product, a brand may
         acquire new meanings through its connecitons with such initiatives. In this way, the
         program can contribute to fostering the kind of “coordinates” that brand developers
         strive to generate (Arvidsson 2005), suggesting links between the company and particular
         values and attitudes, such as active, sustainable, and responsible lifestyles. 
      

      
      Besides consumers in general, 5by20 clearly has several, more defined, intended audiences
         in mind, to whom different aspects of the program might appear appealing. Shareholders
         and potential investors are perhaps convinced by the win-win argument, namely that
         the empowerment of women will help increase sales. Ultimately, the program must come
         across as a wise use of shareholders’ money and overall interests. Shareholders might
         also see the value of investments in community well-being and the benefits of strengthening
         women in precarious positions. It may help to dampen serious allegations against the
         company that have resulted in lawsuits, consumer campaigns, boycotts, resistance movements,
         and political protests in various locations. These include accusations of involvement
         in the murder, kidnapping, and torture of union members in Colombia and Guatemala,
         union busting in a number of countries, as well as soil and water pollution alongside
         the destruction of livelihoods in countries like Mexico and India (Berglund 2017;
         Gill 2007). For a number of years, activists of the campaign Killer Coke have made
         appearances at the annual meeting for shareholders (Blanding 2010; Fernando 2010).
         The Financial Times contended that the 2005 meeting “felt more like a student protest rally” (Blanding
         2010: 266). While Coca-Cola has rejected all accusations, claiming that the company
         subscribes to high ethical standards, the possibility of pointing to ongoing collaborations
         with the UN and environmental organizations may counterbalance negative press. Its
         main strategy to tackle public criticism, whether the issues have been obesity, environmental
         pollution, or workers’ rights, has been to deny any part in the problem but nonetheless
         to portray the company as part of the solution (Blanding 2010). The involvement in
         issues of community development, gender equality, and sustainability can thus be seen
         as a way of compensating for allegations of negative impacts of corporate operations—but
         without admitting complicity in, or responsibility for, those problems in the first
         place.
      

      
      The commitment to women’s empowerment also provides a cause around which the company
         can join forces—and, importantly, logos—with other actors. The ambitious goal to empower
         five million women globally within the time span of ten years is a signal to policy
         makers and civil society organizers that the company is a development actor to count
         on. In this way, the program becomes a foundation for partnerships and a way for Coca-Cola
         to position itself within the “golden triangle” of the private sector, civil society,
         and states (see chapter 1). In presentations of the 5by20 program, the company name
         appears next to UN Women, International Finance Corporation (IFC), Inter-American
         Development Bank (IDB), Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and an array of NGOs in different
         regions of the world. Figuratively, in a promotion video for 5by20 in South Africa,
         the logos of UN Women and Coca-Cola fade in to each other as the voice-over explains
         that the partnership “leverages UN Women’s reach and influence as a global leader
         in promoting gender equality and economic empowerment. It leverages the broad global
         reach of Coca-Cola’s value chain where women already play a significant role.” Here,
         the merging of the motivations of the giant profit-driven corporation and the global
         institution for gender equality appears to be seamless.
      

      
      Apart from the immense significance of being acknowledged as a prominent social actor
         by the UN, the program has yielded recognition and awards from other actors as well.
         These acknowledgments are incorporated into the program communication, potentially
         furthering its reputation and legitimacy. Distinctions for 5by20 include the 2013
         award by the organization Catalyst, which since 1987 has honored initiatives advancing
         women in business, and an award at the Women in Leadership Economic Forum in Dubai,
         as well as the UN Women’s and the UN Global Compact’s Women’s Empowerment Principles
         Leadership Award, both in 2014. Fortune magazine published its first “Change the World” list in 2015, ranking fifty companies
         that are deemed to have integrated positive social impact into their core business
         strategies. With reference to 5by20, Coca-Cola was placed eleventh, a position it
         was to repeat in the updated 2016 list.[1] The campaign “Behind the Brands,” launched in 2013 by Oxfam, assesses the practices
         of the world’s largest food and beverage companies on seven issues: land, women, farmers,
         workers, water, transparency, and climate (Sahan 2016). The Coca-Cola Company is presented
         as a leader when it comes to promoting women and is renowned for 5by20 (Oxfam 2014).
         However, it is underlined that concrete actions still need to be tracked, and as of
         2017, Coca-Cola scored 6 out of 10 on the issue of women.[2] Seen in the light of these collaborations and recognitions, the 5by20 program is
         an integral part of Coca-Cola’s expressed aim to team up with major organizations
         like the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) and the UN (Foster 2014: 249). It grants the company
         a place and a say within the multifaceted public-private assemblages of global governance
         that converge around the business case for women’s empowerment.
      

      
      The positioning of the company through 5by20, as discussed above, can moreover be
         regarded as an example of what former CEO Neville Isdell has described as the strive
         for “connected capitalism.” The business system of Coca-Cola is highly decentralized,
         operated through regional units and 250 bottling partners and countless independent
         distributors and retailers, and therefore local embeddedness is key to its operation
         (Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013). Coca-Cola’s determination to make itself an
         integrated part of the everyday life of local communities has been pointed out as
         crucial to its—for the most part—triumphal achievements over its main rival, Pepsi,
         in the “cola wars” (Spivey 2009). Through a program like 5by20, which has the goal
         to be implemented in one hundred countries, the company may look to advance its presence
         and reach. The targeting of remote areas and marginalized populations has been a frequently
         adopted expansion strategy by Coca-Cola (Blanding 2010). Certainly, the program participants,
         their families, and wider communities are approached not only as supply chain microentrepreneurs
         but also as consumers. As a growing number of countries have imposed a tax on sweetened
         drinks, despite fierce resistance from the industry, and as soda consumption is in
         decline among health-conscious affluent groups, the significance of impoverished consumers
         conceivably grows. It is with this category that the 5by20 program actively engages.
         Thus, as argued in this section, the program works as an entry point into various
         circuits that allows the Coca-Cola Company to build its brand in relation to key groups:
         shareholders and consumers who value social commitments; partners within global governance
         structures that present market-oriented solutions to gender inequality and poverty;
         and participants/consumers with few resources in whose neighborhoods the presence
         of the company becomes even more conspicuous.
      

      
      For Women’s Sake?

      
      In addition to the representation of the 5by20 program as a core business strategy,
         and thereby a wise investment of shareholders’ money, it is essential for the win-win
         logic that the program comes across as simultaneously generating social benefits.
         It is in this way that poverty alleviation and empowerment can become part of the
         brand. But if the aim of the program is the synergetic goal of company growth and
         community development, why is Coca-Cola specifically targeting women and not microentrepreneurs
         or “the poor” in general? The program clearly taps into the discourse of gender equality
         as “smart economics”: the notion that gender inequality results in economic losses
         and the idea that women’s productivity is underutilized and therefore constitutes
         a strategic investment opportunity. In addition to expectations of a higher return
         on investment, women’s resource management is also believed to be wiser than men’s,
         implying that they invest more in the social reproduction of families and communities.
         Such notions, in combination with the lingering subordination of women, imply that
         they are easily framed as both worthwhile and deserving of investment. Moreover, for
         reasons of visibility and cogency, the program needs to be specific and niched. “The
         empowered female microentrepreneur” has become a recognizable trope.
      

      
      As discussed in chapter 1, corporate interests in women’s empowerment have been critically
         examined as the co-optation of feminism, suggesting that actors who are not historically
         known for their feminist engagements are instrumentalizing women’s emancipation for
         their own interests. At the same time, it is argued, the radical potential of feminist
         critique is undermined as both the problem and possible solutions are reformulated
         in accordance with neoliberal restructuring of social and economic relations (Eisenstein
         2009; Elias 2013; Fraser 2009; Roberts 2012, 2015). Yet there is decidedly a limit
         to the extent to which a company like Coca-Cola wishes to associate itself with far-reaching
         feminist challenges of power relations. In many contexts, feminist politics remain
         threatening and, as I will return to in the concluding chapter, increasingly denounced
         in many parts of the world.[3] Ultimately, to be useful to the brand, women’s empowerment cannot be claimed at the
         expense of other interests. Empowerment is portrayed as a way for women to “catch
         up,” but not through the “disempowerment” of other groups—for instance, through measurements
         such as resource redistribution. This implies that the “disadvantage” of women can
         only in part be connected to structural inequalities. In the presentation of the 5by20
         program, different interests are balanced against each other. Such balancing acts
         are reflected both in the program communication and in the interviews that I conducted
         with program implementers. Most profoundly, the win-win rhetoric efficiently shields
         the program from structural conceptions of inequality. Almost perfectly exemplifying
         the feminist critique of instrumentalization, the notion of women’s empowerment appears
         mainly as a means to reach other desirable goals, not directly connected to a more
         gender equal society. As it is put in an information leaflet (Coca-Cola Company, n.d.:
         2):
      

      
      
         Unleashing the entrepreneurial potential of women is one of the surest ways to make
            our business sustainable, and one of the most effective and lasting ways we can help
            families and communities prosper. When we invest in the success of women, we invest
            in our own success and in the success of communities around the world.
         

         
      

      Here the empowerment of women, who are portrayed as occupying strategic positions
         in supply chains, communities, and households, is depicted as an efficient tool for
         social and economic impact, while the specific outcomes for the women themselves are
         left undefined. Instead, their situations are subsumed by those of families and communities,
         purportedly (and contrary to vast feminist research) unmarked by unequal gender relations.
         When I asked program implementers about reasons for its specific focus on women, the
         scope was usually broadened to include society at large. In the words of one Coca-Cola
         representative: “In reality, Coca-Cola has a commitment to all its clients and their
         communities, constituted by men, women and children, that their life conditions improve.”
         Clearly, references to women’s empowerment are not meant to evoke associations to
         profound social transformations, and perhaps not even of gender relations to any larger
         extent. Some of the program implementers were actively creating distance between themselves
         and what they perceived as feminist politics. Indeed, in response to a question whether
         the program could be situated within wider feminist struggles and demands, the Coca-Cola
         representative, already quoted above, said:
      

      
      
         No! Not at all. Look, this is an issue that we have discussed. . . . It is about dignifying
            the role of the woman; the woman can be in her home but with a dignified role as mother.
            And it is about improving all of her capacities to organize the household economy
            and educate the children. We look at them as fighters because besides doing all of
            this, they still dream of having a business but they didn’t have the tools. So we
            gave them the tools.
         

         
      

      Implicitly, feminism is here equated with women’s abandonment of their homes, and
         possibly with the destruction of the nuclear family. Instead of challenging a gendered
         division of labor that allocates unpaid care work primarily to women, its preservation
         constitutes a reason for the program and a prerequisite for its successful implementation.
         As further discussed in chapter 4, the synergetic corporate and family “wins” of women’s
         empowerment rest on the conservation of predominant gender relations and norms. Indeed,
         the idea of women’s empowerment as “smart economics” departs from somewhat contradictory
         foundations: women should make use of their “underutilized” labor power and strive
         for competitive profit maximizing while at the same time continuing to perform altruistic,
         unpaid care work. Thereby, women’s time appears to be a thoroughly stretchable resource,
         both within the market and within the private sphere (Elson 1994; Keating, Rasmussen,
         and Rishi 2010; Roy 2010: 69; Bergeron 2011).
      

      
      The reason for, and usefulness of, focusing on women’s empowerment specifically did
         not always come across as clear to partner organizations. Rather, by some it was described
         as a requirement that was imposed by the financing corporation, simply an add-on to
         already existing programs. Representatives of the NGO in the rural Mexican town found
         the program’s exclusive focus on women “surprising”; they had expected opportunities
         for men as well. Men, they reasoned, were the ones who had mostly been involved in
         the devastating drug business and who had been promised jobs in the event of mineral
         extraction in the area, which the NGO aimed to stop for environmental reasons. In
         their view, it was crucial to create alternative sources of income also for men to
         achieve sustainability and reduce violence in their community. In the view of a representative
         of the institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico, the targeting of women was even akin
         to discrimination, in conflict with the institute’s principles of inclusion:
      

      
      
         I am not for the idea of separating and differentiating. I think that in this sense
            [the institute] has been very open to all ages and genders. It is also open to all
            kinds of abilities because there are people who have audio or motor problems, but
            there is always something you can do! We don’t discriminate or demarcate. This thing
            about gender is a requisite imposed by the company that we have to respect, but we
            are open to everyone. We are not going in the direction of differentiation, on the
            contrary.
         

         
      

      Perhaps, the program’s commitment to women’s empowerment on the one hand and the hesitation
         to challenge dominant gender relations on the other accounts for some of the uncertainty
         surrounding its objectives and strategies. If the intention is community development
         and improved microbusiness practices, rather than women’s situations per se, the single
         focus on women was not perceived as self-evident. As the automatic connection between
         women’s empowerment and increased community well-being was put into question by some
         of the partner organizations, one of the program’s unarticulated assumptions is revealed.
         It departs from the essentialist notion that women are more prone and able than men
         to benefit their families, turning community development into women’s obligation and
         thereby justifying a lack of focus on boys and men in gender equality and development
         work (Chant 2016: 13).
      

      
      While there is a limit to the extent to which the company can associate itself with
         women’s empowerment, there is at the same time a limit regarding the extent to which
         women’s empowerment can be instrumentalized for business interests: participating
         women need to appear as “winners” too. At the most fundamental level, benefits are
         represented as a natural outcome of ordinary business practices. Rather than a special
         venture, the 5by20 program is described as an extension of a long-standing commitment
         to community well-being. The fact that it is not considered to be a CSR program with
         a philanthropic basis is emphasized as one of its strengths. Instead it is described
         in terms of “shared value,” contributing directly both to the company’s competitive
         performances and to community development (Greene and Perkins 2016: 17).[4]   A certain hesitation to describe the program in terms of CSR may proceed from the
         fact that the denotation of particular activities as responsible and sustainable suggests
         that other practices do not live up to those standards. In the words of a Coca-Cola
         representative:
      

      
      
         We don’t think that we can have sustainable businesses without sustainable communities.
            Yes, it is part of the responsibility, but we also understand that if they are doing
            well, we are doing well. We need people who are content, healthy, well-off economically,
            who have an entrepreneurial attitude and who want to progress so that we also can
            have the same possibilities.
         

         
      

      At a more concrete level, a business case for the company and participants alike is
         described as crucial for the program’s capacity to generate job opportunities and
         higher incomes for participants as well as increased sales and improved public relations
         for the company. In line with the win-win logic, the same conditions are implicitly
         represented as beneficial for both parties. Still, the importance of the business
         case for the company was sometimes toned down in interviews. For instance, deviating
         from the linked objectives of doubling the size of the business and empowering five
         million women, a Coca-Cola representative contended that the foremost aim was to promote
         successful microentrepreneurs, regardless of what they sell: “The intention is not that they’ll sell more of our products; the intention is that they’ll sell whatever
         they sell, but sell it well.” This position is partly confirmed and partly contradicted
         by my insight into the concrete elaboration of the program in Mexico and South Africa.
         As discussed further on in this chapter, on the one hand, many of the 5by20 participants
         did not have businesses that included selling Coca-Cola products, or any business
         at all. On the other hand, a common strategy to expand market shares has been to restrain
         sales of competing brands by providing retailers with a fridge, a cooler in places
         where electricity is not available, or a trolley for street vendors, bright red and
         with Coca-Cola’s trademark font. In return, retailers are not allowed to store products
         of other brands in the coolers, which would of course be convenient when resources
         and space are scarce.[5] The restriction may result in situations where the Coca-Cola fridge is half-empty
         because of irregular deliveries or insufficient funds to buy stock, and still there
         is nowhere to store other products. I was often told stories about how items from
         the fridges had to be quickly removed when Coca-Cola distributors came by and about
         drinks of competing brands being confiscated and poured out if transgressions were
         detected.[6] 
      

      
      As with increased sales, the objective of improving both brand image and reputation
         was also sometimes played down. For example, one of my interviewees maintained that
         given the choice of either investing available resources in empowerment activities
         or in the promotion of the program, empowerment activities had been prioritized: “We
         haven’t been very vocal about the issue. We have kept a low profile. It’s been communicated
         to certain audiences, for instance in our CSR report.” This was said to be in line
         with the overall company approach: “In general, this company is not the kind that
         . . . or we keep a low profile.” Although it was portrayed as the right choice to
         prioritize the program instead of PR (or to “brag,” which I suspect was the omitted
         word in the quote above), the company’s modesty around its community work was by the
         same representative perceived to give the wrong impression: “Sometimes companies are
         condemned for different reasons or for lack of information and they have prejudices
         and don’t know all the things we do to achieve sustainability at all levels.” Given
         that the Coca-Cola Company has been a forerunner of modern advertising and that it
         is one of the most visible and recognized brands on a global scale, the claim of general
         modesty is of course questionable. However, the shifting importance placed on the
         effects on reputation and sales illustrates that the program may have different connotations
         and objectives in different parts of the company structure.
      

      
      While growth prospects and reputation are crucial elements in shareholder communication,
         community and participant motivations may sooner be elevated by representatives within
         the Coca-Cola system who actively work with the program. The fact that companies together
         with NGOs, international institutions, and governments are part of governance structures
         has by some authors been seen as an indication that aspects exceeding the business
         case come to matter, hence providing an opportunity to hold them to account on social
         issues (Grosser and Moon 2005: 532–33). Furthermore, these different emphases make
         manifest that the business case of the company is not necessarily as compatible and
         overlapping with the business case of the participants as the program communication
         suggests. On the contrary, clashes of interests between a giant corporation and women
         in precarious segments of the global economy are to be expected, which will be further
         examined throughout this book. So far, I have discussed how representations of the
         program balance interests at various levels: women’s empowerment is not just or primarily
         about women; responsibility is important but inseparable from usual corporate practices;
         economic motives are sometimes downplayed even though it is the business case that
         is the prerequisite for the program’s existence. These balancing acts, I argue, are
         necessary to make the program appropriate to the brand, with the potential for broadening
         appeal. In the following, I turn to the issue of how female microentrepreneurs, the
         main target of 5by20, are likewise constituted as appropriate and inserted into the
         program/brand by means of both quantitative and qualitative communication strategies,
         as well as how participants negotiate the program’s quest for “numbers” and “stories.”
         I start out by discussing the implications of the essential selling point, namely,
         the predefined goal to empower five million women by 2020.
      

      
      Aiming Big and Reaching the Numbers

      
      It is doubtless the ambitious scope of the 5by20 program that has ensured its notability.
         As the name signals, it is disseminated by means of its quantitative goal. Thus it
         is principally figures that demonstrate actions and progress: the number of women
         who reportedly have been empowered; how much their income has increased, and the number
         of countries where the program is present. The precision of the stated numbers gives
         the impression of rigorous supervision and straightforwardly measurable outcomes.
         But as the following discussion will show, neither claims of scope nor impact are
         as easily accounted for as they may appear in program descriptions. 
      

      
      All national branches of the 5by20 program commit to the empowerment of a certain
         number of women, in order to jointly reach the goal of five million by 2020. Around
         the time when I started this research project, it was stated that thirteen thousand
         women had been empowered in Mexico, where the program was launched about a year before
         I arrived to do fieldwork. In South Africa, the numbers were, as I mentioned in chapter
         2, more confusing. In Mexico, the goal was to contribute with at least one hundred
         thousand women, which, a Coca-Cola representative told me, was the modest scenario.
         Due to the fixed quantitative goals, it was deemed most efficient to build on already
         existing projects and tweak them to fit the program’s objectives. The development
         of new programs was not expected to pay off in terms of volume. For one of the partner
         organizations in Mexico, which had worked with empowerment issues for many years,
         it was a challenge to generate the demanded numbers. They experienced a conflict between
         quantitative goals and the robust results that they aimed for:
      

      
      
         They want very large . . . they want us to be . . . they are aiming for 5 million
            women, so we are too small for such an ambitious view that they have. So, on the one
            hand we are a perfect match because we are doing exactly what they need to be doing,
            but on the other hand they need it to be done on such a scale and we cannot guarantee
            this quality of work, you know, if you just want scale. It is very hard to have both!
            But they have been very loyal to us and they love what we are doing and we love working
            with them. But it is very hard to find a project that will suit your quantitative
            ambitions with the quality services that we want.
         

         
      

      A few questions, which are difficult to assess, arise in relation to predefined numbers
         all along the chain: one particular NGO committing to empower five hundred women,
         contributing to the required one hundred thousand at the national level, in the end
         adding up to the total amount of five million globally. If 5by20 primarily piggybacks
         on existing programs for the sake of time efficiency, how many of the women would
         have participated anyway? Are existing projects tempted to cut back on resources spent
         on each participant in order to comply with the requirements? Furthermore, the accomplishment
         of scale was jeopardized by the very basis of the program: the readiness of five million
         women to participate and, in effect, enact its set goal. After the first year of operation,
         the difficulty to find participants had come as the biggest surprise to a Coca-Cola
         representative in Mexico: “The challenge, I’d say, has been to find people who want
         to train. I thought that people would wait in line to get an opportunity, and that
         is not the case.” Representatives of NGOs described similar problems: the interest
         was limited, or people neither had the time nor the energy to spare. One program coordinator
         maintained that many failed to understand and to valorize the benefits offered to
         them:
      

      
      
         If they in an intuitive way have opened a shop or started to make things out of PET
            bottles and are selling some, it’s like; what is this training going to give me that
            I don’t already know? At the training, they come to realize that there are many things
            that they did not know and that this turns them into better micro-entrepreneurs. They
            leave very content and we have testimonies from people who really did not expect to
            receive what they received. But to convince them to invest that time in the training
            is really a challenge.
         

         
      

      Nevertheless, the high dropout rates reported by program implementers and participants
         suggest that the problem at stake is not only to attract potential participants’ interest
         but also to maintain it throughout the course. While the training offered by different
         organizations varied in duration, it occupied a substantial part of the women’s time
         and caused logistical problems for some who needed to commute, care for children,
         and find someone to look after their shops and restaurants. Hence, the organizations
         commonly invited more than the projected number of participants. An NGO representative
         estimated that if one hundred women were invited, sixty would accept and thirty would
         show up the first day, with a number of them eventually dropping out. Contrary to
         the quote above, not all seemed convinced of the merits of completing the training.
         The participants I interviewed had all experienced diminishing groups, here in the
         words of a participant in the rural Mexican town:
      

      
      
         We started 20 and something in my group and people kept leaving because well, it didn’t
            interest them much. But we were about 15 people who stayed. Yes, a lot of people signed
            up but the group kept diminishing because, as I said, there are people who prefer
            other things, or rather, they don’t like to work.
         

         
      

      In chapter 4, I will further discuss how a lack of interest was attributed to cultural
         and psychological traits or, as the two quotes above illustrate, to misconceptions
         or a flawed work ethic. The usefulness of the program, though, was generally not questioned
         in light of the difficulty to attract participants and high dropout rates. In the
         program’s own terminology, it was not considered whether the program in actual fact
         constituted a business case for the participants, mitigating the profound socioeconomic
         problems that the majority face. Instead, to participate in the course is understood
         to signal empowerment, while to refrain from doing so or to drop out from the course
         implies failure to realize one’s own value and the value of the course. Clearly, though,
         one’s withdrawal from the course can also be considered a cogent decision.
      

      
      Indeed, to forge a connection between the Coca-Cola brand and women’s empowerment,
         the content of 5by20 must be convincing to the potential beneficiaries. The program’s
         quest for numbers did not go unnoticed among participants. Especially in South Africa
         where the women I met had already finished training, conversations would often revolve
         around their experiences of being recruited to a program where scale is a major objective.
         Their accounts of discrepancies between the impressions they had before joining the
         program and after its completion can be related to the discussion above. In order
         to attract enough participants, the program has to be presented in an appealing way.
         This entails the risk of raising expectations that are difficult to live up to, particularly
         in precarious contexts. Most of the women had been introduced to the program by representatives
         of the implementing organization Hand in Hand Southern Africa (HiH SA) who, they said,
         had gone door-to-door in their neighborhood to tell them about the benefits of taking
         part in business training. An invitation flyer shows pictures of smiling women, a
         large UN Women logo, and a picture of cogwheels with the words “social mobilization,”
         “business training,” “access to credit,” and “linking entrepreneurs to markets.” This
         gives the impression of four interconnected empowerment steps. However, during my
         fieldwork it became unclear to me whether all these components were in fact intended
         parts of the program. In particular, messages were mixed on the issue of funding,
         presumably the most crucial point for women with scarce resources, to be further discussed
         in chapter 5. 
      

      
      After spending time with former participants, it became obvious to me that many different
         impressions about the intention of the program circulated among them. Some had thought
         that they would qualify for microloans on completing the course. Some thought that
         they would access material assets. One former participant who wanted to start a catering
         business described how she perceived the issue of funding when she was first introduced
         to the program:
      

      
      
         —They said that we were going to get funding from Coke and from other sources, they
            mentioned quite a few. To all of us that attended the training, they said that the
            funding is coming very, very soon. So we must state what we want on the form.
         

         
         —They gave you a form?

         
         —Yes, there were some forms. We should tick what we needed.

         
         —What kind of things?

         
         —Catering equipment, that is what I ticked.

         
         —And they said that you’d get that? As loan or . . . ?

         
         —They said there will be a minimum of payment on what we had received from Coca-Cola,
            we would pay back with a minimal fee. But nothing happened. 
         

         
      

      Here, like in many other cases, the prospect of accessing funding and equipment had
         been significant to the decision to enter the program, resulting in disappointment
         when expectations were not fulfilled. The possibility of material support was also
         indirectly communicated through the success story videos that were shown to new participants,
         at least on some occasions. As will be discussed in the following section, these videos
         often explicitly state that Coca-Cola has contributed economically in different ways.
         An interviewee recounted that a success story video was shown at a large introductory
         event where the protagonist was also present to share her experiences:
      

      
      
         —Yeah, I’ve seen that video. I remember the first time. We were close to 200 and something
            because we went by four buses. She was telling her story, that she started selling
            food. It was just a small tuck shop and after a while they upgraded it. And then after
            four or five years Hand in Hand helped her. Not Hand in Hand per se but ehh . . .
         

         
         —Coca-Cola?

         
         —Coca-Cola, yeah. They gave her money, to help her business.

         
      

      The fact that it had allegedly taken a long time before the woman in the video was
         economically supported made my interviewee hope that she too would receive funding
         in the future, also pointing to an uncertainty regarding when and according to which
         standards the program’s commitment would be considered fulfilled. The discrepancy
         between first impressions and actual content made some of the participants rethink
         the underlying intention of the program, giving rise to misgivings that outcomes in
         terms of concrete effects on their lives was secondary to the aim of reaching large
         numbers of women. On graduation day, the emphasis on quantitative goals had become
         apparent. After attending the business skills course for six months, participants
         were invited to a closing event. Having invested time and hope, their efforts and
         the program’s commitment to their empowerment were in their eyes devalued when they
         saw that certificates were issued to women who never showed up for the course or who
         had dropped out: “There were so many certificates that day and most of the people
         were not there, like it did not matter. We attended for six months, so how can you
         train someone for one day and then give them a certificate?” I heard many indignant
         stories of certificates being handed out regardless of actual participation: someone’s
         sisters and someone’s neighbor who had signed up but never went had reportedly been
         given certificates. Several participants mentioned that some women had received two
         certificates, which made them think that they had been counted twice for statistical
         purposes. One woman showed me her two certificates, saying that it proved that the
         organization wanted to give the impression that they had empowered more women than
         they had actually trained. Recurrent references to the program as a “money-making
         scheme” or “propaganda” reflect a suspicion that quantifiable results are produced
         as a means to attract future funding from donors.
      

      
      Similarly, the program’s intentions were questioned by participants whose courses
         had been interrupted. Two of my interviewees had gone to the training twice but after
         that, the teacher had stopped turning up. They went back a few times but gave up when
         there was still no sign of the educator. Yet, after a few months, they received invitations
         to the graduation event, which they went to although they found the situation ridiculous.
         As one of them exclaimed: “And we were like, we have done nothing! So it was literally
         a joke.” This, the second woman contended, had made her lose confidence in all organizations
         involved in community development: 
      

      
      
         So, I was excited because I was thinking, OK, now our businesses will start to grow.
            But this makes you trust no organization, it makes you trust no one. The feeling is
            that they keep pulling us to get money for themselves. And they do not deliver to
            the people. So what they need is a number.
         

         
      

      In this former participant’s experience, she was reduced to a number in the exchange
         between the NGO and the corporation, without receiving anything in return. The idea
         of a win-win outcome is challenged by her and other participants’ feelings of being
         insignificant and yet essential for the sake of fulfilling quantitative goals. Of
         course, it is difficult to know at what level of the program the possible juggle with
         numbers is taking place. It should be noted that the concrete empowerment work is
         carried out by low-wage staff who, according to my interviewees, tended to remain
         only for short periods. The discontent with the certificates and interrupted courses
         can, however, be put in relation to the pressure to deliver on set objectives, suggesting
         that the program design is susceptible to a tendency of overreporting.
      

      
      Another aspect of the possible clash between the quest for numbers and the stated
         ambition of entrepreneurship promotion concerns the selection of participants. The
         5by20 information material depicts the target group as women who have “the spirit
         of entrepreneurship” and who are “creative, determined and optimistic” but in need
         of help to realize their full potential (Coca-Cola Company 2012: 6). This seems to
         suggest a selection process to ensure that participants meet the criteria. Some of
         the implementing organizations described such procedures. For instance, representatives
         at the recycling and artisan foundation in Mexico explained that many of the women
         they encounter were not deemed committed enough to change their conditions, despite
         their great needs. Only the ones who demonstrated profound motivation during selection
         interviews were invited to take part in the program. In contrast, others had come
         to the conclusion that everyone was invited simply for being women. One former participant
         in South Africa, who wanted to learn more about bookkeeping and computer use, found
         to her surprise that most people in her group lacked business experience and had no
         plans to become entrepreneurs: 
      

      
      
         —My other complaint was that, they say this is for business people, who want to develop
            their business. But I had a problem with the kind of people who were coming to attend.
            It was just like women with babies, and just like there was no order. Just like what
            is going on? 
         

         
         —So most of the people who came to your course didn’t really have businesses?

         
         —No man, you could see that this   one does not   have a business.
         

         
      

      When she asked the others why they had signed up for the course, they told her that
         they were unemployed and HiH SA was going to help them find a job. Her impression
         was that the information about the course had been insufficient and that it had not
         been considered whether the course was in fact suited to the participants’ aspirations
         and needs. On a similar note, a teacher at the institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico
         expressed that the singling out of gender as the main selection criterion seriously
         undermined the results of the training: “Coca-Cola needs to recognize that not all
         women are receptive to the course. Well, let’s see, who will I really be able to help?
         If they continue with the approach of only women, they need to focus. We are not going
         to applaud things that are flawed.”
      

      
      In relation to the stated quantitative achievements of 5by20, a crucial question is
         how to interpret the numbers that constitute the backbone of the program, and hence
         its usefulness to the brand. The legitimacy of the program rests on the fulfillment
         of its set goal. But what is required for a participant to qualify as empowered? If
         the goal is to economically empower five million women, it would be reasonable to
         expect that the objective is not reached in all cases, not the least considering the
         difficult circumstances in which the program intervenes. However, it seems like everyone
         who is reached is counted, regardless of the impact of the program on their economic
         situation and, perhaps, regardless of their actual participation. Highlights from
         a pilot evaluation, conducted in collaboration with the market research company Ipsos,
         were published in 2016. Based on a survey with 101 randomly selected participants
         in South Africa, it states that business sales increased 44 percent and personal income
         increased 23 percent on average over a year. Fifty-four percent experienced that their
         business had improved “a lot,” and more than 90 percent felt confident that their
         business would remain open and grow. There are no indications that some of the participants
         in the sample were considered not to have been empowered by the course, in which case
         more women would have to be recruited to the program to reach the projected numbers.
         In short, the reported results are quite remarkable. The failure rate among microbusinesses
         globally, especially in the informal sector, is notoriously high. In the context of
         severe resource scarcity and harsh competition, it is difficult to initiate and sustain
         a business over time. Further, it should be noted that many of the participants I
         met and heard about did not have a business when they entered the program. Unless
         the sample group of the pilot study substantially differs from the participants I
         encountered, some of the questions, especially those presuming a functioning business,
         would only be applicable to a limited number.
      

      
      The results reported in the 5by20 evaluation can be compared to an evaluation that
         the institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico had made of its courses. Here, the success
         rate was estimated to be 4 percent, defining success as someone who finished the course,
         turned in a business plan, improved one’s economic and emotional situation, and improved
         or initiated one’s business. The best results were found among men with a technical
         education who enrolled in the course to improve an already existing business. This
         low number does not mean that the course was considered useless for the rest of the
         participants. For instance, it was reported that over 90 percent had improved their
         self-esteem. Profound economic change, though, is, according to this evaluation, highly
         difficult to achieve, especially for participants who rely on limited resources and
         experiences. In contrast to representations of microentrepreneurship as the pathway
         to individual development, the lack of opportunity among small-scale businesses was
         described as structurally imbued by a representative of the institute: “You very rarely
         hear about cases of success; a micro-business that becomes a small company or a small
         company that becomes medium. We have a systematic problem.”
      

      
      These two strikingly different evaluations point to the vital but vexing question
         of how empowerment is to be defined. While the 5by20 information material underlines
         that the program promotes economic empowerment—something that makes sense from the
         win-win perspective—it seems that the definition is altered at the moment of audit.
         In chapter 4, I argue that a focus on emotions allows the program to redefine its
         key concept and claim that all participants have indeed been empowered. Whereas the
         institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico makes a distinction between participants
         who have been economically and emotionally empowered, it seems unlikely that a similar
         differentiation will be accounted for in the case of 5by20. Moreover, the results
         of the pilot evaluation must be considered in relation to how they were produced.
         What does it mean that the study is carried out in collaboration with Coca-Cola? Undeniably,
         there is a strong interest on the part of the founder of the program that results
         confirm its usefulness. Participants who might still hope for additional support or
         material resources are possibly inclined to present themselves and their businesses
         as more successful than they might actually be. Indeed, participants often told me
         that they hoped that program representatives would not come by at times when they
         were not doing well—for example, when they had been unable to buy stock and their
         shelves were half-empty. Furthermore, based on a survey, it is hard to know how respondents
         reason when they grade their confidence or improvements on a set scale. For this,
         qualitative research methods are needed. In the communication strategy of 5by20, it
         is the success stories, to which I now turn, that provide a qualitative perspective
         and give life to the abstract numbers.
      

      
      Staging Success

      
      Testimonies of the beneficial impact of the 5by20 program abound. In sustainability
         reports, at the program’s and partner organizations’ web pages and live at different
         events, individual participants give firsthand accounts of the program’s outcomes.
         Individual participants and their accounts are indeed essential to create associations
         between women’s empowerment and the Coca-Cola brand, accounting for the embodiment
         and materialization of the company’s good intentions. While these stories are staged
         as authentic accounts of personal experiences, they are of course carefully selected
         and produced to serve specific purposes. This section looks into how success is represented
         in the program communication and by participants. It asks how participants’ voices
         are deployed and mediated and examines what kind of experiences can be articulated
         within the 5by20 frame, at the intersections between, on the one hand, demands for
         authentic testimonies and, on the other hand, brandable stories.
      

      
      Looking through 5by20 success stories online, it is evident that they tend to follow
         a standard narrative, which I will here describe using illustrative quotes from different
         videos. For the “brandization” of women’s transition to successful entrepreneurs to
         function, several aspects must arguably be in place. First, in line with the stated
         primary aim of strengthening women in vulnerable positions, the stories usually contain
         a difficult starting point, marked by poverty and lack of opportunity: “There would
         be times before, when we’d have no money. . . . Sometimes I would feel helpless, wondering
         where I would find money to help my disabled son. I felt like giving up.” Thereby,
         the audience gets a sense of what the women are empowered from. The stories tend to include an additional complication, apart from generally unfavorable
         conditions: a disabled child as in the quote above; husbands who have passed away,
         or siblings who have died and left their children in need of care.[7] The well-being of significant others is often presented as the reason to start a
         business: “The most important thing in my life is my son. I would like to see him
         graduate from business school.” Thus, the women are not primarily acting in self-interest
         and they are not the sole beneficiaries of the support they receive. Furthermore,
         Coca-Cola’s intervention is represented as necessary; they would not have made it
         on their own: “When I lost my husband, I wanted to pull out. But after the training,
         I am renewing my business and myself.” This, however, does not mean that they have
         not tried hard in the past. As further discussed in chapter 4, they must come across
         as hardworking and deserving. Participation in the program is represented as a major
         turning point: “Training has changed my life,” “I never thought I could be this financially
         stable,” and “Coca-Cola mentored me and others. They have taken me through many workshops,
         and out of all those, I am whom I am today.”
      

      
      The success stories also portray what participants are empowered to do—through gaining
         more knowledge and by improving one’s life situation: “Coca-Cola organized workshops
         for ladies who are in business. That helped us a lot because we did not know anything
         about business” and “My children can go to school. I don’t struggle anymore with rent
         money. All because of the training I have received.” In this way, the success stories
         resemble a common hero narrative: women who make it against the odds, with help from
         Coca-Cola. A linear account shows how past difficulties have been overcome and the
         entrepreneurial self strengthened; indeed, without obstacles it would not be a useful
         success story. The kind of “survivor discourse” that is characteristic of these success
         stories emphasizes individual efforts to overcome suffering. What is glossed over
         are the social and political conditions causing suffering in the first place, simultaneously
         showcasing and denying vulnerability (see Scharff 2016: 114). Yet while program participation
         is represented as life changing, the stories do not follow a “rags-to-riches” narrative.
         From what is shown in the videos, the women continue to run their small-scale businesses,
         apparently still under precarious conditions. Whereas a modest change seems like a
         realistic representation, the depiction of these cases as unequivocally successful
         runs the risk of downplaying the challenges that microentrepreneurs commonly face.
         The message conveyed is that a few weeks of business skills training can change “everything.”
         Moreover, the description of these changes as remarkable results in the neutralization
         of stark inequalities, suggesting that for these women, outcomes that entail continuous precariousness are more than good enough.
         
      

      
      However, the videos also portray how the training fuels big dreams, which, even if
         out of reach for most participants, still give the impression of an enduring go-getter
         attitude: “I want to see my restaurant grow and be franchised” and “My dream is to
         one day become a bottler for Coca-Cola.” Many of the stories provide reasons for the
         specific focus on women. Having succeeded, they can inspire other women to overcome
         barriers such as low self-esteem and social prejudices: “I say to all women in this
         world, do not be afraid to try anything, to keep surviving. I’d like to show people
         that a woman can do this job, can survive, can support her family.” Contrary to the
         female dominance in the informal sector in many countries, Coca-Cola is, in line with
         the “unleashing” argument, represented to intervene in an economic context where women
         are largely absent: “For me, [she] is the only one that stands out. A lot of entrepreneurs
         in all of Johannesburg are mainly male. She is like a role model for the other women
         that would want to follow in her footsteps.” The success stories often end with a
         voice-over, which in a slogan-like manner connects the individual testimony to the
         larger ambition of the 5by20 program: “It has to start with one woman. One woman will make that difference” or “When you empower women,
         you recharge the world.”
      

      
      Actors directly involved with the program are also given the opportunity to experience
         success stories “live.” A number of the South African participants I met had been
         visited by 5by20 delegations that had come to look at their establishments. These
         women were obviously not randomly selected; a few of them were visited frequently
         while most participants never received any visits. “You have no idea how many people
         have come to interview me,” one participant said, and continued to tell me about when
         people from Atlanta, Coca-Cola’s “hometown,” visited her and their security guards
         had blocked the narrow streets of her township with their cars. I was told that visitors
         usually went for lunch at the restaurant featured in the success story that had been
         shown to new participants. This restaurant appeared to be at a whole other level than
         the businesses of the women I met. In local media, it is portrayed as an unexpectedly
         hip and popular place for the area where it is located, with local and international
         DJs on weekends. Tourist guides describe it as one of the most well-known braai venues in the city and a veritable institution that has been serving customers for
         more than twenty years. While the success of the place seemingly dates further back
         than the initiation of 5by20, the popular restaurant is decidedly useful to provide
         a firsthand experience for stakeholders of the benefits of the program. Against this
         backdrop, relations of dependency are revealed to be less one-directional than they
         might appear to be at first sight.  In the success stories, women and their establishments
         are represented as being in need of the program’s help. However, the reverse is equally
         true. The program needs them too, their businesses and their testimonies, as signs
         of wise investments and accomplished objectives in economic and social terms. 
      

      
      Whereas the purpose of the success stories is clear from the perspective of the program
         implementers, there seemed to be much uncertainty among participants concerning their
         role and how they fit into the larger frame of the program. As noted above, not every
         participant receives manifest attention and is singled out as a successful example.
         Not surprisingly, the ones who were selected to participate in interviews or videos
         saw it as recognition of their achievements. One group of women who had been part
         of a peer support group during training told me about an occasion when they had been
         interviewed and filmed. Assuming that they had been approached because they had done
         well during training, they were still unclear about the purpose of the interview:
      

      
      
         Even that lady from the UN, after they trained us, she also came to us. It was the
            whole group, eight of us. She took photos and said “I heard about you from Hand in
            Hand, that you have done well and I just want to interview you.” . . . She also made
            a video, but she did not come back. Until today, she has not come back. We don’t know
            what happened with that video. Have they advertised it?
         

         
      

      The event when they were interviewed and filmed was taken as a sign by the group that
         the relationship would continue. Instead of leading to closer engagements, however,
         it seemed to mark the end point, indicating that the attention from program implementers
         had little to do with them directly and more to do with communication with other actors
         to whom the video was presumably shown. While the stories are staged to come across
         as authentic testimonies, for the participants I talked to, these were not events
         when they felt that they could speak freely. One woman who had given her testimony
         at an event said that she had been carefully instructed by HiH SA representatives
         to convey a positive image and they had, she told me, reminded her that they were
         just about to review her application for a small loan. Another woman, who listened
         to our conversation, jumped in and said: “That is why they would never bring me to
         something like that! They know that I would not be stopped, I would have tried to
         talk to everyone and asked about the next step, is this going to lead to something
         more concrete?” She knew that demanding questions would not be appreciated by the
         program implementers, and she suspected that, because of her outspokenness, she would
         not be invited to represent the participants’ experiences in the first place. In her
         view, the program had not yet fulfilled their commitment to her and therefore, she
         was not prepared to deliver the desired testimony. Some of the participants did not
         perceive of them as testimonies at all, but as advertisements for which they should
         be compensated:
      

      
      
         —I thought after the video we were going to get something at least, because we were
            advertising them [HiH SA]. Because everything that is inside my shop is my stock and
            theirs is only the certificate and whatever. But everything there is mine. But to
            my surprise we didn’t get anything.
         

         
         —And you also had to sign that paper?

         
         —Yes . . . and I asked them, what is this that I am signing for? Then they told me,
            to make the video. And I didn’t even have time to read it carefully. If I would have
            had time to read it fully, then I would not have signed it. I think they took our
            money. 
         

         
         —What do you mean, they took your money? 

         
         —Like they got funded by the company but then they took it. 

         
      

      Upon agreeing to be filmed in her small shop, the participant signed a contract with
         the organization, something she regretted doing afterward. The agreement, she felt,
         benefited the organization exclusively; they could use the video to promote their
         work but she herself did not get anything out of it. Like many other former participants
         I met, she thinks that the organization received funds to use for the empowerment
         of the microentrepreneurs, but kept those funds for themselves. Moreover, she contends
         that the organization is taking credit for her shop, wrongfully broadcasting it as
         an outcome of the program. Underlining that everything in the shop is hers, she points
         out that she has been able to buy stock because of her own labor. She describes the
         contribution of the organization as minimal, basically limited to the issuing of the
         certificate. Indeed, when represented as a turning point, the program appears to subsume
         the efforts of the participants, inflating the impact of a few weeks of business training
         and at the same time deflating other experiences and efforts put in by participants,
         regardless of the training.
      

      
      According to participants who had been featured in success stories, the production
         of the videos furthermore resembled fiction, rather than authentic testimonies. As
         protagonists, they said that they were given scripts to memorize and were carefully
         directed by the NGO team. Traces of such direction can be found in the fact that the
         success stories tend to follow the same narrative and that the NGO’s slogans are used
         by women in the videos. One of the participants, the same woman who remarked that
         HiH SA would never invite her to any meetings, told me that she had refused to follow
         the script: 
      

      
      
         —I told them no, this script, I won’t read this script.

         
         —They gave you one as well?

         
         —Yeah they gave it to me but I told them, I won’t use this script. I will answer everything
            according to how it was, like now. And it took the whole day, because that guy who
            was holding the camera he was even being nasty, like this lady she is so impossible
            to work with. Because I didn’t follow the instructions.
         

         
      

      In the exchange between a company that carefully manages its brand, NGOs that compete
         for funding, and participants whose empowerment is needed to justify the program,
         close control over representations is to be expected. In the context of the booming
         microcredit industry in Bangladesh, which is also sustained by claims of female empowerment,
         Lamia Karim (2011: 46) refers to the “theatre of development”: borrowers who are instructed
         to speak to donors and other visitors of the positive outcomes of the programs. Karim
         reports on model villages and even traveling groups who go to different places to
         “perform”   successful microcredit programs for Western donors. Similarly, many of
         the women I met in South Africa described feelings of being put on display to represent
         positive results, while they themselves were still unsure about the program’s intentions
         and what its successful implementation would entail. In the quote below, one former
         participant recites a conversion she had with an HiH SA educator:
      

      
      
         I asked, what is that we are going to get? She said to me, I am not promising anything, but anything is possible. Time will
            tell. And then I asked her, until when? Time will tell, but when? Because I have a
            feeling that you guys are using us because every time someone is coming here, a lady
            from I don’t know where, she wants to make a video and you allow it. Are you guys
            making money or what? We should know that. No, no, it is the program. Once the program
            is finished, anything is possible, that is what she told me. But she did not tell
            me exactly what it would be.
         

         
      

      The questions about what is in it for the participants, and the sense that they are
         being taken advantage of, are met with vague incitements and strong disavowals, respectively.
         The definition of empowerment and, hence, what changes the program is meant to generate
         in participants’ lives appears elastic. During my time with former participants, I
         became increasingly aware of the relativity of success and the unreliability of proclaimed
         results. For example, two women showed me a report that HiH SA had written about their
         group. It stated that all of them were very content with the course and that their
         sales had increased by 50 percent. When I asked if they themselves had reported the
         increase, they just laughed and said that the staff had written what they wanted to.
         In any case, they explained, incomes are difficult to calculate since sales are going
         up and down. We were sitting in the combined home, restaurant, and shop of one of
         them, which was empty although it was lunchtime. The owner pointed at the empty shelves
         and sighed that she currently had no money to buy ingredients or stock and therefore
         had to turn customers away. This made her feel embarrassed, and she was bitter that
         she had agreed to appear in a success story: “Because you can be the face of a certain
         company but at the end you are just a face, it was like you were used by an NGO so
         that they can get funds from other companies, and those companies think that we got
         help.”
      

      
      Product branding usually relies upon the repetition of particular messages and connotations.
         In the success stories, it is not a product that is being advertised but rather social
         change, enabled by a strong brand. Here, the unison language of branding clashes with
         contradictory and complex social relations and experiences. When preset goals that
         perfectly correspond to stated results are to be confirmed by individual success stories,
         there is no room for multifaceted or less positive outcomes. Some of the businesses
         featured in the success stories had already been closed when I did my fieldwork; others
         said that their businesses were worse off than they had been the year before due to
         reasons such as unexpected costs, illness in the family, or increased competition
         from new establishments in the same area. Success in these circumstances cannot convincingly
         be claimed to be clear cut or settled.
      

      
      The production of purportedly authentic testimonies is entangled with the erasure
         of experiences that do not fit into the narrative of individual success. While their
         presence, both as “numbers” and “stories,” is essential to the program, some feared
         that not only their views but also their participation as such would be disowned by
         the 5by20 partners. On one occasion, I met with a group of former participants who
         showed me pictures from their graduation: a large group holding their certificates,
         accompanied by representatives from Coca-Cola and HiH SA. The group explained that
         they had made sure to take photos that they could use as evidence: “Now they cannot
         deny it, we have in fact met with all those people. So, when people come from wherever,
         we must show them that we only got this, and we met these people but after that, they
         did not come back to us. So that’s why we got the proof.” Thus, in order to avoid
         having to show further responsibility to them, the group suspected that the implementers
         might deny that they had ever been part of the program. The photos, they argued, could
         help them establish their claims. To them it was self-evident that the program did
         in fact have further obligations to deliver on, something the participants expected
         that “people from wherever” would recognize too. As mentioned in chapter 2, I contacted
         the program partners toward the end of my first stay in South Africa to get their
         perspectives on some of the participants’ complaints. In addition to questioning the
         possibility of drawing any conclusions based on a limited sample of interviews, UN
         Women asked in their response what proof I had that my interviewees had actually taken
         part in the program. This, of course, reminded me of the distrust that made participants
         take photos as evidence of their own presence.
      

      
      The quest for large numbers coexists with the suspicion expressed by some former participants
         that the program had begun to narrow down their focus to a smaller selection. Some
         of them were in continuous contact with program implementers after their graduation,
         but most of them were not. For instance, some had been invited to a celebration of
         the impact so far, much to the surprise of those who had stopped believing that something
         more would come out of the program. Others who had only heard about the event were
         disappointed to be excluded. It seemed arbitrary to participants how this choice was
         made, and it created a sense of competition among them: “I think, look, when this
         program is going forward, they are eliminating people.” It was speculated that based
         on careful assessment, a few were going to be selected and offered material support
         that would turn them into real success stories. Against this backdrop, it is to be
         expected that in evaluations of the program conducted in close collaboration with
         program partners, for example, the study carried out by Ipsos, participants were prone
         to exaggerate the economic performance of their businesses and their own conviction
         of their future profitability. However, they had realized that they were not only
         competing with women in their own area, but also with all the women who had been trained
         across the globe:
      

      
      
         They told me, no, the thing is that we trained a lot of women around the world. Others
            are in Nigeria, in Botswana. . . . Me specifically, I thought it was only in South
            Africa. So, before they can decide who is eligible for funding they have to . . .
            no, they said, these things take time. Just be patient.
         

         
      

      Regardless if it is true that Coco-Cola is planning to materially support a small
         share of the women who have been trained, the program runs the risk of coming across
         as a contest when the content and scope of its commitment to empowerment is unclear
         to participants. In this way, the participants made a distinction between playing
         a quantitative or qualitative part in the program. Thus, some are considered useful
         for the sake of keeping the numbers up; in these cases, contact was discontinued immediately
         after the course. A select few, however, are percieved to be needed for the purposes
         of generating success stories; in these cases engagement was maintained. Such impressions
         may be intrinsic to the brandization of empowerment when everyone is counted as empowered
         but only a fraction is displayed as a success story—in addition on unclear premises
         that seem to blur meaningful distinctions between advancement and continuous precariousness.
      

      
      Branding Partners

      
      Through 5by20, not only the participants but also program partners come to contribute
         to the brand value of the company. Their logos appear in the information material
         next to Coca-Cola’s, and their representatives are the ones who actually implement
         the program and interact with participants. Just as for participating women, the partnerships
         themselves are caught within the win-win logic: corporations contribute with funding
         and business experience whereas organizations contribute with their expertise on specific
         issues and their local embeddedness. Several of the organizations were involved in
         a number of partnerships with other global corporations as well. For the recycling
         and artisan foundation in Mexico, corporate engagement constitutes the core of its
         activity: the companies supply them with materials and are their main customers. Hand
         in Hand International (2013: 8), co-founded by one of the most well-known business
         executives in Sweden, emphasizes its strong connections to the corporate world as
         crucial to its model. The institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico partnered with
         global corporations and constantly worked to expand its financiers by offering them
         a way to invest effectively in CSR. A representative described the niche of the institute
         and the division of labor within the partnership thus:
      

      
      
         We are the specialist, there is no need for you to do it. You make your money doing
            business and you don’t have to create something out of nothing. There are already
            programs that work. And the word is investment, don’t look at it as a cost. . . .
            For example, a petrol company sometimes damages the environment or the community but
            through a program like this, the negative effect of your model is reverted.
         

         
      

      Whether the collaboration is envisioned in “classical” CSR terms, as above where corporations
         focus on their business and invest in goodwill, or if social benefits as in the 5by20
         program are represented as part of the core business strategy, the knowledge, labor,
         and reputation of partnering organizations are indeed indispensable to the corporations.
         As implied in the quote, it is up to the businesses to determine which organizations
         they find it worthwhile to invest in. In the case of 5by20, the inducements for such
         decisions concern a variety of aspects, such as the capacity of the partner to deliver
         on numbers and its repute. While the significance of governments is recurrently underlined
         (one side of the “golden triangle” in Coca-Cola’s rhetoric), interactions with the
         public sector tend to be limited in corporate-led partnerships (Foster 2014: 253).
         During an interview at a government agency focusing on women’s microentrepreneurship
         in South Africa, the representative mentioned being approached by 5by20 a few times,
         but the meetings had been canceled. The lack of coordination among different empowerment
         actors was perceived as a problem and as an indication that the company was more concerned
         with their “glory” than with lasting change:
      

      
      
         It is very difficult! Streamlining would make a big difference. We start with a mutual
            understanding, then we have a duration, and then we agree, what are the things we
            are going to do? So for me, we can profile you. You’ll get all the glory but let’s
            do things properly and let’s empower people in the real sense.
         

         
      

       Presumably, a state is not as “brandable” or unequivocally positive to be associated
         with as an organization or a renowned institution like the UN. The hesitation to work
         with government may also stem from NGOs. In the view of the organization in the Mexican
         rural town, it was more conducive to collaborate with a corporation than with the
         local government, which they suspected would try to co-opt their project for its own
         political purposes: “The mayor will just come and take a picture of himself with the
         participants and pretend that he is behind all of this.” By contrast, Coca-Cola’s
         commitment was considered less self-interested. The analysis was somewhat gainsaid
         by the company’s conspicuous presence in the village. Our conversation took place
         at the fortnightly local market, one of the outcomes of the 5by20 program. We were
         sitting under bright red parasols with Coca-Cola logos, on plastic chairs with Coca-Cola
         logos, and the lottery prizes were Coca-Cola products. To be associated with the company
         was still deemed to be less compromising and politicized than visible ties to the
         local government would have been.
      

      
      Despite the partnership terminology that suggests an exchange among equals, the collaboration
         between corporations and NGOs is decidedly marked by strong inequalities regarding
         resources, decision-making power, and, perhaps, with respect to how much they can
         in effect “win.” Their reasons for entering the partnership generally differ as well.
         So long as partner NGOs are not involved in any scandals, the corporation has little
         to lose but much to gain: both the work and the reputation of the NGO enable social
         projects to be carried out and become part, not only of the company’s goodwill and
         legitimacy base, but, crucially, of its brand value (Foster 2014: 251). For NGOs,
         partnerships may entail access to material resources and the recognition that might
         come with strong funders. With the significance placed on entrepreneurship enhancement
         in development politics, the number of organizations offering training and microloans
         has increased and many depend on private funding.[8] However, partner organizations run the risk of losing their autonomy. Corporations
         are less inclined to team up with organizations that expose them to critical scrutiny.
         Rather, such partnerships are emblematic examples of post-political governance where
         conflicting interests are seemingly undone and competing political alternatives to
         meet social concerns are replaced by market or administrative responses, out of reach
         for democratic and political contestation.
      

      
      Furthermore, as the implementing partner, NGOs run the risk of losing their legitimacy
         in the communities where they work. This has been the case when mainstream banks outsource
         to NGOs to discipline microborrowers and collect money from impoverished women (Moodie
         2013; Roy 2010). In the wake of high predefined impact goals and adverse conditions
         for microentrepreneurship, the discrepancy between expectations and actual outcomes
         that some participants experienced was often blamed on the organizations. As already
         shown, participants in South Africa who were critical of the program tended to think
         that Coca-Cola and UN Women had been deceived by the organization and were absolved
         from blame for the results. Some suspected that HiH SA withheld resources that were
         meant for the participants and therefore considered the organization as the actual
         beneficiary of the program. But there were also instances when participants questioned
         the portrayal of the partnership. One participant told me that she had been visited
         by Coca-Cola, UN Women, and a group of foreign delegates. In her view, they were taking
         credit for work that they in fact had not carried out, and she had said in front of
         everyone: “No, the training I did not receive from Coca-Cola. The person who was training
         us is [name of HiH SA worker] so I am surprised that she is not here.” Indeed, the
         closer relations to participants make the organizations more likely to be blamed for
         disappointments but they are also in the position to develop meaningful relationships.
         While local embeddedness is part of the reason for companies to team up with NGOs,
         depending on how the program is carried out and perceived, this embeddedness may also
         be relinquished.
      

      
      Performing the Brand

      
      So far, I have discussed attempts to imbue the brand with associations of empowerment
         and community well-being. Although the standardized products of Coca-Cola carry no
         traces of empowerment endeavors, such a connection can be forged through effective
         PR. Another way is to market products that do in fact carry traces of empowerment
         activities, such as those that come out of upcycling and handicraft projects within
         the 5by20 program. Items that are made of plastic labels, PET bottles, and caps clearly
         illustrate the connection between the company and marginalized women. For these products
         to give the “right” connotation, they should preferably be visibly handmade. They
         may resemble handicrafts made with local techniques, but traditional materials are
         strikingly replaced with leftovers from well-known everyday consumer products. In
         contrast to the usual erasure of the low-wage worker in consumer goods production—customers
         should not be reminded of sweat labor in the Global South—the producer is manifestly
         part of these products. They often come with an information tag about the organization
         and the producers. The transaction is not primarily about the need that the product
         may fill for the consumer but more about the need of the producer, such as income
         and employment opportunities, that the actors behind the initiative and the consumers
         may fulfill. In this way, the products signal something about the organization, sponsoring
         companies, and the individual consumer: responsibility and a commitment to sustainability.
      

      
      The wall decorations at the recycling and artisan foundation in Mexico provided an
         arresting illustration of how cause-related marketing targets women both as consumers
         and as beneficiaries (see Sato 2016) as well as of how different kinds of “successful”
         femininity, connected to very diverse positions within globalized patterns of production
         and consumption, become useful to the brand. A big poster on the wall showed a white
         woman dressed in a camouflage jacket, sitting in front of a small propeller plane
         and holding a bag made of plastic labels, displaying a fragmented, but clearly recognizable,
         image of Coca-Cola’s brand name. The caption of the poster announces that it is fashionable
         to care about the world, and in smaller print the viewer is informed that the purchase
         of the foundation’s products empowers women and is good for the planet. This representation
         of independent, adventurous, but empathetic femininity stands in stark contrast to
         a large piece of paper that was nailed to the wall next to the poster. Here, program
         participants are encouraged to put up notes on which they have written down their
         hopes and goals: a bulletin board of dreams, a foundation representative explained.
         Most of the dreams were about affording children’s education and paying back debts.
         At both ends—affluent female consumers and female producers/beneficiaries—Coca-Cola
         transmits values such as determination, self-sufficiency, and responsibility. The
         contextualized meanings of these values take drastically different expressions: flying
         a small propeller plane and buying fashionable goods in support of women’s empowerment
         or covering basic needs.
      

      
      The encounter between mass-produced consumer goods and handicraft serves as both an
         eye-catching advertisement for Coca-Cola at the same time as it serves as proof of
         its social commitment. This was the niche that the foundation saw for itself:
      

      
      
         We are working with publicity; it is Coca-Cola but it is another concept. They are
            seeing it in that way; it’s publicity. When you buy a bag made out of Coca-Cola labels,
            you don’t even see that it is Coca-Cola, but because of the colors you know that it
            is Coca-Cola. The company too knows that we advertise them and we help them because
            they are doing social work with us. They sell it like that.
         

         
      

      However, to balance the company’s demand for uniqueness and scale was a challenge.
         While a handmade appearance is essential, products should not look slipshod. With
         limited resources, the foundation had problems living up to the required output and
         standards. I was told that there was a significant difference between Coca-Cola and
         other corporations that they worked with in terms of control. The artisans are not
         allowed to work with Coca-Cola material at home, as they normally do with other brands.
         Among participants, it was considered more convenient to work at home, since it gave
         them more flexibility and they could save money on transport. The founder also described
         how Coca-Cola carefully weighed and inspected everything: “We’ve been put to the test,
         if we maintain the quality . . . they work very hard on their image and they are not
         going to put Coca-Cola’s image at risk at any time for anyone. It is too much of a
         risk. If it is related to Coca-Cola, it needs to be top notch.”
      

      
      The biggest challenge, foundation representatives contended, was to find outlets for
         their products. The price of the items indicates that they are targeting well-off
         customers who value ethical consumption. A large part of the production is bought
         as promotional gifts by the companies themselves. Apart from the companies, it had
         been difficult to find a market, which then resulted in overproduction. One can perhaps
         assume that consumers who prefer fair trade might hesitate to buy products that clearly
         advertise global corporations. The low demand was said to discourage the participants
         who came to doubt the value of their products: “For them to have a whole shelf with
         beautiful things in their homes and not being able to put them out there and sell
         them is disappointing.” Furthermore, the women were paid per piece, and with low demand,
         their income shrank. Some of them confessed that they considered leaving the foundation.
         One woman who had come to the workshop to pick up material for the next week had decided
         to return home empty handed: “I am not bringing back more production because it is
         very little what they got. One spends money on the commute but earns very little,
         so it does not suit me. So, I am looking into other options. Here we already have
         a lot of products that we have not been able to sell.”
      

      
      Whereas the discussion so far has shown how notions of marginalized women become part
         of the brand in more or less visible ways, the reverse is also the case: the women
         and their establishments become carriers of the brand. In South African townships,
         it is difficult to find a single street without a red-and-white sign. Small spaza shops and restaurants are scattered all over the blocks, pointing to strong competition
         and limited income-generating possibilities for a population whose self-employment
         has mainly revolved around retail. It also reflects Coca-Cola’s victory in the “cola
         wars.” To brand stores and provide them with refrigerators or coolers has, as already
         mentioned, been part of the strategy to win market shares. When someone starts a business,
         a Coca-Cola representative usually comes by and asks what it is called. After a few
         days, a standardized sign is delivered “for free”: the name of the place, often named
         after the person who runs it, printed in white against a bright red background and
         a Coca-Cola logo. Though Coca-Cola is not usually the only product sold in these venues,
         it nonetheless comes to define the entire business. In the view of the spaza shop association, this means free advertisement for the companies that put up signs
         or paint private homes: “They have branded the shops without paying a cent. And that
         is not correct. It is a one-sided thing, only for their own visibility. When they
         go to PicknPay [supermarket chain] they know that it costs a lot. It is an abuse that
         we believe has to come to an end.” While the visibility of a large sign may be in
         the interests of microbusinesses as well, this branding practice reflects both the
         inequality of the relationship and the significance of microscale businesses for the
         company’s quest for increasing market shares through local anchorage and brand presence.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      This chapter has detailed the varied ways in which the 5by20 program becomes part
         of the Coca-Cola Company’s pursuit to attach the brand to positive social change:
         the linkage of women’s empowerment to the values of feel-good harmony and everyday
         enjoyment that the company’s brand managers have a long history of forging. When social
         programs are carried out within the frame of brand management, it comes with obvious
         implications. Unlike in public policy programs for gender equality, the room for varied
         results is here evidently limited. With large scalability claims as the selling point
         and a stretchable definition of empowerment, all participants are seemingly considered
         to have benefited from the program, notwithstanding extremely high failure rates among
         microbusinesses. The growing importance of numbers and statistical measurements for
         governance, part of what has been denoted as the reinforcement of an audit culture,
         implies that complex relations, processes, and features that are mainly qualitative,
         such as excellence, quality, or as in this case, empowerment, are reduced to arithmetic
         indicators (Shore and Wright 2015: 22).
      

      
      It should also be underlined that the premises of the business case for the program
         initiator and the participants are quite distinct. Notably, for the company several
         aspects of the business case might be realized regardless of concrete effects. If
         the program’s intentions to empower women come across as credible, it may improve public relations and grant
         recognition from important institutions such as the UN, thus contributing both to
         revenues and influence. The business case for participating women, in contrast, is
         contingent upon actual material outcomes, primarily in terms of more sustainable incomes.
         Through and through, the brand value of the 5by20 program is dependent on its image
         among certain audiences. This, I argue, places the supposed beneficiaries in a contradictory
         position, a difficulty with which many of the women I met obviously struggled. On
         the one hand their presence is needed to create a resounding impression and, on the
         other hand, as long as their achievements are counted and represented as successful,
         the conditions under which they work become more or less extraneous.
      

      
      The declared aims and strategies of the program produce particular representations
         of female participants: notions of what these women “are” and can become, their hardships
         in the past, their accomplishments in the present, and their aspirations for the future.
         This is what the title of this chapter, “Branding Poverty,” refers to. Of course,
         Coca-Cola does not brand poverty as such as a positive value. The bearing idea of
         the program is rather that the “unleashing” of the “underutilized” capacity of female
         participants will allow them to prosper as microentrepreneurs within the company’s
         global supply chain. Within this discourse, poverty entails an opportunity to create
         jobs. The logic and legitimacy of the program require a point of departure, characterized
         by a lack of resources and knowledge, that is to be transgressed by means of program
         participation. Ideas both of an impoverished past and an allegedly empowered future
         are intrinsic to the brandization of women’s empowerment, while the demarcation between
         these two states remains vague. In line with Anna Tsing (2009), it can be argued that
         participants are expected to inhabit racialized and gendered niches within supply
         chain capitalism, their “difference” allowing for the characterization of women in
         continuously precarious positions as successfully empowered.
      

      
      Despite the increasing focus on gender issues in corporate practices, it has been
         pointed out that the knowledge and voices of female participants are largely absent
         in CSR literature and debates (Grosser and Moon 2017). However, in parallel to the
         silencing of women’s voices, in a program like 5by20 there is also a manifest demand
         for their narratives (see Bhabha 1994: 140). The voices of participants are staged
         in line with the monolithic language of branding where there is little room for experiences
         deviating from the program script. As discussed in this chapter, participants often
         resisted how they were positioned within the program as numbers and success stories,
         that is to say, the ways in which they become useful to the company in terms of adding
         to its brand value. While each of the five million participants are disposable and
         replaceable, it is crucial to acknowledge how they, their (staged) voices and their
         labor, are integrated into corporate expansion strategies, which are dependent upon
         their highly unequal inclusion, rather than their exclusion. By focusing on branding,
         it is possible to disrupt the narrative of a unidirectional relation where a corporate-led
         program like 5by20 is “enabling” women in the Global South, pinpointing instead the
         transactions that move in the other direction.
      

      
      
         
            1. In the 2017 version of the list, Coca-Cola is no longer included among the fifty companies.

            

         

         
            2. Among the ten companies, three others also scored 6, which was the highest score assigned.
                  The scores and motivations are available at www.behindthebrands.org/.
               

            

         

         
            3. While the word “feminism” is not used in sustainable reports or in other presentations
                  of the program and references to women tend to be more common than references to gender,
                  Muhtar Kent, former CEO of the company, has publicly declared himself to be a feminist:
                  https://www.coca-cola.co.uk/stories/muhtar-kent-why-i-am-a-feminist.
               

            

         

         
            4. The concept of shared value is developed in an article by Porter and Kramer (2011)
                  in Harvard Business Review, arguing for the need to bring business and society together. For this, it is contended,
                  corporations need to rethink value: from a focus on short-term financial performance
                  to a focus that combines economic growth with value for the society—shared value.
               

            

         

         
            5. Likewise, to achieve exclusive rights—for instance, at vending machines in schools
                  in the United States—has been a strategy used by the company to foster early loyalty
                  among their customers; see Blanding 2010, chapter 4.
               

            

         

         
            6. In 2002, a Mexican shopkeeper reported Coca-Cola to the Federal Competition Commission
                  after Coca-Cola distributors had told her that they would stop delivering their products
                  unless she stopped selling a competing brand in her shop. The Coca-Cola Export Corporation
                  was fined $68 million for unfair competition (Blanding 2010: 156). The strategy of
                  requiring exclusive rights seems not to have been abandoned, though.
               

            

         

         
            7. It is interesting to note that while the women in the success stories are often represented
                  as the sole providers for their families, death seems to be a more common explanation
                  for absent fathers than divorce or abandonment, perhaps reflecting notions of respectable
                  femininity and desirable “family values.”
               

            

         

         
            8. The Harvard Kennedy School report about 5by20 recommends that corporations not function
                  mainly as donors; a sharing of costs and risks is seen to generate more sustainable
                  partnerships (Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013: 41).
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 4

      “Open Happiness”

      
         
         
         Empowering Emotions

         
      

      
      At the Coca-Cola Company’s annual meeting for shareowners in Atlanta in 2014, where
         CEO Muhtar Kent explained to the audience that the company’s promotion of women’s
         empowerment is a key business strategy, not a “bogus philanthropic exercise,” 5by20
         was also highlighted in a speech delivered onstage by a South African microbusiness
         owner. Corresponding to the standard success story narrative discussed in the previous
         chapter, she described how she had not been able to make ends meet and provide for
         her son despite all her hard work. Her life had drastically changed for the better
         when she entered the 5by20 program: her business had grown and her son was about to
         complete college. An enormous image of a South African township was projected behind
         her, perhaps to accentuate the stark contrast between where she had come from and
         the levels of “success” she had been able to reach, in geographic and symbolic terms.
         “I didn’t need a handout, all I needed was a hand up,” she assured and pledged for
         continuous investments in women’s empowerment as a way to close “the gap between poverty
         and plenty.” The assurance that she did not need a handout but rather a hand up, which
         is also a slogan frequently used by Hand in Hand Southern Africa (HiH SA), seems to
         suggest that her needs were not primarily material but rather about self-confidence.
         With the right kind of attitude—a self-confident hand in the air—she had allegedly
         been able to accomplish what she had previously been unable to do. In this way, both
         the problem and its solution are apparently located within herself.
      

      
      The recent “social turn” of institutions such as the World Bank and the IMF implies
         that an economic focus on growth has been supplemented with increased attention to
         the role of social relations for efficient policy implementation. Deficient social
         structures and behaviors, including gender inequality, are held as impediments to
         development and, consequently, behavioral change is seen as intrinsic to economic
         growth and poverty alleviation. Thereby, these institutions are also partly absolved
         from responsibility for the devastating effects of their policies for large segments
         of the population; rather than the policies per se, a cause of failure is to be found
         in flawed social relations in the Global South (Bergeron 2011; Hickel 2014). The focus
         on behavior and attitudes, I suggest, reveals the importance of a related, parallel
         turn: the “psychological.” To comprehend the cogency of entrepreneurial values, attention
         must be paid to the interplay between economic and affective discourses—how logics
         of value accumulation shape emotions and perceptions of the self and, in turn, how
         affects become an important part of economic relations in what Eva Illouz (2007) has
         elaborated as emotional capitalism. In communication with stakeholders and the general
         public, the program’s staging of emotions is salient. Tears of relief, gratitude,
         and joy; euphoric laughter; and fierce determination serve to constitute women in
         the success stories as deserving, capable, and in need of the kind of help that 5by20
         offers. Furthermore, the emotions that the success stories display function as scripts
         that participants are expected to follow while the wrong kind of emotions, such as
         self-doubt and negative thinking, are constructed as obstacles to empowerment.
      

      
      In this chapter, I analyze the articulations of emotions, positive thinking, and self-transformation
         in the practices and claims of the 5by20 program. The Coca-Cola Company points to
         a number of barriers to women’s empowerment. Cultural and social obstacles in combination
         with women’s lack of knowledge and economic opportunities are represented as the roots
         of their supposed economic underachievement and constitute the obstructions and inhibitions
         that the program is said to alleviate, thereby improving the “social position and
         psychological health of women” (Greene and Perkins 2016: 43). Although it is stated
         that female microentrepreneurs are restrained by social relations, the program targets
         individual women, rather than the structural and material conditions of their entrepreneurial
         practices, conveying strong imperatives for participants to embrace and enact specific
         subjectivities. To better understand how notions of women’s economic empowerment are
         constructed, transmitted, and negotiated, this chapter sets out to explore the psychic
         core of the program.
      

      
      Constructions of In/dependency

      
      In the post-Fordist era, the autonomous self as a cultural and socioeconomic configuration
         has come to constitute a vehicle for business development and economic growth. Certainly,
         measures of discipline and control, resembling Taylorist scientific management, continue
         to define the organization of labor in many segments of the economy, not the least
         in feminized, subcontracted export production. However, prevailing constructions of
         the self suggest that the subject’s autonomy should not be curbed but instead channeled
         in correspondence with profit enhancement. The entrepreneur, perhaps the most cherished
         figure at this juncture, is constituted both by economic and psychological dimensions
         where the values of economic possibilities, self-realization, and independence from
         the state and the employer converge (Miller and Rose 2008). In dominant entrepreneurial
         discourse, relations of inequalities and privileges are neutralized by notions of
         everyone’s opportunity to create their own development strategies and thus, “in the
         entrepreneurial imaginary, we all start on equal footing” (Szeman 2015: 477). Still,
         this is not entirely the case in the discourse of women’s empowerment as “smart economics”
         where the presumed returns on investment in women derive from the idea of their current
         restraints: women as the most underutilized resource of economic growth. In the 5by20
         program, female entrepreneurs are concurrently represented as key and as unable to make use of their full potential.
      

      
      As Beverley Skeggs (2004: 6, 77–78) notes, when risk-taking entrepreneurship is elevated
         to a moral principle, the distinction between productive and unproductive subjectivities
         is inscribed through global and national projections of the self. The idea of universal
         opportunity coincides with the diagnosing of some subjects, who because of categorizations
         of race, class, and gender cannot easily convert their self-making into other forms
         of capital, as lacking and therefore in need of change. The strive to “unleash” women’s
         entrepreneurial capacities hinges upon the notion that women are currently underperforming,
         an issue that has been the object of debate among scholars of entrepreneurship. Among
         the suggested explanations for the gender gap are women’s lack of self-confidence,
         a higher degree of risk aversion, and lack of access to credit, knowledge, and networks.
         Instead of centering on individual women’s underperformance, others have focused on
         how social constructions and institutions of entrepreneurship uphold gendered norms
         and differentiations (for an overview, see Johnstone-Louis 2017: 573). Needless to
         say, it is the “underperformance” perspective that sustains the business case for
         women’s empowerment. Not only are they in need of business skills but, more profoundly,
         their current compositions must change for them to benefit from training. Along this
         line, a 5by20 evaluation report contends that the progress of the program was found
         to be hampered by women’s lack of self-esteem, and for this reason “life skills” were
         added to the program (Greene and Perkins 2016: 35).
      

      
      In what do such life skills, which participants supposedly lack, consist? One of the
         most fundamental narratives of the 5by20 program is that of participants’ transformation
         from various states of dependency to self-sufficiency. Through this change, they are
         to accomplish the goal of running independent, sustainable businesses, adding to their
         own incomes as well as to the economic growth of the Coca-Cola Company. Several dimensions
         are depicted to add up to a situation in which women rely upon others and hence refrain
         from cultivating their autonomy. Here, I discuss such dimensions in terms of femininity-coded
         dependency, entitlement mentality, and lack of entrepreneurial culture. These dimensions
         were also seen to diminish potential participants’ propensity to take part in the
         program, resulting in the difficulty to reach the desired numbers.
      

      
      Notions of femininity-coded dependency are firmly rooted in conceptions of the public/private
         divide and the division between productive and reproductive labor. Women, it is suggested,
         do not sufficiently mobilize their capacities because of their own and others’ expectations
         that they are to be provided for by male partners. As the following quote from a success
         story video illustrates, economic dependency on male partners is seen to have adverse
         effects on women’s concrete labor practices, as well as on their own work ethic: “As
         women, I think we should learn to stand for ourselves, not expect husbands and our
         boyfriends to support us financially. So, I think that we should do what we do best,
         and that is work hard.” Purportedly, women must come to realize that they need to
         dedicate themselves to work for their own subsistence, which they are assumed not
         to already do. Some of the participants described themselves in similar ways: before
         they joined the program, they had, in their own view, not engaged in labor. Starting
         a business was described as an alternative to “doing nothing,” “being lazy,” or “just
         sitting at home watching TV and playing the lottery.” The common reference to female
         entrepreneurs as role models who motivate other women in their communities can been
         understood in this light. In a context where women have purportedly reconciled with
         a heterosexual, gendered division of labor that means they do not have to engage in
         paid labor, the program provides alternative points of identification: diligent workers
         and entrepreneurs instead of, or in addition to, “wives” or “girlfriends.”
      

      
      In this regard, the message of the 5by20 program corresponds to what Nina Power (2009:
         20) has elaborated as a mirror concept of the “feminization of labor”: the “laborization
         of women.” In parallel to the massive incorporation of women into paid labor on a
         global scale, the ideological predilection for the male breadwinner model has been
         largely replaced by the expectation of everyone’s market participation. This, Power
         argues, entails a shift in the construction of femininity—women are primarily constituted
         as workers and secondarily as wives, mothers, or other identities not directly linked
         to the market. The program’s imperative to adopt market-oriented identities was also
         what participants perceived as one of its main messages. In the words of one participant
         in Mexico: “We learn how to be honest and industrious . . . and how to be more productive.”
         A participant in the rural town program saw the course as an intervention against
         lacking morals and aspirations in the community: “We will become better people with
         better values. Because work gives you value, the work dignifies you.” Thus, the program
         becomes a means to emancipate women from “traditional” gender roles and to encourage
         them to strive for economic self-sufficiency. Through engaging in income-generating
         activities, women may serve as good examples, transmitting the value of female productivity
         to others.
      

      
      Program implementers in Mexico identified not only women’s deficient motivation as
         an obstacle to their economic empowerment. Patriarchal relations were also seen to
         constrain their income-generating activities. Some of the participants had been prohibited
         by their male partners to continue training because they, the implementers reasoned,
         feared that women’s independence would challenge habitual gender hierarchies. Hence,
         program representatives attempted to encourage women to have confidence in their own
         capacities and to go against expectations of female dependency. However, in line with
         the overall message of the program, women’s emancipation from gendered expectations
         should not go too far.
      

      
      On the one hand, the 5by20 program depicts women’s potential as confined by patriarchal
         relations and a gendered division of labor, implying economic disadvantages both at
         the level of individual women, who might have adopted a nonworker identity, and at
         the level of society due to the underutilization of women’s productivity. On the other
         hand, as noted in chapter 3, particular feminine traits and women’s reproductive labor
         constitute a justification for the program’s focus on women and a basis for the business
         case for the company. Coca-Cola’s reliance on microscale systems of distribution and
         retail is said to be well matched with female entrepreneurs, described as less growth
         oriented than men and more appreciative of income security and flexible work hours,
         which can be combined with other responsibilities: “In many countries around the world,
         women must balance cultural expectations and their own desires to work and earn incomes
         and at the same time be good wives and mothers” (Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013:
         37). It is reported that in some settings, meetings have been held with men to assure
         them that women’s participation in 5by20 will strengthen the household, without challenging
         the husband’s position in the family (Greene and Perkins 2016: 25). Simultaneously,
         women’s market economic participation is to be promoted, and gender-specific tasks, inducements, and traits should be cultivated as important
         assets, rather than overcome. In the view of a Coca-Cola representative: “A mother
         or a woman has the capacity to care, they are good administrators, they know how to
         guide their children. Therefore, they are good at teamwork, good leaders, they are
         always there.” The importance of not infringing on women’s care work was recurrently
         underlined by project implementers in Mexico. As a representative of the recycling
         foundation expressed it: “I am going to help you so that you’ll have an income, but
         I’m also going to help you not to neglect your family.” 
      

      
      Arguably, this particular notion of empowerment calls for women’s further adaptation
         in accordance with existing gender norms and accumulation strategies that rely on
         women’s paid and unpaid labor. In the context of precarious labor markets and cuts
         in social spending, the simultaneous focus on women as market actors and caregivers
         has been discussed in terms of the feminization of obligation and women’s hyperresponsibility
         for economic production and social reproduction, turning women in the Global South
         into symbols of efficiency and altruism (Chant 2016: 3; Keating, Rasmussen, and Rishi
         2010: 167; Roy 2010: 69). Indeed, women globally spend more hours working than men
         do, albeit fewer hours are paid for, and the poorer the household, the more women
         tend to work (Chant 2014: 301). The notion of women as an untapped resource therefore
         seems to suggest either that women are focusing on the wrong things—care work—or that
         their work could be carried out more efficiently. While the 5by20 program acknowledges
         the economic importance of women’s labor, it simultaneously disregards the concrete
         labor that women engage in, remunerated or not. As pointed out by Mary Johnstone-Louis
         (2017), the relationship between entrepreneurship and unpaid work is largely neglected
         in the entrepreneurship literature. Instead, the separation between production and
         reproduction, widely criticized by feminist scholars, is taken as a given. In interviews
         that Johnstone-Louis made with representatives of several well-known CSR empowerment
         programs, it was admitted that unpaid work had not been considered in the elaboration
         of the programs. The idea of women’s current underperformance, and hence the profitability
         of investing in them, departs from a narrow definition of work. While care work is
         important for the justification of the 5by20 program’s focus on women, which by extension
         is said to benefit their families and communities, there is little concern for the
         basis of social reproduction, which is largely upheld by women’s unpaid labor. Rather
         than “underutilized,” the devaluation of women’s work constitutes the backbone of
         unequal labor and gender relations alike (Roberts 2012: 94–95).
      

      
      Apart from femininity-coded dependency, a lack of self-sufficiency is also ascribed
         to paternalistic culture, purportedly fueling passive expectations of charity. The
         assertion that participants are not in need of a handout, cited at the beginning of
         this chapter, implicitly counters such notions: the program is not about giving out
         money. Program directors commonly disassociated their activities from charity, stressing
         that their empowerment models center on help to self-help through the activation of
         participants’ own resources. As expressed by a representative of the recycling and
         artisan foundation in Mexico:
      

      
      
         It is not an aid, in which I give without any effort on your side. What I want is
            that these women make themselves self-sufficient. For you, Coca-Cola, we are going
            to make your products with your brand, give you publicity. . . . [This] is not a foundation
            where you go to give a donation, no, Coca-Cola is investing, and we are also investing
            and now the women are producing.
         

         
      

      In contrast to the understanding of empowerment as an investment, other development
         actors were criticized for underpinning a state of passivity among impoverished populations.
         Hand in Hand International claims that it is a challenge for its programs to overcome
         an “entitlement mentality” that is said to be common in many areas where the organization
         works. Aid and government programs have professedly made people used to handouts;
         therefore, they expect cash or gifts as part of the support and may refrain from participating
         in programs that lack this dimension.[1] The centrality of self-help, it is stated, must be emphasized early on and examples
         of successful cases can be used to communicate the right kind of attitudes (Hand in
         Hand International 2013: 14). This had been the case in South Africa where, as previously
         mentioned, participants were shown success story videos and met former participants
         at introduction events. However, somewhat contradictory to HiH’s description of the
         problem above, the success stories tend to show how Coca-Cola has helped, for example,
         by renovating restaurants or providing container kiosks, which fueled, rather than
         lowered, participants’ expectations of access to material resources. Other partner
         organizations shared the notion that expectations of unconditional economic support
         obstructed their work. This was used to explain the difficulty of attracting participants
         to the program as well as the high dropout rates. A teacher at the institute for entrepreneurship
         in Mexico found it especially challenging to work with groups that were sponsored
         by well-known companies, like the 5by20 program. Sarcastically, she noted that many
         had signed up because they expected gifts—“Well, surprise, there is no little present!”—and
         then never returned when they realized that their expectations would not be fulfilled.
         According to the representatives of the NGO in the rural Mexican town, inhabitants
         had become accustomed to go to the local government for economic support: “Sometimes
         here in the villages, people are badly accustomed to that everything is free.” They
         saw it as part of their objective to break a pattern of dependency through encouraging
         a stronger work ethic: “It is necessary to change the mentality a little bit; children
         grow up thinking that they are not capable themselves and instead just hold out their
         hands.” As suggested here, a deficient work ethic is passed on to the younger generations
         who learn from their parents to identify themselves as helpless and therefore become
         dependent upon support from others.
      

      
      Attitudes that counteracted partaking in a program not offering material support were
         also discussed by some of the participants who felt that others in their groups had
         failed to appreciate what the program was providing. On one occasion, I went to a
         small market in South Africa where twenty women had been trained by HiH SA. The women
         I spoke to said that only three of them still wanted to have contact with the organization.
         The rest, they said, were disappointed and refused to talk to HiH representatives
         when they sometimes came to visit:
      

      
      
         They don’t want them. Some of them don’t want them, their help. People are like that.
            Even though we told them, you know guys, this thing is helpful, they don’t understand.
            Some people, they want hand-outs. You know what they ask? They said, what are they going to give us!? We said you are gaining knowledge there. These people are here to give us knowledge,
            they are here to encourage us, they are supporting us! But we are not all the same,
            some people don’t look at it the way I do.
         

         
      

      In the opinion of this interviewee, the other women in her group were not satisfied
         with the program because they failed to see that they were given immaterial assets
         such as knowledge and support. In her view, they were only able to value material
         things and lost interest when they did not receive anything. Contrasting takes on
         the value of the program seemed to have created certain tensions among the vendors,
         or at least the indignation of the three women who had appreciated the training was
         palpable, as they attributed the unwillingness of the others to negative traits such
         as greed or indifference.
      

      
      In addition to expectations of material support, paternalistic culture was seen to
         hamper the furthering of business ideas. According to one of the teachers at the institute
         for entrepreneurship in Mexico, many required guidance at every step: “Who is going
         to help me with this, who is going to provide that? Or it’s like they want everything
         served, there is a lot of dependency. You have to go and ask, you have to go and find the information.” Partly, the teacher reasoned, the notion that
         everyone could become an entrepreneur, nourished by programs like 5by20, had contributed
         to a situation where also people who lacked business ambitions took part in the training.
         To maintain the chimera of everybody’s entrepreneurial capabilities, the program itself
         was seen to reproduce dependency among participants who lacked a go-ahead spirit and
         thus had to be constantly supported: “To pretend that everyone can, means to maintain the umbilical cord. Let’s see, come here, let’s do this. We
         are not facilitating independence.”
      

      
      The lack of entrepreneurial determination was discussed not only at the level of certain
         individuals but also at the level of society at large. A perceived lack of entrepreneurial
         culture was said to uphold relations of dependency where people do not attempt to
         find solutions to their precarious situations. In the view of a representative from
         the institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico, the educational system was part of the
         problem. By teaching people how to become employees but not entrepreneurs, it was
         said to convey the wrong type of attitudes: “We have to change the chip that makes
         them think like Marx and instead make them think in terms of how to commercialize
         and innovate.” It was estimated that most participants attend the courses as a last
         resort, reluctantly attempting to start businesses when they see no other alternative.
         Most of them, the representative reasoned, would have preferred the safety of an employed
         position. The entrepreneurial spirit was allegedly further undermined by stigmatization
         of those who deviate from the employment norm and pursue independence through self-employment.
         Program implementers explained that they were constantly trying to help participants
         counterbalance the pressure from their family members who tried to convince them to
         seek secure employment instead or to help them handle the malicious pleasure of acquaintances
         if their businesses failed. Since failure is the fate of most microbusinesses, the
         courage and determination to try again was described as central; but, due to widespread
         ignorance about business development and the social castigation of the ones who try,
         many would give up after their first failure and subsequent disdainful comments like
         “I told you so.”
      

      
      Enterpreneurship is thus constituted as a possible exit from employment dependency,
         represented to undermine self-reliance and the transformation from job seeker to job
         creator. But the perceived lack of entrepreneurial culture in Mexico contrasts with
         the very fact that the majority earns a living in the informal sector, working either
         without contracts or as self-employed. The notions of dependency discussed above presuppose
         that there are different kinds of support structures in place that either allow women
         to refrain from income-generating labor altogether or discourage entrepreneurial activities:
         male breadwinners, charity, and employment opportunities. Both Mexico and South Africa
         have different kinds of cash transfer programs, such as pensions, disability, and
         childcare support (Laurell 2015; Ferguson 2015). However, the sums are small and there
         is little evidence that such programs result in the withdrawal from labor market participation
         (Ferguson 2015). Rather, the aversion against giving money to impoverished populations
         seems to rest on a specific coupling of autonomy and productivity norms. Correspondingly,
         Nancy Fraser and Linda Gordon (1994) examine how different conceptualizations of dependency
         provide ideological justifications for gendered, racialized, and classed hierarchies
         in the United States. In postindustrial society, where independence has been elevated
         to the universal norm, earlier explicitly racist and misogynist notions of certain
         individuals’ dependent nature have largely been replaced by psychological and moral
         explanations. Without links to structural subordination, dependency is pathologized
         and individualized, whereas work is inscribed in terms of independence, no matter
         how impossible it is to live off the wage. Still, racialized and feminized connotations
         are manifested in the scapegoating of black single mothers as caught in the “welfare
         trap,” and classifications of “dependent personality disorder” echo the traits ascribed
         to the enslaved, housewives, paupers, and natives. As Fraser and Gordon (1994) note,
         aid programs are condemned for upholding dependent, nonproductive subjectivities among
         the poor and the working class, despite their limited access to welfare structures,
         whereas tax breaks and other policies that primarily benefit affluent groups are not
         associated with similar effects. When independence is linked to economic performance,
         care work is devalorized and those who primarily perform it tend to be represented
         precisely as dependent. Therefore, the nurturing practices upon which all “independent”
         activities and subjectivities rely are negated. Indeed, capitalism is inherently dependent
         upon social reproduction, but not the other way around.
      

      
      In progressive neoliberalism, Fraser (2016) contends, the systematic subordination
         of reproduction to production, and the distinction between them, has led to a crisis
         in social reproduction. Moreover, as Ferguson (2015) points out, social relations
         are generally not a choice between dependency and autonomy but should rather be conceived
         as different forms of interdependence. In contexts where many lack a position in wage
         labor, the distribution from those who do engage in wage labor is a central means
         of getting by: “For while ‘dependency’ is obsessively decried as a problem or trap
         in social policy discourse, an ethnographic view suggests that it is really only via
         relations of ‘dependence’ that most of the population survives at all” (Ferguson 2015:
         97). Accordingly, the idea that 5by20 participants must overcome their dependency
         works to conceal their paid and unpaid labor and its importance both within gendered
         and global divisions of labor. What is omitted from this line of thought are the structural
         links between wealth and poverty and the fact that comfortable lifestyles are upheld
         by low-paid labor. In contrast, if privileged positions are understood as contingent
         upon the exploitation and domination of impoverished groups, the dichotomy between
         dependence and independence and heteronomy and autonomy is in effect revoked.
      

      
      Notwithstanding the program’s focus on fostering independence, its aim was sometimes
         received by participants in inverted form. The experience of entering into an asymmetric
         relationship with powerful actors was described by some as depleting and paralyzing.
         One former participant in South Africa recalled that at first she had felt chosen
         and special when she joined the program and received much attention from the organization.
         Having struggled for years, she had begun to think that a better future was within
         reach. Its realization, however, was conditioned by the organization, which kept her
         waiting and hoping for their next move. When she stopped believing in them, she felt
         relieved:
      

      
      
         When I was with them, I was like leaning on them, like I am looking at this bright
            future. . . . But now, I don’t have any money on me right now, but I am so confident
            that I am going somewhere. But before, I was leaning on them, having the hope. Hey!
            I am in Hand in Hand now, they say they want to interview me and bla bla bla. So,
            they are just destroying us. Because when you sleep in your bed, you think that maybe
            tomorrow you will get a phone call that your loan has been approved. You begin to
            plan on something that won’t be there.
         

         
      

      Other former participants recounted similar experiences of having had their hopes
         raised and then finding themselves waiting for the program implementers to redeem
         promises that had been articulated or insinuated. Among other things, they waited
         for follow-up visits by organization representatives, for invitations to meetings
         and program events, for answers on their funding applications, and for other forms
         of financial support—all of which were beyond their control. For some, who had become
         tired of waiting, their disappointment was turned into a wish to prove to the organization
         that they could succeed on their own. Somewhat circuitously, the program’s aim to
         promote a sense of self-reliance was thus attained. In the words of another participant
         in South Africa, who had to close her business but hoped that she would soon be able
         to reopen:
      

      
      
         I am not waiting for those people to come back and help me, I want to help myself.
            It is frustrating. When we are around them, we think that it is going to be fine.
            But then we only end up sitting there with the certificate, doing nothing. But I am
            not miserable. They’ll come around and see my business blooming.
         

         
      

      Given the ways in which the program is implemented, with close contacts between program
         representatives and some of its participants, it is not surprising if their expectations
         are raised. Still, in line with the general logic of the program, these experiences
         should not be transformed into concrete expectations of support. On the one hand,
         participants are, as will be further discussed in the next section, instructed to
         have hope. Moreover, access to finance is advertised as part of the program and material
         support is sometimes implicitly or explicitly promised. On the other hand, participants’
         desires for more than training, something “for free,” are portrayed as manifestations
         of a flawed work ethic and a disinclination to be self-reliant, just the kind of attitudes
         that the program aims to challenge.
      

      
      To some of my interviewees, though, it did not seem unreasonable at all to expect
         material support. Rather it would, in their view, indicate that the program partners
         believed in their methods so that after the course, participants would be considered
         sufficiently equipped to further their business plans, for which additional resources
         were needed. Conversely, the fact that they did not receive any material support signaled
         a lack of commitment:
      

      
      
         If you believe in your program you give all the necessary tools. Why don’t you guys, at least after the program, give us something?
            Then afterwards they can monitor, what are you doing with that money we gave you?
            Unlike just giving you a certificate and leave you with nothing. What’s the point?
         

         
      

      In contrast to the articulation of participants’ needs to free themselves from their
         dependence on others—male partners, aid and charity programs, or employers—to expect
         more and make claims can be read as a way to hold the program accountable for its
         engagements. While surely a crucial dimension of empowerment, it is not so easily
         harmonized with the 5by20 program’s conceptualization of the term. Rather, to relentlessly
         navigate insecurity by self-adjustment is part of entrepreneurial culture: not to
         have expectations for social support structures in a landscape where inequalities
         are countered by beliefs in everyone’s opportunity to fashion their own strategies
         for personal success (Szeman 2015). To be sure, the call for “handouts,” which may
         be reframed as calls for redistribution, goes against the preferred neoliberal entrepreneurial
         subjectivity, more compatible with a self-reliant “hand up” than with political demands.
         In the following section, I consider how the construction of such resourceful selves
         becomes both a means and a goal of the program, hence turning emotional strategies
         into a key aspect of its content.
      

      
      Transforming the Self

      
      The promotion of women’s empowerment by corporations and dominant economic institutions
         has been criticized by feminist scholars for equating women’s empowerment with economic
         performance, mainly productive labor. No longer primarily neglected or victimized,
         women in the Global South are turned into agents of individualized, market-based development
         strategies (Altan-Olcay 2014; Hayhurst 2014; Bexell 2012; Elias 2013; Roberts 2012,
         2015). At the level of description, 5by20 constitutes a clear example of such a tendency.
         Yet the concrete elaboration of the program is also buttressed by another understanding
         of empowerment, instead emphasizing self-transformation and attitude change. This
         does not necessarily imply that the conceptualization of empowerment in economic terms
         is undermined. Instead, I argue, popular psychology is an essential component of promoting
         entrepreneurship, that is, of how entrepreneurial conduct is transmitted and ideologically
         anchored in an unfavorable context, marked by precariousness and lack of resources
         that make microbusiness plans difficult to achieve.
      

      
      Beyond economic indicators, such as increased sales and incomes, the envisioning of
         empowerment as a process of improved self-confidence adds an element of elusiveness
         to the program, evidently diverging from the exactness indicated by the charts and
         numbers in the information material. When I asked a Coca-Cola representative in Mexico
         how they assess empowerment, it was described as difficult to straightforwardly evaluate:
         “It is not easy to measure empowerment because, at the end of the day, it is about
         changes of habits and changes of visions. Measuring cultural changes is not easy.”
         Instead, empowerment was depicted as a process to enter a different state of mind,
         as “strenuous inner labor.” This labor was portrayed as a prerequisite to overcome
         the barriers described in the previous section, but also, more profoundly, to allow
         for the transformation of participants’ psychological compositions; their inner selves.
         Program implementers often described the effects of the courses in radical terms;
         participants were said to have undergone a “total change” so that they were “no longer
         the same women.” Such a narrative suggests that the women initially had little to
         build on. They were repeatedly described as extremely shy, hardly daring to speak,
         when they entered the program, in contrast to after the training when they allegedly
         were self-confident and optimistic.
      

      
      Thus, the 5by20 program can be regarded as an arena for participants to reinvent themselves.
         The first week of the entrepreneur course that I attended in Mexico was dedicated
         to the development of human capital. The teacher explained that we are doing business
         as integral beings. For the business to work, the whole person must be in harmony;
         otherwise it is like “driving on a flat tire.” Accordingly, our first task was to
         get to know ourselves thoroughly. To make us aware of our composite parts, we were
         instructed to fill out a list in the exercise book consisting of five dimensions:
         physical, emotional, mental, social, and spiritual. We identified our weaknesses and
         strengths and the changes we intended to make. After we had worked individually on
         our lists, a few were selected to tell the whole class about the changes they intended
         to implement in their lives. Someone was going to watch less TV, and someone was going
         to be more punctual. We were instructed to keep the identification of our integral
         selves in mind when we turned to the next exercise: to define our life projects on
         four levels: our project with ourselves, our family, our work, and society. In the
         exercise book, it was asserted that a life project is necessary to take control; if
         not, life will live us instead of us living our lives. For each level, we specified
         goals, necessary actions, when we intended to start, and when we estimated to reach
         the goal. There was also a space for follow-up notes and the teacher encouraged everyone
         to come back to the list occasionally to keep track of our plans and aims. One of
         the main messages during the first week, to embrace ideas of self-determination and
         willpower, came across as somewhat ambiguous. Participants were assured that they
         were capable and able to take control over their lives but at the same time they—i.e.,
         their bodies, personalities, and perceptions—must change for their situation to improve.
         Just like a business, the self is understood as an unfinished project to be constantly
         worked on and over. Indeed, the distinctions between the self and the business, between
         personal and professional life, are blurred in entrepreneurial discourse where “creating
         an enterprise and creating a self is the same activity” (Szeman 2015: 482, emphasis in original; see also Scharff 2016: 112; Wee and Brooks
         2012: 574).
      

      
      The apparent contradiction between being capable and in need of profound change is
         expected and even inevitable against the backdrop of popular psychology. Evidently,
         the entrepreneurial training of 5by20 was underpinned by a strand of psychology that
         has been immensely influential—and profitable—during the last century (Ehrenreich
         2010). In popular psychology, not least in the self-help genre, life is imagined as
         linear achievements. By means of a strong will and regardless of social position,
         everyone has the possibility to shape their lives in accordance with set objectives.
         Such a linear notion also constitutes a marked dimension of enterprise culture where
         individuals are expected to reflexively motivate their choices and demonstrate how
         these fit into the larger life/business plan (Wee and Brooks 2012: 578). In contrast,
         the psychoanalytic tradition following Sigmund Freud sees the possibility of well-being
         (rather than self-fulfillment) as located at the level of the unconscious. Cyclically,
         the self is haunted by traumas and childhood events. Here, well-being and health are
         viewed as contingent upon social conditions, which are not easily changed by willpower
         alone (Illouz 2007: 41–43; see also Ehrenreich 2010). Without any direct links to
         the socioeconomic context, the exercises described above—lists and how-to guidelines—give
         the impression that change is within reach, if just planned well enough. Interlocking
         steps and intermediate goals add up to the overarching goal of becoming a successful
         entrepreneur and a resourceful self.
      

      
      The self-realization narrative is necessarily intertwined with its mirror image: the
         narrative of dysfunctionality and suffering. Indeed, the idea that the self can be
         realized presupposes the presence of an obstacle or a complication that, so far, has blocked
         the subject from fulfillment. Accordingly, these obstacles must be identified by ransacking
         one’s inner self so that the problem can be overcome. Rather than social conditions,
         the self-help genre zooms in on individual mind-sets. Here, the ideas of Abraham Maslow
         have been significant: What if success is restrained and sabotaged by our own fear?
         If we secretly desire failure, then we are directly responsible for our own deficiencies
         and the possibility of conquering them is in our own hands. Since an “unfulfilled”
         life cannot be easily distinguished from a “complete” one, the work with the inner
         self is essentially endless (Illouz 2007: 45–57). Following this logic, a direct connection
         between effort and success or failure is established and located within the self,
         making 5by20 participants responsible for their own situations. When business development
         is seen as a manifestation of the self, and without explanations other than personal
         shortcomings, failure is prone to be encompassed by shame for not having tried sufficiently
         hard or not having desired success intensely enough.
      

      
      Notions of self-blockage were often reflected in program managers’ explanations for
         the difficult situations in which many participants found themselves. Having internalized
         perceptions of incapability and worthlessness, they were perceived to lack aspirations
         for a different life. A representative of the recycling and artisan foundation in
         Mexico described the injunction that participants should “believe in themselves” as
         the essential first step toward empowerment: “It contains a lot, the word empowerment. It is saying I can, I can achieve things, I can change, and I can become a productive
         person. Empowerment is about the self, there it begins; empowering myself and knowing
         that I can.” Thus, participants first had to realize that they had been limiting themselves
         by not believing in their own capacity. Similarly, some of the participants described
         experiences of self-restraint, depicting their entrance into the program as igniting
         a spark: “They came to wake us up. To orient us. One often closes one’s mind.” Or
         as another participant expressed it: “I felt that the course was about personal development
         . . . about knowing who you really are and what you are capable of doing. Because
         sometimes you limit yourself and say ‘I can’t do this! I can’t!’ Everything that one
         wants can become true.” However, there seemed to be little guidance when it came to
         distinguishing self constraints from those social conditions that had to be tackled
         in everyday life. The woman who said that the organization had come to wake her up
         continued to say: “Sometimes you think that you can’t do it because of the children.
         I can’t sell because I have to walk them to school and then go and pick them up for
         lunch and then bring them back to school and then fetch them again. But what are you
         supposed to do? You have to advance.” Her rhetorical question “What are you supposed
         to do?,” referring to an unresolved tension between social reproduction and engaging
         in limited income opportunities, had apparently found little resonance within the
         program where lack of development is mainly read as lack of determination.
      

      
      The idea of a comfort zone was recurrently deployed to make sense of participants’
         supposed inability to desire or even visualize a different future. On the first day
         of the entrepreneurial course in Mexico, a video titled “Do You Dare to Dream?” was
         shown to the class. It exhorts viewers to leave their comfort zone where even unpleasant
         things, such as being yelled at by the boss or fighting with one’s partner, end up
         seeming not only tolerable but also comfortable “because that is what you know.” In
         contrast, everything on the outside seems unfamiliar and threatening. The challenge
         consists in transgressing the passivity of the comfort zone and not seeing the outside
         as the “panic zone” but as the “magic zone,” where dreams can flourish. The reason
         people accept being treated badly at work is that they are in the comfort zone, the
         teacher further emphasized after the film. Those who have been abused as a child,
         the teacher continued, will look for someone who repeats the pattern to which they
         have become accustomed. In line with this logic, women who live under deprived conditions
         will not look for alternatives but rather continue with the same practices to maintain
         what is familiar to them. To break with the normalization of difficulties, they must
         be convinced to venture outside their comfort zone, letting themselves be exposed
         to the unfamiliar, enabling them to eventually grow. A representative of the recycling
         and artisan foundation used the comfort zone model to explain why it was sometimes
         difficult to convince women who live off scavenging in garbage dumps, one of their
         main target groups, to join the program:
      

      
      
         They were dirty, they were poor, they had no education, they had no work, but they
            were there, and that is what they knew. And they were in their comfort zone. But after
            you have taken them out of their comfort zone and you accompany them for twenty-four
            months, with training and everything . . . we are hoping that by the end of that cycle,
            we develop the hunger in them of wanting more, so that they come up with the ideas
            of how to achieve that.
         

         
      

      When the idea of the comfort zone is used to explain the reproduction of difficulties
         or oppression, different kinds of problems—from family quarrels to severe poverty—appear
         to be leveled out, explained by the same psychological mechanism. The remedy here
         is to awaken desires for something else and to equip women with a new driving force.
         To make explicit the discrepancy between their present lives and the ones they could
         have in the future—and thus to conjure the transformative “hunger”—a recycling foundation
         representative explained that they urged participants to imagine how their lives would
         change with larger incomes: “What would education look like? What would your feelings
         look like? What would health look like? What would your clothes look like?” The possible
         structural origins of feelings of hopelessness, lack of agency, and inferiority were
         largely left unarticulated. The idea of a comfort zone and self-blockage implies that
         mere visualizations of change may count for empowerment. It furthermore assumes that
         participants generally have normalized their situations to the extent that precariousness has become the only
         imaginable, and even comfortable, reality. The empirical underpinning of such a claim
         is decidedly weak. It echoes deep-rooted, racialized notions of “third world women”
         as passive and in need of help to overcome their lack of agency (Mohanty 1993)—a notion
         that persists in the “women’s empowerment as smart economics” discourse. While it
         underscores women’s inherent capability, it still reinforces the view that they must
         be “unleashed” to make use of their market potential. The idea that participants are
         limited by themselves and risk becoming stuck in their comfort zones is clearly at
         odds with prevailing conditions in the informal sector and, as will be further discussed
         in chapter 5, it tends to erase the manifold strategies of getting by that participants
         commonly engage in.
      

      
      When empowerment is understood in terms of positive thoughts about the future, the
         pointing out of problems tends to be written off as unproductive dwelling. Hence,
         negative thinking may be constituted as the real problem, part of the self-limitation discussed above. Different strategies of balancing
         the imperative to remain positive while addressing existing difficulties sometimes
         caused conflicts among participants. For example, in the rural Mexican town, the former
         program participants were struggling to increase their incomes from the fortnightly
         market. Some of them did not sell enough to cover their expenses and were growing
         disillusioned. When I asked one of the market vendors if there was still a sense of
         solidarity within the group, she explained that it was complicated due to different
         attitudes. Some of the others, she felt, had not adhered to the message of the business-training
         course:
      

      
      
         Perhaps with some, but not with others who see everything negatively. No, because
            they make you lose everything . . . then all the tomatoes go rotten, as they say.
            No, with negative people, you can’t work anywhere. The more positive you are, the
            more you advance, right? There are no obstacles that stand in your way, you see what
            I mean? And there, like I told you, self-esteem is everything, because what they [the
            teachers] wanted was to pull all that negativity out of you so that you could advance
            in the course . . . to have confidence in yourself.
         

         
      

      In the view of this former participant, negative thoughts are contagious. “Negativity”
         is here directed inward and connected to feelings about the self, and not oriented
         toward external circumstances. Low self-esteem appears both as the source and the
         consequence of negative thinking. The power attached to thoughts and attitudes, where
         focus on problems only creates more problems and optimism is the way of overcoming
         them, implies that material conditions, such as lack of resources and the high failure
         rate among microscale businesses, do not qualify as explanations for structural positions
         and failures of upward social mobility.
      

      
      While participants at the entrepreneurial course in Mexico were encouraged to identify
         weaknesses and negative aspects of their personalities, any linkage of suffering to
         socioeconomic and political problems was rather discouraged as self-victimization.
         The exhortation to respond appropriately and optimistically to difficulties and changing
         conditions was communicated by the animated film Who Moved My Cheese?  shown to the class. Based on the 1998 business best seller by Spencer Johnson, with the subtitle An Amazing Way to Deal with Change in Your Work and in Your Life, it centers on the behavior of two mice and two “littlepeople” when their beloved
         cheese runs out. The mice immediately are on the lookout to find new cheese reserves
         in the maze where they live, whereas their neighbors, the “littlepeople,” keep going
         back to the old reserve to mourn that they have lost what they once had. One of them
         is afraid and resentful and refuses to leave the now empty reserve. The other one
         finally realizes that it is time to move on. What looked like a loss on first sight
         turns out to be an opportunity. When he dares to venture out in the maze, he finds
         a much larger reserve of cheese. It is with this that he has learned the lesson: instead
         of naively expecting that conditions will always remain the same, he now carefully
         monitors the development of the maze. The moral of the fable is clear enough: in the
         context of an economic downturn and rising unemployment, it warns against dwelling
         on difficulties and encourages quick adaption to changing circumstances. Indeed, the
         imperative to think positively paves the way for continuous attempts and adaptations
         and may, furthermore, have a depoliticizing effect. To work on one’s own attitude
         is the prescribed strategy, rather than calls for social change. The screening of
         the film in the business skills course appeared to exhort participants to diligently
         continue to create their own opportunities, something that many of them had already
         done for years. Yet, the “cheese,” for many corresponding to sustainable and livable
         incomes, remained hidden in the “maze.” Unlike in the film, efforts and hard work
         are evidently not always rewarded.
      

      
      The importance of not getting caught in resentful thoughts was also underlined in
         group exercises at the course. One exercise was meant to help participants realize
         that they could decide which experiences, positive or negative, would shape their
         lives and businesses. We were all standing in a circle, throwing a ball between us.
         When someone caught the ball, they were to recall a moment when they had experienced
         low self-esteem. Many told their stories, some with tears in their eyes, of child
         abuse, neglect, and feelings of inadequacy when they were unable to provide for their
         children in the way they would like to. Then the perspective changed, and we were
         instead to describe moments when we had felt good about ourselves. Just like the mice
         and the “littlepeople,” we were advised to look at difficulties as an opportunity
         to grow. All the feelings of vulnerability and despair that were stirred up during
         the first part of the exercise and still lingered in the room were thus left unattended
         and deprived of their relevance. Indeed, the combined strategy of ransacking the self
         for deficiencies and negative thoughts alongside the exhortation not to be a victim
         works to partly negate the brutality of difficult experiences, which are instead to
         be converted into resources to draw upon in microbusiness development.[2] 
      

      
      However, dreams and a belief in one’s own capabilities were at times also defined
         as obstructive. One of the entrepreneurship teachers explained that participants every
         so often had to be reminded about their own limitations: “Sometimes it’s a lot of
         fantasies. They imagine things that are only in their heads and don’t realize that
         the reality is different. And I go like, Wow! But hey, wait!” For the most part, though,
         the program seems to encourage, rather than caution against, unrealistic ideas about
         the present reality and the future. The program’s overall rhetoric about awaiting
         profound changes made many participants think that something life transforming might
         truly happen to them. One former participant in South Africa had been visited by a
         group of Coca-Cola representatives. With apparent pride, she told me that they had
         said she was exactly the kind of woman they wanted to promote: hardworking and with
         many plans for the future. When they left, she recalled, they had shaken her hand
         and said that it would be a pleasure to do business with her, as if they were closing
         a deal: “So we will see to it that your dreams will come true. That is what they said.
         Even today, I am still waiting for that dream to come true.” The contentment she felt
         with this recognition was nonetheless clouded by the fact that this promise had not
         been followed up. On my second visit, she said that she had stopped hoping. Still,
         it was clear that the hope the visit had sparked was difficult to let go of. While
         she insisted she was not counting on them anymore, she speculated that perhaps on
         Mandela Day, or if not then, perhaps on Women’s Day, they would come back to surprise
         her.
      

      
      Against the backdrop of the slim chances that participants’ situations will substantially
         improve, hope is in itself depicted both as an indication of and prerequisite for
         empowerment. Consequently, the successful outcome of empowerment enhancement is nearly
         guaranteed; as long as it can be claimed that participants feel better about themselves,
         other impact indicators may be partly exempted. Notwithstanding the high failure rate
         among microbusinesses, the fact that more than 90 percent reported that they felt
         confident that their business would remain open and grow in the survey conducted by
         Ipsos in South Africa was, as discussed in chapter 3, taken as a sign of program accomplishment.
         Similarly, a Coca-Cola representative in Mexico explained that crucial to the impact
         evaluation of 5by20 would be to compare participants’ thoughts about their future
         before and after the program: “If I have confidence in the future it is because I
         have better self-esteem, I know that I can do something in order for my future to
         be different.” Thus, often exaggerated expectations are taken to indicate that the
         program goals have been achieved. Certainly, this sustained level of unrealistic and
         potentially destructive beliefs in success is a manifest part of entrepreneurial culture
         (Szeman 2015: 482). In negotiating the discrepancy between the goals of economic empowerment
         and the fact that these results have not fully materialized, the future plays the
         important role of softening present difficulties. In this way, hope in a different
         future that remains “ahead” may work to mystify material relations (Ahmed 2010:181).
         In neoliberal discourse, Ghassan Hage (2003: 13–18) points out, the power of hope
         upholds the idea of upward social mobility, although it is not experienced by most,
         especially considering the fact that in global capitalism, the distribution of the
         means for its achievement is severely uneven. Indeed, the constant encouragement of
         hope in the 5by20 program is strikingly disconnected from the program implementers’
         obligations to take responsibility for the hopefulness that they evoke. Even if it
         is attached to different goals that are never achieved, hope is in itself understood
         as empowering. It follows that solutions to difficulties rooted in political and socioeconomic
         relations can be found at the level of the inner self. In the face of an inevitable
         degree of failure, such a notion is likely to produce anxieties, frustrations, and
         feelings of inadequacy (McGee 2005: 177). The next section discusses how the gap between
         the present and the ideal may be bridged by means of a strong entrepreneurial identification.
      

      
      To Feel and Act Like an Entrepreneur

      
      
         You realize who really has a business spirit and who doesn’t. Just like there are
            ups, there are downs. It is not always just ups, right? You already know that, and
            you are not going to say, well, today I didn’t do well, I quit. No, because you are
            a business person. This is what you do, you see? There is no other work. Your life
            is business and business it will be.
         

         
      

      Recalling the initiation of the market in the rural Mexican town, the vendor quoted
         above describes how it had become evident that the participants had entered the program
         with different attitudes and predispositions. The first time, their expectations had
         been exceeded by far. A lot of visitors came to the market and almost everyone had
         sold their entire supply. Afterward, they could not stop talking about how well it
         had turned out. Already on the second time, though, the market generated less interest.
         According to my interviewee, it was then obvious that some lacked a business mentality.
         Their dedication, she thought, seemed shallow and contingent upon momentary results,
         which meant that they were discouraged by the first setback. In contrast, a real businessperson
         understands that temporary declines are part of any business and not a reason to give
         up. To her, business was part of her life; regardless if she had a business running
         or not, she would still be a businessperson.
      

      
      The portrayal of a particular business personality is concordant with the notion of
         entrepreneurship discussed above where the individual is intertwined with the entrepreneurial
         activity: business cultivation as a means of self-realization and vice versa. In the
         descriptions of the 5by20 program, it is stated that the initiative seeks to address
         motivated and determined female microentrepreneurs. However, in conversation with
         program implementers, the formation of these characteristics appeared instead to operate as the program’s principal objective.
         A key goal was to make the women see themselves as entrepreneurs, to make them embody
         the definition of the target group. In line with the power of positive thinking, to
         overcome their alleged inability to embrace an entrepreneurial identity was described
         as vital to the empowerment process. As expressed by a Coca-Cola representative: “The
         women who have little shops always tell you ‘I’m so-and-so and I’ve got a little stall.’
         But at the end of the course, they say, ‘I’m a businesswoman! I have a business.’
         It is a transformative concept that they can decide to adopt.” Countering gendered
         conceptions of women lacking self-confidence and having a tendency to diminish themselves,
         participants are urged to think and speak of themselves as entrepreneurs, an act that
         in itself is depicted to generate entrepreneurial behavior and, it is suggested, functional
         businesses as a result of an active choice. The same Coca-Cola representative continued
         to explain that the goal was that the women would adopt new lifestyles: “The objective
         is that they turn themselves into microentrepreneurs. It might be a business of just
         one person, but that they live and see themselves like a microentrepreneur.”
      

      
      But what does it mean to live like an microentrepreneur? The content of the desirable
         lifestyle and behavior was variously alluded to in interviews with program implementers
         and participants: they should speak with confidence and dress presentably (the use
         of uniforms by shop owners was suggested by some NGO representatives); their shops
         should be tidy and nicely lit; goods should be displayed in an attractive and orderly
         way; and customers should be attended to in a friendly and professional manner. Ensuring
         that these modes of conduct and features were maintained after the course was reportedly
         part of the purpose of the advertised follow-up visits. The imperative to live like
         an entrepreneur also contained something more: an identification with characteristics
         and values corresponding to a successful business owner. In this regard, a microentrepreneur identity seemingly did not substantially differ from any other entrepreneurial
         identity—both the owner of a “little stall” and a department store may be businesswomen.
         The exercise book that everyone received on the first day of the entrepreneurship
         course in Mexico lists significant features of a sound entrepreneurial mentality.
         For example, it states that what motivates most entrepreneurs is the pursuit of freedom
         and independence. Money is said to be a primary motivation for a minority; for most,
         rather, it is seen as a consequence. Entrepreneurship is described as a passion and
         a constant dedication of the mind, body, and soul to the business project, even though
         this may somewhat affect friendships and family relations. Successful entrepreneurs,
         the book affirms, manage to find a balance between the difficulties to overcome obstacles
         and the enjoyment of the small steps that are taken every day. In class, the teacher
         emphasized that to become a successful entrepreneur, participants must be driven by
         the right kind of motivation. The motivation to start a business, the teacher said,
         should not be that “well, no one in my family has a job and if I start this restaurant, maybe
         I can help them. No! It must be because you want to do it.” Maybe, the teacher explained, the participants would indeed be able
         to help others through their businesses, but without a real desire for the project,
         their motivation would not last.
      

      
      With the construction of a model entrepreneur, driven by self-accomplishment and elaborated
         business ideas, participants were urged to identify with positions and motivations
         that generally seemed distant from their own circumstances. According to representatives
         from the institute of entrepreneurship, the clear majority turn to business training
         when they see no other alternatives. Their entrepreneurial aspirations are thus fueled
         by necessity rather than by any identifiable business idea, market opportunity, or
         passion. In contrast to the ideal of innovational entrepreneurship, it was often acknowledged
         that most businesses, if they materialize at all, will be within sectors that are
         already quite saturated, such as retail. In the two groups I met, a few of the participants
         were already running small businesses. Most of them, though, had different, sometimes
         parallel, ideas that they had not yet tried out. The tables in the classroom were
         arranged in a large square. All the participants had signs in front of them indicating
         their names and the type of business they had or intended to start: a café, a bakery,
         a restaurant, and a gift shop were among the ideas. The teachers routinely addressed
         them as “fellow entrepreneurs.” Regardless of the actual status of their businesses,
         they were strongly encouraged to look upon themselves and others as already established
         business owners. While the themes covered in class varied, some of them were obviously
         mainly relevant for larger firms. For instance, an issue discussed at length during
         one class was the fact that there are different approaches to leadership. The teacher
         proceeded to describe a variety of characteristics specific to different leadership
         styles: the authoritarian boss, the permissive boss, and the persuasive boss. After
         input from the participants who argued for one style or other, the teacher concluded
         that leadership should always be adjusted to the situation and therefore contain elements
         of all the presented ideal types. Toward the end of the class, one participant asked
         how she was supposed to translate this into her own reality. She made salsas and sold
         them to a nearby restaurant on an irregular basis. Perhaps, she wondered, this was
         not enough to even count for a business? The teacher insisted on the importance for
         her to identify herself as an entrepreneur. In medical training, students wear white
         coats as a way of beginning to think of themselves as doctors, the teacher said, and
         in entrepreneurial training it should be the same. The importance of always thinking
         one step ahead was underlined; even though the participant who was making salsas worked
         on a very small scale, this should not be her end goal. The goal should be to grow
         as far as possible, to employ others, and once these things had been achieved, knowledge
         about different leadership styles would come in handy.
      

      
      To speak of oneself as a successful entrepreneur is in itself regarded as a transformative
         act, even if the business presently does not exist or generate more than a negligible
         income. Like the participant quoted at the beginning of this section and in line with
         the program’s main objective, many of the women I met identified strongly with the
         figure of the entrepreneur. The pride many attached to being a businessperson can
         be fitted into a hierarchy between different income-generating activities. These were
         distinctions that I sometimes failed to capture, as the following incident illustrates.
         One day during my second stay in South Africa, I visited two women who lived in the
         same area; both had trained in the same group, and were close friends when I first
         knew them. A year later, their friendship had lapsed into mistrust and conflict and
         they did not see each other anymore. The woman I visited first had closed her business
         while the other was still operating hers. When I came over to her house, she immediately
         asked how her former friend was doing: “I sometimes walk past her house, but the door
         is always closed. I hear she found a job in town.” I knew that she worked as a domestic
         worker in one of the more affluent suburbs and it did not occur to me that this could
         be sensitive information to pass on. I immediately realized my mistake at the exclamation:
         “What a pity! From businesswoman to domestic worker!” I tried to repair the harm done
         by saying that she had taken up the job temporarily and had plans to start up a business
         again, which was also what she had told me. Although the job as domestic worker probably
         did not yield less income than her former business, it was seemingly a step down the
         ladder in the eyes of her former friend. Whereas domestic work may evoke associations
         of servitude and a palpable insertion into a class hierarchy, which in the South African
         context is profoundly intertwined with race, to run an independent business, albeit
         under precarious conditions, may entail a sense of self-determination. Identifications
         with positive cultural images of entrepreneurship are possible and encouraged, which
         is not the case with feminized domestic work, for which few positive associations
         are available.
      

      
      While the program activities often made manifest a gap between the model entrepreneur
         with whom participants were supposed to identify and their own realities, at times
         their accounts revealed a gap between their own identifications and how they were
         positioned by program implementers, such as when their professional identities were
         left unacknowledged. For some of the women I met in South Africa, their graduation
         day was an example of this. Concluding the six months of business training, it had
         been presented as an important, festive event and they had been instructed to wear
         nice clothes: “They said that we had to dress smartly, and I think that it was maybe
         to impress people like you.” They had expected speeches, information about future
         steps, and “perhaps a drink, since Coca-Cola was the sponsor after all.” The only
         thing that happened, though, was that certificates were handed out. Whereas they had
         been praised for their commitment and hard work by their trainers during the course,
         and some had been featured in success stories, on the day of their graduation many
         related that they felt diminished and rejected. As discussed in chapter 3, certificates
         were reportedly handed out to women who never participated in the course, which made
         others think that their own participation did not really matter either. Everyone had
         seemed to be in a rush, one participant recounted, expressing that she found the whole
         event humiliating: “They told us just take your certificates and go. Don’t waste your
         time, run home to take care of your businesses, just to get rid of people. You see?
         So, that’s how badly they treated people.” Instead of transiting to the next level,
         they had experienced the event as a point of termination. Here the perspective shifted:
         the course no longer seemed to be about them and their businesses. Rather, it appeared
         to be about the impression that the course was creating; the handing out of many certificates
         and they, in their nice outfits, were staged to impress “people like me,” to convey
         the message of a successful empowerment program to important actors. For many of my
         interviewees, this was their last real interaction with the program, despite the follow-up
         steps that had been announced as part of the program.
      

      
      In a context where entrepreneurship is a term that is applied to an array of economic
         activities and where the entrepreneur has attained what Paul du Gay (1996: 181) calls
         an “ontological priority,” nuances and differences might easily get lost. Indeed,
         the 5by20 program corresponds to the prominence of microentrepreneurship as a main
         strategy of job creation, development, and economic growth. Yet, running businesses
         under highly precarious conditions with limited prospects of sustainability and growth,
         the women I met tended to always deviate from the entrepreneurial norm, despite their
         persistent identifications as businesspersons. On one occasion, one of the former
         program participants in South Africa had received a flyer about a microbusiness event
         with an exhibition of products, inspirational talks, and the presence of different
         organizations offering support and start-up capital. Several of the former participants
         were interested, since it would be a chance to exchange experiences. Maybe they could
         find an organization that was willing to help them start up the farm that some of
         them wanted to run together. The next morning, four of them and I met up early to
         go to the event. Upon arriving, it was obvious that it was intended for other types
         of microbusinesses. The place was spacious and elegant. Advertisement banners marketed
         insurance and credit solutions that were not feasible for the group I had come with.
         We walked around to look at the exhibited businesses, which looked relatively capital
         intensive and innovation driven. The entrepreneurs themselves were present, and it
         seemed that they had affluent class backgrounds. They talked about their trips to
         different countries, which had inspired their designs. Some of the entrepreneurs were
         white, a strong indication of privilege in South Africa. The former 5by20 participants
         talked to many people, asking the exhibiting entrepreneurs if they had taken a loan
         to start their business, how they had found a workspace, and how they marketed their
         products. These were issues that they themselves grappled with, but judging from the
         answers, it was obvious that the same solutions would not be an option for them: rent
         a space, win a competition for upcoming entrepreneurs, spend some time abroad. They
         received business cards from the different microbusiness development institutions.
         The ones that focused on the agricultural sector would be useful to them, they reasoned,
         but rather than financing small-scale subsistence agriculture, the start-up capital
         institutions were interested in supporting technical solutions for a more efficient
         agriculture.
      

      
      Around lunch time, we were invited into a large hall where a buffet was served. I
         could not help noticing that it was only the women in my group who filled their plates
         and took extra napkins to wrap the pastries that they planned to bring home to their
         families. I was silently wondering if they felt out of place or inhibited because
         of their class positions or if they thought that the trip was just a waste of time
         since the event was obviously intended for microentrepreneurs with access to resources.
         It did not seem to be the case, though, since they spoke to everyone and listened
         attentively to the speeches, translating the few parts that were not in English to
         me. The minister of small-business development was among the speakers. One of the
         topics dealt directly with their conditions; the minister talked about the need to
         make survivalist businesses run by black women sustainable and a target for investment.
         Now, the minister declared, it was time to stop focusing on difficulties instead of
         opportunities and give way for economic liberation. In the near future, it should
         be possible to develop global companies out of the townships. It was not further elaborated
         how such a gigantic shift was to be realized.
      

      
      On the way back, I asked about their thoughts. The women all agreed that it had been
         a very professional and inspiring event where people took microbusinesses seriously.
         If HiH SA had really been invested in empowering them, they thought, they should have
         done something similar. That, however, would have been a whole different program;
         most of the entrepreneurs at the event obviously had university degrees and access
         to capital. But it was still something with which they could identify. One woman who
         designed furniture with fabric details was a source of particular inspiration. She
         was one of the speakers and described how she had started with two empty hands and
         now she was exporting her furniture. Perhaps something like that, the women reasoned,
         it could not be that hard, right? This could of course be read as an underestimation of the difficulties
         to establish a sustainable business, which the “start with two empty hands” narrative,
         repeatedly underpinned in the 5by20 rhetoric as well, clearly fuels. Nevertheless,
         the discrepancy between encouraged identifications and real circumstances must not
         necessarily be directed toward the insufficiencies of the self but may also be translated
         into demands on empowerment actors. If their businesses really are to thrive and,
         indeed, if global companies are to develop out of the townships, profound economic
         and political changes are certainly needed. But in order for political measures to
         depart from a useful analysis of the challenges that contingent and precarious businesses
         face and to suggest feasible solutions, it seems essential to acknowledge them for
         what they are. While of course heterogenous, most of them are not innovation driven,
         will not be eligible for start-up capital investments, and have no prospects to become
         export companies. They are, however, the basis of survival for large parts of the
         population in Mexico, South Africa, and elsewhere. To encourage identifications with
         nonapplicable entrepreneurial norms and wishful ideas about what they might become
         may work to obscure the particular conditions of subsistence microbusinesses, thus
         also obstructing the formulation of viable political alternatives.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      This chapter has detailed how the capacity building of the 5by20 program follows a
         self-help imperative, locating constraints that need to be overcome to allow for business
         development at the level of the inner self. Psychosocial aspects add another dimension
         against which the program can be assessed; altered mind-sets in addition to, or instead
         of, altered economic conditions, in terms of access to resources and sustainable incomes,
         serve as indications of accomplished empowerment goals. It is because of prevailing
         notions of women’s low self-esteem and deficient entrepreneurial mind-sets that they
         can be represented as empowered by the kind of measures that the program offers. The
         message of positive thinking and attitude change to alter insecure economic situations,
         I argue, would not resonate as well if articulated in relation to groups other than
         racialized women. However, the limits that program participants account for rarely
         corresponded to the kind of barriers to which the self-help genre usually refers.
         Rather than experiences of rejection in childhood, for instance, these are limits
         that are firmly rooted in socioeconomic inequalities that cannot be changed by a strong
         will and positive thinking but that require political change.
      

      
      Instead of opening up for a politicization of the precarious conditions in which most
         participants find themselves, empowerment is here largely conceptualized in ways that
         foreclose political content. In this version, empowerment comes forth as self-fulfillment. By means of psychological and emotional technologies, particular forms of conduct,
         well matched to prevailing entrepreneurial norms, are construed in terms of individual
         aspirations. With all its emphasis on generating hopes and dreams, the dreams that
         seem to count are peculiarly one dimensional, leaving little room for motivations
         and drives—including motivations related to social reproduction—besides productive
         economic ones. Like the entanglement of self-realization and dysfunction in self-help
         psychology, this kind of self-responsibilization entails the intertwinement of agency
         and blame (see Brown 2015: 134). Individuals are expected to fend for themselves and
         contribute to development and economic growth, even in contexts where the possibilities
         to do so are extremely limited. In the absence of structural explanations, they are
         blamed if they fail. The singling out of women in the Global South as an untapped
         resource similarly contains a double logic of agency and blame; their capacity to
         improve their “human capital” and contribute to economic growth hinges upon the notion
         that they, so far, have been a drag on the economy and if their efforts under adverse
         conditions fail, then positive effects will remain unachieved. Lacking from this representation
         are aspects such as the challenges of profitability and sustainability that microbusinesses
         generally face as well as issues surrounding acute inequalities in terms of class
         and race. To counter this inclination by the 5by20 program to internalize both problems
         and solutions, it is necessary to place the program in the larger contexts within
         which it seeks to intervene. This is the focus of the following chapter.
      

      
      
         
            1. In contrast to condemnation of “handouts” expressed here and thoroughly discussed
                  by Ferguson (2015), development institutions such as the IMF and the World Bank have
                  increasingly come to advocate for the need of food programs and cash transfers to
                  combat poverty; see Alderman, Gentilini, and Yemtsov (2018).
               

            

         

         
            2. A webinar and motivational video by the Adelante Movement, a 5by20 initiative that
                  endeavors to enhance entrepreneurship among Latina women in the United States, clearly
                  illustrates this idea. Titled “In Your Pain Is Your Brand,” it states that the pain
                  that everyone accumulates in their lives is the gateway to an authentic brand.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 5

      The Entrepreneurialization of Feminized Labor

      
         
         
      

      
      Early one morning at a bus stop in South Africa, I met up with a former 5by20 participant
         who had offered to accompany me to a nearby township I had not been to before. I suspected
         that she thought it might be unsafe for me to go there alone, but she assured me that
         she was interested in exchanging experiences with other women who had been part of
         the program. During the bus ride she pointed out a supermarket where she had worked
         several years before. “I have had so many jobs,” she said. When I first met her a
         year earlier, she was enrolled in a business management school for which she had a
         scholarship from an international organization. Her plan was to start a catering business,
         but she also wanted to run an after-school program for children to get them off the
         streets. She told me that she had been part of an urban gardening program when Hand
         in Hand Southern Africa (HiH SA) was recruiting 5by20 participants in her area. They
         had approached all the spaza shops and restaurants, all who were doing gardening, and all the street vendors,
         she remembered. She was enthusiastic at first and invited friends and neighbors to
         join as well. Now, she had finished both the 5by20 program and the business management
         course and was currently without a steady income. Several young children, her own
         and a grandchild, relied on her. Her ex-husband had moved far away, and she rarely
         heard from him. “If it continues like this I will cook my children one after the other,”
         she said and laughed. Despite all her ideas and efforts and all the training programs
         she had been part of, none of her plans had worked out. Now she was afraid that she
         would end up on the street because she could not pay the rent. This was not what she
         had hoped for. As a child, she had good grades in all subjects and dreamed of becoming
         a medical doctor, but then she got pregnant while still in school and was forced to
         drop out.
      

      
      When we arrived at our destination, we spoke to a number of former 5by20 participants
         who were running small businesses at a market. Some of them had been featured in success
         stories. My companion was surprised about the basic conditions at the market. There
         was no electricity or running water, and the business owners told us about their constant
         struggles with rats that turned their venues upside down every night. “How could this
         be sold as a success?” she wondered on our way back. Just as in her own case, the
         possibility of the women at the market to convert their efforts and knowledge into
         sustainable incomes were markedly constrained by material conditions. According to
         the rhetoric of the 5by20 program, the program constitutes a bridge between a problematic
         past and a better future, enabled by training and market integration. In contrast
         to the program’s “before-and-after” narrative, where the “before” is seemingly “undone”
         by training and the “after” is by definition “empowered,” this chapter situates representations
         of improved capabilities and working conditions alongside participants’ ongoing struggles
         and multiple strategies to get by. It is only through such a contextualization, I
         argue, that the promise of the main tool of the program, entrepreneurial training,
         can be assessed. The chapter examines how the recasting of women’s contingent and
         precarious labor as competitive entrepreneurship works to conceal structural causes
         of poverty and impediments of sustainable business development. Thus, as problems
         and solutions are diagnosed in relation to a set business ideal, far from the realities
         of most participants, the program may carry consequences for income-generating strategies
         and formations of solidarity, which, contrary to the stated aim, run the risk of escalating
         social and economic vulnerabilities.
      

      
      Learning to Labor

      
      The expectations placed on “the poor” to generate development and corporate growth
         are seemingly based on two opposing views on their capabilities and agencies. C. K.
         Prahalad, for instance, contends that there is a hidden knowledge at “the bottom of
         the pyramid” that global corporations are advised to tap into (Elyachar 2012: 121).
         Likewise, Muhammad Yunus has argued that the poor have all the necessary skills; all
         they need is capital to convert their ideas into businesses (Karim 2011: 192). The
         notion of valuable knowledge among impoverished segments of the population, ready
         to be connected to globalized supply chains, coexists with the idea that lack of education
         and “human capital” accounts for lagging economic growth. Thus, the marginal positions
         of “the poor” are attributed on the one hand to lack of resources and interest of
         strong economic actors, and, on the other hand, to a lack of human capital that restricts
         them from occupying competitive positions within the global economy. This latter view
         is manifested in the increase in business training initiatives in recent years, of
         which 5by20 is an example. Although other aspects are included in the program, such
         as market linkage and the creation of social networks, it is mainly skills development
         that is imagined as the golden route to empowerment. The representation of business
         training as an effective strategy to improve the participants’ economic situation
         hinges upon a few presumptions. The skills taught must be skills that the participants
         do not already have, and they must be skills that can be used to overcome constraining
         circumstances. This, of course, is a crucial legitimacy claim; if participants are
         already knowledgeable there would be no need for training and improved skills, and
         if precarious positions are not primarily caused by a lack of knowledge and education,
         other measures would be called for.
      

      
      In the 5by20 communication material, participants are portrayed as already practicing
         entrepreneurs who are active within the company’s global value chain and whoes activities
         will become more sustainable and profitable, by means of additional skills. In interviews
         with program implementers, entrepreneurship was more commonly represented as a result
         of training. In both interviews and in the available success stories, participants’
         lack of knowledge prior to their entry into the program is repeatedly stressed. When
         participants already had businesses, these were often described as deficient. As expressed
         by a Coca-Cola representative: “It is very intuitive, without any training, and what
         we give them are basic techniques so that it becomes a healthy, prosperous business.”
         One of the online success stories explicitly refers to such a lack of knowledge. Describing
         the transformation of her business from barely profitable to a successful shop, a
         program participant in South Africa declares that she owes everything to the training
         she has received: “To Coca-Cola I can say, I am your baby, you told me from day one,
         how to crawl, how to stand up, how to do everything. I feel that Coca-Cola is my mother.
         . . . If it was not for Coca-Cola, [my business] would be dead.” Hence, the program
         is represented as a catalyst of business agency, intervening in a context characterized
         by deficient business operation. Once their knowledge is improved through training,
         participants are allegedly enabled to do what they had been unable to accomplish before:
         to engage in sustainable entrepreneurial practices.
      

      
      In interviews, a number of participants attested to the claims of the program, stating
         that training had made them realize that they had run their businesses in the past
         without paying attention to the basics of business operation. A former participant
         in South Africa described how she had come to understand why she had previously had
         problems with her shop that forced her to temporarily close it:
      

      
      
         And then I saw where I had done wrong. Ok, that is why my business collapsed, because
            there was no proper training. I didn’t know how to handle my finances; I didn’t even
            save. I was just spending money. Enjoying money, thinking tomorrow I’ll get more money,
            today I’ll spend it. Without knowing how much stock I had that day, just doing all
            those things without a proper budget. 
         

         
      

      Not keeping written records, not separating business and domestic accounts, and using
         up business resources were among the issues most often raised, both by program implementers
         and participants, as indicators of the lack of knowledge and the need for training.
         Indeed, when evaluated against the norms of economic enterprise rationality, businesses
         in the informal sector tend to come across as unsatisfactorily run and their proprietors
         as lacking in entrepreneurial conduct. However, the program’s representation of participants
         as lacking in skills and relevant experiences is imbued with ambiguities. Most of
         the women who participate in the program have, as will be discussed further on, years
         of attempts to generate livable incomes behind them. In parallel to depictions of
         women as lacking, the program frequently portrays participants as hardworking, capable,
         and resourceful and thus as a proper and deserving group to invest in. Just seconds
         before the woman described herself as a child of Coca-Cola in the success story mentioned
         above, she was presented as a born entrepreneur who had been doing business all her
         life, selling oranges and making a profit from a young age. The knowledge and experiences
         participants bring with them into the program tend to be erased by the program’s turning-point
         narrative, representing training as the difference between business extinction and
         business expansion.
      

      
      Whereas the utility of training was underlined by some of the participants, others
         took a less affirmative position, questioning the sharp distinction and hierarchy
         between the knowledge conveyed by the program and the knowledge that they already
         had. According to some, the training had been at such a basic level that it corresponded
         to “common sense,” limiting its possible transformative potential. The program’s far-reaching
         claims regarding impact on skills and working practices—and the very meaning of skills—are
         questioned in the following exchange between two former participants in South Africa
         and me. One of them had plans to start up a new business, about which she felt very
         optimistic, but she wondered if the 5by20 program would take credit for her achievements:
         
      

      
      
         A: So, will they say when they see me and meet my customers, ah it is us, we did this!
            Hahaha. I am just waiting for that part. Will Hand in Hand come back to me with Coca-Cola
            and say we gave you business skills? Will they say that? What will they say, Sofie?
         

         
         Sofie: Isn’t that what they are kind of doing already? In their success stories .
            . .
         

         
         B: They will say that you are their success story because they trained you.

         
         A: They trained me in what?
         

         
         B: It is like that. As we were going for classes every week, they are going to put
            it like that. We gave her those skills, she didn’t know about the business skills.
            So now she is our resource.
         

         
         A: I am not their resource! To stand in a shop or a restaurant, anyone can do it.
            This is a skill, it is a trade. Unlike if you stand in spaza. Cold drinks are 10 rand. If someone pays with 100 rand, 90 rand change. Even an
            eleven-year-old boy can do that. That is what they taught us. They were just adding
            on what I already know. Because even a child . . .
         

         
      

      The new business plan was connected to the field the former participant had worked
         in for two decades, a trade that requires handicraft skills. When she lost her job,
         she had decided to run a spaza shop from her home instead, and after a few years, she joined the 5by20 program.
         In the excerpt from the conversation quoted above, she expresses the misgiving that
         HiH SA will claim that her future business would not have been possible without their
         intervention, in effect eliminating her many years of working experience and acquired
         skills. Her friend thinks that she might very well still be advertised as a success
         story by the program, and, as she expresses it, she would still be a resource for
         the program that they can use to demonstrate its positive impact. Frustrated, she
         objects that the training she received was irrelevant for her new business and, she
         thinks, it is not a real skill to begin with but rather something that “even a child”
         can manage. In the passage above, the program’s claim to have taught enabling skills
         comes forth rather as infantilization or an insult.
      

      
      In contrast to the notion that training was too basic, the exercise books used both
         by the institute for entrepreneurship in Mexico and by HiH SA contain parts that seem
         quite advanced, corresponding rather to larger businesses. Like the participant at
         the institute for entrepreneurship who wondered how she was supposed to apply the
         discussion of different leadership ideals to her own very small-scale business, discussed
         in chapter 4, such issues are surely difficult for many participants to relate to.
         The feeling that the courses mostly repeated knowledge that participants already had
         may reflect that only knowledge that speaks to participants’ realities seems meaningful.
         Other aspects of the conveyed knowledge could not be incorporated into the business
         practices in which most participants are engaged. For this to become possible, the
         discrepancy between existing conditions and prescribed entrepreneurial practices would
         need to be bridged by means other than training. The encouragement of participants
         to “mimic” the practices of a larger enterprise—follow a detailed business plan and
         perform careful accountancy—is, seen in this light, part of the 5by20 program’s legitimacy
         building, promoting “real” entrepreneurship, regardless of whether it makes sense
         or not. 
      

      
      The exchange quoted above also makes visible a clash surrounding the social and economic
         value ascribed to different kinds of knowledge and labor. Within the program, participants
         are encouraged to appreciate the skills they have learned and to regard their work
         as important. Yet the work they perform tends to be undervalued and is generally referred
         to as unskilled. Some participants were apparently torn between such competing images.
         One woman in South Africa told me that she had a degree and other aspirations but,
         caught in a difficult situation and with several family members depending upon her,
         she felt obliged to start to work in a kiosk when she heard that the owner needed
         assistance: “I had to swallow my pride.” Eventually the shop was left to her by the
         former owner and by now she had run it for many years. To take part in the 5by20 program
         had in her view been reassuring: 
      

      
      
         It motivates us to see that there are people who are interested in what we are doing.
            Because you know sometimes in the community, when you are doing business like this,
            people they look down on you. Because if you are to be seen as a better person you
            have to wear a suit and a tie and high heels and go to the office and then they say
            “ah she is working!” When you are like us, they just like “ehh.” Even the treatment
            we get from the community, some of them, they don’t understand that when we are here,
            we are working. Hand in Hand taught us that this is our job, we are working here,
            we have to get a salary, but others they don’t understand that. They think we are
            just ladies sitting there, not knowing what we are doing. Some people don’t understand
            business.
         

         
      

      To her, being seen and treated by the NGO representatives as a person who works and
         who has skills serves as a counterimage to the perceptions she felt were conveyed
         to her by people in her community who, she believes, do not realize that spaza shopkeepers are in fact working hard and possess useful knowledge. Rather, in this
         passage, it is the judging community that comes across as lacking in knowledge about
         business operation and therefore, they cannot appreciate the work that she performs.
         The only kind of work they recognize as skilled, she says, is the kind of work that
         is performed in an office by someone dressed in suits and high heels. It was, though,
         also a work that she herself initially looked down upon and only hesitantly decided
         to engage in. Thus, conceptions tend to oscillate between, on the one hand, disdain
         or disidentification from unskilled labor and, on the other hand, an open embrace
         of the 5by20 program’s claims about empowering skills that allow participants to knowledgeably
         run their businesses. However, the program’s representations also seem to oscillate
         on the same scale: women’s labor activities are depicted as unskilled and inefficient
         at the “starting point,” and it is not entirely clear what is needed for such definitions
         to change or at which point they transform into knowledgeable entrepreneurs, into
         success stories.
      

      
      Generally, participants did not consider training to be enough to substantially change
         their income-generating practices. Skills could, in their view, not be fully deployed
         under current circumstances: “It is just like going to the university and you get
         a degree, but you don’t have a job. You got something, but you can’t even use it,
         you see.” Education, it has been argued, is increasingly fetishized in development
         discourse. The logic suggests that if one is equipped with the right kind of “human
         capital,” opportunities for advancement await, in particular for women. But, as S.
         Charusheela (2003: 290–93) notes, location tends to count for more than education
         in racialized and gendered divisions of labor: in many contexts, additional skills
         are not easily translated into more sustainable sources of income. The founder of
         the spaza shop association in South Africa had seen many educational programs over the years.
         Even if the association had facilitated HiH SA and other projects with contact to
         their members, she had begun to seriously doubt the value of educational programs
         since they, in her view, seldom lead anywhere: “What are you going to do with a certificate?
         How many people have been trained? Trained and trained . . . We are tired of training.”
         Here, educational initiatives are portrayed as a repetitive endeavor, not as an entry
         point for the discovery of new possibilities. Although the enhancement of entrepreneurial
         skills may convey the message that necessary steps for social inclusion are taken,
         in a context of massive unemployment and saturated competition among microbusinesses,
         training programs may sooner serve to legitimize empowerment actors than to change
         the positions of the supposed beneficiaries. 
      

      
      Even though training constitutes the main empowerment pillar of 5by20, its promotion
         of entrepreneurship also contains other aspects. The program in South Africa was presented
         as including access to finance, market linkage, and post-training support. Access
         to finance was, not surprisingly, the most pressing issues according to the participants
         I met. This component of the program was, however, surrounded by mixed messages from
         the program managers. A number of the participants had applied for small loans, but
         when I met them during my first stay, they had been waiting for months to hear back
         from HiH SA. As they had understood it, they would be eligible to apply for a loan
         amounting to 2,500 rand as individuals or 20,000 rand as a group upon the completion
         of the course. The interest rate was going to be 1 percent, and some women told me
         that HiH SA representatives had visited their homes to estimate the value of their
         possessions, to be used as collateral if they defaulted on payments. When I managed
         to speak on the phone to an HiH SA representative who was responsible for the area,
         she explained that all applications had been turned down due to insufficient cash
         flows. Out of five hundred participants in the area, no one had received any funding.
         She attributed the fact that the participants had not heard back from the organization
         regarding their applications to communication failure. The participants I spoke to
         found this reasoning hard to believe. They had been praised during the course for
         their performance, which they had taken to indicate that they had acquired all the
         necessary knowledge to further their business ideas. In an email to the program implementers,
         I asked about the announced access to finance. UN Women replied that financial support
         had never been part of the program content. I received no further answers when I referred
         to the invitation flyer that describes the four-step empowerment model of HiH SA and
         to online information about the 5by20 program in South Africa, which at that time
         stated that it so far had “provided business skills training and access to financing
         to more than 6000 women entrepreneurs” and aimed for twenty-five thousand women by
         the end of 2015. During my second visit to South Africa, one of my interviewees told
         me that she had finally found out that HiH SA no longer issued microcredit loans.
         They had explained that some borrowers had failed to repay and therefore had decided
         to withdraw the possibility of issuing loans. Now, she was disappointed and felt that
         everyone was punished because a few had defaulted. Her plan had been to use the loan
         to expand her shop, which would allow her to store more products and buy larger quantities
         at a more competitive price and to separate the business from her living space and
         hence make it more profitable and comfortable. 
      

      
      The lack of material resources was often described as the main impediment by participants
         in South Africa, negating any possible use they could have had of their business training.
         Sitting in the yard of one former participant, who had also been featured as a success
         story, her friend urged me to just look around when I asked what in their view was
         necessary for their businesses to improve. Rather than a successful business, she
         saw adverse conditions, in effect undermining all entrepreneurial attempts: “We don’t
         have any funding so we all end up running businesses like this! You can see that it
         is a kitchen, a bedroom and a living room at the same time. You can’t run businesses
         like that.” Indeed, many of the women I met ran shops and restaurants from their small
         township homes where their families had been relocated by force after the destruction
         of their urban homes during the apartheid regime. Business development in the townships
         was prevented through legal, administrative, and logistic means—for example, by restricting
         the place and time of business operations. The strict division between residential
         areas and commercial zones continues to have a negative impact on the conditions for
         small-scale businesses that are now crowding the townships (Iheduru 2004; Charman
         2012). 
      

      
      Although access to finance was often described as a prerequisite for improved businesses,
         there is no guarantee that a small loan would lead to the expected outcomes. Based
         on existing evaluations, Sebastian Prediger and Gundula Gut (2014: 4) conclude that
         the combined development strategy of business training and microcredit appears insufficient
         to enhance microbusinesses in the presence of other, more profound, impediments. Nevertheless,
         corporate aid and government funding have turned education provision and microfinance
         into a worthwhile field. The increase of such organizations, of which some were regarded
         as less professional, was described by a representative of the institute for entrepreneurship
         in Mexico as “a monster that must be consolidated.” Certainly, the commercialization
         of microfinancing and the lack of interest rate regulation has attracted hedge funds
         and venture capital firms. Whereas the interest rate indicated to participants in
         South Africa was notably low at 1 percent, a number of studies have covered the spiral
         of debt that women in the Global South are easily caught in (Karim 2011; Moodie 2013;
         Roy 2010; Keating, Rasmussen, and Rishi 2010). When I participated in the entrepreneurship
         course in Mexico, a representative of Compartamos Banco (“Let’s Share Bank”)—the largest microfinance institution in Latin America, with
         extremely high interest rates and ranked as one of Mexico’s most successful banks
         (Soederberg 2012: 570)—also took part in the class. The aim, the representative explained,
         was to get a sense of the participants’ needs to better tailor services, and presumably
         the course was an opportunity to get in contact with potential loan takers.
      

      
      While the pitfalls of fostering entrepreneurship through microfinance have been thoroughly
         detailed, the possibility that the other pillar, business training, may have a negative
         impact has not been extensively discussed. In this section, I have argued that the
         impact claims of the 5by20 program tend to diminish the knowledge and experience that
         participants already have. Underscoring its own contribution, it thereby neglects
         structural and material constraints to business development, in turn allowing individual
         knowledge enhancement to appear as an appropriate empowerment measure. But as mentioned
         above, training has been found to have a limited impact on business development in
         precarious contexts. Even more troubling, business training may also result in increased
         vulnerabilities. One of the main messages is that participants should adjust their
         practices to the principles of profit maximization and separate the economy of the
         business from the economy of the household. The failure to do so was often singled
         out as a primary cause for poor business development. However, such expectations on
         contingent businesses are arguably part of prevailing misconceptions about informal
         income generation. Rather than mainly productive and separate economic entities guided
         by their internal utility-maximization logic, they are most often also motivated by
         needs of household subsistence and form part of reproductive activities (Neves and
         du Toit 2012: 135–36). A clear demarcation between the business economy and the domestic
         economy may thus imply that motivations and needs related to social reproduction are
         ignored, as the objective of training is to recast income-generating practices in
         accordance with dominant business ideals. In addition, many of the participants I
         met did not rely on one single income-generating practice that could be transformed
         into something more businesslike. I next look into how the decision to join the 5by20
         program fits into numerous and parallel income strategies. Rather than a turning point,
         it is more accurately understood as merely one among participants’ many attempts to
         improve their economic situations.
      

      
      To Shoot at Everything: 
Multiple Strategies of Getting By
      

      
      Within the 5by20 narrative, everyone who has been part of the program seems, as detailed
         in chapter 3, to be counted as empowered. In the rhetoric of HiH, impact claims are
         taken even further; empowerment is equated with job creation. HiH SA’s (2014: 5) annual
         report states that by February 2014, 5,681 women had been trained by them within the
         5by20 program. Subsequently, this number is translated into the number of jobs that
         have allegedly been created. This is also the terminology used in HiH International’s
         strategic plan where the goal of creating ten million sustainable jobs by 2020 is
         declared. Empowerment and job creation are seemingly used interchangeably, suggesting
         that after training everyone is enabled to successfully create their own sustainable
         employment. This claim raises questions about what counts as a job and what is required
         for it to be considered sustainable. It moreover implies that job creation is a relatively
         uncomplicated endeavor, possible to accomplish with a few months of training. The
         indicated transformation from job seeker to job creator also suggests that participants
         were not already working when they joined the program. In this section, the program’s
         objective to contribute to job creation is scrutinized in relation to participants’
         composite attempts to make a living under precarious conditions, which I argue is
         necessary in examining both the program’s impact claims and the rationality of its
         measures. 
      

      
      Contrary to the representation of clearly distinguishable jobs, businesses in the
         informal sector are often fluid; it is hard to define when they begin, fail, or transform
         into something different. Rather than running demarcated businesses within a particular
         sector, in order to get by many of the women I met relied on several parallel activities,
         such as small trading, casual labor, loans and support from family and friends, and
         state cash transfers. For them, what was important was the sustainability of their
         combined strategies, not the sustainability of one particular business. Others ran
         small shops, bakeries, and restaurants that were more established and seemingly more
         aptly described as a coherent business. Margins, however, are often minimal. Unexpected
         costs or changed circumstances threaten to rapidly undermine the conditions for business
         operation. Several of the women who had been part of the training had been forced
         to close their businesses; others had partly closed down but still sold a few products,
         hoping that they would be able to open properly in the future. Just about everyone
         I met was preoccupied with thoughts on how they could improve their situations—to
         start up a new business, recover a former business, or expand an existing one. Other
         plans entailed moving into new areas: to open a gym, an internet café, or a laundry
         service or to run a parking lot were among the ideas. These businesses and plans came
         out of diverse trajectories. Many of my interviewees had had jobs before, which they
         had lost or decided to quit due, for instance, to low incomes that barely covered
         travel expenses or long commutes that made it difficult to care for their children.
         They had worked in manufacturing, in banks, as chefs and schoolteachers. Others had
         always been running microbusinesses, some taking over their parents’ businesses. 
      

      
      In the experience of the institue for entrepreneurship in Mexico, most of their participants
         do not start a business because they have a defined plan. Many signed up to their
         courses in business development without knowing exactly what they would like to do
         or, at best, they had only vague ideas. According to one of the teachers, business
         plans tended to be similar and often within sectors where competition is already high,
         such as retail and restaurants:
      

      
      
         The [business ideas] are like very common. The creative ones are few. There are more
            creative ones among the youth, they are the ones who venture to do original things,
            things that they lack or the question of the environment, organic things. But the
            majority are the traditional ones, the typical ones. 
         

         
      

      Diffuse plans and lack of “creativity” can be seen to reflect constrained conditions,
         implying that feasible ideas are difficult to develop or even to visualize. Instead
         of stemming from entrepreneurial aspirations and identified opportunities, most of
         the businesses were, contrary to the entrepreneurial ideals discussed in the previous
         chapter, motivated by reproductive needs. To meet such needs, different ideas were
         experimented with, while the contents of these (often succeeding) plans seemed secondary
         and often arbitrary. In South Africa, where I met several of my interviewees twice,
         I got an insight into how their ideas had changed within the course of a year. Elaborated
         plans and collaborations for which they had originally high expectations were no longer
         regarded as feasible and had been replaced by other ideas. Many projects were contingent
         upon external funding or other kinds of support and involved a lot of waiting to hear
         back on applications that they had turned in to different social development programs.
         Some of these programs, like a government agency promoting small-business development
         in their region, were accused of corruption and nepotism in the press. The information
         that my interviewees had about the objectives and conditions of particular support
         programs often seemed unclear. One of the former participants had, for example, joined
         a group that had applied for funding from the Department of Trade and Industry to
         set up production of hygiene items, such as sanitary pads. After months, they were
         still waiting for an answer that would perhaps never come, and she was uncertain whether
         the department was even issuing funds for such purposes.
      

      
      Apart from questions about funding and lack of information regarding the precise content
         of different programs, another complicating factor was that ideas often involved several
         steps each of which was hard to reach. The group that had formed a co-op while in
         the 5by20 program and wanted to run a farm together was looking for farmable land,
         a scarcity in their area. In the meantime, they had joined an urban gardening project
         and signed leasing contracts with schools where they were growing vegetables, with
         some of them also running their own microbusinesses. Even though they worked all day
         in the gardens, they still came home without any money and now they had begun to think
         that perhaps the project would never yield more than a negligible income. Consequently,
         some were increasingly reluctant to go to the schoolyards, making the others feel
         that they were left with too much work. They had heard of a program that would grant
         participants land in the end, but to qualify, they would have to attend training for
         several months at a location distant from their homes. This required large transport
         expenses, and those who had their own businesses would have to pay someone to take
         care of them in their absence. The group was frustrated when I met them and did not
         know how to proceed with the plan. 
      

      
      Even if they succeeded in obtaining the land, there were still a number of factors
         that could jeopardize the economic sustainability of the project. On one occasion,
         I had an interview at a governmental agency dedicated to female empowerment through
         entrepreneurship. One of the women who was part of the group came with me, since she
         wanted to see if the agency offered support that could be relevant to them. After
         a while, the interview turned into a consultation session, where my interviewee was
         asked about her prior experiences and future plans. The agency representative pointed
         out that the area where they hoped to access land was located far away from where
         they all lived and asked how they had planned to solve this problem. Were they all
         going to take the long commute daily, or would they all relocate? She further asked
         if they had made calculations to determine whether the whole group of eight would
         realistically be able to live off one hectare of land, which was the indicated size.
         Somewhat discouraged by all the questions, my interviewee said that this was not her
         only plan. She also had a possible project with another group, importing and selling
         commodities from China. Presently they were also trying to win contracts from their
         municipality to renovate public buildings as part of a local development initiative.
         This strategy of trying one thing after the other or working on several parallel plans
         was something that the government representative said she often saw: “Like I said
         in the beginning; you can do that because you want to survive. You shoot at everything,
         hoping that something will fall. That you can do, but at some point, you can’t do
         that.” She advised my interviewee not to split her efforts between many different
         ideas. When we left, she was thoughtful. She said that she had come to the conclusion
         that she should no longer channel her resources into the co-op; she felt they were
         all becoming increasingly discouraged by all the obstacles that they encountered.
         HiH SA had strongly advocated the formation of groups, but now she was not so sure
         that this was the best strategy. When I met her the following year, she told me that
         in the end they had not acquired the plot of land and, as a consequence, the group
         had dissolved. She had also abandoned the other plans and eventually began to sell
         cosmetics through a direct-sales company. 
      

      
      Like with the collective farm, it often seemed that plans, if they materialized, were
         unlikely to generate enough income for all the participants to live off. One day,
         I was invited to accompany three representatives of a larger group that was trying
         to form a sewing co-op with the support of a technical university in their township.
         That day, they had a meeting with their contact person at the university. We were
         first given an orientation of the setup of the school, which offered two-year programs
         within different technical fields, such as tailoring and pottery. They had government
         funding for educating the youth but also offered training for adults, in which case
         they needed external funding. The group would be able to use the university’s space
         and machines for free, and their contact person said that he could connect them to
         retailers who bought and sold products from small-scale producers. But they needed
         a sponsor to cover the costs of training for three weeks. The group consisted of thirty-one
         people. When I asked about the feasibility of the plan—such a large co-op would be
         difficult to coordinate and the prospect of profitability seemed minimal—the university
         representative agreed but said that he did not want to interfere with the internal
         structure of the group. When we took a tour to see the facilities of the university,
         we met a couple of students who were making elaborate suits and dresses. They had
         trained for close to two years and the time was approaching for them to present their
         final collections. I asked the university representative about the fact that the women
         in the co-op were only going to train for three weeks and then compete with students
         like these. He did not think it would be a problem since the women were older and
         more experienced in other areas, although he admitted that none of them had prior
         experience of sewing or clothing design.
      

      
      All the attempts to find funding and support required considerable time, energy, and
         knowledge. These relentless efforts can be seen as examples of distributive labor
         performed by those who are cut off from wage labor. Through grants, loans, and social
         development programs, they attempt to get a share of the social wealth (Ferguson 2015:
         100). As these examples show, participants were constantly engaged in different strategies
         to get by, strategies that did not typically begin or end with their encounter with
         the 5by20 program. Rather, the program was part of parallel attempts, and as such,
         the entire venture often became part of a pendulum movement, swinging between hope
         and disappointment, something that many seemed to have experienced repeatedly throughout
         their lives. Some of the participants’ strategies had a connection to Coca-Cola’s
         supply chain, but many, for example the two co-ops described above, were quite distant
         from these. Since each strategy generally generates small, if any, income, several
         plans may seem necessary even if it means dividing efforts between different activities.
         Social programs with substantial funding that could make a noticeable difference in
         people’s lives were understandably alluring even if their content, conditions, and
         feasibility were not always clear to the potential beneficiaries. In the words of
         a former participant: “As soon as we hear about something, we start running like mad
         cows.” At a meeting organized by the spaza shop association, I talked to a shop owner who had run her place for many years and
         who had also taken part in the 5by20 program. The meeting was meant to set off a collaboration
         between shop owners who, for instance, could buy larger quantities of products together
         at a lower price or invest in a shared vehicle. Her enthusiasm seemed subdued. She
         recalled how over the years a long row of organizations and corporations had entered
         her shop, and so it seemed wise that she would just wait and see before raising her
         hopes. One company had an idea of producing and selling purified water in her shop.
         A telephone company had plans to distribute cell phones, which customers could use
         to make calls and which could be used for stocktaking. Another company had called
         for a meeting at a hotel to initiate a collaboration with spaza shop owners, but when she and the others went there, no one from the company showed
         up. “The heart grows sore” is how she summarized her multiple experiences of hope
         fading into disappointment. Nothing had come out of all the ideas that others had
         wanted to implement in her shop, and all the organizations had vanished.
      

      
      Hardly any of the women I met in Mexico and South Africa were in a position where
         they could confidently count on one main income-generating strategy. A context where
         many are prepared to try out any possibility that promises to yield an income may
         be favorable for a program like 5by20, which needs to attract large numbers of participants.
         At the same time, the program is implemented in contexts where many who belong to
         the intended target group are likely to have made several attempts and might be reluctant
         to risk further disappointments. The difficulty to attract enough participants discussed
         in chapter 3 can be seen to reflect how the promise of the program’s “before-and-after”
         narrative is undermined by experiences of innumerable attempts and failures to navigate
         profound insecurities. If the complexity of participants’ strategies and experiences
         both before and after the program is encapsulated by turning-point empowerment claims,
         the prospect to actually enhance sustainable incomes seems slim. Initiatives seeking
         to promote empowerment through entrepreneurship do not, however, necessarily result
         in any correspondance between job creation and reliable sources of income. Imbued
         with a work ethic that prescribes that everyone should ensure their own employability
         or create their own employment, the objective of a program like 5by20 is arguably
         fulfilled if participants adhere to the message of self-responsibility. It is thus
         the generation of relentless “job creators” that comes to signify the goal of empowerment,
         not jobs as such. The question remains, though, what difference such an objective
         makes, also if measured by its own parameters, in contexts where program participants
         have few alternatives but to do precisely that. Indeed, the exhortation to become
         a job creator rings hollow if it is not the intended beneficiaries’ lack of initiatives
         that curbs the generation of reliable sources of incomes, but rather the extremely
         limited prospects that any of the initiatives will actually pay off.
      

      
      Collectivity, Competition, and Conflict

      
      A common feminist critique against corporate-led empowerment programs is that they
         promote individualist competitiveness, undermining collective support structures and
         turning women in the Global South into perfect neoliberal subjects (Eyben and Napier-Moore
         2009; Federici 2014; Bexell 2012; Elias 2013; Altan-Olcay 2014; Hayhurst 2014). While
         this is certainly one dimension of the 5by20 program—a main goal is to make participants
         more competitive through training—it also contains collectivist dimensions that I
         regard as crucial to its operation and legitimacy claims. The logic of the program
         maintains that helping one woman at a time results in beneficial spin-off effects.
         Not only will their improved situations have a positive impact on their immediate
         families, but women who have already become empowered are meant to inspire and mentor
         other women in their communities. Such female-oriented support structures, it is stipulated,
         will give way to new gender norms, recognizing women as active and important members
         of society and the economy. In this way, the benefits of becoming empowered are supposed
         to extend beyond the individual and, in line with essentialist notions of femininity,
         women are expected to altruistically support others, albeit acting within the frame
         of competitive capitalism. It is through this aggregating potential that the focus
         on a limited number of women may appear as a truly transformative strategy.
      

      
      The program’s specific targeting of women and the creation of groups together lay
         a foundation for collectivist identifications and practices. The rural town market
         and the recycling foundation in Mexico as well as the formation of self-help groups
         in South Africa are clear examples of this. When I asked participants about the program’s
         positive impacts, social benefits were often mentioned before economic ones. It was
         portrayed as an opportunity to create new social contexts and lasting friendships.
         To regularly meet others in a similar situation had helped to counteract feelings
         of solitude and isolation. For the women in the rural Mexican town, the course had
         given them a chance to talk about their fear of the drug cartels in the area. Affecting
         society at large, drug-related violence has continued to escalate in Mexico, which
         has now surpassed Colombia as the main supplier of heroin to the United States (Linthicum
         2017). Thousands of mostly unsolved murders of women and girls—femicides—particularly
         along the Mexico-US border where young women have been recruited to export processing
         zones and where drug-related violence is especially extreme, point to the connections
         between the political economy, state governance, and a violent gendering of space
         (Wright 2011). At the 5by20 training, many had cried, participants recalled, because
         of the pressure and fear that they felt but also out of a palpable sense of relief
         when they were able to articulate their anxieties. Thus, the program provided a comforting
         space and a rare opportunity to discuss problems with others in the sessions, which
         some participants likened to group therapy. Furthermore, to meet with other women
         was often singled out as one of the main strengths of the program with respect to
         business operations. At meetings and events, they could exchange experiences and give
         each other advice. After such an event, one former participant in South Africa had
         started to do recycling, in addition to her already existing business. Without the
         advice, she said, she would not have realized how worthwhile it was, and she had now
         recruited two other women to help her collect bottles from bars and restaurants in
         her area.
      

      
      In feminist debates on the effects of corporate-led empowerment programs, the formation
         of social ties has been seen as not only a possibility to regard these initiatives
         as a marketization of the social but also as a way of socially embedding markets.
         Analyzing Unilever’s empowerment program in India, Prügl (2015) argues that although
         the program contributes to the monopoly status of the company, creates competition
         between sellers, and economically benefits only certain individuals, it may simultaneously
         entail unforeseen outcomes. These are not necessarily in line with interests of corporate
         growth and brand managements but could also be attuned to feminist notions of empowerment
         in terms of collectivity and social transformation. Though these dimensions are reflected
         in many of the 5by20 participants’ accounts, it should also be pointed out that the
         formation of a collective does not always contradict neoliberal forms of governance,
         financialization, and profit accumulation. In the case of 5by20, to establish collective
         support structures is an explicit part of the program’s objectives. Indeed, social
         mobilization constitutes the first out of four steps in HiH’s empowerment model. Assembling
         into self-help groups, members are encouraged to work together to reach shared goals
         and to find ways to manage their joint assets. They are advised to set up a group
         savings fund from which all members can borrow money, thereby “developing and demonstrating
         financial discipline” (Hand in Hand International 2013: 11). When the group has opened
         a savings account and shown financial responsibility, they may be eligible for a microcredit
         loan. Such a strategy corresponds to the attempt to make the poor “bankable.”[1] Like many other microcredit lending institutions, HiH reports extremely high repayment
         rates of 99 percent. Whereas microcredit institutions often attribute high levels
         of repayment to women’s strong sense of responsibility, feminist critics have pointed
         to the links between the preference for female microborrowers and women’s vulnerability.
         Pressure from family members, as well as levy executions, threats and violence from
         the lending institutions, and peer discipline and control within microborrowing units,
         have been seen to contribute to women’s propensity to pay back their loans (Karim
         2011; Moodie 2013; Roy 2010; Keating, Rasmussen, and Rishi 2010). In this way, collective
         entities, such as self-help groups and cooperatives, accumulate assets and responsibility
         among several individuals, which can be tapped into by funding agents who engage in
         the financialization of “the poor,” while transferring risk, debt management, and
         discipline to the group.
      

      
      Although none of the women I met had received any loans from HiH SA, a number of them
         were part of self-help groups that had followed the organization’s recommendation
         to open joint bank accounts into which they would regularly deposit money. Several
         of them were also part of registered cooperatives. These groups were both a source
         of affinity and of conflict. For instance, when one woman was evicted from her home,
         another woman from her group housed her and her children for several weeks. Yet relationships
         within the groups were often stretched to their limit, particularly in the presence
         of financial transactions. During my first stay in South Africa, I was in contact
         with two self-help groups who had started co-ops and opened bank accounts together.
         It was, however, not decided what kind of business they were going to engage in or
         what they would do with their savings. One of the groups has already been mentioned
         earlier: the co-op looking for land to run a farm—some of them wanted to grow vegetables
         while others opted for poultry. The other group wanted to set up a catering company,
         but it was clear that all had different ideas about what they wanted to accomplish
         together. When I came back a year later, both groups had dissolved. It had been impossible
         to agree, they told me. In both cases, it seemed that someone had managed to empty
         the accounts; at least, those to whom I spoke said that the money was gone, and they
         did not know what had happened to it. As a result, the former fellow peers were no
         longer in contact with each other. One of the members described the whole experience
         as devastating and she regretted that they had followed the organization’s advice.
         In these particular cases, it seemed as though the entrepreneurial “collective unit”
         was created first, and was prioritized over the entrepreneurial idea. The groups were
         encouraged to open a bank account and start savings before having consolidated a collective
         plan with prospects to be economically feasible for everyone involved. When time and
         money are invested in projects that are unlikely to yield positive incomes, they are
         undeniably prone to generate conflict and mistrust.
      

      
      The encouragement of women to form collective units has been a cornerstone in many
         empowerment initiatives, despite the reluctance that participants often show about
         working in groups. The preference for co-ops may reflect an idealization by Western
         donors of poor communities in the Global South as inherently egalitarian (McCarthy
         2017; Sultana 2009; Ferguson 2015). Similarly, the formation of co-ops has also become
         a key strategy to combat unemployment by the South African government, which since
         2002 has spent large sums to this end. It has been described as key to a radical economic
         transformation in favor of marginalized and vulnerable populations. The number of
         registered co-ops has multiplied. However, studies have indicated failure rates close
         to 90 percent and have noted increased profitability in only a negligible number of
         cases. With strong state incentives to increase the number of co-ops and pressure
         on officials to meet their targets, it is estimated that many co-ops have been formed
         without a collective business idea. Instead, many have hoped for government contracts
         for services such as renovation, cleaning, or provision of food parcels for feeding
         schemes in schools (Wessels 2016). Thus, actors who promote co-ops have often failed
         to pay attention to existing entrepreneurial opportunities in a given context, which
         is clearly an indispensable issue in all business development.
      

      
      Program implementers often underscored a notion of collectivity, also in contexts
         where shared interests clashed with individualist competitiveness, as was the case
         with the fortnightly market in the rural Mexican town. When I attended one of the
         meetings that the assisting local NGO regularly organized, it seemed that the market
         had given rise to disputes concerning its orientation and how to make it more profitable.
         The vendors were disappointed that the local interest in the market was limited and
         they sold less than they had expected. Due to this, some of the vendors had already
         quit. Several of the women suggested that they should bring loudspeakers to turn the
         market into a more festive event that would attract the local community. The NGO representatives
         were against this idea. In their mind, the market should have a rural atmosphere and
         specialize in organic and homemade products, primarily catering to visitors with more
         spending power. Presumably looking for something low key, these visitors would not
         be attracted by loud music. In an interview, one of the participants described how
         competition between vendors in addition to the difficulty of attracting customers
         jeopardized the profitability of the market:
      

      
      
         The place is small and then we are various bakers. That means competition. But the
            little we earn does help. Now there are two of us who sell tamales. Sometimes, hardly
            any people come to the market and everything that one invested is lost. So, it is
            going down. The ones who buy from us are from the city. Sometimes we hand out flyers
            but the people from here don’t go. The people from the city want to go out, breathe
            the air, and listen to the birds. The people from here want noise but they don’t consume.
         

         
      

      At the meeting, one of the vendors suggested that, in order to avoid competition,
         only those who had started to offer a particular product should be allowed to sell
         it. She had the feeling that some had started to copy the selection of products that
         others had already been selling successfully. The NGO leaders argued that they should
         not regard each other as competitors but rather see the market as their joint project:
         the success of one, they stressed, hinged upon the success of others. This was, of
         course, only partly accurate. The women were selling independently from each other
         and did not have a common fund. During my visit to the market, I observed that some
         of them, especially those who served affordable food, had good business while the
         stands of others had scarcely been visited. It was clear that the organization’s idea
         of a harmonious, organic market run in a collectivist manner did not entirely match
         the interests of the vendors who were looking for ways to increase the local interest
         in the market and improve their own sales.
      

      
      While collectivity was repeatedly highlighted by the program implementers, also in
         contexts where it was not materially underpinned, on other occasions collective identifications
         were undermined. For example, at a workshop organized by the recycling foundation
         in Mexico, it was discussed how the foundation could become more successful. The facilitator
         asked in an inciting manner: “Who is responsible for the success of this place?” “We
         are!” was the immediate resounding reply from the thirty or so women who were attending.
         The facilitator was apparently not satisfied with this answer and asked another leading
         question: “Who is kissing your partner?” “I am!” was the concordant response. “So!
         Who is responsible for the success of this place?” “I am!” everyone shouted this time.
         In comparison to the market, the recycling project was more straightforwardly collective
         in the sense that participants did not sell products independently but were paid in
         accordance with the pieces they produced. Depending on the foundation’s ability to
         sell their products, the demand for their work, and hence their incomes, varied. Yet
         here the ideology of the self-responsible individual was promoted, rather than a collectivist
         identification within the organization, reflecting the idea that success or failure
         ultimately begins and ends with the self. Indeed, in neoliberal governance, which
         operates through isolating and entrepreneurializing units and individuals, integration
         does not necessarily mean that responsibilities and risks are shared; as individuals
         are interpellated to take responsibility for themselves, without expectations of support,
         cooperation does not lead to collectivization (Brown 2015: 129–30).
      

      
      Ties of solidarity were also shattered by the ways in which the program unfolded.
         Apart from the conflicts in the self-help groups discussed above, the program itself
         seemed to cause conflicts among participants. In my conversations with former participants
         in South Africa, speculations were often aired about who had actually benefited from
         the program. As some of the women had closer relationships with HiH representatives—such
         as those who were interviewed or invited to take part at different events—others assumed
         that they had been sponsored by the organization. Participants registered the whereabouts
         of the NGO and with whom they had met. They often saw their cars passing by and sometimes
         other participants riding with them. I frequently heard that this or that person had
         received something from the organization. When I said that according to what I had
         been told, these supposed beneficiaries had not been given anything either, it usually
         caused surprise and sometimes pity that their efforts had not paid off: “She’s been
         running up and down with them and in the end not even she got anything! They were
         just using her then.”
      

      
      The rivalry between participants that arose from the different degrees of attention
         that the program gave them also generated conflicts within some of the groups who
         had trained together. One woman had been appointed to be the contact person of her
         group. The organization sent her messages about meetings, and it was her task to inform
         the others. There were about twenty-five people in her group, and she had to either
         walk to their homes or send them text messages (which she did, using her own money).
         She was also instructed to host some of the meetings in her living room, in which
         case she felt obliged to offer them drinks at her own expense. Thus, she ended up
         spending a lot of time and some of her scarce resources in order to undertake administrative
         work for the organization. Her special position within the group had made her peers
         suspect that she was getting benefits from the organization, and her relationship
         with the rest of the group grew increasingly tense. At one point, just after the course
         had ended, she was told to gather everyone for an extra meeting. But no one from HiH
         SA showed up, and she was accused of lying and keeping resources from the organization
         to herself. “They thought that I was a crook,” she said. She was still, almost a year
         later, feeling depressed and alienated because of the conflict. She had called her
         contact person at HiH SA and asked for advice and support. The contact person promised
         to come by the same week to sort things out but never showed up.
      

      
      This is also an example of how some of the participants performed unpaid labor for
         the organization: forming groups, keeping them together, administering meetings, and
         letting meetings take place in their homes. As the Coca-Cola Company sets out to empower
         female entrepreneurs, they rely upon NGOs to implement their undertaking, but they
         also rely upon the labor of those who are to be empowered. The former participant
         who had agreed to be the contact person was compensated neither for her work nor for
         the costs that came with the responsibilities assigned to her, something that the
         other women in her group took for granted. When the others turned against her, she
         felt that the organization had an obligation to sort out the misunderstanding and
         clear her of any wrongdoing. When I met her, she was bitter for having invested her
         time and money in the program, in effect making the training of her group possible,
         and thus helping the organization to fulfill its commitment to Coca-Cola. In the end,
         she had lost contact both with the organization and with her former peers.
      

      
      At its core, 5by20 is riven with tensions between the principles collectivite action
         and competition. Although participants are encouraged to collaborate, they often find
         themselves competing with each other for positions both within the framework of the
         program and, among those who had businesses, within the market. Most of the 5by20
         participants I met were, or hoped to become, active in the retail sector, which constitutes
         the key target group of the program because of its connection to Coca-Cola’s supply
         chain. This is in line with other microbusiness initiatives where the focus has overwhelmingly
         been placed on retail (Dolan and Rajak 2016: 515). Within this sector, competition
         is harsh and profit margins slim. The Enterprise Observatory of South Africa has shown
         that in 280 cities and towns there is virtually no entrepreneurial opportunity for
         businesses that offer undifferentiated services and products (Wessels 2016), which
         is what most of the 5by20 participants intend to do. The competition among participants
         and the general lack of business opportunity in the sectors they operate within is
         conspicuously omitted in the program’s rhetoric. Moreover, the competition that program
         participants face from large-scale corporations, in which Coca-Cola itself also plays
         a part, is effectively concealed by the win-win rhetoric adopted by the program. In
         Mexico, the Coca-Cola complex is extensively involved in the retail sector through
         Oxxo, a convenience store chain and the largest of its kind in the country. It is
         owned by FEMSA, the proprietor of one of the largest Coca-Cola bottlers in the world.
         Among its main competitors, from which it attempts to win shares, are municipal markets,
         street vendors, and family-run stores, which account for approximately half of the
         grocery sales in Mexico (Guthrie 2014). Oxxo’s dominance of the market was described
         by one representative from the institute for entrepreneurship as a main threat to
         microbusinesses: “The growth of Oxxo provokes a decline in sales in the small shops,
         and these little shops feed a lot of families.” Even if the Coca-Cola Company relies
         on microvendors in many areas around the world, together with other chain stores that
         are increasingly established in low-income areas, the company and its partners simultaneously
         contribute to the precariousness and high failure rates among microbusinesses.
      

      
      The experience of the group in South Africa who wanted to run a farm together illustrates
         the stiff challenges that exist regarding competition, especially when competition
         takes place between a variety of actors of different strengths, capacities, and sizes.
         To raise funds, the group had come up with the idea to cater homemade cakes and drinks
         to the organization that trained them. At the meetings held all over the province,
         HiH SA served refreshments that they bought at the supermarket. The group had done
         market research, created a budget, and designed the packages: “We wanted to be professional.”
         At first, their contact person was positive, and the group bought large quantities
         of ingredients. Before long, however, HiH SA announced that they could not continue
         to buy their refreshments. They explained that other participants were also in the
         catering business, and they could not give preferential treatment to one particular
         group. Additionally, with Coca-Cola being the sponsor, their homemade drinks could
         not be served: it had to be Coca-Cola beverages. The group found these arguments highly
         unjustified, both in relation to other groups who potentially wanted to do catering
         since, they contended, it was their idea, and in relation to the sponsor of the program:
         “Coca-Cola is so big, they are not losing money, they are making so much, but for
         us, we need to raise the funds. They were training so many people. Maybe by now then
         our farm, our own farm, could be up and running.” Here, their microentrepreneurial
         ambitions that the program had set out to enhance were thwarted with reference to
         the need to safeguard the visibility and economic interests of the giant global corporation,
         at a scale that was microscopic for the company but decisive for the group. 
      

      
      Undeniably, the fostering of competitive individualism constitutes a central dimension
         of the program; through business training, participants are meant to develop their
         skills and adopt entrepreneurial identities. Still, competition is at times downplayed
         or denied, both among program participants but perhaps most bluntly through the insistence
         on the unequivocal win-win relation between the company and microentrepreneurs. References
         to community and social cohesion might be particularly useful to the impact claims
         of empowerment programs in contexts where individual economic improvement through
         income generation on a competitive market is difficult to achieve. At the same time,
         the material conditions that obstruct business development also tend to disrupt social
         relations, circumscribing practices of collectivity and solidarity.
      

      
      Business as Solution and Peril

      
      Risk taking is a defining element of entrepreneurship: the pursuite of an idea without
         guarantees that time, efforts, and money spent will pay off. The “win-or-die” attitude
         associated with high-stakes entrepreneurship has been seen to romanticize masculinity-coded,
         aggressive market behavior and to exclude women and others who do not correspond to
         the image of the bold and calculating entrepreneur (Wee and Brooks 2012: 576). In
         line with essentialist understandings of gender and risk taking, in the aftermath
         of the 2008 financial crisis it was widely suggested that more women in decision-making
         positions could have curbed masculinist recklessness that was said to have set it
         off—thereby partly acquitting the financial system as such from scrutiny and critique
         (Prügl 2012). Yet it can be argued that the “win-or-die” situation is most literal
         within the feminized informal sector. Megan Moodie (2013) points to the different
         implications of risk in the context of microbusiness and microfinance. Financial institutions
         are taking a risk when they decide to lend money to impoverished borrowers who may fail to repay their
         debts, but within a system that has proved to be immensely profitable overall. This
         kind of risk stands in stark contrast to the perils that women who run microbusinesses generally face; extremely high failure rates,
         loans taken to cover the costs of previous loans or social reproduction rather than
         to be invested in enterprise development, and strict repayment plans threaten to profoundly
         unravel their living conditions.
      

      
      The 5by20 program is implemented in contexts where microentrepreneurs run the risk
         of business failure but also face risks of violence and harassment. Street vending
         is harsh, as workers are exposed to heat, rain, and the possibility of assault. Earnings
         and goods are often kept in insecure places. Some of the entrepreneurs I met had been
         robbed of their stock and savings in the past, and one woman was walking with crutches
         after she had been violently mugged and was left bleeding and unconscious at a bus
         station. The robbers had stolen her earnings from street vending and the products
         she was carrying with her. Notwithstanding an array of programs involving civil society
         organizations and private and public actors, the extent to which the structural risks
         of microbusinesses are addressed is notably limited. Rather, as microentrepreneurship
         is depicted as a main strategy for development and economic growth, the focus is set
         on individual navigations of risk and, in the first place, to convince people to try
         despite difficult circumstances. As described by a representative from the institute
         for entrepreneurship in Mexico:
      

      
      
         People don’t start businesses for two reasons: fear and shame. The fear that they
            will fail, the fear of being assaulted and the fear of losing their money. And the
            shame, the shame that their families will see them selling in the streets. So, we
            try to break down those barriers.
         

         
      

      While the institute acknowledged that the fear of loss of investment and violent attacks
         were well founded, they described the goal to make participants overcome their hesitations
         as one of their important tasks. Indeed, in the absence of alternatives, many of the
         women who participate in the 5by20 program have tried to develop businesses before
         and some have already accumulated debts. At the bulletin board of dreams that hung
         on the wall at the recycling foundation in Mexico (see chapter 3), most of the displayed
         notes were about the repayment of debts. The lack of other viable options also entailed
         having to suppress an element of shame, which the representative refers to above.
         One woman who had participated in the program in the rural Mexican town had invested
         in an oven and sold homemade cakes. She described how she had to steel herself to
         offer her goods on the streets of her hometown to, as she put it, “at least earn something.”
         Street vending implies that the necessity to engage in ill-remunerated economic activities
         is put on public display, while the prospect to generate more than a slight income
         is limited. The message that participants should overcome their fear to start a microbusiness
         and, overall, the representation of business skills training as the main aspect of
         entrepreneurship enhancement, strikingly disregards that for business development
         to be attainable, it requires state policies, market regulations, subsidies, and welfare
         structures for those who fail (see Hickel 2014: 1366). The suggestion that it is women’s
         lack of self-confidence and knowledge that accounts for the deficiency of microbusiness
         practices effectively glosses over the need for structural reforms.
      

      
      The fear of failing was not the only kind of fear described by participants. In the
         rural Mexican town, inhabitants were also afraid of success. The presence of drug
         cartels in the area caused fears that a business could attract their attention. One
         of the course participants who ran a restaurant constantly calculated the possibility
         of assaults: “Thank God that it has not been the case until now but seeing the experiences
         of others, you start to think that one day, perhaps tomorrow, you don’t know who is
         coming.” Visibly making money through a shop or restaurant could make the cartels
         believe that the owners are earning a lot more than they actually do, she explained,
         and then they will “come to disturb you.” As mentioned previously, fear of the drug
         cartels was an issue that program participants had raised during the 5by20 training
         and the possibility to do so was something that they appreciated about the course.
         At the same time, the fear of threats and violence complicates the whole idea of the
         program when to run a business may, in certain contexts, increase, rather than relieve,
         vulnerabilities.
      

      
      The informal sector in South African townships, in particular the spaza shops that constitute a key target of the 5by20 program, has also been at the center
         of recurrent waves of violence, including incidents with deadly outcomes. The threat
         of having to close for lack of profit was an impending risk experienced by many shopkeepers
         in the wake of the over-establishment of neighborhood shops selling similar products
         and the mushrooming of large-scale supermarkets and shopping malls in their areas.
         In this competitive context, immigrants were often accused of driving South Africans
         out of business, and rumors about their allegedly more favorable conditions circulated
         widely. The shops run by immigrants were said to be more successful due to extensive
         networks with their nationals that allowed them to keep prices down. They were accused
         of selling illegal imports of cigarettes as well as food and medicine that had passed
         the “best-before” date, jeopardizing the health of South African customers. It was
         also said that migrant shopkeepers were sponsored by their own governments to establish
         shops in South Africa. Such rumors were passed on by highly placed politicians and
         by NGO leaders who were engaged in the issue of working conditions in the informal
         sector. At a meeting that one of my interviewees had attended, the minister of small
         business development had argued that migrants were able to rapidly reopen their venues
         after violent riots and the destruction of shops thanks to financial aid from their
         governments, while the shops of South Africans remained closed for lack of resources.
         Representatives of the association for spaza shops expressed their understanding for South Africans who resorted to violence in
         the presence of foreign competition. One of their suggestions to end the violence
         was to legally restrict migrants from owning businesses in the townships and instead
         refer them to designated areas, a suggestion that clearly echoed the country’s history
         of legally enforced racial segregation. They also thought that corporations like Coca-Cola
         should take a stand and stop using migrant-owned shops as retailers.
      

      
      One of the aspects in the debates around the recurrent outbursts of violence concerned
         the need to recognize the importance of the informal sector in the townships and the
         difficulties facing those who try to make their living within it. In the context of
         continuously high levels of unemployment, government policies tend to primarily address
         the centralized, capital-intensive core economy. Despite its importance for large
         segments of the population, the informal sector has been largely overlooked and conceived
         of as a problem rather than a solution. Attempts to regulate and formalize it, such
         as interventions against the “chaos” caused by street vendors, have caused problems
         for those who lack resources. If shifted off the streets, their market does not follow
         them, and a common response has been to pay bribes, causing an additional dent in
         already limited assets (Charman 2012). The entry point that exists in many other economies
         built on local production and consumption is constrained in South Africa where the
         level of recirculation among local businesses is low and money quickly flows back
         to the formal economy (Philip 2012).
      

      
      However, the scapegoating of migrant shopkeepers and the spreading of false rumors,
         such as the highly unlikely claim that foreign governments economically support microbusinesses
         of migrants in South Africa, fuel a nationalist and xenophobic discourse, which justifies
         the use of violence against vulnerable groups. Hence, the structural conditions that
         contribute to the precariousness of microbusiness in the townships, shared by South
         African and immigrant shopkeepers alike, largely remain uncriticized. The demarcation
         between native and migrant shopkeepers was seemingly upheld by the selection practices
         of the 5by20 program. Program participants stated that shopkeepers with migrant backgrounds
         had not taken part in the training and said that the course had been presented as
         an opportunity for South Africans to improve their situations in the presence of harshening
         competition from businesses run by migrants.
      

      
      The vulnerabilities that microentrepreneurs face are characterized by clear gendered
         dimensions. One former program participant confessed that she had been selling beer
         illegally, in order to add to the small profit that she was making from her other
         business. This, she said, was the only alternative that she had been able to come
         up with to at least make her income a little bit more reliable. In addition to the
         risk of being fined in case her business was discovered by the authorities, it entailed
         having intoxicated customers, mainly men, in her home late in the evenings. Sometimes
         the atmosphere turned aggressive, which had made her fear for the safety of herself
         and her children. Finally, she had decided to end the business because she was afraid
         that her teenage daughter would be sexually harassed by the customers. Another woman
         who was running a kiosk near a busy bus stop, where she had witnessed shootings and
         other acts of violence several times, laughingly showed me her wedding ring. She was
         not married, she said, but she wore the ring to discourage unwanted suggestions from
         male customers: “If they ask me about love, you know, if they say I love you, I say
         I’m sorry, sorry. So, that is why I put my ring on. But you know the situation here.
         It is cruel.” Still, she said she was happy to have her kiosk, away from her home
         where “a robber can knock on your door any time.” She had, however, been robbed of
         all her drinks and money two years before and now she had fortified her kiosk with
         metal bars.
      

      
      Attempts to remain active within the highly competitive retail sector are also coupled
         with vulnerabilities with less violent elements. In discussions of the fate of the
         informal sector in the presence of harshening competition from large supermarkets
         and chain stores, one comparative advantage that has been accentuated is precisely
         the familiar and small-scale format. Comparing the different motives behind customers’
         willingness to buy from a particular retailer, a study suggests that local, independent
         retailers largely attract customers through responding empathetically to their needs.
         Thus, to survive competition, microscale retailers should, the study advises, proliferate
         their empathetic customer care (Klemz, Boshoff, and Mazibuko 2006: 605). Still, such
         a relative advantage may easily be turned into vulnerability and risk. Customers who
         experience that they are not treated “right” can always go somewhere else, and they
         often have many other places to choose from. One favor that customers sometimes expected
         was the possibility to buy on credit, which of course would never be accepted in a
         supermarket. In order not to lose customers, shop owners could feel obliged to agree.
         One shop owner described her relationship to customers in terms of mutual favors:
         “And you cannot say you don’t give credit because then they think that you are not
         fair because they support you. If you don’t give credit, they say we support you and
         now you don’t support us back when we don’t have money. You know, it’s a challenge.”
         Some of her customers had accumulated debts, which they seemed to have no intention
         to pay back. Now they had changed their daily routes, she told me, in order not to
         walk past her place. While debt has for long had a central function within working-class
         communities where the practice of paying shopkeepers on payday and borrowing from
         each other has been a way to sustain the community and circulate scarce resources
         (Federici 2014: 234), with increased competitiveness, escalating insecurity, and weakened
         social cohesion, such practices of solidarity are in danger of being undone.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      This chapter has examined empowerment strategies that hinge upon the entrepreneurialization
         of precarious labor in relation to the wider contexts in which 5by20 participants
         attempt to make a living. Mainly through training but also through the formation of
         collective entities, the program sets out to contribute to job creation. Although
         large segments of impoverished populations have become redundant on the labor market
         as wage work is waning, wage work has not lost its normative position. Job creation
         continues to constitute the main imaginary for economic growth, development, and inclusion
         for politics both on the Right and on the Left of the political field. By means of
         the 5by20 program, jobs are primarily to be created or performed more effectively
         within the retail sector where competition tends to be devastating. What does the
         creation of more jobs under such circumstances imply? What if all the women trained
         in the same region would open and run small shops, basically offering the same products?
         If potential customers do not buy less Coca-Cola than they desire for a lack of supply
         in their area, it would mean that with each additional vendor, the market is cut up
         in thinner and thinner slices (see Ferguson 2015: 98–99). No matter how carefully
         conducted and recorded, the mushrooming of microretailers, facing competition from
         each other and from large chain stores, would make such jobs impossible to live off,
         to the extent that it is questionable if it even makes sense to call them jobs. Indeed,
         it is not defined in the 5by20 rhetoric what is required for something to count as
         a business or a job.
      

      
      Limited market opportunities for microbusinesses also seem to jeopardize the pronounced
         goals of the program to increase profit and market shares by investing in women. As
         discussed in this chapter, many participants clearly had weak or sporadic links to
         Coca-Cola’s supply chain, something that was not substantially changed by a few weeks
         of business training. The possibility for participants to deploy their knowledge to
         significantly alter their situations, and accordingly to inhabit the positions that
         5by20 prescribes, are circumscribed by the precariousness that competitive capitalism
         generates. However, actually creating jobs or fostering efficiency is perhaps not
         the only advantage of empowerment enhancement. Their ability to position themselves
         as job creators, in high demand among policy makers, has enabled corporations to further
         their authority and gain a hearing for reduced corporate taxes and minimum wages and
         the deregulation of employment conditions (Barchiesi 2012: 239). Even if far from
         all 5by20 participants take part more effectively in Coca-Cola’s supply chain, or
         have anything to do with it at all, they grant the company a part in the ongoing process
         of entrepreneurialization. The expected result of this process is arguably not that
         everyone will in fact make a living as an entrepreneur. Nonetheless, the generation
         of entrepreneurial culture and the inscription of entrepreneurship as a solution to
         inequalities rooted in race, gender, and class work to reinforce the potential of
         the market and of corporate actors. Consequently, some of the people who have been
         most impoverished by global political and economic relations are exhibited as proofs
         of the inclusive effects of corporate profit accumulation.
      

      
      
         
            1. It is possible that the advertised financial access of the program refers to such
                  collective savings. On the other hand, UN Women stated in their email conversation
                  with me that financial access had never been part of the program in South Africa,
                  contrary to the information on the web page.
               

            

         

      

   
      Conclusion

      
         
         The Contradictions of Corporate Gender Politics

         
      

      
      In this book, I have examined underlying rationalities, concrete manifestations, and
         diverse effects of a corporate-led women’s empowerment program: the Coca-Cola Company’s
         flagship venture 5by20 as I encountered it in Mexico and South Africa through my ethnographic
         research. But to engage critically with an empowerment program initiated by Coca-Cola—an
         icon of corporate power and globalized capitalism—is it not rather like forcing through
         an open door? When I first heard about the program, it spoke to my interest in how
         capitalist relations are justified and maintained, and hence the premises for their
         contestation. I was curious to find out how the proposed win-win equation between
         extremely contrastive positions in the global economy was sustained in practice, both
         rhetorically and materially. This equation establishes a direct connection between
         the pronounced aims of doubling Coca-Cola’s sales and the empowerment of five million
         women, predominantly working under precarious conditions in the Global South. It thus
         suggests that the interests at the very “top” of the capitalist pyramid are essentially
         the same as at the “bottom.” Looking beyond the reported results and success stories,
         I wanted to get a sense of the contradictions and contestations that are to be expected
         when empowerment is to be achieved in contexts marked by deep political and socioeconomic
         inequalities—and indeed, to interrogate what empowerment is taken to mean under such
         circumstances. What kinds of representations must be in place to proclaim the successful
         implementation of the program, and which aspects and experiences must consequently
         be omitted? What does the endorsement of women’s empowerment by strong corporate actors
         imply for feminist understandings and politics in relation to gendered and globalized
         divisions of labor? Accordingly, at a time when global corporations are increasingly
         involved in gender and development politics, I do think that there is an urgent need
         for feminist interrogations of how “women’s interests” are ideologically construed
         and mobilized in relation to practices of capitalist accumulation. In this way, corporate
         gender politics can also be seen as a cue to specify feminist political alternatives—if
         not the Coca-Cola kind of empowerment, then what kind?
      

      
      To formulate a persuasive critique of corporate-led initiatives, it is necessary to
         get an insight into how they are concretely implemented, something that this study’s
         ethnographic approach aims to contribute to. In response to the business case for
         women’s empowerment, feminist critics have argued that emancipatory demands are being
         instrumentalized to serve the interests of profit accumulation, turning racialized
         women in the Global South into ideal neoliberal, entrepreneurial subjects and carriers
         of capitalist expansion. But is this scenario a conceivable outcome of a program like
         5by20? Although certainly true at the level of corporate discourse, it is crucial,
         I have argued, to emphasize the discrepancy between univocal claims and multifaceted
         experiences. If this distinction is not made, feminist critique tends to be based
         on what corporations themselves report to be doing, which may in part reify their
         claims. While corporate discourses of empowerment certainly merit analytical attention,
         their pristine representations must also be scrutinized at the level of their contextual
         materializations.
      

      
      Indeed, one aspect that became apparent during my encounters with the 5by20 program
         was the unattainability of its before-and-after narrative, which deprives both the
         “befores” and the “afters” of their diversities and complexities. In previous chapters,
         I have detailed how program participants are represented both as lacking in entrepreneurial
         skills and as successful examples of the programs’ beneficial effects, even though
         incomes generally remain insecure. Joining the program was for many one of several
         attempts to improve their situation. Rather than representing a fundamental change
         through which participants came to contribute to the expansion of capitalism, the
         program blended into existing income-generating practices in which participants were
         already engaged. If the extent to which marginalized women in the Global South are
         able to inhabit prescribed entrepreneurial positions is not explicitly addressed in
         feminist research, the impact of corporate-led empowerment programs may be exaggerated.
         In addition, the brutality of the precarious conditions that such programs set out
         to alleviate is partly repudiated, since they come across as relatively easy to overcome
         by means of basic training in business skills. A main concern of this book has been
         to decenter the PR narrative of gender equality politics, including their authoritative
         definitions of the problem of, and solutions to, gender inequality, and accompanying
         meanings of empowerment. For this to be achieved, it is necessary to pay close attention
         to gaps and exclusions at various levels, where acts of resistance to, and competing
         meanings of, empowerment and contingent work can be discerned.
      

      
      The Business Case: What Kind of “Wins”?

      
      As described in previous chapters, the 5by20 program is unambiguously represented
         to progress in accordance with the stipulated plan of its initiator. It is introduced
         in a growing number of countries and reaches increasing numbers of women who are thereby
         supposedly “enabled.” Significantly, a win-win rationale, constitutes the business
         case for both the company and its participants. What seems to be the more precise
         content of the promised win-win outcomes for the respective parties? For participating
         women, the program’s information literature speaks of increased incomes, more job
         opportunities, more resources to invest in health and education, and more gender equality.
         It centers on economic empowerment, which essentially would mean more sustainable and higher incomes. This
         is also the result that 5by20 reports confirms. But reliable incomes generally do
         not characterize the kind of informal activities that participants commonly engage
         in. The program’s impact is difficult to evaluate since different, contingent activities
         often blend into one another, while incomes fluctuate, and margins are minimal. Despite
         high failure rates among microbusinesses and the lack of entrepreneurial opportunities
         in the retail sector where competition is harsh, the goal to economically empower
         five million women will, undoubtedly, be conveyed as accomplished by 2020. Most likely,
         no explicit distinction will be made between participants who have concretely benefited
         economically from the program and those who have not. In line with the branding idiom,
         results are predefined and to serve its purpose, they must unequivocally be attributed
         to the program, rather than to the composite efforts of participants.
      

      
      Although it is foremost the economic dimension of empowerment that has the potential
         to contribute directly to Coca-Cola’s intention to double its business, emotional
         empowerment plays a crucial role in the 5by20 program, both as a means to reach the
         proclaimed objectives and as a result in itself. This dimension of empowerment is
         hard to capture but also difficult to refute. At the level of everyday NGO work, the
         focus on emotions provides the business training courses with a concrete content that
         can be taught to everyone, regardless of whether or not participants have their own
         business. Here, the vast self-help genre offers a wide set of tropes, tools, and exercises.
         Gendered ideas of women’s lack of self-esteem and confidence allow such measures to
         seem credible and effective. Whereas some participants contended that they found the
         message of positive thinking and self-reliance reassuring, it was also obvious that
         perceptions of inner constraints did not always resonate with the material difficulties
         that the majority faced.
      

      
      Increased gender equality, another crucial “win,” is seemingly to be attained by enabling
         women to challenge cultural constraints, granting them equal opportunities to business
         development. If successful, it is envisioned that they will gain more respect in their
         communities and families. In this way, empowerment claims often depart from an interhousehold
         bargaining model where women’s access to an independent income is meant to increase
         their influence. It follows logically that the solution to their subordination is
         to be found in their market participation while the site of their liberation is located
         in the family. Many models of bargaining power lack an adequate understanding of how
         labor and market relations generate gendered inequalities and domination (Charusheela
         2003: 290–93). In addition, the 5by20 program is explicitly framed as compatible with
         prevalent gendered divisions of labor. Leaning on the idea that women constitute an
         underutilized source of labor power, it reifies the devaluation of women’s reproductive
         labor. Profound changes of resource allocation and strategies of capital accumulation
         cannot be harbored within the program frame, because such changes would undermine
         the win-win logic and dismantle the relative privileges of some.
      

      
      The political dimension of empowerment—for instance, the possibility to define problems
         and needs, influence strategies, and assess results—is conspicuously absent in both
         representations and practices of the 5by20 program. Decision-making power is mentioned
         as an empowerment indicator (Jenkins, Valikai, and Baptista 2013: 26) but it is unclear
         in which contexts and in relation to whom it is to be exercised. Most likely, it refers
         to influence over family resources, as discussed above, reflecting the idea that women
         would opt to channel more resources to health care and education, thereby fulfilling
         another expected development outcome. However, in relation to the program as such,
         few mechanisms seem to be in place to ensure participants’ influence over their own
         empowerment. Instead, all steps are managed by a tightly knit constellation of the
         company, its bottlers, the UN, other supporting and implementing partners, and evaluating
         consultants and business schools. Many of these actors are certainly quite detached
         from the daily lives of participants. The program appears as a take-it-or-leave-it
         offer, not something that could evolve in dialogue with participants. Instead, their
         voices are restricted to success stories and surveys. My own attempts to communicate
         some of their experiences, complaints, and suggestions to the program partners indicate
         that their interest in and attentiveness to unsolicited feedback were limited. Rather
         than being welcomed as valuable input and legitimate claims, participants’ requests
         for resource access and continuous contact with implementing organizations tended
         to be written off as wrongful entitlement mentalities. In contrast, a number of women
         argued that they should be economically compensated for their labor and their stories,
         which had enabled the program implementers to further their reputation and economic
         interests. Participants insisted that they do not only constitute the “receiving end”
         but that there is a transaction, unacknowledged by the program partners, that works
         in the inverted. Thus, the program opens for a political vision that does not see
         calls for compensation or economic grants as unjustified and restraining feelings
         of dependency but rather as calls for redistribution, also directed at the private
         sector. Political empowerment in this sense, though, would certainly be incompatible
         with the premises and objectives of the 5by20 program.
      

      
      With regard to the business case for Coca-Cola, projected benefits primarily consist
         of increased sales and improved reputation. Taking into account the apparent interchangeability
         between economic and emotional empowerment, it is reasonable to ask to what extent
         5by20 contributes to the economic growth of the company. Considering the challenge
         to enroll and maintain participants in order to reach the target numbers, the program
         is most effectively implemented in relatively densely populated areas. However, in
         these locations, the retail sector is already saturated, with stiff competition from
         other microvendors and chain stores. In the case of Mexico and across Latin America,
         this competition involves the expanding chain store Oxxo, owned by Coca-Cola’s largest
         bottler and 5by20 partner FEMSA. While the possibility for participants to initiate
         or develop a business is limited under such circumstances, there might still be opportunities
         for Coca-Cola to increase its market share. The company has long deployed the strategies
         of branding independent venues and distributing refrigerators in return for monopoly
         rights. In line with its own vision, the program is an attempt to embed the company
         and create closer connections to microdistributors and retailers. What, though, of
         program participants who did not run any businesses connected to Coca-Cola’s value
         chain, or any business at all for that matter? At least based on my insight, this
         group seemed sizable, perhaps due to the pressure on partner organizations to deliver
         on preestablished goals. Should this be considered a miscalculation on behalf of the
         program? Not automatically, I argue.
      

      
      The discourse of gender equality as smart economics hinges upon the presumption that
         it is a good return on investment to enhance women’s empowerment and their human capital
         (Calkin 2018). But what, more precisely, is a program like 5by20 investing in? Only
         a small minority of the participants I met seemed to engage substantially and sustainably
         with Coca-Cola’s value chain, such as those who ran small shops or restaurants. Even
         for these participants, the future was highly insecure. Many of the women had been
         forced to close their businesses due to lack of funding to buy stock, while others
         had decided to try something else to improve their economic situation. To the extent
         that skills are enhanced by training, they are likely to be channeled in a variety
         of directions, not necessarily connected to Coca-Cola’s value chain. While an articulated
         commitment to women’s empowerment may well contribute to the company’s business case
         by improving its reputation, precarious conditions are likely to complicate the program’s
         potential as a core business strategy, rather than “bogus” philanthropy, as expressed
         by former CEO Kent (see chapter 1). Certainly, precariousness plays the role of a
         double-edged sword. It is a precondition to brand the company as a positive social
         force, but simultaneously, it undermines the possibility of the program to deliver
         on its own principles.
      

      
      Still, from the company's point of view, limited microbusiness development among program
         participants does not necessarily represent a failure. Its projected business case
         and goal to double its sales stem not only from participants’ role as retailers but
         also from their role as consumers. Just as women are represented as sharing the effects
         of their empowerment with their families and communities, thereby amplifying the positive
         effects of the program, women may serve as gateways to reach more consumers, especially
         considering gendered divisions of consumption. Therefore, in order to fulfill the
         objective of doubling sales, it might be more crucial to further embed the brand in
         relation to consumers than it is to produce already plentiful microretailers. When
         soda consumption is falling among affluent, health-conscious classes, the targeting
         of working-class women in the Global South is a calculated marketing strategy. In
         this regard, it matters less if participants excel as microentrepreneurs or if their
         “human capital” is burgeoning. While clearly part of the business case for the corporation,
         participants’ role as consumers is not so easily inscribed in terms of the win-win
         logic. Indeed, more consumption of products with adverse health effects and heavy
         environmental impact hardly contributes to gender equality. Yet in this case, these
         two aspects are thoroughly interlocked. Clearly, empowerment derived from increased
         sales of the company’s products requires increased consumption—of natural resources
         and of fast carbohydrates at a point in time when the planetary capacity to harbor
         such increases may already be outpaced.
      

      
      The Creation of Jobs versus Livable Incomes

      
      For the company and participants alike, the program represents an opportunity to recast
         their “selves” in relation to one of the most current political imperatives: job creation.
         As in many other parts of the world, formal employment has declined for decades in
         both Mexico and South Africa, due to political decisions, economic restructurings,
         and technical advances. The alternatives for many are instead to take “flexible,”
         short-term contracts, self-employment, or unemployment. Nevertheless, the main imaginaries
         of social and economic inclusion converge around job creation. On the Left it is visualized
         as formalized and dignified jobs with union representation, whereas the Right recommends
         further deregulation of labor conditions, lower minimum wages, and the promotion of
         entrepreneurship (Denning 2010: 90; Ferguson 2015: 98). The unanimous significance
         placed on job creation undeniably ensures an influential position for actors, not
         least corporations, who are considered to contribute to this objective. In the name
         of job creation, an array of measures furthering social inequalities have been implemented,
         such as tax cuts for the wealthy, the systematic undermining of employment security,
         the deregulation of environmental standards, and extensive cuts in social spending
         (Barchiesi 2012: 232–33). 
      

      
      And yet despite the significance attributed to job creation, the definition of a job,
         or what it means to create one, is often not further elaborated. Clearly, it is not
         necessary to buy someone’s labor power to be a job creator, or for the job to provide
         a livable income. As illustrated by Hand in Hand’s interchangeable references to training
         and job creation (see chapter 5), the discourse of job creation conveys the imperative
         of self-responsibility and employability. When the organization sets out to create
         ten million jobs, what it actually intends to do is to train ten million impoverished
         people who are then purportedly enabled to create their own jobs. Rather than creating
         income opportunities per se, the 5by20 program forms part of the endeavor to create job creators, both at the macro level referring to Coca-Cola and its partners and at the micro
         level referring to individual participants. Concurrently, the discourse of job creation
         represents a narrow and a broad understanding of labor. The portrayal of women’s labor power as underutilized—even
         though women on average work more hours than men—makes manifest that reproductive
         labor is omitted. In contrast, as long as an activity can be vaguely connected to
         productive labor, basically any contingent, precarious practice can be cherished as
         an entrepreneurial initiative. As Ferguson (2015: 100) points out, the productivist
         norm implies that begging is considered a nonproductive activity but unsolicited windscreen
         washing at a traffic light can be seen as budding entrepreneurialism. Instead, both
         these activities are better understood as forms of distributive labor, aimed at channeling
         resources from those who have a position in wage labor to those who do not.
      

      
      While it has been argued that the concept of entrepreneurship should be decolonized
         to encompass practices that require the kind of innovation and risk taking that characterizes
         precarious ways of subsisting on the margins (Imas, Wilson, and Weston 2012), it should
         also be noted that an ongoing entrepreneurialization of “the poor,” fueled by global
         corporations and other strong economic actors, defines the solutions to inequality
         and uneven development. When the creation of jobs is prioritized, it seems secondary
         if they stem from oversupply, such as when a growing number of vendors offer the same
         products in the same area. Cutting across “formal” and “informal” segments of the
         economy, it is increasingly true that being “employable” does not necessarily lead
         to employment and, concomitantly, having a job does not guarantee a livable income.
      

      
      Therefore, it does not seem coincidental that the productivist work ethic has not
         waned alongside wage labor. If it had, other means of distribution, not premised on
         the paycheck, would have been called for. The 5by20 program mirrors the long trajectory
         of an ethics that links the purportedly autonomous self to paid labor. The articulation
         of productive labor in terms of dignity and self-esteem is found both in Marxist understandings
         of labor as human-historical progress as well as in existential views on labor as
         means of individual self-cultivation (Gurtler 2005). These conceptualizations of labor
         have also fortified, and continue to fortify, the incorporation of subjugated groups
         into precarious employment with a righteous core—from the colonial work ethic that
         justified brutal post-slavery labor conditions for black populations in the name of
         civilization to the representation of low-paid, unhealthy export processing zone work
         in terms of female emancipation (Barchiesi 2016: 891; Tornhill 2010). As argued by
         Kathi Weeks (2011), the political centrality ascribed to work results in its depoliticization,
         as work as such is turned into a bearing principle, putatively indispensable to individual
         self-cultivation and society at large.
      

      
      In the context of waning paid labor, the image of the female microentrepreneur is
         apt for the inscription of positive values. The representation of women as in need
         of being “unleashed” provides an explanation for their “disadvantage” so far, seemingly
         unrelated to the overarching economic system. This is, I would argue, one of the fundamental
         ways in which constructions of gender make a program like 5by20 meaningful and, in
         effect, possible. Compared to a generalized, male market actor, women are considered
         deficient and lacking and hence in need of change. But if not evaluated against a
         standard male-connoted market subject, taking into account composite positions of
         class, race, and locality, the “gender variable” would yield less of an impact (Prügl
         2017). Through such omissions, the conditions of 5by20 participants can primarily
         be conceived as effects of patriarchal relations, in isolation from historical and
         current manifestations of uneven developments and composite economic inequalities.
         The problem is thus defined in a way that makes the program appear as the appropriate
         solution to feminized underachievement.
      

      
      With references to women’s constrained capabilities, largely given psychological and
         cultural explanations, basic training in business skills and “human development” is
         meant to make the difference between an unfulfilled past and an empowered future.
         Apparently, such overarching claims require no further evidence, since they are already
         underpinned by hegemonic conceptualizations of racialized and working-class women
         in the Global South. Despite notoriously high failure rates among microbusinesses
         and lack of assets to invest, the hesitation or inability to develop a functional
         business may still be framed as stemming from women’s low self-esteem. In contrast,
         optimism about the future, even if unrealistic, is taken to indicate successful empowerment.
         Thus, the notion that women are underutilized due to their lack of knowledge and self-confidence
         works both to ensure opportunities for an array of development actors, including corporations
         (at this end, jobs are indeed created!), and, at an ideological level, to absolve the economic
         system from complicity in the positions women are forced to occupy within precarious
         sectors of the global economy. Moreover, when training aims to model participants’
         practices on profit-maximizing enterprises, the challenges and possibilities of survivalist
         businesses and their significance for social reproduction tend to get lost. Consequently,
         the training offered not only risks being detached from the realities of many participants,
         but it may even further vulnerabilities in the name of entrepreneurialization. To
         be sure, there is an apparent need to reconsider the proposed connections between
         business training, job creation, and improved living situations. For women who have
         been trying hard for years to make their economic situations less precarious, the
         message to become a job creator clearly seems redundant.
      

      
      Gender Equality without Equality 
and Feminist Strategies
      

      
      Rather than propagating equality as such, the 5by20 program pursues a version of women’s
         empowerment that does not profoundly challenge overarching allocations of power and
         resources. In this book, I have discussed how the enhancement of women’s empowerment
         is articulated in ways that do not prioritize “women’s interests” or thoroughly challenge
         gendered divisions of labor. As the principle of competitiveness, inevitably generating
         “winners” and “losers,” is generalized to an ever-widening range of arenas and social
         interactions, the positive economic effects ascribed to gender equality coincide with
         an ongoing normalization of inequality (Brown 2015: 38; Laville 2015). In line with
         the logic of the business case for gender equality there is, however, no necessary
         conflict between the promotion of gender equality on the one hand and the implication
         in increased competition and widening economic gaps on the other. Resonating with
         neoclassical economic theory, equality here essentially means equal opportunities
         and inequality is understood as the result of discrimination. When positions of wealth
         and poverty are not understood as mutually related, “disadvantaged” individuals are
         envisioned as having the possibility of “catching up” without affecting privileged
         groups. For a company like Coca-Cola, this notion of equality means that women’s empowerment
         can be framed in ways that do not threaten the feel-good harmony according to which
         everyone is a “winner,” an obvious requirement for equality enhancement to work as
         a branding strategy.
      

      
      In contrast, socialist feminist approaches to inequality understand privilege and
         subordination as interconnected and upheld through relations of domination and exploitation,
         permeating orders of production, reproduction, and thus society at large. If inequality
         is to be thoroughly countered at the structural level, and not limited to occasional,
         individual upward mobility, it means that the composition of power must be altered,
         thus affecting privileged groups. The worry that gender equality is being articulated
         in ways that detach it from equality as such has led feminist scholars to caution against co-optation. For instance, in her critique
         of feminist strands that fail to recognize the effects of racism and class inequalities,
         bell hooks argues that if the main goal is to gain social equality with men, feminism
         will “be continually co-opted to serve the opportunistic ends of special interests
         groups” (hooks [1984] 2015: 33).
      

      
      Obviously, feminist theories, movements, and activism are too vast, diverse, and unruly
         to be completely co-opted and reduced to the business case for women’s empowerment
         by a number of corporations and economic institutions. The notion of an ongoing co-optation
         of feminism as an overarching propensity seemingly fits Clare Hemmings’s (2005: 115)
         account of the historicization of Western feminist thought as a “narrative of relentless
         progress or loss,” either undoing previously essentialist and exclusionary conceptualizations
         of gender through a focus on difference or an unfolding depoliticization and individualization, increasingly detached from the
         material conditions of women’s lives. Both versions tend to obscure a multiplicity
         of perspectives and feminist genealogies. The resonance between streaks of feminist
         thought and neoliberalism centers primarily on the significance of productive labor
         for women’s emancipation (which has generated heated feminist debates for more than
         a century) but also on equal legal rights and the social effects of sexual violence
         (see Prügl 2017). Like other values, such as ecological sustainability, human rights,
         or LGBTQ rights, particular notions of women’s empowerment can be framed as best met
         and advanced through capitalist market mechanisms. As noted by a number of critical
         theorists, neoliberalism has proved capable not only to appropriate emancipatory ideals
         but also to resignify them, thereby altering both the diagnosis of the problem, its
         solutions and the end goal to match its order (Brown 2015; Fraser 2009; Hartmann and
         Honneth 2006).
      

      
      The dominance of neoliberalism is often attributed to the lack of counterhegemonic
         political positions. The apparent difficulty of the Left to formulate alternative
         visions has been voiced now for several decades (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005; Brown
         1999; Fisher 2009; Hall 1979). Navigating a terrain that is largely structured by
         its opponents, critics tend to be defensive rather than offensive, thereby running
         the risk of being caught in positions of objection and denunciation, reactively responding
         to that which is found problematic but not actively pursuing other futures (Brown
         1999; Ferguson 2010). Likewise, Suzanne Bergeron and Stephen Healy (2015) see a tendency
         within leftist feminism to not engage with alternative imaginaries of the economy,
         in effect representing such attempts as weak and global capitalism as an all-powerful
         force. Engaging specifically with the argument that corporate gender politics entails
         the instrumentalization of feminist politics, a number of authors have argued for
         the need to examine the opportunities to advance feminist interests in the wake of
         the business case for gender equality (Prügl and True 2014; Prügl 2015; Grosser and
         McCarthy 2018). Maintaining that feminist movements can and have adopted new strategies
         of both collaboration and contestation in relation to corporate gender politics, Kate
         Grosser and Lauren McCarthy (2018: 12, emphasis in original) rhetorically ask, “What
         might be the implications of feminist activists not engaging in governance systems involving the private sector that are contesting the
         meaning of feminism?” In their view, corporations and their engagements with gender
         issues should not be routinely dismissed as co-optation but rather regarded as spaces
         where feminist issues can be advanced.
      

      
      Ultimately, different ways of relating to corporate-led gender politics are ideological
         and strategical decisions, depending on, among other things, different understandings
         of inequalities as discussed above. A number of aspects that I have explored throughout
         this book seem important to assess from feminist perspectives when possibilities to
         engage or collaborate with corporations are considered. These include the viability
         of declared corporate empowerment aims, the prospect of implemented strategies to
         correspond to participants’ views and needs, the initiatives’ significance for the
         relation between economic interests and political quests for emancipation, direct
         or indirect contributions to brand value enhancement, and legitimization of corporate
         involvement in social issues. Moreover, while it is recurrently repeated that gender
         equality has come to constitute a value to which corporate actors must at least pay
         lip service in order to ensure their commercial pertinence (Calkin 2017; Eisenstein
         2017), from feminist outlooks there are reasons not to take continuous and widespread
         approval for granted. Indeed, the value of gender equality is far from universal or
         uncontested. In the wake of neoliberalism’s inability to offer social and economic
         inclusion, it is not primarily the Left but rather right-wing populist, authoritarian,
         religious, and conservative forces, often in unexpected alliances, that have presented
         and won broad sympathy for alternatives to the current order (Korolczuk and Graff
         2018; Kuhar and Paternotte 2017). Many of these have in common a deep aversion against
         what they often call “gender ideology,” seen to be upheld by broad coalitions of feminists;
         LGBTQ activists; leftists; international bodies, such as the UN and the EU; global
         corporations; and governments that have institutionalized gender mainstreaming. The
         actors and groups mobilizing against “gender ideology” regard the notion of gender
         as socially constructed as an incorrect denial of biological differences, the concept
         functioning as a floodgate for the eradication of “natural” expressions of masculinity
         and femininity, the propagation of homosexuality, trans* identities, abortion, and
         the elimination of the nuclear family.[1] As such ideas gain traction in a large number of countries, and gender equality politics
         is being questioned also in contexts where its legitimacy seemed cemented not long
         ago, will corporations continuously see an explicit connection between their brands
         and gender equality as an asset? In this new landscape, feminists must be prepared
         to respond both to depoliticizing window-dressing affirmation and to hostile attempts
         at nullification (Gunnarsson Payne and Tornhill 2019).
      

      
      Another aspect to consider in the assessment of feminist approaches to corporate-led
         gender politics is the relation between vocal commitments to gender equality on the
         one hand and, on the other, to wider corporate practices in terms of their impact
         on equality and sustainable livelihoods. Certainly, one corporate strategy has been
         to compartmentalize their voluntary commitments to commendable causes from the practices
         of their core business and across their supply chains that could be subjected to regulation.
         This can then signal that social issues have been attended to, making binding regulations
         seem superfluous. A highly visible program like 5by20 may be effective to redirect
         attention from aspects of the business that have received negative press and criticism.
         It may be a way for the company to “make up” for negative societal impact but without
         acknowledging complicity in the problem or assuming responsibility for it. To assess
         empowerment programs in light of the larger picture of corporate power and practices
         implies that commitments to gender equality politics are firmly placed in relation
         to ongoing struggles around political issues such as labor rights and regulations,
         taxation, land use, legal protection, and environmental pollution. This is also a
         way to counter the tendency to conceptualize gender inequality in isolation from class,
         race, sexuality, and geographic locality—in other words, the detachment of gender
         equality from equality.
      

      
      Beyond the opportunities for feminist contestation that are possibly opened up by
         corporate actors, it is crucial to visualize and be attentive to the existence of
         alternative spaces for resistance. As Catia Gregoratti (2016) contends, everyday struggles
         against corporate power among feminist movements and the supposed beneficiaries of
         corporate-led women’s empowerment initiatives have been relatively absent from feminist
         discussions on corporate gender politics. An unfortunate effect of such a silence
         is the lack of a record of experiences of resistance and competing framings of empowerment
         to learn from. This blind spot may end up reifying the notion that corporate-led politics
         is hegemonic and is less contested than it might actually be. In my engagements with
         5by20 participants, I encountered strong objections to the ways in which they were
         inscribed and branded as numbers and success stories, demands of distribution directed
         against the corporation, and challenges of empowerment measures centered around enhanced
         “human capital,” competitiveness and job creation that had limited prospects to profoundly
         transform precarious living conditions. I encountered claims that the company and
         its implementing partners should be held accountable for the unfulfilled hopes of
         a better future that they evoked. For critical feminist research and feminist egalitarian
         politics, it seems especially crucial to engage with those in whose names enormous
         corporate profits and precarious incomes at the margins are leveled within the win-win
         scenario. With regard to the possible co-optation of feminism, the problem is not
         so much a failure to produce a comprehensive critique of capitalism, which are indeed
         plentiful. The problem, rather, is that the only aspects of the critique that might
         win appeal from powerful economic and political actors are those that do not require
         any profound transformations of the status quo. When the pursuit of women’s empowerment
         in the Global South works in accord with massive inequalities and the continuous unraveling
         of the conditions for life itself, it remains an evasive answer to the real problems
         and threats that corporate gender politics feed off. To buy a Coke is not to buy the
         world more harmony, let alone equality.
      

      
      
         
            1. The book The Global Sexual Revolution. The Destruction of Freedom in the Name of Freedom (2015, first published in German in 2012) by Gabriele Kuby has been a main influence
                  and inspiration in “antigender” contexts.
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