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Preface

To date, studies of gender and economic development in Asia have
considered women mostly as economic agents in labor markets. But
Asian women are not only laborers in the fields and factory workers.
They are also producers, entrepreneurs and investors. Entrepreneurship,
and more specifically female entrepreneurship as both concept and
activity, has been growing in importance in Asia since the mid-1990s,
with an acceleration at the beginning of this decade.! But the image and
idea people have of female entrepreneurs in Asia are generally, first, that
there are very few of them; and second, that they are mainly in the
informal or formal micro-sector, producing relatively low-added-value
goods and unsophisticated traditional services. Women’s entrepreneurial
ventures have an image of limited projects complementing male
entrepreneurs’ activities and having small economic significance. This
overall image reflects the perception that people have of Asian women at
work. Institutional and socio-cultural obstacles are perceived as
impeding the development of female entrepreneurship, just as they limit
the economic activities of women in general terms.

This perception is both right and wrong. The numbers of businesses
created and managed by women in the four countries selected in this
book, Japan, South Korea (Korea hereinafter), Malaysia and Vietnam,
are steadily growing. Mead and Liedholm? wondered why women-
owned companies are disproportionately concentrated in low-return
activities. In fact, women entrepreneurs were never a cohesive group of
self-identified or readily identifiable actors anywhere. Evidence shows
that women entrepreneurs (admittedly still a small number of them)
enter into traditionally male-dominated fields, increasingly blurring the
gender-based definition of specific sectors and products deemed
appropriate to female entrepreneurial activities. Be it in developed Japan
or developing Vietnham, women’s entrepreneurship strategies are not
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inevitably ‘low growth’.> Not all women entrepreneurs are risk averse or
invest primarily in social networks. There are businesswomen creating
large corporations, or willing to do so, all over the place. They use
venture capital, have a high-growth strategy and manage companies
already listed or aiming to stock exchange listing. Some Japanese women
entrepreneurs, pioneers of internet-related communication, have become
significant employers, investors and important opinion leaders; in
Malaysia and Vietnam, through women’s organizations some
entrepreneurs are politically influential in their communities and
national polities. Moreover, in those two countries women’s
organizations play an important grassroots role to reinforce female
entrepreneurship; likewise, in Korea women’s organizations are closely
involved in the ambitious projects of their government to promote
women’s interests and create business opportunities.

But it is true that most women-owned businesses, be it by design or by
necessity, are still small and operate in traditional sectors. It is also true
that obstacles of different natures hinder their development. All
categories of women entrepreneurs exist in the four countries despite the
differences in stages of economic development. From Japan to Vietnam,
it goes from high fliers to people willing to manage comfortably small
businesses of modest size and little development, down to necessity
entrepreneurs struggling at the bottom of the pyramid. But businesses
created with modest ambitions may eventually grow fast, and struggling
‘necessity’-type businesses sometimes turn out to be dynamic and
innovative concerns. Innovation does not come necessarily from high-
technology-related businesses. In view of demographic changes and
lifestyle diversification, traditional fields are transforming themselves
and some become attractive, high-growth, innovative markets. The
widely varying nature, scope and objectives of activities, as well as the
motivations and obstacles women entrepreneurs face, reflect the
constantly changing institutional and socio-cultural context in which
they operate, and also the evolution of the entrepreneurs themselves in
their economic and familial environments.

It could be argued that women’s involvement in today’s Asian societies
and economies as entrepreneurs is a kind of revival of the past. There are
differences arising from changes in the institutional setting, new actors in
the field, new rules of competition and new forms of organization of
production and communication means. But entrepreneurial endeavors
by women in these four countries are not something completely new.
They have always existed in one form or another. What is occurring now
is a new avatar emerging in our globalized world. It develops in a new
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environment with the same mixture of dynamism and enthusiasm, but
also ambiguities, misunderstandings and contradictions coming from the
differences between perceptions, reality and ideals present in societies
and markets that women entrepreneurs have always had to confront in
the past.

The four countries are very different in those respects. Large variances
are also observed in economic structure, business and innovation
systems, demography, natural resources endowment and socio-cultural
environment. But although they are unique in many ways, historical
events and current socio-economic evolution justify aggregate analysis.
The countries share many historical, cultural and social features that
affected the development of women as unpaid labor, employees, self-
employed or entrepreneurs. The interplay of (often common) history,
culture and policy and their dynamic effects on female entrepreneurship
in each country still impact it and contribute to transcend the differences.
It is precisely because they exhibit a large array of different
characteristics and are at different stages of economic development while
also sharing a large common experience in many respects that they have
been selected.

Wars and other conflicts have profoundly affected the political and
socio-economic landscapes in Asia, influencing women’s position in
society. The Second World War in Japan and colonial era and Cold War-
related conflicts in Korea, Malaysia and Vietnam affected many
institutions, including socio-cultural norms and business systems. Japan
became a democratic country with women given equal political and
economic rights. Korea and Vietnam had to fight civil and proxy wars
that left them in comparable circumstances, with analogous challenges to
rebuild economies and societies that impacted on women’s social and
economic position. After its independence in 1957, Malaysia had to fight
against a communist insurgency until the 1970s. Internal ethnic conflicts
that led to bloody riots between Malay people and members of the
Chinese minority at the end of the 1960s induced a reconsideration of
industrial and business policy that until now has a direct influence on
male and female entrepreneurship development in Malaysia. In Vietnam
and Malaysia the wars and their aftermath enhanced the status of
women in society. This brought some of them into influential jobs and
also injected new ideas, for instance the importance of voluntary
organizations and the role group activities could play in their
professional lives.

At the level of society and economy, the importance of female
entrepreneurship is recognized and women themselves share similar
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needs and aspirations in respect of their careers and roles in society. In
all four countries there are interrogations on the respective roles of the
market and the state, the impact that information and communication
technologies (ICT) could have on women entrepreneurs, and the linkage
between economic development, empowerment and equality. As in other
parts of the world, the development of female entrepreneurship induces
a complex debate on the place of women in society, as economic agents
but also as key members of their families, their communities and their
countries. To some extent it could be said that female social and
economic activities are now placed at the center (or much closer to the
center than before) of societal and economic transformation. Their still-
hesitant progress means they are at the nexus of the fears, interrogations
and hopes of the whole society in which they operate. In the future
female entrepreneurship could well develop economically and find its
place in society. It would contribute to the offer on the market through
innovative products, services and management practices, and create jobs
while remaining inconsequential in the evolution of gender relationships.
But through their actions, even if modest for the time being, women
entrepreneurs in the four countries could maybe eventually have deeper
societal effects. They could put in question traditional societal values
regarding gender relationships, in being perhaps the vectors of emerging
new types of business and social relationships.

Notes

1. Dana, L.P. (2007) Asian Models of Entrepreneurship: From the Indian
Union and the Kingdom of Nepal to the Japanese Archipelago. Hackensack,
NJ: World Scientific.

2. Mead, D.C. and Liedholm, C. (1998) ‘The dynamics of micro and small
enterprises in developing countries’, World Development, 26(1): 61-74.

3. Downing, J. (1990) Gender and the Growth and Dynamics of
Microenterprises, Gemini Publications Series. Washington, DC:
Development Alternatives.
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