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Introduction

In the Introduction to the book Rural Gen
der Relations in 2006 we discussed how 
globalization and liberalization of agricul-
ture irrevocably changed rural life and with 
it rural gender relations. A lot has happened 
since 2006; yet we could very well repeat 
the same sentence introducing this book ten 
years later. Globalization is, after all, still 
ongoing and the liberalization of agricul-
tural policies is still a topical issue today. 
Actually, it is the accelerating process of 
globalization and the sociological theories 
that elaborate on it, which convinced us of 
the need for reflection and a new collection 
on rural gender research.

Giddens defines globalization as the 
‘growing interdependence between differ-
ent peoples, regions and countries in the 
world as social and economic relationships 
come to stretch worldwide’ (Giddens, 2001, 
p. 690). In particular, he refers to the inter-
change of products and capital through 
global trade, the interchange of people 
through global travel and migration, as well 
as the interchange of culture, ideas and 

world views. Globalization, moreover, 
affects politics in terms of expanding 
 collaboration as well as interdependency. 
There is increasing awareness that we are 
facing challenges that may only be addressed 
through collaboration (e.g.  climate change) 
(Beck, 2016). On the other hand, we see that 
the fast travel of information through infor-
mation and communications technology 
may ‘globalize’ local political events in an 
unforeseen manner and interrelate places at 
great geographical distance. Globalization 
does not stop at the border of the rural, as 
Woods (2007) has demonstrated. After all, 
farmers in many rural areas deliver agricul-
tural products to the world market and are, 
hence, closely involved in global trade and 
through their organizations in global nego-
tiations. The same is true for other ‘global 
production sectors’ such as forestry and 
fisheries, energy, biofuel, minerals, as well 
as the non-agricultural rural entrepreneurs 
and rural residents more generally. They all 
are increasingly involved in worldwide con-
nections and networks of collaboration, not 
least because many rural areas are receiving 
‘newcomers’ from all over the world.

1 Gender and Rural Globalization: 
An Introduction to International 

Perspectives on Gender and 
Rural Development

B.B. Bock1,2,* and S. Shortall3
1Wageningen University, Wageningen, The Netherlands; 2Groningen University, 
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This idea of the interconnected world 
in which the travel of information is 
unbound has inspired Manuel Castells’s 
theory of the network society in which he 
elaborates on the importance of electroni-
cally processed information networks to 
organize social structures and  relations 
(Castells, 2000). These networks constitute 
a means by which information is exchanged 
and relations are established. As these 
 networks are virtual and unbound by geo-
graphical location, traditional spatial barri-
ers, such as remote location, lose their 
importance. It is the extent to which net-
works criss-cross and interconnect that 
defines their power and not their geographi-
cal location. In theory, rural peripheral 
locations may be as included in the network 
society as central and urban places. In prac-
tice, the so-called ‘connectivity’ of rural 
residents is often lower because, among 
other factors, of the limited accessibility of 
high-speed Internet (Salemink et al., 2016).

Urry (2007) and Cresswell (2010) elabo-
rate on the movement of people, ideas and 
things that go along with the network soci-
ety and contribute to globalization. They 
define the current time as an era of mobility 
and stress the importance of understanding 
humans as travellers. According to Urry, 
modern mobility includes the ongoing 
 corporeal travelling of people and objects 
between places; the pluri-local senses of 
belonging to, and engagements in, places 
that create translocal social networks; and 
the imaginative, virtual and communicative 
‘travelling’ that vivifies and invigorates 
those networks. The mobility turn is rele-
vant for rural studies in several ways: it 
opens our eyes to the fact that rural resi-
dents are far less  sedentary or immobile 
than often assumed ( Milbourne and 
Kitchen, 2014), yet also underlines the huge 
disadvantage of rural areas when mobility is 
structurally limited through lack of infra-
structure (Bell and Osti, 2010).

Taking account of mobility has conse-
quences for theoretical frameworks as well 
as research methodologies. This is force-
fully expressed in what Beck and Sznaider 
(2010, p. 382) call ‘the cosmopolitization 
of reality’, in which not only cross-border 

communication and collaboration increases 
but also the material and immaterial inter-
dependence among social actors across 
national borders. These borders become 
more fluent and pervious as a result and 
may challenge commonly known differ-
ences between nations and/or localities. 
Turning to Europe, we have already seen 
that rural–urban distinctions are increas-
ingly difficult to identify for gender rela-
tions (Shortall, 2014). This calls for 
multi-sited and comparative research or a 
cosmopolitan perspective, following Beck’s 
idea of ‘the cosmopolitan turn’ (Beck and 
Sznaider, 2010). Its explicit aim is to go 
beyond the usual isolation of social matters 
as local or national phenomena and their 
traditional separation as a concern of so-
called ‘developed or developing’ countries, 
and to understand how they are co-created 
in a global interplay of forces. Beck there-
fore argues we should let go of the usual 
methodological nationalism and localism to 
understand the construction of social rela-
tions. In terms of rural gender relations, this 
means that we should look beyond rural 
places when trying to understand their con-
struction and functioning; also, separate 
discussions of Southern and Northern rural 
gender relations make less and less sense in 
an increasingly connected world.

Globalization and Rural Gender Studies

Globalization matters greatly for rural gen-
der studies in our view. Globalization offers 
chances as it promotes the inclusion of even 
remote rural areas in the global network 
society. As a result many of the traditional 
structural and cultural barriers may no lon-
ger hamper rural women’s empowerment 
and, hence, promote more equal gender 
relations. The increasing material and 
 virtual mobility and connectivity may, in 
addition, promote collaboration of men and 
women across rural–urban and national 
borders. It also includes risks of course 
when the rural becomes part of a global field 
of action and with it competition and 
 conflict at a global level. Higher levels of 
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mobility render travelling affordable also 
for rural residents, yet also enable outmigra-
tion – in particular of young women as we 
have seen (e.g. Johansson, 2016) – as well as 
the entry of newcomers from all over the 
world. Both may change the existing struc-
ture of rural societies. In the following we 
discuss how such developments are taken 
up in research. We reflect upon the develop-
ment of rural gender studies as described in 
the previous book, the relevance of the then 
defined research themes and the emergence 
of new topics and methodologies. Thereaf-
ter we introduce the structure and content 
of the current book.

In the Introduction to Rural Gender 
Relations (2006) we argued that rural gen-
der studies started with research that 
revealed women’s engagement in farming, 
which was continuously overlooked. Gen-
der research of that time also identified how 
development policies and projects that 
ignored women’s productive role, under-
mined women’s position in society and cre-
ated unequal gender relations (Bock, 2006). 
In the course of the 1980s rural gender 
researchers were among those who criti-
cized the dominant idea of modernization 
as development, as it supported the profits 
of capitalist firms and countries, contrib-
uted to social inequality more generally, 
reinforced patriarchy and with it the depen-
dency of women. At the same time research 
revealed the important role that women 
played in the maintenance of family farms 
and the elaboration of alternative pathways 
towards organic or multifunctional agri-
culture, part-time farming and rural entre-
preneurship (e.g. agritourism).

Rural gender research is strongly influ-
enced by mainstream gender studies in 
terms of theoretical and methodological 
development as well as research topics. This 
is clearly reflected in the growing attention 
to differences among women and the flexi-
bility of gender identities in terms of domi-
nant definitions of rurality and sexuality. In 
the following years this topic has been fur-
ther developed, also theoretically, which is 
mirrored in increasing attention to lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex and 
questioning (LGBTIQ) identities and queer 

theory (Keller, 2015). Rural gender research-
ers also followed up on the mobility turn 
with more research into the effects of global-
ization and the increased mobility of women 
and men on rural gender relations.

Based on this we may argue that rural 
gender studies in the global North and 
South followed roughly the following 
development path, when developing 
research on the following topics:

1. The visibility of women in agriculture 
and rural development.
2. Critique of (rural) development and 
patriarchy.
3. Struggle for empowerment and recogni-
tion of women’s agency.
4. The acknowledgement of heterogeneity 
and flexible gender identities.
5. Mobility, globalization and trans- 
nationalism.

Rural gender studies started with research 
into women in agriculture and development 
and proceeded from there. The develop-
ment is, however, not linear as most of the 
themes remain relevant despite the emer-
gence of new ones, as we will demonstrate 
by giving just a few examples. Gender and 
agriculture is still a very topical issue; it is 
however studied in a different way, taking 
account of the theoretical and methodologi-
cal insights gained, and of the relevance of 
mobility and globalization. New research 
looks, for instance, at how the increasing 
involvement of women as paid labourers in 
the expanding plantation agriculture in the 
global South affects their position (Canning, 
Chapter 21, this volume), into women’s and 
men’s involvement in agriculture as migrant 
labour or how women’s access to agricul-
tural innovation could be improved (FAO, 
2016). There is also still research going on 
which critically evaluates the attempts of 
rural development policy to involve rural 
women in targeted projects, which more 
often than not reinforce traditional rural 
identities and relations (Shortall and Bock, 
2015). In the global South gender is still an 
important focus in mainstream develop-
ment projects, even though several research-
ers have a rather critical view of it. Already 
in 2007 Cornwall et al. reflected critically 
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on their own role in mainstreaming gender. 
In a recent article Cornwall (2016) elabo-
rates how current attempts to empower 
women have lost their critical stance by 
focusing too much on the economic involve-
ment of women. In doing so we have, in her 
view, foregone the earlier focus on support-
ing women’s agency, which renders any 
attempt to transform gender relations futile.

One interesting development is the 
growing interest in heterogeneous and flexi-
ble gender identities. This is evident in the 
types of questions being asked in research 
about rural masculinities and in the accep-
tance of LGBTIQ orientations and identities 
in rural areas in different parts of the world 
(Abelson, 2016). It often confirms earlier 
research that pointed to the conservative 
character of rural areas as well as the  limited 
inclusion and integration of those who are 
considered different (Cloke, 2007). Finally, 
there is an expanding body of research into 
rural mobility and migration. Such research 
examines the arrival of labour migrants in 
Europe who contribute to the revitalization 
of rural areas, the ambivalent reception of 
refugees as well as the continuous trend of 
population decline in (remote) rural areas 
throughout the world, the dreams of those 
who leave as well as the experiences of 
those who stay behind (Bock et al., 2016). In 
addition, several researchers have meticu-
lously detailed the mobility of rural resi-
dents and ‘the rural’ in Europe, addressing 
the supposed immobility of the rural in this 
era of mobility (see Chapter 2, this volume).

This Book

The developments discussed above inspired 
us to edit a book that explores how rural 
gender relations are changing in a globaliz-
ing world. It analyses the development of 
rural gender relations in specific places 
around the world and looks at the effects of 
the increasing connectivity and mobility of 
people across places. The book is not geo-
graphically or geo-politically organized but 
integrates experiences across the globe 
through the discussion of four themes 

which reflect the above listed key themes 
in rural gender research: agriculture , inter-
national development, gender identities 
and mobility. Each theme is introduced 
with a paper that gives an overview of the 
state-of-the-art in that specific thematic area 
and integrates the case studies that follow. 
The contributors present empirical work 
from the global North and South, and more 
particularly Sweden, Norway, Northern Ire-
land, Republic of Ireland, the UK, Poland, 
Greece, Italy, Slovenia, Uzbekistan, India, 
Africa, Asia and Latin America, Australia, 
New Zealand, Canada and the USA.

The first section (Chapters 2–6) exam-
ines how mobility affects men and women 
in rural areas. It explores gender differences 
in mobility patterns and analyses how 
mobility affects rural gender identities and 
relations. The section opens with Chapter 2, 
an overview in which Bettina Bock dis-
cusses the development of mobility research 
and the attention given to the impact mobil-
ity has on gender relations and vice versa. 
She then introduces the chapters that 
 contribute to this section. Chapter 3 by 
Donatella Greco and Chiara Zachetti reports 
on the experiences of Ukrainian women 
who work in rural areas of Italy as domestic 
caregivers. In doing so they cover the inad-
equacy of the Italian welfare system, which 
no longer supports the availability of suffi-
cient services in rural areas, particularly for 
(elderly) citizens with limited mobility. In 
Chapter 4, Nargiza Nizamedinkhodjayeva, 
Bettina Bock and Peter Mollinga discuss 
how labour migration in rural Uzbekistan, 
which increased enormously in the after-
math of its independence, affects the liveli-
hood of those who stay behind and how the 
importance of the economic contribution of 
labour migrants impacts on household rela-
tions in terms of gender and generation. In 
Chapter 5, Jessica Duncan and Monika 
Agrawal explore how land grabbing hinders 
the mobility of pastoralist communities in 
Gujarat in India and how the restricted 
mobility affects their livelihood, personal 
well-being and gender relations. Chapter 6 
by Janet Momsen compares how two oppos-
ing migration streams – tourist immigration 
and labour emigration – play out in two 
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regions with very different histories of 
migration: the Caribbean islands and the 
Yucatán Peninsula in Mexico. She demon-
strates how migration may strengthen the 
position of women through their increased 
involvement in gainful employment as well 
as the interaction with other lifestyles, 
norms and values.

The second section (Chapters 7–11) 
focuses on agricultural change and the 
development of agricultural and rural poli-
cies, the response of individuals within 
farm households and the implications for 
gender relations in rural areas. It starts in 
Chapter 7 with an overview of the develop-
ment of research on gender and agriculture 
by Sally Shortall and an introduction of 
the chapters in this section. In Chapter 8, 
 Margaret Alston presents a longitudinal 
study of farm families’ struggles with the 
impact of climate change in Australia. She 
discusses how farm families’ strategies to 
cope with drought and the reduced farm 
income affect gender relations and put 
 pressure on farm families’ well-being. In 
Chapter 9, Susanne Stenbacka follows a 
group of female entrants into farming and 
analyses the values that motivate them to 
start farming. Based on her study she con-
cludes that the new female entrants differ 
from men in terms of their economic aspira-
tions and aspired quality of life. They are 
active and ambitious farmers yet shape 
farming in their own way, different to the 
hitherto dominant masculine worldview. 
Chapter 10 by Majda Cernic Istenic and 
Chrysanthi Charatsari studies and compares 
agricultural education and extension pro-
grammes in Slovenia and Greece in order to 
understand to what extent women partici-
pate in such programmes and if and how 
participation fosters their empowerment as 
farm women. In Chapter 11, the final one of 
this section, Anne Cassidy looks at the 
views of young women and men who are 
not the heirs to the farm and their role in 
contributing to the smooth succession and 
maintenance of Irish family farms. She 
unravels how Irish farm youths’ socializa-
tion into traditional gendered position 
teaches, in particular women, not to expect 
to inherit yet to support their brother’s 

 takeover of the family property without 
objecting to sacrificing inheritance rights.

The third section (Chapters 12–17) 
focuses on the construction of identities 
and the changes occurring in the definition 
of rural femininity and masculinity as 
a result of rural transformations. Sally 
Shortall opens the section in Chapter 12 by 
presenting an overview of research on rural-
ity and gender identity. She then introduces 
the chapters of this section. In Chapter 13, 
Lori McVay examines the identity of women 
leaders in Northern Ireland in order to 
understand how these women managed to 
become leaders, against all traditional odds, 
and which events and life choices shaped 
their identity. In doing so she elaborates 
how growing up in a rural context may 
 nurture women’s confidence and readiness 
to lead in the sense that taking on responsi-
bility is considered part of a rural lifestyle. 
Chapter 14 by Marit Haugen and Berit 
Brandth studies how divorce affects the 
gendered identities in farming. Divorce has 
been considered particularly destructive in 
farming, where the unity of farm and family 
is perceived as the basis of its functioning 
and continuity. Their chapter demonstrates 
how divorce dismantles not only the socio-
economic unit but also attacks the personal 
identity of farm women and men – as being 
a farmer is inseparably part of the personal 
identity of both. Losing the farm family 
undermines men’s identity as farmers, 
whereas women – who generally leave the 
farm – have to let go of their farm identity 
altogether. How important farming is for the 
identity of men emerges too from Chapter 
15 by Mark Riley and Heather Sangster, 
who study how retirement affects the male 
farming identity of farmers. They point at 
the central role of farm labour, of being 
physically involved in work on the farm. 
Proof of bodily strength and continued 
involvement in the farm are crucial for farm 
men’s sense of self even if farm manage-
ment is actually transferred. The impor-
tance of work as part of men’s identity after 
retirement is also a theme of Chapter 16 in 
which Caoimhe Ni Dhonaill compares two 
different initiatives to tackle the social 
exclusion of elderly men and women in 
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rural and urban areas. She demonstrates 
how men are often more vulnerable to lone-
liness when they lose work and how diffi-
cult it is for initiatives to involve men if 
there is no room for a post-work masculine 
space that allows men to reconfirm their 
masculine identity, for instance through do-
it-yourself, wood carving and metal work. 
Chapter 17, the final chapter of this section, 
looks at the identity of female  village repre-
sentatives in Poland. Ilona Matysiak’s key 
question is whether accessing the position 
of village representative promotes women’s 
position in politics, which had traditionally 
been a male position of privilege. Based on 
her research she demonstrates how wom-
en’s entry is facilitated by the devaluation 
of this position and does not lead to a gain 
in  political power even though it promotes 
women’s participation in village affairs.

The fourth section (Chapters 18–23) 
examines the role of international develop-
ment policies in advancing women’s well-
being in the less developed parts of the 
world and some of the unintended conse-
quences of such interventions. It starts with 
an overview in Chapter 18, in which Bettina 
Bock and Margreet van der Burg discuss the 
development of research in this field in 
terms of important topics as well as theories 
and methodologies. They underline the 
recurrence of gender equality on the inter-
national political agenda as an important 
precondition for sustainable development 
and food security in the light of an ever- 
growing world population. Their chapter 
closes with the introduction of the contrib-
uting chapters, all of which look at the 
changes of rural gender relations from the 
viewpoint of international relations and 
international development politics. Chapter 
19 by  Carolyn Sachs and Elisabeth Garner 
reviews recent literature on the feminiza-
tion and masculinization of agriculture 
resulting from the reorganization of the agri-
food  system in both the global North and 
South contexts. They demonstrate how new 
developments in family farming and indus-
trial agriculture, as well as the emergence of 
new alternative forms of farming, go along 
with shifts in gender relations and identi-
ties which may or may not provide 

opportunities for the empowerment of 
women. In Chapter 20, Wendy Harcourt 
presents evidence of glocal networking 
among rural women when presenting case 
studies in rural India, Tanzania and Italy 
from a feminist political ecology perspec-
tive. In doing so she stresses the importance 
of interaction and collaboration across place 
and between different groups in order to 
effectively promote equitable and sustain-
able development across the globe. Chapter 
21 by Megan Canning looks at labour condi-
tions in the sugarcane industry in Malawi 
and discusses how wage work in plantation 
agriculture redefines traditional gender 
roles and relations, realizing gain and loss at 
the same time. Gaining income improves 
women’s position within the household, 
while at the same time women are prone to 
exploitation and sexual intimidation at their 
working place on the plantation. In Chapter 
22,  Francesca Alice Centrone, Bettina Bock, 
Angela Mosso and Angela Calvo present 
their experiences with the development of 
novel gender indicators and their usefulness 
in the light of the increased importance of 
accountability. Gender indicators are most 
often used at the international level. Gender 
indicators may, however, be useful also at 
regional or even project level by assessing 
the extent to which projects and policies do 
actually contribute to more equal gender 
relations and empower women in terms of, 
for instance, access to health, education, 
governance, knowledge and technology. In 
Chapter 23, the final chapter of this section, 
Susie Jacobs reviews current trends towards 
the formalization of land tenure practices 
and compares the effects of individual or 
joint land titling on the position of women 
in different countries across the globe. She 
concludes that titling may strengthen wom-
en’s right to land, although the increased 
privatization that goes along with it may 
also undermine the right of access of the 
most vulnerable groups, especially when it 
is the state or a corporate business that 
acquires formerly common land.

The book closes in Chapter 24 with 
conclusions and reflections on the position 
of gender in rural research agendas and in 
rural academia more generally.
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Introduction

Famous sociologists such as Castells (2000) 
and Urry (2007) describe the present time as 
the century of mobility. With this descrip-
tion, they refer to the fact that falling trans-
portation costs and the new possibilities 
offered by information and communica-
tions technology have enabled people to 
travel more and spend their lives in differ-
ent places (even at the same time, i.e. virtu-
ally) while remaining in contact with 
friends and family across the world. 
 Cresswell (2010) even describes modern 
(wo)men as nomads who are constantly on 
the move.

That ‘travelling’ has increased appears 
self-evident – mirrored, for instance, by 
ever-increasing numbers of tourists, and air 
passengers in particular.1 Nevertheless, the 
discourse of modern mobility meets with 
contestation regarding its overly optimistic 
connotations and its conflation of all types 
of movements, travellers and means of 
transport. Bauman (2000) emphasizes that 
access to mobility is unequal and that social 
inequality is reflected in (relative) immobil-
ity. Braidotti et al. (2013) warn that free 
travel is a privilege of the elite. Many cur-
rent travellers are forced to travel, and in 
doing so they must overcome many barriers 
because their mobility is perceived as unde-
sirable and limited by the elite.

Without denying the pertinence of 
mobility and its societal and scientific rele-
vance, their critique is significant. With the 
experiences of 2015 in mind, and the arrival 
of several hundred thousand migrants and 
refugees on the coasts of Greece and Italy, 
nobody can any longer deny the signifi-
cance of mobility in our society. We could 
even speak of ‘mobilization’ as reflected in 
the high numbers of people who move 
house or live in multiple places, commute 
to work, travel for fun, migrate on a regular 
or continuous basis for work or are on the 
run by force, driven by war and violence, 
natural disasters and poverty. To under-
stand the meaning and social significance 
of (im)mobility, it is, however, essential to 
 distinguish carefully among travellers and 
explore their different travel experiences. 
We need to study who is (not) travelling, for 
what reasons and with what consequences. 
Who receives support or opposition from 
whom? We must also unravel the signifi-
cance of important markers of social differ-
ence such as gender, race/ethnicity, class 
and nationality. In doing so, it is important, 
also, to account for the geographical context 
and the type of ‘borders’ that travellers are 
crossing, as it is the movement from mar-
ginal to affluent places that is politically 
most contested. The walls in Texas, Spain, 
Hungary and Jerusalem are just some 
 examples of countries blocking the entry of 

2 Gender and Mobility

B.B. Bock1,2,*
1Wageningen University, Wageningen, The Netherlands; 2Groningen University, 

Groningen, The Netherlands

* Corresponding author e-mail: bettina.bock@wur.nl



 Gender and Mobility 9

‘others’; referring to the ‘Fortress of Europe’ 
is another well-known illustration (see, for 
instance, Casas-Corters et al., 2015). As 
Hanson (2010, p. 8) explains, ‘it should be 
impossible to think about mobility without 
simultaneously considering social, cultural 
and geographical context – the specifics of 
place, time and people’. In the context of 
this book, it is rural–urban borders that are 
of particular interest. Moving from rural to 
urban areas is often seen as proof of prog-
ress and modernization, yet such movement 
is also feared as the engine of rural decline 
and marginalization. Movements in the 
opposite direction are benevolently inter-
preted as supporting rural development 
(Brown and Glasgow, 2008) yet feared when 
counter-urbanization leads to the gentrifica-
tion of rural areas (Scott, 2011; Gkartzios 
and Ziebarth, 2016). As discussed in the 
 following sections, social characteristics 
such as gender, race and identity take on 
particular significance in the context of 
rural migration and mobility.

The significance of mobilization is 
also reflected in the fact that the concept of 
mobility is gaining ground within migration 
theories through its attention to the contin-
uous character of modern movements. Yet, 
one might also argue that it is migration 
theorists who have identified the impor-
tance of ongoing movement and, hence, 
mobility. This is seen, for instance, in the 
body of work on transnationalism, which 
has already stressed for years that migration 
does not cross-cut but rather interlinks 
 peoples across place (Levitt and Jaworsky, 
2007; Vertovec, 2009). Another strength of 
mobility theory is that it includes all 
types of voyages and movements, whereas 
 traditional migration theory clearly distin-
guished ‘migration’ from any other move-
ment (Brown, 2012). Launching our 
discussion from the more inclusive concept 
of mobility – as opposed to migration – is 
advantageous, as it is often difficult to 
clearly define travel or the traveller as they 
are reflected in the heated political debate 
over the distinction between (economic) 
migrants and ‘real’ refugees. In practice, 
current research often combines both bod-
ies of work, mobility and migration. This is 

also the case for scholars interested in the 
gender-specific aspects of migration and 
mobility.

This chapter provides a brief overview 
of the development of the field of gender 
and migration and mobility. It then focuses, 
in particular, on research on mobility and 
migration in the rural context and the 
research questions that have gained the 
most attention in recent years. It closes with 
a presentation of the chapters that comprise 
this section of the book (Chapters 3–6).

The Development of the Field

Gender and migration is, by now, an estab-
lished body of knowledge and a long- 
standing topic of research (see, for instance, 
Passerini et al., 2007; Oso and Ribas-Mateos, 
2013). Gender-specific research has chal-
lenged the traditional notion of men as 
active migrants and women as their passive 
partners who may stay behind and wait for 
their return, accompany them and travel 
under their protection, or follow them once 
they have paved the way.

The concentration on male migrants 
may also be explained by the traditional 
interpretation of migration as an economic 
behaviour and a desire to better one’s eco-
nomic circumstances by migrating to places 
with more and better paid employment and 
opportunities for social mobility (Anthias, 
2000). Limited attention to women as eco-
nomic agents thus explains their neglect 
by studies of economic migrants. This has 
changed fundamentally in recent years. 
Women’s economic agency is increasingly 
acknowledged, as is women’s wish to 
migrate for work (Anthias and Lazaridis, 
2000). Various studies document young 
women migrating in search of higher educa-
tion and promising employment in cities 
and/or affluent countries (Ni Laoire, 2001; 
Donkersloot, 2012; Kuhmonen et al., 2016; 
Tufor et al., 2016). It is, however, also 
mature women, married and/or with chil-
dren, who, by migrating to work for shorter 
or longer periods, sustain their families and 
the successful upbringing of their children 
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(Greco and Zanetti, Chapter 3, this volume). 
Most famous are probably Philippine 
women, who support not only their families 
but also the national economy through the 
remittances they earn through domestic 
labour in Europe and the Middle East 
(Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2003). Similar 
cases may be found elsewhere (Marchand, 
2009), including in Europe, where women 
from Poland, Bulgaria and Ukraine accept 
work as resident caregivers of elderly peo-
ple in Germany, Spain and Italy (Marchetti 
and Venturini, 2014; Farris, 2015; Greco 
and Zanetti, Chapter 3, this volume). Such 
studies emphasize that migrants’ labour 
markets are clearly segregated along lines of 
class. In general, migrants tend to find work 
that native workers are unwilling to do – 
often physically challenging and poorly 
paid, with flexible or no contracts, in the 
shadow economy (Farris, 2015). Sometimes 
their work is under the exploitative circum-
stances of near-slavery (Corrado, 2012; Bock 
et al., 2016). The sectors in which migrants 
typically work are, in addition, clearly seg-
mented by gender, with women overly pres-
ent in health care, services and domestic 
labour, and increasingly agriculture, while 
men dominate agriculture, heavy industry 
and mining, transport and construction 
(Farris, 2015).

There are, however, other reasons to 
move from place to place besides employ-
ment or education. Searching for a better 
quality of life is one of them. This may be 
prompted by the desire for a safer or health-
ier environment, a place with more or better 
services, or a place offering more freedom to 
live according to one’s own identity, norms 
and values. In the last case, escaping from 
social exclusion in rural places is a strong 
motive that has been reported for young 
(rural) women (Dahlström, 1996), migrants 
and refugees (Colvin, 2017), and members 
of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and 
intersex communities (Manalansan, 2006; 
Abelson, 2016). The pleasure of being 
mobile is also in itself a motivation to move, 
as Hanson (2010) explains. This is reflected 
especially by young men and women who 
leave rural areas to lead a more adventurous 
life either elsewhere or in continuous 

mobility, with mobility and migration 
becoming an ever more popular rite of pas-
sage to adulthood (White, 2010; Farrugia, 
2016). And then, there are numerous cases 
where moving is induced by love and 
friendship (Sunanta and Angeles, 2013). In 
this context it is important to note the 
increasing attention given to the phenome-
non of transnational families and house-
holds and the fact that even intimate 
relations form configurations that cut across 
locations, keeping people emotionally and 
socio-economically connected (Mazzucato, 
2008; Pantea, 2012; Sunanta and Angeles, 
2013). It is here that the concept of trans-
nationality is particularly important for 
explaining the multi-sitedness of belonging 
and identification and the emergence of a 
mobile network of social relations that is no 
longer dependent on sedentary settlement 
(Gustafson, 2001).

In 2003, Ehrenreich and Hochschild 
(2003, p. 5) stressed the ‘feminization of 
migration’, indicating that women migrants 
are outnumbering men. Recent numbers 
confirm this expectation; female migrants 
outnumbered males in several European 
countries in 2010 and their figures have, 
overall, been less affected by the crisis in 
Western Europe than has been the case for 
migrant men (Farris, 2015). Yet, there are so 
many travellers other than migrants, which 
makes it difficult to compare the mobility of 
men and women. What is, however, evident 
is that not only migration but also mobility 
is a gendered phenomenon: ‘Decisions to 
migrate are made within a larger context of 
gendered interactions and expectations 
between individuals and within families 
and institutions’ (Donato et al., 2006, p. 12). 
The latter includes ‘state regulations of the 
mobile’ (Donato et al., 2006, p. 21), such as 
governmental migration policies that, in 
Africa for instance, intentionally restricted 
women’s migration until the 1950s and 
1960s to prevent African urbanization and 
maintain reproduction of the rural labour 
force (Wright, 1995, p. 784). Gender rela-
tions are shaping patterns of migration and 
mobility, and both are shaping gender rela-
tions (Donato et al., 2006; Hanson, 2010). 
This is clearly seen in studies that report on 
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female migrants gaining recognition and 
bargaining power because of their economic 
contributions (Tufor et al., 2016) and in 
studies that reveal how the domestic divi-
sion of labour may be revised with men tak-
ing over ‘feminine’ responsibilities, at least 
temporarily (Choi, 2016). Hanson (2010, 
p. 9) notes that although ‘mobility/immobil-
ity stand at the core of traditional gender 
ideologies’, the understanding of this phe-
nomenon has often been too simplistic, 
equating mobility with empowerment and 
masculinity and immobility with subordi-
nation and femininity. Whereas mobility 
may indeed be empowering, it is important, 
in her view, to account for rootedness as 
another important source of power, as it 
promotes the development of solid social 
networks. She also points to the fact that 
mobility may be forced and may result from 
a subordinate position, and she calls for 
‘detailed understandings of the gendered 
meanings and power relations embedded in 
various forms of mobility/immobility in 
various social and geographic contexts’ 
(Hanson, 2010, p. 11).

Therefore, it is important to account for 
gender’s interaction with other markers of 
social differentiation when studying mobil-
ity and migration. How this is reflected in 
the rural context is discussed next.

Gender, Migration and Mobility in the 
Rural Context

The genderedness of mobility and migra-
tion takes on a particular significance in the 
rural context because of the interesting 
interaction between the assumed differ-
ences in mobility between urban and rural 
areas and between men and women. Both 
rurality and femininity are traditionally 
connected to immobility, or at least to 
mobility constraints. Rising levels of migra-
tion and mobility thus challenge traditional 
notions of rurality and rural–urban distinc-
tions, as well as rural gender identities and 
relations.

In Europe, Bell and Osti (2010) initi-
ated the debate on the supposed immobility 

of the rural. While underlining that access 
to transport is essential for rural residents 
and for the inclusion and development of 
rural areas, the authors stress the high num-
bers of rural residents who increasingly 
must travel to regional centres to reach 
basic facilities and services. Since then, sev-
eral studies have unravelled how mobile 
the rural actually are, materially as com-
muters, visitors and sojourners; this is in 
addition to newcomers and incoming, out-
going and returning migrants (Halfacree, 
2012; Goodwin-Hawkins, 2014; Milbourne 
and Kitchen, 2014; Argent, 2016).

Mobility is, thus, an important issue for 
rural areas in various ways. First of all, it 
concerns the needs and opportunities of 
rural residents in terms of everyday mobil-
ity, such as commuting to work, school and 
basic services. European research reports 
the increased reliance on private means of 
transport resulting from cuts in public 
budg ets and related reductions in public 
transport. It is those without a driver’s 
licence and a car who are most disadvan-
taged in this regard, including the very 
young and old, women and those with low 
levels of income (Osti, 2010).

A second important topic concerns the 
outmigration of, particularly, young and 
well-educated residents, initiating a vicious 
cycle of rural marginalization and decline 
(Argent, 2016). This is a long-standing sub-
ject that has also been discussed repeatedly 
in the context of the rural exodus and flight 
from the land and ongoing urbanization of 
the rural population (Argent, 2016). The 
emigration of young rural women has par-
ticular significance in the European context, 
as it is perceived as a major threat to local 
development in terms of declining birth 
rates and motivation for young rural men to 
follow. The resulting masculinization of 
rural areas is interpreted as a reflection of 
local decline. As early as 2001, Ni Laoire 
emphasized that the ability to leave rural 
areas may be unequally distributed, with 
women being better equipped to leave 
because of their relatively higher levels of 
education and because they face lower 
expectations to stay compared with rural 
men, who are expected to maintain the 
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family business, especially in farming. 
 Dahlström (1996) stressed that rural areas 
have little to offer to young women, as both 
employment and recreational opportunities 
are more attuned to men’s interests. Similar 
motivations of especially female adolescents 
to leave the rural areas and move to the city 
have been confirmed in recent research in 
several countries across Europe, including 
Sweden (Johansson, 2016; Rauhut and 
Littke, 2016), Hungary (Timár and Velkey, 
2016), East Germany (Leibert, 2016), Spain, 
Ireland and Austria, as well as Australia and 
Canada (Leibert and Wiest, 2016).

Also particularly interesting is research 
that explores how mobility and emigration 
affect family life and the division of house-
hold responsibilities. Following the exam-
ple of the famous research of Ehrenreich 
(Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2003) and 
Lutz (Lutz and Pallenga-Möllenbeck, 2012) 
on the chain of care and love, there are sev-
eral recent studies on how, when leaving to 
earn money, European women reorganize 
the care of their children by offering paid 
care to their employer elsewhere (Pantea, 
2012; Tyldum, 2015). Also, European 
women tend to redistribute care work across 
generations, with other women, often their 
mothers (-in-law), stepping in, while redis-
tribution across gender lines is a less fre-
quent and often temporary solution (King 
and Vullnetari, 2009). Similar research is 
now beginning in Africa (Dimova et al., 
2015). Also interesting is research that dis-
cusses the experience of transnational fami-
lies and households across the globe 
(Baldassar and Merla, 2014; Parella, 2016). 
Whereas many of the studies cited above 
examine the experiences of migrating 
women, there are also a number of studies 
exploring the situation of women left 
behind in rural areas (Gartaula et al., 2012; 
Wu and Ye, 2016).

A third important topic concerns rural 
immigration, which has a long history of 
research, particularly in the global North 
in terms of counter-urbanization, lifestyle 
migration and the influx of newcomers and 
retirees (Berry, 2000; Halfacree, 2012; 
Argent, 2016). Counter-urbanization is most 
frequent in rural areas close to major cities 

and addresses the movement of middle-
class families to rural areas in search of 
a better quality of life. While contributing 
to the economic development of these 
areas, such movement may also render 
housing unaffordable for rural residents 
( Shucksmith, 2000), endanger the rural cul-
ture and lifestyle, as well as affect the con-
servation of rural landscapes. In the 1990s, 
counter-urbanization was also discussed in 
gender research that stressed the constraints 
women experienced on their professional 
careers as a result of very traditional rural 
gender relations and ideologies (Little and 
Austin, 1996). Similar results have been 
found in studies looking at the adoption of 
more traditionalist gender roles among 
those moving back to rural areas following 
their dissatisfaction with urban work and 
consumption patterns (Wilbur, 2014). More 
recent research underlines that gender rela-
tions and ideologies are changing in rural 
areas and becoming more similar to urban 
gender relations (Bock, 2010).

The influx of international labour 
migrants and refugees into rural areas is a 
new topical issue in European rural 
research. These studies stress the difficul-
ties migrants and refugees face in finding 
their way and successfully integrating into 
rural areas – difficulties due to the shortage 
of relevant services and facilities and the 
fact that they are often perceived as 
extremely different by the rural population, 
who frequently meets the arrival of ‘strang-
ers’ with suspicion and anxiety (De Lima, 
2012; Hedberg et al., 2012; McAreavey, 
2012). The latter had already been dis-
cussed in the late 1990s in the context of 
rural residents’ difficulties in meeting the 
‘other’. At that time, this was also discussed 
in terms of gender and the idea that rural 
women were perceived as needing the pro-
tection of incoming strangers (Cloke, 1997). 
Recent studies on immigration may address 
gender issues in terms of differences 
between the opportunities and experiences 
of male and female migrants and the effect 
of novel experiences on gender relations in 
local and immigrant households (see, for 
instance, Petrou, 2012; Vullnetari, 2012; 
Farris, 2015; Maliepaard and Alba, 2016).
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The gender-specific effects of migrant 
labour in agriculture deserve separate atten-
tion. These have been discussed in depth in 
the context of plantation labour in the global 
South and the USA, where the fair  treatment 
of migrants in general and women in par-
ticular is increasingly discussed as an ele-
ment of fair trade certification ( Terstappen 
et al., 2013). Whereas the poor treatment of 
migrants in agriculture is certainly an issue 
in Europe too (Bock et al., 2016), there is no 
research so far that examines its gender- 
specific aspects.

The Chapters

The chapters presented in this section build 
on the legacy of earlier research into gender 
and rural migration, such as that sketched 
above, and contribute to the further devel-
opment of research into the gender-specific 
dimensions of rural mobilization. They 
explore the significance of mobility for rural 
gender relations in very different contexts 
that cross-cut countries and continents. In 
doing so, they illustrate the gender-specific 
aspects and effects of increasing levels of 
mobility in the country of origin as well as 
the country of reception. However, they 
also discuss the effects of mobility 
constraints.

In Chapter 3, Donatella Greco and 
 Chiara Zanetti present a case that elucidates 
the effects of increased international immi-
gration into rural areas in Europe. Their 
chapter examines the experiences of 
 Ukrainian women who play an increasingly 
important role in providing care for the 
elderly in rural areas and, in doing so, repair 
the inadequacy of the Italian welfare sys-
tem, which no longer supports the availabil-
ity of sufficient services in rural areas, 
particularly for (elderly) citizens with lim-
ited mobility. Many women are circular 
migrants who move between Italy and 
Ukraine and aim to support their families 
by providing paid care to the family mem-
bers of others elsewhere. Greco and Zanetti 
provide an overview of recent research 
looking into the significance of this 

phenomenon and the experiences of these 
women, who welcome the opportunity to 
provide for their families at home yet also 
suffer from loneliness and isolation, espe-
cially in remote rural areas, and are often 
forced to accept precarious employment 
conditions.

Chapter 4 by Nargiza Nizamedinkhod-
jayeva, Bettina Bock and Peter Mollinga 
presents an example of how labour migra-
tion affects those staying behind and may 
change household relations in terms of gen-
der and generation as a result of changing 
economic bargaining power as well as expe-
riences of independence obtained abroad. 
In particular, they report on how increasing 
levels of male outmigration for work, which 
is necessary to make a living in the rural 
areas of Uzbekistan in the aftermath of the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union, have 
affected the division of labour and domi-
nant norms and values in the extended rural 
households of Uzbekistan in terms of gen-
der and generation. Again, the changes are 
not clearly in favour of or detrimental to 
gender equality. On the one hand, post-
socialist transitions in the organization of 
the country have led to the impoverishment 
of many rural households and have weak-
ened the position of women as traditional 
gender norms were reintroduced. At the 
same time, migration has enabled individ-
ual men and women to gain personal 
income and, with that, some level of 
 independence from the usual  patriarchal 
organization of extended households.

In Chapter 5, Jessica Duncan and 
 Monika Agrawal explore the gender- specific 
effects of land grabbing on the social prac-
tices of pastoralist communities in Gujarat, 
India; in doing so they present an example 
of the unequal distribution of mobility. In 
this particular case, the mobilization of 
assets (land) by powerful groups results in 
the immobilization of those with less power. 
The chapter describes in considerable detail 
how restricted mobility affects the lives of 
pastoralists and the organization of gender 
relations. After presenting three cases of the 
state-sanctioned transfer of pastoralists’ tra-
ditional land access rights to corporations, 
they reconstruct a typical day in the lives of 
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the women who live in the affected areas. In 
doing so, they demonstrate how the loss of 
livestock brought on by restricted access to 
grazing land affects daily routines and 
rhythms and produces new economic rela-
tions within families. The forced immobil-
ity of pastoralists affects not only their 
livelihoods but also has gender-specific 
effects on their social practices and emo-
tional well-being.

Janet Momsen discusses the effects of 
migration on rural areas in an historic per-
spective in Chapter 6. Moreover, she com-
pares how two opposing migration streams 
– tourist immigration and labour emigration 
– play out in two regions with very different 
histories of migration: the Caribbean islands 
and the Yucatán Peninsula in Mexico. She 
demonstrates how migration influences the 
livelihoods of rural households and the 
position of women. Whereas the outmigra-
tion of male farmers has led to the decline of 
plantation agriculture and commercial crop 
production in general, farming is often 
 continued as a safety net by those who 

remain behind. It is often women who con-
tinue farming to generate income in their 
own right and to avoid being fully depen-
dent on migrants’ remittances. At the same 
time, they want to safeguard a place for 
migrants to return. Some specialize in the 
production of food and, for example, mari-
juana for the tourism industry; others sell 
handicrafts to tourists. In doing so, engage-
ment in the tourist industry also becomes 
an alternative to outmigration. Momsen 
concludes that earning income of their own 
adds to women’s empowerment and creates 
a new interaction with tourists and urban 
lifestyles.

Note

1On the evolution of air passengers in Europe, see, 
for example: Eurostat (2016) Air passenger transport 
– monthly statistics. Available at: http://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Air_pas-
senger_transport_-_monthly_statistics (accessed 7 
September 2016).
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Introduction

The aim of this chapter1 is to analyse the 
experience of Ukrainian women who 
migrate to Italy for work.2 In recent decades, 
women’s migrant labour has played an 
increasingly crucial role, particularly in 
elderly care. This phenomenon has been 
most evident in large cities, but over time it 
has also occurred in rural areas. This chap-
ter focuses on migrant women from Ukraine, 
who are typically employed in the care-
giving sector. In addition, it examines the 
specific features of the settlement of 
 Ukrainian women in rural areas, their inter-
action with their country of origin and the 
emotional and practical consequences of 
their stay in Italy at the level of their trans-
national family ménage. Moreover, by 
reviewing the relevant literature, this chap-
ter provides an overview of the research on 
Ukrainian migrant women in rural Italy.

As several authors have recently stated, 
the interface between gender and migration 
studies has been problematic for many 
years.3 However, a new approach to the 
topic of migration was adopted in the 1970s 
and 1980s: a number of scholars contrib-
uted by conducting a series of studies that 

prioritized the analysis of the woman’s per-
spectives in migration.

The chapter is structured as follows. 
The first section focuses on the main con-
cepts concerning female migration to anal-
yse the case of Ukrainian women migrants 
in Italy. An overview of the experience of 
these women is provided by drawing on 
 relevant national and international litera-
ture. A brief survey of the official national 
statistical data is conducted to  contextualize 
this migration phenomenon in the Italian 
setting. We then present an analysis of 
 official statistics on Ukrainian women in 
Italian rural areas and a review of their 
migration experiences in greater detail; the 
push-and-pull factors that explain their 
migratory paths and their different features; 
and finally, their interaction with the 
local rural areas. This approach is used to 
describe the interaction between Ukrainian 
women and the Italian host society. More-
over, this analysis prompts a series of 
 considerations about the Italian welfare 
 system, which appears to be inadequate in 
satisfying the needs of the most fragile 
 segment of the population (i.e. the 
elderly), especially in rural areas that lack 
services.
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Background and Context: Ukrainian 
Women in International Migration Flows

According to Pollini and Scidà (2002, p. 16), 
migration flows are a significant element of 
social, economic and political changes. 
This means that their appearance changes 
over time and they acquire different charac-
teristics, depending on the historical and 
social context in which they develop. In 
recent decades, one of the most striking 
aspects of international migrations has been 
the so-called feminization of migration 
flows, to which migrating Ukrainian women 
have certainly contributed. However, the 
claim that women have been the protago-
nists of international migration only in 
recent years should be nuanced, as a num-
ber of international scholars have noted 
(Grigg, 1977; Bock and Shortall, 2006). In 
fact, the role of women in migration flows 
was highlighted by Ravenstein in his ‘Laws 
of migration’ in 1876. Ravenstein’s law 
no. 5 entails the ‘predominance of females 
among short-distance migrants’ (Lee, 1966; 
White, 2016): according to this statement, 
women are more inclined than men to 
short-radius migration. Indirectly, he 
underlines that women, like men, have 
always migrated throughout the history of 
international migration flows. What differ-
entiates women’s migration experiences 
from those of men is the shorter distances 
covered between the country of origin and 
the final destination. Ravenstein’s assertion 
concerning women’s migration certainly 
referred to society as he knew it. Today, we 
know that women’s migration patterns 
develop in response to changes in the social 
and political international context (Portes 
and Sensenbrenner, 1993). The migration of 
Ukrainian women has changed over the 
years as well, with longer distances covered 
when such movement was permitted by 
national and international events such as 
the fall of the Berlin Wall, the dissolution of 
the former Soviet regime and, more gener-
ally, the end of the Cold War.

Ambrosini (2011) analysed the main 
characteristics of international migration 
flows and demonstrated the numerical pre-
dominance of men and their status as first 

migrants, who dominated and fostered 
migration flows even in the case of migra-
tion as a family strategy (travelling as, e.g., 
fathers, sons, husbands or brothers). How-
ever, as DeLaet stated (1999, p. 13), ‘The 
invisibility of women in international 
migration scholarship does not correspond 
to the reality of international migration. 
Women migrate across international bound-
aries at approximately the same rate as 
men’. Indeed, it is generally agreed that the 
presence of women in migratory systems is 
not a very recent phenomenon but was 
already evident in the so-called Fordist 
phase of migration after the Second World 
War (Ambrosini, 2011). Studies that analyse 
migration from the gender perspective are, 
however, quite recent. Since the 1980s, 
thanks to the input of a number of European 
and American feminist scholars, research 
has focused on the role of women in inter-
national flows, aiming to show their central 
role, in addition to that of men, in interna-
tional migration over the centuries (Kofman 
et al., 2000; Pessar and Mahler, 2003; 
Vianello, 2014).

Furthermore, in the context of contem-
porary mobility, the male bias that once 
influenced academic studies on migration 
does not reflect the current nature of world-
wide migration flows. According to the 
 latest statistics on international migration 
provided by the United Nations (UN) 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs 
(UN-DESA), in 2013, approximately 232 
million people in the world were migrants, 
48% of whom were women (Caritas italiana 
and Migrantes, 2015). These data confirm 
that in the ‘age of migrations’ (Castels and 
Miller, 2012), one of the principal charac-
teristics of international migration flows is 
their gender balance (Donato and Donna, 
2015). More specifically, the number of 
female emigrants is higher in developed 
(51.6%) than in developing countries4 
(46.2%) (Caritas italiana and Migrantes, 
2015, p. 47). Later in this chapter, closer 
attention will be paid to how the literature 
has highlighted the dependence of female 
migration on economic and social imbal-
ances among countries (Sassen, 2000). This 
framework is particularly suited to the 
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analysis of Ukrainian women migrants, who 
began to migrate more systemically after the 
collapse of the Soviet regime.

The gender approach to female migra-
tion highlights different types of female 
migrants: the largest category consists of 
those termed dependants. These women 
started to leave their countries of origin in 
the context of family reunification during 
the 1970s. As stated by Lahav (in Kofman, 
2000, p. 66), in the 1980s, the number of 
women entering European states for family 
reunification purposes increased.5 The 
dependant female migrant is often repre-
sented as a passive actor who undergoes the 
migratory event without any personal ini-
tiative and as part of a larger family project. 
Recent research, however, has questioned 
the supposed passiveness of women in both 
migration projects and the labour market. 
A number of studies have observed that 
women participate in the definition of 
migration routes and are active in the labour 
market, albeit as irregular workers who are 
involved in household or nursing jobs. As 
Farris (2010) stated, this pattern of female 
migration has been dominant in Europe – 
particularly in the UK, France and Italy – 
among Bangladeshi, North African and 
Moroccan communities, respectively.

Another group of female migrants in 
Europe consists of the so-called forerun
ners. These are generally women who leave 
their country of origin before their parents 
or husbands. They initiate the migration 
chain that enables other members of the 
family to follow. Petersen speaks in this 
regard of an innovative migration event that 
is often motivated by the search for better 
work and life conditions (Petersen in  Pollini 
and Scidà, 2002, p. 73). According to 
Petersen, emigrating women can also be 
identified with the so-called free migration 
phenomenon, wherein the push factor is the 
personal desire to seek a better life and 
 better working conditions.

Another characteristic of female migra-
tion flows is the role of informal networks. 
This feature is particularly evident in the 
migration flows to Italy from Eastern Europe 
or Eritrea, a former Italian colony. More-
over, Catholic institutions have often acted 

as mediators helping women settle in the 
destination country. In general, women 
who migrated to Europe in the 1970s and 
1980s came from countries with strong 
Catholic traditions (such as South America, 
the Philippines and, after 1989, Eastern 
European countries).

According to Favaro and Colombo 
(1993), marital and parental roles are likely 
to be reversed when women are the first to 
migrate: in this case, women tend to assume 
the functions of the head of the family and 
the main breadwinner. In many cases, they 
assume this role while supporting their 
families at home, thereby managing a trans-
national family life and household. Using a 
transnational perspective as a new explana-
tory model appears to be particularly suited 
to the study of Ukrainian women’s migra-
tion to Italy, as explained in the following 
sections.

Ukrainian Women in Italy: General 
Evidence in the Form of Statistics

Although the first immigrants arrived in 
Italy in the 1970s, the number of foreign 
citizens who were regularly present in the 
country became substantial only 20 years 
ago. Since then, the population has 
increased from 625,000 in 19916 to just over 
1 million in 2001,7 and just over 5 million 
in 2015 (Istat, 2016), when foreign citizens 
represented 8.3% of the total population. 
Currently, according to official national 
 statistics, Romanians form the largest ethnic 
community living in Italy, followed by 
Albanians, Moroccans and Chinese. Ukrai-
nians are the fifth largest ethnic group at the 
national level: on 1 January 2016, approxi-
mately 230,728 Ukrainians were living in 
Italy, i.e. 4.6% of the foreigners in the 
country.8

In general, the migration of Ukrainian 
women began in the early 1990s after the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union and the 
transition to capitalist economies in former 
Soviet member states. The economic and 
social instability experienced by these 
countries prompted many residents – even 
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members of families belonging to the (lower) 
middle classes – to emigrate (Bianchini and 
Privitera, 2005). Female emigration flows 
grew significantly, especially in rural areas 
where the socio-economic situation was 
even more difficult (Vianello, 2009). Sub-
telny (2003) identified this period as the 
fourth phase of Ukrainian emigration, in 
which the push factor was related to a pro-
found economic crisis affecting the national 
system as a consequence of political insta-
bility. A considerable number of Ukrainian 
migrants (men and women) moved to Rus-
sia, Germany and Poland. In the second half 
of the 1990s, Italy and Spain also attracted 
Ukrainian migrants, particularly women, 
who found work in the care system – in 
which, even if they were highly educated, 
they were usually employed as caregivers.

In Italy, immigration from the Ukraine 
has grown more significantly and rapidly 
than has immigration by other ethnic groups 
(Blangiardo, 2005): on 1 January 2003, there 
were 12,730 Ukrainian residents in Italy, 
which grew to 230,728 Ukrainian residents 
on 1 January 2015.9 Nevertheless, female 
Ukrainian migrants have arrived somewhat 
unnoticed because of their relative 

invisibility compared with other migrants 
(Favaro and Tognetti Bordogna, 1991). First, 
the white skin colour of these women means 
that they are less frequently perceived as 
foreigners than are members of other ethnic 
groups. In addition, work in the domestic 
sector, which is often on full-time contracts, 
severely limits their possibilities for social 
interaction with the host society.

The increasing number of Ukrainian 
citizens in Italy has been confirmed by an 
analysis of residence permits (see Table 
3.1): in 2002, there were 12,618 Ukrainians 
legally residing in Italy, whereas in 2016, 
their number increased to 240,141. How-
ever, as shown in Table 3.2, there has been 
a small reduction in the number of new resi-
dence permits for non-EU citizens in the 
last two years (-6.5%). This trend, which is 
stronger for Ukrainians than for all other 
foreigners present in Italy (-25.6%), is prob-
ably due to the reduction of employment 
opportunities in the Italian labour market 
resulting from the economic crisis. More-
over, the instability of the country of origin 
and the development of neighbouring coun-
tries in Eastern Europe as new emigration 
destinations have probably played a role.

Table 3.1. Residence permits in Italy (for Ukrainian citizens and total non-EU citizens), with percentage of 
females in years 2002, 2007 and 2016. (Data from http://dati.istat.it (accessed 21 December 2015).)

Residence permits 
01.01.2002

Residence permits 
01.01.2007

Residence permits 
01.01.2016

n
Of which 

women (%) n
Of which 

women (%) n
Of which 

women (%)

Ukrainians    12,618 78.8   118,524 83.2   240,141 79.2

Total non-EU citizens 1,448,392 47.2 2,414,972 50.4 3,931,133 48.7

Table 3.2. New residence permits in Italy (for Ukrainian citizens and total non-EU citizens), with 
percentage of females in years 2013 and 2015 and percentage variation 2013–2015. (Data from http://dati.
istat.it (accessed 20 October 2016).)

New residence permits in 
2013

New residence permits in 
2015

Variation  
2013–2015 (%)n

Of which 
women (%) n

Of which 
women (%)

Ukrainians  14,162 78.7  10,543 58.6 –25.6

Total non-EU citizens 255,646 47.8 238.936 41.7  –6.5

http://dati.istat.it
http://dati.istat.it
http://dati.istat.it
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The presence of Ukrainians in the Ital-
ian regions primarily reflects their variable 
demand for workers in the domestic work 
and home care services sector. However, as 
noted above, the role of chain migration is 
also important because it explains the high 
presence of Ukrainians in Campania and 
Lazio (see Table 3.3). Campania is a long-
standing destination for Ukrainian migrants 
for two reasons: the first is the extent of the 
informal economy; the second is the pres-
ence of commercial relationships between 
Naples and the port of Odessa, which facili-
tated the first Ukrainian newcomers 
( Mazzacurati, 2005; Vianello, 2009). More-
over, as stated by Vianello (2009), the rela-
tionship with former Polish emigration 
flows can help explain the location of Ukrai-
nian destinations in Italy: Ukrainian fore-
runners were initially supported by the 
Polish social networks that had already 

been established in Rome, Naples, Milan 
and Bologna. In particular, the connections 
between the Catholic (Italian and Polish) 
and the Orthodox churches enabled them to 
develop a wide and permeable network 
through which they provide support during 
the initial stages of the Ukrainian 
immigration.

When comparing the presence of 
migrants in urban and rural areas, the con-
centration of migrants in cities becomes 
 evident, although it is significant in 
medium-sized towns and small villages 
(Ambrosini, 2011; Carrosio, 2012; Balbo, 
2015). Over time, agricultural and small/
medium manufacturing companies have 
attracted numerous foreign workers. 
According to Carrosio (2012), quantifying 
the presence of immigrants in the rural 
areas of Italy requires a consideration of 
municipalities with fewer than 5000 

Table 3.3. Presence of Ukrainians and foreign citizens in Italian regions by gender on 1 January 2016. 
(Data from http://dati.istat.it (accessed 20 October 2016).)

Ukrainians Total foreigners
% of Ukrainians 
among foreign 
citizens in ItalyItalian regions n %

Of which 
women (%) n %

Of which 
women (%)

Lombardia  51,490  22.3 78.6 1,149,011  22.9 51.3  4.5

Campania  42,403  18.4 75.6   232,214   4.6 52.7 18.3

Emilia-Romagna  31,757  13.8 80.5   533,479  10.6 53.4  6.0

Lazio  23,198  10.1 78.8   645,159  12.8 52.4  3.6

Veneto  16,507   7.2 80.9   497,921   9.9 52.8  3.3

Toscana  11,336   4.9 80.9   396,219   7.9 53.9  2.9

Piemonte  10,244   4.4 79.2   422,027   8.4 53.3  2.4

Calabria   6,458   2.8 73.5    96,889   1.9 51.4  6.7

Marche   5,632   2.4 79.5   140,341   2.8 55.0  4.0

Friuli Venezia Giulia   5,188   2.2 80.8   105,222   2.1 52.8  4.9

Umbria   4,961   2.2 79.5    96,875   1.9 56.3  5.1

Liguria   4,806   2.1 82.9   136,216   2.7 53.8  3.5

Trentino-Alto Adige   4,152   1.8 77.6    94,920   1.9 53.7  4.4

Abruzzo   3,833   1.7 78.7    86,363   1.7 54.8  4.4

Puglia   2,759   1.2 78.4   122,724   2.4 52.6  2.2

Sardegna   2,304   1.0 85.6    47,425   0.9 54.4  4.9

Sicilia   2,120   0.9 82.6   183,192   3.6 47.9  1.2

Basilicata     781   0.3 77.8    19,442   0.4 53.2  4.0

Molise     539   0.2 75.0    12,034   0.2 51.3  4.5

Valle d’Aosta     260   0.1 84.6     8,480   0.2 57.8  3.1

ITALY 230,728 100.0 78.8 5,026,153 100.0 52.6  4.6

http://dati.istat.it
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inhabitants and a population density lower 
than 150 people/km2. On the basis of this 
selection, there were 4306 municipalities 
with 6,402,540 inhabitants in 2015, among 
whom 373,191 were foreigners, for an over-
all incidence of 5.8%. In these areas, there 
were 14,031 Ukrainians, with a predomi-
nance of women (11,256, i.e. 80.2% of the 
Ukrainians resident in the rural municipali-
ties of Italy). Hence, migration flows are also 
attracted to rural areas, even if they are 
not necessarily their first choice. Migrants 
rarely choose to move to rural areas; in most 
cases, the ethnic network and their job 
placement determine their settlement in 
those places. According to Morris (in Urry, 
2007, p. 33), rural areas can represent meta-
phorical ‘motels’ in which foreigners live 
for a while during their migration journeys. 
Eventually, the unpredictable evolution of 
the migratory event, the decision to stay or 
move on to new destinations, will depend 
on the level of their social inclusion. How-
ever, the Italian countryside may offer fewer 
opportunities than urban areas, especially 
in terms of social equality. Working condi-
tions are characterized by low wages and 
low social prestige, and housing conditions 
are often inappropriate (Osti, 2010; Bock 
et al., 2016). This is certainly the case for 
immigrant workers who are engaged in agri-
culture, but it also describes the conditions 
of female workers employed in family ser-
vices as domestic workers and caregivers, 
which is the typical scenario for female 
Ukrainian migrants in Italy. As Morokvasic 
underlines (1984, p. 886), ‘(. . .) women 
from the peripheral world represent a 
ready-made labour supply which is, at once, 
the most vulnerable, the most flexible and, 
at least in the beginning, the least demand-
ing work force’. In particular, the low degree 
of job mobility, which is particularly 
marked in rural areas, makes caregivers 
more economically, socially and emotion-
ally vulnerable. These aspects are analysed 
below when we focus on Ukrainian wom-
en’s inclusion in the receiving society, the 
precariousness of their jobs and the impact 
of migration on the family residing in the 
countries of origin.

Social Integration of Ukrainian 
Caregivers in Rural Areas

Work is usually considered the first stage in 
the process of migrants’ inclusion in the 
receiving society: this condition applies 
even more to women when they arrive in a 
new country. According to Ambrosini 
(2016), migrant women employed in the 
domestic care sector benefit from wide-
spread social recognition, even in the 
absence of a regular stay permit or other for-
mal authorizations. However, ‘the tolerance 
related to work cannot be easily transferred 
outside the work sphere’ (Ambrosini, 2016, 
p. 155). In fact, there is often some distrust 
towards live-in caregivers on the part of the 
host family, especially if distance makes it 
difficult for the family or relatives of the 
care recipient to check on the developing 
relationship between him/her and the care-
giver. This appears to occur especially in 
the case of work with the elderly: the main 
worry is that the caregiver may take advan-
tage (financially and emotionally) of the 
situation. Moreover, the elderly person may 
be reluctant to relate so intimately to a 
stranger (even more so if the caregiver is not 
Italian). These attitudes are common in both 
urban and rural areas. However, isolation 
and demographic decline in some marginal 
areas in Italy exacerbate these issues 
(Lucatelli et al., 2012) due to a lack of ser-
vices and depopulation. In these circum-
stances, hiring foreign caregivers may be the 
only option to help the elderly and prevent 
their placement in a retirement home. More-
over, the caregiver’s cultural differences 
may have an impact on the well-being of the 
elderly care recipient. For example, eating 
habits and lifestyles can also mediate the 
relationship between the client and the for-
eign caregiver, possibly even more so in 
rural areas, where the traditions of the 
elderly are deep-rooted and part of their 
identity.

Newly arriving foreign caregivers are 
also aware of the marginality of rural areas: 
the blurred distinction between work and 
spare time/spaces limits the migrants’ 
inclusion in the receiving society, thereby 
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increasing the perception of temporariness 
that characterizes the migratory experience. 
Female caregivers, especially those from 
Eastern Europe, tend to make friends only 
with other migrant caregivers belonging to 
the same ethnic group (Da Roit and Fac-
chini, 2010). Otelli (2011) describes how 
little Ukrainian migrant women identify 
themselves with the local society receiving 
them, given that their migration is mainly 
due to economic factors. An example of this 
attitude is provided by their use of public 
spaces: in fact, groups of Eastern European 
women typically spend their time off at the 
local public gardens. This behaviour is dis-
tinctive of female live-in caregivers who do 
not have personal space. The ‘use’ of these 
public spaces becomes less intense when 
these women convert their migratory path 
from a temporary to a long-term stay: this 
circumstance occurs, for example, when 
their work is changed into employment by 
the hour and, consequently, when accom-
modation with their ‘patient’ is no longer 
provided.

The same applies to Ukrainian women: 
the only opportunity for them to socialize is 
often to meet co-nationals in the public gar-
dens of the cities or villages where they live. 
These meetings serve to affirm their national 
and social identity in the host society. An 
alternative may be attending mass at an 
Orthodox church. In fact, thanks to specific 
agreements with the local Catholic authori-
ties, such churches can be located in small 
or medium-sized villages as well. Hence, 
the inability of Ukrainian women to recog-
nize the place where they live as a source of 
identity is proof of their lack of entrench-
ment and integration in the receiving 
society.

For foreign women, who usually do not 
have a driver’s license, this is especially 
true in rural areas, which are characterized 
by low levels of mobility (Kaufmann, 
2005).10 This aspect has been confirmed by 
a large body of research. In particular, a 
study conducted by Friuli Venezia Giulia 
(Azienda per i Servizi Sanitari n. 6, 2009) 
showed that in 2009, 75% of foreign care-
givers did not have a driver’s licence. This 

seriously limited their ability to commute 
to work, visit the doctor or go to the grocery 
store. Instead, they had to rely on public 
transport, with generally rather limited ser-
vices in rural areas (Lucatelli et al., 2012). 
Moreover, in these areas, immigrant care-
givers find it difficult to obtain informal 
support (e.g. from friends and acquain-
tances of the same national group) because 
ethnic networks usually operate in urban 
areas. Hence, especially in rural areas, 
migrant women face a significant risk of 
loneliness. Migrant women living in urban 
areas can rely on the presence of special 
facilities for migrants provided by associa-
tions, non-governmental organizations or 
public offices as meeting places; at those 
sites, they can find both formal and infor-
mal support, such as information and coun-
selling. However, as Magnani (2012, p. 181) 
noted in a research project carried out in an 
Italian Alpine valley, living in rural areas 
can offer foreign caregivers economic 
advantages because the costs of living tend 
to be lower than those in cities. In sum, 
rural areas are often the only places of work 
for Ukrainians.

Finally, as Morawaska highlights 
(2005), the social integration of immigrants 
into the receiving society is a multidimen-
sional process developed across several 
le vels, including perceptions, projects and 
initiatives that can encourage or discourage 
integration. At an individual level, the strat-
egies of foreign caregivers are mainly aimed 
at the functional use of rural areas and 
developing the relationship with the native 
inhabitants. At a meso level, interactions 
between foreign caregivers and the local 
community are generally not problematic 
thanks to the strategic role that the former 
play in caring for the elderly. Migrant wom-
en’s work is also acknowledged by national 
and regional policies through, for example, 
specific offices located in public job centres 
that monitor the caregivers’ activities. This 
should help control the informal economy 
and train foreign caregivers in handling 
their relationships with the elderly, their 
families, and the health and social 
institutions.
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Ukrainian Migration in Italy 
as a Development of the 

International Care Economy

The principal feature of Ukrainian migra-
tion in Italy is the feminization of migration 
flows: women represent 79.2% of all Ukrai-
nians legally residing in Italy, a ratio that 
reflects the high demand for women as 
domestic workers and caregivers in Italy 
and Greece11 (Hellermann, 2006). The case 
of Ukrainian women employed as caregiv-
ers should be viewed in the wider context of 
the international caregiving sector (Vianello, 
2009, p. 77). Since the 1990s, the employ-
ment of migrant women in the domestic 
sector has increased in several Western and 
Asian countries (Momsen, 1999; Tam, 1999; 
Sassen, 2000; Vianello, 2014). Given this 
international economic context, the labour 
market participation of Ukrainian women 
in Italy is exemplary: among all foreigners 
in Italy, only 20% of Ukrainian women are 
unemployed, whereas up to 60% of the 
other foreign women are jobless.

The high demand for women in the 
domestic and care sector may be explained 
by the specific features of the Mediterra-
nean welfare system (Sciortino, 2004; 
Ambrosini, 2013) and the weak institutional 
support that it gives to families. In Italy, 
women traditionally took care of their 
elderly parents and parents-in-law; placing 
an elderly person in a retirement home was 
unusual. With the growth of female employ-
ment, however, women have become less 
able and willing to take care of the elderly. 
However, public retirement homes in Italy 
tend to have long waiting lists and have 
 difficulty meeting this demand in a timely 
manner. Moreover, especially if the elderly 
person is healthy but not completely self-
sufficient, he/she is not often inclined to 
choose the retirement home but instead 
wants to stay at home with his/her family. 
New solutions must therefore be found, 
especially with the rapid ageing of the 
 population. In recent years, an increasing 
number of families now rely on caregivers 
who provide care while living in with the 
elderly. This scenario is even more com-
mon in rural areas, where public welfare 

services have declined significantly. The 
increasing demand for domestic elderly 
care has prompted migrant women (includ-
ing Ukrainians) to move into these areas 
and accept jobs in domestic care, particu-
larly in caring for elderly and disabled 
persons.

In Italy, approximately 60% of domes-
tic workers are foreigners, most of whom 
are employed as caregivers12 (Pasquinelli 
and Rusmini, 2015). Moreover, this sector 
has developed greatly due to limited com-
petition because few Italian women or 
women from other ethnic communities are 
willing to accept these jobs (Ambrosini, 
2013). In fact, this work is not perceived as 
being very attractive because it is generally 
grossly underpaid or offers little legal pro-
tection. Generally, there are two types of 
contract: either for a live-in caregiver or for 
a caregiver who is paid by the hour. Both 
contracts have a number of disadvantages 
for women and may harm their quality of 
life. This situation is exacerbated, as 
explained below, for women living in rural 
areas that lack public and private services 
and offer few opportunities for social inter-
action and recreation, particularly with 
co-nationals.

The contracts often expect 24 hours of 
daily work because the woman usually 
cohabits with the care recipient. Therefore, 
the caregiver’s spare time is strictly subordi-
nate to the needs of the patient, who is often 
the employer as well. The general idea is 
that these women should be available for 
the patient around the clock and generally 
for the duration of the assisted person’s life. 
This is especially the case if the latter is 
very sick and/or old. In fact, patients are 
often very old or not self-sufficient, or they 
suffer from a form of senile dementia. As 
underlined by Vianello (2009, p. 80), bore-
dom and drudgery are two evident conse-
quences of live-in care work. A day off is the 
only occasion when caregivers can go out 
and meet friends. All of these features give 
rise to a condition that some authors 
describe as a form of slavery (Andall and 
Sarti, 2004, p. 7). The difficulties high-
lighted are amplified in rural areas, where 
the lack of services makes it more difficult 
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for migrant women to have and maintain a 
network of personal contacts outside the 
work context. Moreover, all of these aspects 
(arduousness of the work, lack of a private 
life, emotional involvement) generate con-
stant turnover as women seek and find 
 better job opportunities (Ambrosini, 2013). 
In the case of female caregivers in rural 
areas, changing jobs is also an opportunity 
to return to the urban context, where more 
jobs are available and their ethnic  networks 
are stronger.

Hence, the ethnic network facilitates 
job seeking (Ambrosini, 2011) but does not 
necessarily promote social integration and 
emancipation. Certainly, the social capital 
accumulated through an extensive and per-
vasive female network along the migratory 
route makes it easier to find a job and accom-
modations; however, this is often a disad-
vantaged job as a live-in caregiver. In fact, at 
the beginning of the migratory experience, 
women seem to experience fewer difficul-
ties than men, although women eventually 
find themselves trapped in 24-hour jobs. Of 
course, many other variables influence the 
emancipation of migrant caregiver women, 
particularly when their migration project 
assumes a long-term perspective. Once for-
eign caregivers have obtained a residence 
permit, for example, and no longer cohabit 
with their client, their contract is often 
switched to a flexible contract with hourly 
payment. The advantages of the latter are 
increased personal freedom and time for 
recreation, with more opportunities for 
social interaction. This form of employment 
is also less demanding, both emotionally 
and practically, but it has a number of draw-
backs as well. It is economically less remu-
nerative and requires caregivers to work 
more hours with several families to earn 
enough money to live in Italy and send 
remittances to their families. Furthermore, 
caregivers are often forced to perform many 
tasks in a limited number of working hours. 
In rural areas, another problem is the dis-
tance between places and the time spent on 
travel. From an emotional point of view, 
however, the women feel often less pres-
sured because they have more free time to 
invest in their social lives. In the long term, 

if the individual migratory project evolves 
into permanent settlement in Italy, Ukrai-
nian women try to improve their working 
conditions and are eventually employed in 
formal services as, for example, waitresses 
or caregivers (Vianello, 2009). These are 
usually younger women who want to invest 
in their futures and interact positively with 
the receiving society. The lack of ties of 
affection with the country of origin helps 
transform their migration project from tran-
sitional to permanent because they can see a 
future for themselves in the receiving soci-
ety rather than in the society of origin.

However, most Ukrainian migration 
flows to Italy are characterized by the 
involvement of mature women. In fact, 
among the Ukrainians residing in Italy 
in 2014, the percentage of minors was 
extremely low (9.2% compared with 24.1% 
among all non-EU residents). Moreover, the 
number of Ukrainian women between 18 
and 39 years of age was less than the aver-
age. By contrast, the proportion of people 
aged 45 years or older was significantly 
higher. In particular, the 45–49 years age 
group accounted for 11.7% (the average 
among non-EU was 8.0%), the 50–54 years 
age group for 15.2% (versus average of 
5.9%) and the 55–59 age group for 12.5% 
(versus average of 3.8%), whereas the 
women over 60 years accounted for 11.0%, 
i.e. more than double the number among all 
foreigners (4.9%). Mature women leave the 
Ukraine to support their families, especially 
when their husbands are unemployed and 
their children are attending school or 
 university. According to Marchetti and 
Venturini (2014, p. 111), ‘emigration can be 
an important “investment” not only for 
young men and women, but also for mid-
dle-aged women’. These mature women 
choose to emigrate to support their children 
and grandchildren.

The Consequences in the Country of 
Origin for Migrating Ukrainian Women

Migration paths connect sending and host 
countries: in these places, migrants make 



28 D. Greco and C. Zanetti

plans, set goals and spend their lives travel-
ling between different countries and cul-
tures. The consequences are visible both in 
Italy, where those women have ‘occupied’ 
specific labour sectors, and in the Ukraine, 
where the forerunners’ relatives (husbands 
and children in particular) suffer from being 
left behind. In addition, another connection 
between the host and the origin country 
consists of the remittances that represent 
an economic support for the Ukrainian 
economy.

In addition to the aforementioned eco-
nomic disadvantages, the high concentra-
tion of Ukrainian women in caregiving 
activities gives rise to other negative effects: 
above all, the difficulty of reconciling work 
and family life (being a wife and mother in 
particular). Many of the Ukrainian migrant 
women in Italy may be considered to per-
sonify transnationalism, which is under-
stood as a process whereby immigrants 
build a social environment that connects 
both the country of origin and that of arrival 
(Glick Shiller et al., 1992 in Ambrosini, 
2007). Whereas migrants used to break with 
their place of origin, the transnational 
migrant now tends to maintain intense 
 relationships in both countries. In recent 
years, this has been supported by new tech-
nology (e.g. Skype), although the connec-
tion with the country of origin was nurtured 
in the past as well. An example is the ship-
ment of presents from Italy back home (toys, 
food and technological devices), which is 
organized by small groups of migrants. 
They generally meet in specific places in 
the city or in the countryside to organize 
transportation. The transnational aspect of 
Ukrainian caregivers in Italy can also be 
connected to the dual role of migrant 
women: their culture of origin legitimates 
their migration and abandonment of the 
family as a means to accumulate money for 
children and support the family. However, 
maintaining frequent communication with 
their country of origin may be more difficult 
for women living in rural areas because of 
the lack of transportation and fast Internet 
services.

What Does Being a Good (Migrant) 
Mother and Wife Mean?

At this point, it may be useful to ask how 
transnational migration has influenced the 
social and personal identity of Ukrainian 
migrant women. This issue has been anal-
ysed from two perspectives: changes in the 
personal identity of Ukrainian women and 
the relationships with their children and in 
their marital life.

As stated, husbands who are left behind 
often find it difficult to accept the redefini-
tion of roles within the couple. In general, 
the eldest daughter in Ukrainian families 
assumes the responsibilities of the mother if 
the latter becomes the breadwinner and 
migrates for work. If there is no daughter or 
if she is not considered old enough, an aunt 
or grandmother may take over; it is rather 
exceptional for the father to assume the 
mother’s place. If he does so, this is gener-
ally only a temporary solution: when the 
migrant women return home, they usually 
resume responsibility for care of the home 
and family. Most frequently, the organiza-
tion of maternal care follows the so-called 
matrioska family model (Poskanzer, 1995), 
which involves three generations of women 
in the same family: the maternal grand-
mother, the mother (the migrant woman) 
and the granddaughter. They support each 
other through circular substitution. This 
‘virtuous circle’ based on intergenerational 
solidarity is itself part of the migration proj-
ect and characterizes these transnational 
families: once the migrant woman has 
returned home, she will take care of the 
mother and her grown-up daughter is likely 
to emigrate in turn, rewarding her family 
(Vianello, 2014).

Furthermore, the men who are left 
behind (i.e. those who remain in the Ukraine 
while the wife works abroad) often show an 
ambivalent attitude towards remittances: 
the money transfers often become the sym-
bol of the man’s loss of power in the family. 
This frustration may provoke the onset of 
aggressive behaviour (i.e. alcoholism) and 
an ambivalent feeling towards money that is 
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considered less valuable because it has not 
been earned by the man. At worst, the man’s 
sense of economic inferiority may lead to 
the breakdown of the marriage. The hus-
band may decide that having extramarital 
affairs with other women is legitimate 
because they restore order and a ‘balance’ of 
social and sexual power in the couple. 
Immigrant women may develop new rela-
tionships, although less so in rural areas 
because there are generally few opportuni-
ties to meet other people compared with the 
city (Caponio and Colombo, 2011).

The relationship between migrant 
women and their children generally becomes 
more complex as well. The migratory event 
influences women’s motherhood: to para-
phrase Sayad’s (2002) concept of ‘double 
absence’ in regard to the difficult changes 
in personal identity due to migration, for 
Ukrainian women, it is more appropriate to 
speak of a type of ‘double presence’. Even if 
they live in Italy, they try to remain vividly 
present in their children’s lives as well with 
the help of new technologies (Skype).

For a Ukrainian migrant woman, being 
a good mother means working abroad and 
earning enough money for her offspring. In 
fact, remittances represent the material con-
tributions of migrant mothers to the raising 
of their children: the money sent by the 
mothers means that their children can live 
more comfortable lives. The love and affec-
tion of mothers is often also expressed by 
sending gifts: this helps a woman remain the 
good mother that she used to be. Even if she 
is far from her children, she tries to maintain 
emotional proximity with them (Akesson 
et al., 2012; Vietti et al., 2012). Their educa-
tion is consciously delegated to other 
 relatives. It thus follows that for migrant 
mothers, material aid represents the bond 
with their children, the means by which 
they can still be part of their children’s lives 
and their educational projects (Boccagni, 
2009). Many of these women, however, find 
it difficult to accept that their children are 
growing up far away and without them, 
even if they know that migration allows 
them to support their children (Solari, 

2010). Ukrainians often leave their country 
when their children are still young: as stated 
previously, their migration project extends 
over a rather long period of time. This 
enables them to gain economic stability over 
time, but it also creates a great physical and 
emotional distance during their children’s 
growth. These transnational family relation-
ships are also nurtured by the women’s peri-
odic trips back home. Another strategy, 
which is used especially by Ukrainian 
women living in rural areas, is to find a com-
patriot (generally a trusted friend or relative) 
who can replace them in their job during the 
period of time spent at home (approximately 
from 3 to 4 months) (Vianello, 2014). This 
arrangement prevents them from losing 
their job in Italy and allows them to check 
on the situation at home. This mechanism is 
generally accepted by the Italian families for 
whom the Ukrainians work as caregivers, 
provided that a suitable replacement is 
arranged during the ‘regular’ caregiver’s 
period of absence. As Morokvasic (2004) 
observed, this is how Ukrainian women 
 balance their productive and reproductive 
functions, i.e. by stabilizing their lives 
between two countries. In this scenario, the 
concept of maternity should be redefined in 
light of the longer distances, which require 
women to adopt new strategies to maintain 
relationships with their families (especially 
children). Because of migration, Ukrainian 
women must find new ways to be good 
mothers. This condition, termed transna
tional motherhood (Hondagneu-Sotelo and 
Avila, 1997), has shown how migration can 
change family roles and how women need 
to be acknowledged as migrants to establish 
a new position in their relationships with 
their children.

For Ukrainian migrant women, the 
migration is generally a family decision and 
experience: the family decides who will 
leave and how to substitute for the person 
during her absence. According to the new 
economics theory of migration, it is the out-
come of a familial diversification strategy in 
which everyone has a role in building eco-
nomic stability (Ambrosini, 2001, 2007).
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Conclusions

What emerges from this chapter on the 
migration of Ukrainian women to Italy can 
be analysed from different angles. The 
aforementioned official statistical data have 
shown the impact that migration flows may 
have on local areas. Although the number of 
Ukrainian women living in rural areas is not 
substantial (approximately 11,200 units), 
their presence has an impact on the social 
context in which they live. What makes 
their presence necessary is certainly the 
current organization of the ménage of Ital-
ian families, which increasingly require 
extra help in taking care of children, elderly 
and disabled family members. This is even 
more the case in the ageing and depopulat-
ing rural places that suffer from service 
decline as a result of public budget cuts and 
welfare state reforms. In these remote rural 
areas, Ukrainian migrant women play an 
invaluable role, particularly as cohabiting 
caregivers for elderly people. The women 
themselves, however, experience multiple 
difficulties related to their often precarious 
working conditions and the scant opportu-
nities for social integration resulting from 
the lack of transport and technology for 
daily life purposes (e.g. Internet, Wi-Fi), 
which limits the opportunities to develop a 
solid network of social relationships.

Although the importance of Ukrainian 
women for Italian rural areas has been anal-
ysed above, the attitudes of those women 
towards their migration experiences are also 
worth considering. Migration entails a radi-
cal change in the lives of migrants, estab-
lishing new priorities and changing their 
relationships both with others and with 
their culture of origin. For some   Ukrainian 
migrant women, migration is a pathway to 
more personal freedom and emancipation, 
which is, in part, also a result of women 
assuming the breadwinner role. However, 
this new condition implies a new definition 
of roles at both the macro and micro levels 
in society. At the macro level, the society of 
origin must accept that women are becom-
ing increasingly emancipated. At the micro 
level, women and men need to redefine 
their roles in the family context and 

establish a new balance between productive 
and reproductive tasks. Many Ukrainian 
women migrants with children try to orga-
nize their absence ‘at home’ in collaboration 
with female family members and, in partic-
ular, with their mothers and sisters. In doing 
so, they develop a transnational family 
model supported through the substitution 
and circulation of maternal roles.

In conclusion, the analysis reveals the 
‘utilitarian’ profile of Ukrainian caregivers 
living in Italian rural areas: according to 
Ambrosini and Cominelli (2004), their 
migration paths are time-limited because 
they are focused on returning to the country 
of origin. For this reason, their migration 
experiences are strictly linked to their work-
ing conditions, whereas the relational and 
affective aspects connected to their lives in 
the host country seem to be less relevant. 
However, the receiving rural society also 
adopts utilitarian attitudes towards these 
women because, as explained above, they 
compensate for the inadequate welfare sys-
tem. It can therefore be said that there is a 
reciprocal utilitarian relationship between 
Italian rural areas and Ukrainian caregivers. 
This aspect is more visible among Ukrai-
nian women than those of other migrant 
groups because the push factor in their 
migration experience is work, which conse-
quently characterizes their integration into 
the Italian rural territory and society.

Notes

1Although both authors were equally involved in 
this chapter, Donatella Greco wrote the sections 
on background and context, Ukrainian women in 
Italy and what being a good (migrant) mother and 
wife means, while Chiara Zanetti wrote the sections 
on Ukrainian caregivers’ social integration in rural 
areas, Ukrainian migration in Italy as a development 
of the international care economy and consequences 
in the country of origin for migrating Ukrainian 
women. Both authors wrote the introduction and 
conclusions.
2Although Ukrainian immigration to Italy is mainly 
for work purposes, due to the economic and politi-
cal instability in Ukraine over the past two years, the 
official UN Refugee Agency (UNCHR) data show an 
increase in applications for international protection 
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by Ukrainian citizens (men and women). These data 
reveal that international migration is, in fact, influ-
enced by political, economic and social factors that 
change over time.
3Some scholars, for example Berger and Mohr (1975), 
have recognized this ‘prejudice’. They explain it on 
the basis of an overall simplification of the object of 
study (migration); however, for others (e.g. Handlin, 
1951), this unbalanced situation never existed.
4It should be noted that the percentage of women 
migrating from developing countries has increased 
since 1990: in fact, in 1990, the UN statistics 
reported that the percentage of women migrants 
from developing countries was approximately 43% 
(Caritas italiana and Migrantes, 2015).
5Female migrants of this type have often been associ-
ated with a Muslim background: generally speaking, 
these women are passively involved in the migration 
process, although their migration is part of larger 
family projects.
613th General Population and Housing Census (Istat, 
1991).
7There were precisely 1,334,889 foreign residents 
in Italy at the 14th General Population and Housing 
Census (Istat, 2001).
8Their increase is due to both real migration flows 
and several general national immigration amnes-
ties, which have led to the inclusion of irregular 

immigrants who were already present in Italy in 
municipal registers.
9Irregular migrants are excluded from these official 
statistics: this issue is particularly important when 
discussing women who work in the care system, 
which includes a large number of irregular migrants. 
In fact, it has been observed that in 2013, 56.5% of 
all caregivers were working without all of the legal 
requirements: 26.0% of them lacked both a resi-
dence permit and a regular contract, and a further 
30.5% were employed without a contract, although 
they were resident in Italy with a regular permit (Irs 
and Soleterre, 2015).
10Until 2015, the validity of the Ukrainian driver’s 
licence was not automatically recognized by the 
Italian Government, and this was a considerable 
obstacle to autonomy for the caregiver and the care 
recipient.
11Hellermann (2006) states that the destinations of 
migration flows of Ukrainian men and women differ. 
Whereas women tend to move to Greece and Italy, 
Portugal attracts Ukrainian men.
12In 2014, INPS (National Social Security Service) 
counted 898,429 domestic workers, 77.1% of 
whom were foreigners. Of these, 412,822 (59.6%) 
came from Eastern Europe: 225,709 (54.7%) were 
employed as caregivers and 187,103 (45.3%) as 
housekeepers (INPS, 2015).
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Introduction

This chapter explores how rural gender 
relations have changed during the transi-
tion process that Uzbekistan entered after 
its independence in 1991, in the aftermath 
of the dissolution of the Soviet Union. It 
contributes to the growing body of work 
studying the gender-specific consequences 
of the fundamental socio-economic and 
political changes that accompanied the ini-
tial years of post-socialism. Earlier research 
has demonstrated that the closure of collec-
tive farms, state-owned industries and pub-
lic services produced high unemployment 
figures, especially in rural areas where there 
was almost no alternative employment 
(Spoor, 2013). Rural women’s employment 
opportunities were also threatened by the 
termination and/or privatization of social 
services such as childcare. As a result, 
women’s economic independence was 
endangered (Gal and Kligman, 2012).

Little research about rural Uzbekistan 
has been published so far. Uzbekistan pres-
ents a particularly interesting case because 
its transition towards post-socialism is still 
‘in the making’. Even today, Uzbekistan’s 
means of production – including land – 
remains state-owned. Furthermore, the state 

continues to almost completely manage 
agricultural production by defining produc-
tion targets and controlling the market for 
most products. At the same time, the state 
transfers production rights to quasi-owners 
to boost production (Veldwisch and Bock, 
2011). This results in novel processes of 
social differentiation and social inequality 
in rural areas (Veldwisch and Spoor, 2008). 
Gender inequality also results from the 
revival of traditional culture and religion, 
undermining some of the gains in gender 
equality produced by the socialist system – 
for example through education. Yet there 
are also signs of liberalization and growing 
independence among young women and 
men who – importantly – support rural 
households with incomes gained through 
migratory labour. This chapter explores this 
process in more detail.

The chapter is based on research we 
conducted in Khorezm, a rural province in 
the north-west of Uzbekistan. The fieldwork 
took place between 2008 and 2010 and 
explored, among other topics, the effects of 
migration on the organization and function-
ing of rural households. Since indepen-
dence, more and more households in 
Khorezm have come to depend on seasonal 
migration as their primary or sole source of 
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income. This has important effects on gen-
der and generational relations and might 
undermine hitherto patriarchal household 
structures.

The chapter comprises six sections. 
The following section provides background 
information about Khorezm and reviews the 
existing literature about changing gender 
relations in post-socialist Uzbekistan. Then 
the theoretical framework that guided the 
research is introduced, as well as the 
research methodology. Next, the research 
findings are presented and discussed. The 
chapter closes with conclusions about the 
role of migration in the transformation of 
gender relations in rural Khorezm.

Background and Context: Transition and 
Gender Relations in Rural Khorezm

Khorezm province is located in the north-
west of Uzbekistan on the lower reaches of 
the Amu Darya River. It borders the deserts 
of Turkmenistan, the autonomous republic 
of Karakalpakstan and the Bukhoro province 

of Uzbekistan. The weather conditions in the 
province are harsh: summers are extremely 
hot and winters are extremely cold, dry and 
windy. At times, the temperature can fall 
below -15°C in winter and surpass +40°C in 
summer (Conliffe, 2009; Fig. 4.1).

The province is home to approximately 
1.5 million people. Approximately 80% of 
the Khorezm population is rural. Adminis-
tratively, the province (viloyat) includes ten 
districts (tumanlar). The districts comprise 
villages (qishloq) and a district administra-
tive capital. Each district capital is subordi-
nate to the provincial capital of Khorezm, 
which is the city of Urganch.

Earlier research has described gender 
relations in Uzbekistan as patriarchal and, 
in general, patriarchal relations were indeed 
predominant in the Central Asian region 
before, during and after Uzbekistan was part 
of the Soviet Union (Kandiyoti, 2002; Kamp, 
2005, 2006). The majority of the population 
is Muslim. The Soviet system improved 
women’s education levels and increased 
their engagement in productive activities 
(Kamp, 2006), but it did not terminate the 
gender-based division of labour or women’s 

Fig. 4.1. Research locale. (Map prepared with the support of the GIS Center, ZEF/UNESCO project entitled 
‘Economic and Ecological Restructuring of Land and Water Use in Khorezm’, 2009.)
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economic dependence on men (Lazreg, 
1999; Mee, 2001; Ruminska-Zimny, 2002; 
Kamp, 2005). Men had always been 
appointed as breadwinners and were 
responsible for physically demanding sea-
sonal tasks at home (such as buying stocks 
for winter and performing construction and 
home repairs). Daily domestic work, child-
care and subsistence agriculture were seen 
as the key responsibilities of women, regard-
less of their employment status (Ruminska-
Zimny, 2002; Kamp, 2006). Women were 
generally occupied in so-called ‘female 
jobs’, including health, educational or social 
services (Pomfret and Anderson, 1997). 
According to Mee (2001) and Ruminska-
Zimny (2002), they showed little interest in 
professional careers because of the double 
burden this would imply in terms of their 
productive and reproductive activities.

The post-Soviet transition made it very 
difficult for both men and women in Uzbeki-
stan to secure their livelihoods (Ruminska-
Zimny, 1997; Anderson and Pomfret, 2002; 
Kamp, 2004; IMF, 2008). This was espe-
cially the case in rural Khorezm – the focus 
of the present research – because of limited 
access to arable land and irrigation water 
and the paucity of non-agricultural income-
generating opportunities (Kandiyoti, 2003; 
Müller, 2006). According to Kandiyoti 
(2003), poverty and unemployment in rural 
areas increased considerably as a result of 
the de-collectivization of agriculture, the 
closure of kolkhozes (Soviet collective 
farms) and the land reforms that went along 
with these changes. Land was not priva-
tized and remained state property. It was, 
however, reallocated among individual 
farm managers, so-called fermers. They 
were supposed to organize agricultural pro-
duction individually and in a more entre-
preneurial manner than had been the case 
under the state-owned kolkhozes, even 
though state control on production and 
marketing remained very high. Fermers 
were, for instance, obliged to deliver certain 
quantities of products to the state for fixed 
prices. Therefore, they were not free to pro-
duce or sell whatever they wanted but had 
considerable freedom in their choice of 
labourers and how much they paid them. 

The de-collectivization of agriculture 
resulted not only in considerable unem-
ployment among former kolkhoz labourers 
but also – with the subsequent land reform 
– in the concentration of access to land in 
the hands of a few. Eventually, 70% of the 
land in Khorezm was managed by approxi-
mately 5% of the rural population 
( Veldwisch, 2008; Veldwisch and Bock, 
2011). The selection of fermers proceeded 
in a very unclear fashion, with nepotism 
and political favouritism playing an impor-
tant role. Moreover, it clearly disadvantaged 
women: in 2010, only 14% of all fermers in 
Khorezm were women (Nizamedinkhod-
jayeva, 2013).

Those rural residents who did not 
become fermers would still have access to 
part of the arable land, as 30% of the land 
was distributed among rural households for 
private use, mainly for subsistence food 
production (Veldwisch, 2008). As so-called 
dehqon farmers, they had the right to 
two parcels of land: 0.12 ha for food pro-
duction (called qo’shimcha tomorka) and 
 0.06–0.12 ha where they were allowed to 
build a house (so-called uy tomorka, or 
kitchen gardens). The quality of the land 
differed substantially and was defined to a 
large extent by the availability and accessi-
bility of water for irrigation. The years of 
our fieldwork were very dry years, which 
made access to irrigation an enormous prob-
lem for all. The tomorkas were generally 
assigned to men as the supposed heads of 
households. Women had the right to use the 
land based on family/marriage relations 
(Nizamedinkhodjayeva, 2013).

The majority of rural households were 
home to extended families with three gen-
erations living together (Nizamedinkhod-
jayeva, 2013). Living in extended family 
households offered opportunities for 
mutual support but also implied sub mission 
to a patriarchal hierarchy that determined 
different rights, roles and responsibilities 
for every household member. As this chap-
ter demonstrates, ownership of and access 
to assets, decision-making power and 
engagement in productive and reproductive 
activities differ by gender, generation and 
according to a person’s position within the 
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hierarchy of the household and the local 
community. Within this hierarchy, the 
youngest daughter-in-law comes last and 
the oldest man comes first.

In general, even extended families were 
unable to make a living using only the land 
and irrigation water they had at their dis-
posal. Working for a fermer, however, was 
not sufficient either, as it was seasonal 
labour and generally poorly paid. Most 
households combined multiple income-
generating activities, engaging in agri-
cultural (on-farm), agriculture-related 
(off-farm) and non-agricultural (off-farm) 
activities (categorization by Ellis, 1998). 
Income diversification was an important 
livelihood strategy for two-thirds of rural 
households in Khorezm (Nizamedinkhod-
jayeva, 2013). However, non-agricultural 
employment was difficult to obtain and 
often poorly paid. Many households there-
fore turned to seasonal migration as an 
opportunity to generate cash income. In 
almost half of the surveyed households, one 
or more men were engaged in seasonal 
migration in 2009. Women would occasion-
ally migrate as well, but generally not for 
long periods or whole seasons; they would 
travel to urban centres together with other 
women to sell products and return within a 
few days. It was the outmigration of (young) 
men that, importantly, affected the demog-
raphy of the region as well as gender and 
generational relations, as demonstrated in 
the following sections.

Analytical Framework: 
Gender Relations and Change

Research tends to explain changing gender 
relations in different ways, emphasizing 
either structural or cultural processes. 
 Duncan and Smith (2002) and others 
( Mandel, 2004; Korf and Oughton, 2006) 
stress the importance of cultural norms in 
reproducing existing gender relations and 
obstructing change. Reeves and Baden 
(2000) emphasize the importance of institu-
tions, particularly the organization of deci-
sion making, whereas Breen and Cooke 

(2005) argue that it is the division of labour 
that matters most for changing or producing 
gender relations. Other researchers claim 
that unequal access to assets, technology, 
infrastructure and economic opportunities 
perpetuates gender inequalities (Ellis, 2000; 
Mukhopadhyay, 2008), including access to 
time- and labour-saving technologies, as 
well as basic service infrastructure such as 
childcare, public transportation and other 
public services (van Doorne-Huiskes and 
van Hoof, 1995). Over time, the emphasis 
placed on structural versus cultural or mate-
rial versus immaterial factors has changed. 
Whereas structural factors and access to 
resources dominated the discussions of the 
1970s and 1980s, immaterial and cultural 
factors gained prominence with the cultural 
turn (Jackson, 2001).

More recently, it has been acknowl-
edged that all these factors interact and con-
stitute each other. ‘Norms do not float free: 
they are materialized in specific domains of 
social life and are often embedded in social 
institutions’ (Pearse and Connell, 2016, 
p. 30). At the same time, norms change with 
changing structures and institutions, and 
with changing behaviour. Paraphrasing But-
ler, ‘gender is done’ – it is repeatedly consti-
tuted, renewed and changed through social 
interaction (Butler, 1988). An important 
question concerns the direction of change 
and its gendered effects. In feminist 
research, it is change towards women’s 
empowerment that is desired – change that 
changes gender relations in such a way that 
women become less dependent on men and 
gain more autonomy, more say and more 
access to important assets. This should 
accompany changing gender norms. One 
prominent discussion has always con-
cerned the extent to which empowerment 
requires substantial structural change.

In a recent publication, Andrea 
 Cornwall (2016) reflects on how gender 
approaches were developed in international 
development research and how the focus on 
empowerment and political change promi-
nent in the 1990s switched to more material 
and instrumental perspectives, as seen in 
currently dominant frameworks. The 
empowerment approach accounted for the 
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importance of control over material 
resources; yet, at the same time, it under-
lined the need for ‘control over ideology 
(beliefs, values and attitude)’ (Sen, 1997, 
cited in Cornwall, 2016, p. 344). Cornwall 
stresses that this approach to transforming 
gender relations is becoming instrumental-
ized in the sense that improving women’s 
access to the means of production is being 
recognized as important, as it may solve 
societal problems such as food insecurity. 
This is also presented as ‘smart economics’ 
(Chant and Sweetman, 2012; see Jacobs, 
Chapter 23, this volume). Similarly, the ini-
tial focus on empowerment as a change in 
relations and a collective endeavour is 
turned into empowerment as an individual 
achievement. In her view, ‘the over- 
emphasis on the material at the cost of the 
cultural’ importantly limits the effect of 
gender projects (Cornwall, 2016, p. 354). 
From her perspective, it is critical to change 
the way women and men think, to ‘engage 
critical consciousness, question taken for 
granted norms and make, in doing so, a vital 
contribution to shifting power relations’ 
(Cornwall, 2016, p. 356). Others confirm the 
inability to separate material and immate-
rial change and argue that access to 
resources does not suffice in the absence of 
transformative change that explicates the 
current dimensions of ‘injustice, (mal)-
distribution and (mis)recognition’ (Fraser, 
2009, p. 107).

Connell and Pearse (2015) use the con-
cept of a gender regime or gender order to 
indicate how the material and immaterial 
and structural and cultural interact in the 
institutionalization of gender relations at 
the level of organizations or societies and 
constitute relatively stable practices. Chang-
ing the gender order or gender regime opens 
up new trajectories and enables new prac-
tices. At the same time, new practices and 
material gender arrangements produce 
change at the level of the order or regime. 
Following Connell and Pearse (2015, p. 87), 
crisis tendencies play an important role 
because they ‘undermine current patterns, 
and force change in the structure itself’.

Overall, research argues that it is diffi-
cult if not impossible to change gender 

relations unless one substantially changes 
the material and immaterial basis of a soci-
ety, including its dominant norms and 
 values, power-holding institutions and eco-
nomic structure. Turning this argument 
around, however, one may also expect that 
once socio-economic and political institu-
tions change substantially, changing gender 
relations comes within reach as well. The 
transition context is then a particularly 
interesting one, as it did indeed result in 
fundamental changes in the social, eco-
nomic and political system and is a clear 
example of a crisis that produced change.

With independence, Uzbekistan entered 
a period of fundamental transition, with 
structural and cultural change occurring on 
several levels at the same time. The political 
and economic system changed when the 
country became independent and previ-
ously dominant socialist norms and values 
were questioned. Russia remained a friendly 
nation and the political system of Uzbeki-
stan still contains ‘socialist’ characteristics, 
including a strong central government and 
centrally planned economy. At the same 
time, the economy was partly liberalized 
and partly privatized through the disman-
tling of state-owned firms. This change in 
socio-economic structures, as well as norms 
and values (and hence culture), also affected 
the rural households in Khorezm. Culture 
contains, among other characteristics, gen-
dered norms of behaviour, such as those 
reflected in the gender-specific division of 
labour. Economic structure, spatial infra-
structure and the provision of services 
define the job opportunities offered to 
women. In the case of Khorezm, it is not 
only the availability of childcare facilities 
that is important for supporting women’s 
ability to combine family and paid work. 
Here, essential public services such as run-
ning water, electricity and gas often fail, 
which turns household chores into a labour-
intensive, full-time business for some house-
hold members. Altogether, this situation 
encourages the reproduction of traditional 
gender relations, in which women depend 
on men economically, have little decision-
making power and are subordinate to men in 
a way that is highly valued.
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This situation may change in the case 
of male migration, when women need to 
replace men and take over jobs or make 
decisions in their absence. The impact of 
male migration on gender relations is, how-
ever, uncertain and ambivalent, and 
research has demonstrated that it may result 
in empowerment as well as in the reproduc-
tion of subordination (Palmary et al., 2010).

The conceptual framework (see Fig. 
4.2) presents the four different domains that 
we expect, in their interaction, to play a 
dominant role in the process of change: 
division of labour, access to assets, role in 
decision making and gender-specific norms 
and values. Change in one of the domains is 
expected to trigger change in the next and 
vice versa, all of which sets the gender 
regime in motion, transforming and repro-
ducing gender relations. Migration, for 
instance, changes the division of labour, 
which in turn stimulates change in other 
domains. The presentation of results fol-
lows the structure of the framework, cover-
ing the different gendered elements in 
motion: division of labour, access to assets, 

decision-making power and gendered 
norms and values.

Methodology

The research methodology was designed 
using a multi-case study approach (Yin, 
2002), with case studies at the local and 
household levels embedded in a regional 
case. Such an embedded case study 
approach incorporates units of analysis that 
are situated at different levels to look for 
consistent patterns of evidence across these 
units (Yin, 1984). This is particularly useful 
for studying the process of change taking 
place in rural Khorezm, as it enables cap-
ture of the change taking place in society at 
large, its effects on social relations and the 
dynamics of rural livelihoods in response to 
these changes. Applying a case study meth-
odology is suitable because it provides 
insight into real-life situations and is espe-
cially useful for capturing the complexity of 
social phenomena (Marshall and Rossman, 
1999; Bryman, 2004).

Fig. 4.2. Migration and change in gender relations. (Adapted from Nizamedinkhodjayeva, 2013.)

Division
of labour

Gender
norms

Decision
making

Gender relations

Migration

Gender dynamics

Transformation

Reversal to
reproduction

Access to
assets and

technologies



40 N. Nizamedinkhodjayeva, B.B. Bock and P. Mollinga

Within the case study multiple qualita-
tive and quantitative data collection meth-
ods were combined, which allowed for 
‘triangulation, facilitation and comple-
mentarity’ (Bryman, 2004). Triangulation 
enables cross-checking of findings based on 
data gathered in different ways, which 
strengthens the reliability and validity of 
the findings. Facilitation refers to the use 
of qualitative data to explain the results of 
quantitative analysis. Finally, qualitative 
data complement the understanding of phe-
nomena that are difficult to capture with 
quantitative data and vice versa.

Figure 4.3 provides an overview of all 
the methods employed for each level of 
analysis: the community level, the house-
hold level and the level of the individual 
respondent. Methods such as statistical 
analysis of data, transect walks and map-
ping with a Geographic Information System 
(GIS) helped obtain a preliminary under-
standing of the organization of the commu-
nity and levels of social differentiation. 
Case studies at the household level included 
(participant and non-participant) observa-
tion, formal and informal interviews, and 
open and semi-structured interviews with 
several household members, which allowed 
the functioning of households to be under-
stood in terms of division of labour, deci-
sion-making power and dominant norms 

and values. Individual discussions, in com-
bination with participant observation, pro-
vided insight into individual experiences 
and reasoning. Individual responses to sur-
veys of smaller and larger scope allowed an 
understanding to be obtained of the fre-
quency of behaviours and/or expectations, 
such as, for example, migration. Our case 
study of changing gender relations in 
Khorezm included four longitudinal case 
studies of rural households, which were 
 followed and visited repeatedly from 2008 
to 2010. In addition, household members 
were asked to keep track of their activities 
and experiences in research diaries. More-
over, so-called mini-surveys were organized 
about gender-specific norms and the divi-
sion of labour (n = 42) in 2008, about migra-
tion in 2008 and 2009 (n = 24, 2008 and 
n = 30, 2009), and a large survey of 300 
respondents in 2009 about access to assets, 
activity patterns, division of labour and 
gendered roles and norms within the house-
hold as well as levels of livelihood security 
experiences throughout the years of transi-
tion. The survey data were analysed using 
the statistical software package IBM SPSS 
Statistics Version 22, and the transcripts of 
the open and semi-structured interviews 
were analysed with the help of the qualita-
tive data analysis software ATLAS.ti7, 
 version 7.0.71.

Fig. 4.3. Analytical units and data sources (GIS, geographic information system). (Adapted from 
 Nizamedinkhodjayeva, 2013.)
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The fieldwork took place between April 
2008 and November 2010. It included three 
field visits as well as the continuous engage-
ment of research assistants who collected 
data in the four case study households 
 during the absence of the primary researcher 
in order to capture the seasonality of rural 
livelihoods. This was in addition to other 
data achieved through the diaries men-
tioned above.

Research Findings

Migration and its contribution to rural 
livelihoods in Khorezm

In approximately one-half of the rural 
households (44%) participating in our 
research, at least one person engaged in 
 seasonal migration. Most of them were adult 
men, yet the migrants also included boys 
who were 16 years old. Only 6% of all 
migrant labourers were women. Women 
generally did not migrate alone. Those who 
migrated usually joined their husbands, 
leaving their children behind with their 
parents-in-law. Other women (generally 
older daughters-in-law) migrated together 
with their mothers-in-law, leaving the 
younger daughters-in-law to take care of the 
home and children. At migration destina-
tions, these women usually worked as 
cleaners, dishwashers, salespersons or farm 
workers.

In general, women with small children 
did not migrate. Likewise, fathers generally 
did not travel outside Uzbekistan and did 
not leave home for long periods of time 
when there were infants at home:

To earn, I find a job in other provinces of 
Uzbekistan. My child is less than 1-year 
old. I need to be at home at least once a 
month to do male jobs in the house. If I 
migrate outside Uzbekistan, it is impossible 
to be home every month.

(Man 301-1; case study household, 2009)

Most migrants worked as unskilled labour-
ers in construction (83%), agriculture, 
industry, trade or services (13%). Only 4% 
of migrants found jobs as skilled workers. 

The latter were generally men with 10 or 
more years of experience as migrants.

The duration of migration varied 
depending on the migrant’s destination. 
Migration within Uzbekistan was generally 
short term and varied between 3 and 6 
months. International migration generally 
lasted 5 months or longer. Most migrants 
migrated on a temporary basis; very few left 
their homes for longer than 4 years. There 
were two migration seasons per year. In 
the spring, men generally migrated outside 
Uzbekistan. At that time of year, the liveli-
hood situation was often most desperate: 
winter stocks were depleted, spring fruits 
and vegetables were available only at the 
beginning of May, and very few job oppor-
tunities existed at home. Those who left in 
the second season, in May–June, generally 
engaged in short-term and short-distance 
migration within Uzbekistan. Both migra-
tion patterns were linked to the harvesting 
season in the place of origin. Most migrants 
returned home by September–October to 
prepare for the cold winters. Most weddings 
took place during these months as well.

Next to the migrants’ skills, the destina-
tion and duration of migration also mat-
tered for the remittances sent home. Those 
who worked outside Uzbekistan could earn 
about US$800–1500 per month whereas 
migrants within Uzbekistan could earn 
US$80–300 per month. Russia was the most 
common destination for migration (63% of 
migrants), followed by Kazakhstan (18%) 
and Tashkent city (17%). A third of migrants 
managed to send remittances home every 
month. Another third sent remittances 
every 2–4 months and on a regular basis. 
Approximately 42% of the migrants’ house-
holds, however, could not rely on regular 
remittances and received remittances only 
occasionally, if at all. This was problematic 
because many households depended on 
remittances for their livelihoods. For about 
two-thirds of the households with migrants, 
these remittances contributed at least half of 
the household budget.

The costs of living were very high in 
Khorezm. Surviving in this region – where 
temperatures can drop to 20°C below zero 
in winter (e.g. winter 2008/09) and reach 
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50°C above zero in summer (e.g. summer 
2008) – requires special preparations, such 
as the construction of thermostatic housing, 
accumulation of savings, preparation of 
food and wood stocks, and proper clothing. 
Many men decided to migrate because local 
incomes were generally insufficient for 
meeting these needs:

It is very difficult to find a job with a 
reasonable income locally. Therefore, 
migration has considerably increased over 
the last 10 years. Soon everybody will leave 
for migration. No land, no factories, no 
employment. What can we do?
(Man 328; mini-survey on migration, 2008)

The money that can be earned here is not 
enough. If my husband works here, he 
earns too little money [in agriculture]. 
When he works outside the village, he 
sends money home and we do his work on 
the land.

(Woman 412; open-ended interview, 2008)

Migration was generally seen as a panacea 
for many economic difficulties. Remittances 
could allow households to accumulate 
 savings; pay for medical treatment; invest 
in agriculture (e.g. rent land and purchase 
livestock, fertilizers and even tractors); 
invest in housing and education; and 
acquire various assets (mini-survey on 
migration, 2008).

The first priority was generally to invest 
in housing (approximately 91% of the 
households with migrants), followed by 
investment in social obligations such as 
weddings, beshik to’y (celebrations of child-
birth), sunnat to’y (celebrations of boys’ 
 circumcision) and the repayment of debts 
(approximately 81% and 4% of the house-
holds with migrants, respectively). About 
three-quarters of the households with 
migrants used their remittances to ensure 
food security. A quarter used remittances to 
cover the costs of medical treatment. And 
almost a quarter of the households invested 
their accumulated remittances in purchas-
ing a car to generate income as taxi or lorry 
drivers; generally, owning a car was per-
ceived as an indicator of success and 
upward social mobility.

Remittances were, therefore, a very 
important source of income in Khorezm. 

During the reporting period, migration was 
a very important means of securing the 
household’s livelihood for almost half of 
households. For the other half, migration 
was not an option. Some could not rely on 
migration because there was only one man 
(or no man) in the household; in small 
households with many small children, 
there was a great demand for a man’s pres-
ence and daily support. Others could not 
find jobs as migrants. Others decided against 
migration because they feared that it would 
harm their children and family life or 
because they wanted to avoid the many 
risks that go along with migration. Migrants 
generally worked under difficult conditions 
that were exacerbated by being unregistered 
and unprotected by legislation abroad.

Changing division of labour

Local Khorezmians distinguished between 
two types of households: odatiy (tradi-
tional) and zamonaviy (modern) house-
holds. Traditional households were 
patriarchal, with rights and responsibilities 
of household members depending on gen-
der, age and household position. In the first 
type of household there was a clear division 
between female and male domains or 
spaces, with women generally responsible 
for child-rearing and domestic affairs and 
men responsible for production and all 
external affairs. Generation played a role as 
well, with the older generation having more 
decision-making rights compared with the 
younger generation. In modern households, 
the division of labour and responsibilities 
was not as strictly organized. Here men and 
women could either work and make deci-
sions together or take over each other’s 
responsibilities in cases of absence. This 
occurred regularly in the case of migration.

Carrying out domestic activities 
required considerable effort and time in the 
context of Khorezm because of the poor 
infrastructure. For example, there was no 
running water in homes and bringing water 
from a well meant thawing the well in 
 winter. Laundry was done by hand and 



 Gender, Migration and Rural Livelihoods in Uzbekistan 43

Table 4.1. ‘Female’ household activities, Khorezm province, Uzbekistan, 2008–2010. (Data from 
self-completed diaries by members of case study households, 2008–2010.)

Domestic activity Time spent
Household position 
(most input)

Cooking 2 h/day Daughter-in-law

Bread-making 5 h/week Mother-in-law

Pickling vegetables 3–4 h/day (during the season) Daughter-in-law

Serving and cooking for guests 2–3 h/day Daughter-in-law

Washing the dishes 2 h/day Daughter-in-law

Buying food and other goods Once weekly Mother-in-law

Carrying purchased food from the market Once weekly Daughter-in-law

Cleaning 1 h/day Daughter-in-law

Laundry 2 h/day Daughter-in-law

Tailoring 4 h/day Daughter-in-law

Childcare Most of the time Daughter-in-law

Caring for sick When needed Daughter-in-law

Water carrying Once daily Daughter-in-law

Working in the kitchen garden, milking cows and 
feeding poultry

3–4 h/day Women

Labour for arranging community events When needed Younger women

generally in chilled water. Cooking and 
heating required collecting firewood. Dur-
ing the reporting period, the majority (162 
out of 300 sample households; 54%) did not 
have regular access to gas and/or electricity. 
To reduce food costs, women processed and 
preserved vegetables and fruit for winter. In 
addition, there were no kindergartens with 
good conditions or food for children. The 
fulfilment of domestic tasks, therefore, was 
very time-consuming (requiring at least 12 
h/day) and labour-intensive. Many men 
worked hard and in difficult conditions as 
well, but their workday usually ended when 
they came home. For (especially younger) 
women, the workday generally continued 
late into the night, with many household 
chores to finish (Table 4.1).

Women were also most engaged in agri-
cultural activities, especially in production. 
Women’s and men’s efforts in agriculture 
differed in the duration, regularity and 
intensity of work. Women carried out most 
of the manual work and did so on a more 
regular basis compared with men (e.g., 
weeding, mulching). In general, women’s 
work was unregistered and poorly paid 
(Table 4.2).

In agriculture, men generally per-
formed the managerial or mechanized and 
thus relatively well-paid work (e.g., tractor 
driving), including seasonal labour that was 
physically demanding (e.g. fertilization) 
(Table 4.3).

When men migrated, women’s respon-
sibilities in agriculture increased. In the 
absence of men, women began to engage in 
livestock care and irrigation. These activi-
ties were previously perceived as typical 
male labour, not suitable for women:

Before men started to migrate, heavy jobs 
were done by men, for example, irrigation 
of fields, transportation of goods. Now, 
women have to carry out all [agricultural 
tasks] when men are away.

(Man 5; sample survey, 2009)

It is very difficult and bad to be without 
men. I have to do all male work myself: 
I work on one hectare for a fermer and on 
uy tomorka. In addition, I do all the work at 
home.

(Woman 324; mini-survey on 
migration, 2009)

The local discourses about ‘what men 
should do’ also started to change. For exam-
ple, male migrants started to refer to their 
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work on tomorka as ‘giving help’ to women, 
whereas such work was formerly one of 
their responsibilities:

Because of the migration of men, women 
and children have to do all the work in 
agriculture. In the past, men worked more 
on bog [uy tomorka] and qo’shimcha 
tomorka than now. Now men help when 
they come back home.

(Man 371; sample mini-survey on 
 perceptions about the gender-specific 

norms and the division of labour, 2008)

Overall, the findings suggest that men’s sea-
sonal migration challenges the status quo in 
the gendered division of labour. They also 
suggest that men’s migration results in the 
feminization of agricultural labour and an 
increase in women’s workloads. However, 
this feminization of agricultural labour did 

not go along with a transfer of property 
rights to land and control over income. 
Migration could also improve the situation 
of women. In some cases, remittances were 
used to invest in time- and labour-saving 
equipment. This was generally the case in 
households with successful migrants or 
other well-off households, for example 
households of large-scale fermers, local 
authorities, or successful professionals such 
as surgeons. Such equipment often included 
washing machines and electric furnaces.

Changing access to assets

The decline of economic opportunities in 
rural areas reinforced women’s dependence 

Table 4.2. On-farm labour: gender divisions by month, Khorezm province, Uzbekistan, 2008–2010. (Data 
from self-completed diaries by members of case study households, 2008–2010.)

Month Mainly male Mainly female

January Cleaning canals
February Soil leaching, making beds
March Second soil leaching, breaking beds
April Cotton planting using tractors, fertilization 

using machinery, covering furrows with 
plastic

Bringing seeds to the tractor, carrying bags of 
fertilizer to the tractor

May Loosening hard soil, thinning crops
June Making irrigation furrows with tractors, 

irrigation
Making beds using spades, weeding

July Irrigation Weeding, trimming
August Irrigation Weeding
September Cotton transportation using a tractor Cotton picking
October Cotton transportation using a tractor Cotton picking
November Cotton transportation using a tractor Cotton picking
December No activity No activity

Table 4.3. Engagement in on-farm activities by gender, Khorezm province, Uzbekistan, 2009. (Data from 
2009 survey of 284 individuals with on-farm activities.)

On-farm activity

Men Women

Count % Count %

Managerial (fermer)  29 16   7  7

Technical work for a fermer  81 45   1  1

Labour for a fermer  72 40  94 92

Total individuals 182 64 102 36
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on men. Women’s access to assets was gen-
erally assured through men. The only prop-
erty a woman had for herself was her sarpo 
– a large chest, decorated with drawings or 
colourful stones and filled with wedding 
presents. After the wedding, it was custom-
ary for a woman to have a child within the 
first three years. If a woman could not have 
a child for health reasons, she could be 
divorced and sent back to the house of her 
parents: ‘What can I do? I cannot have a 
child. Therefore, I was divorced. Now I rely 
on my dad. But, once he is not there, what 
then?’ (woman 255; sample survey, 2009). 
However, the ability to earn an income 
through migration challenged generational 
relations and hierarchies. Migration enabled 
the younger generations to become econom-
ically independent from the older genera-
tions. Before the transition period, fathers 
were expected to provide housing for their 
sons; they paid for their sons’ weddings and 
arranged their marriages. This all began to 
change when sons became economically 
independent and could decide for them-
selves whom to marry and where to live. 
Likewise, some young women could decide 
to study, even without the permission of 
their parents:

When my husband and I migrated to earn, 
our daughter – without our permission 
– left for Tashkent to enter a university. We 
did not want her to study. We wanted her 
to marry. If there is education but there is 
no family, it is not good, especially for girls. 
She is already 28 years old and not yet 
married. She is about to get her Masters and 
she does not want to come back.

(Woman 90; sample survey, 2009)

Challenging traditional norms, grown chil-
dren also began to directly negotiate their 
concerns and interests with their parents 
and parents-in-law: ‘Some daughters-in-law 
talk to their mothers-in-law now. Before, 
they could not say a word in her presence. 
This is because they are economically inde-
pendent and live separately from their 
 parents-in-law’ (woman 15; sample survey, 
2009). Overall, economic needs began to 
gradually transform the gender and genera-
tional structures in rural areas from ‘tradi-
tional’ to ‘modern’, although in 2010 most 

households were still traditionally 
organized.

Changing patterns of decision-making power

Economics and politics are always closely 
interlinked. The economic dependence 
of women on men restricted women’s 
 decision-making power in Khorezm. As 
explained above, decision-making power at 
the household level was divided into female 
and male spaces of responsibility and deci-
sion making (o’rni or ‘places’ in Uzbek), 
reflecting the division of labour into female 
and male domains. Women were generally 
responsible for household labour and (sub-
sistence) agriculture, whereas men were 
supposed to take care of paid labour/ 
production outside the context of the 
 household. Decision-making power usually 
reflected this division.

The wife of the head of the household 
generally allocated different tasks to the 
younger women of the household. How-
ever, these allocated tasks were of different 
workloads, depending on the household 
position of the younger woman. In general, 
she would allocate easier tasks to her daugh-
ters and more difficult tasks to her 
 daughters-in-law: ‘My daughter will get 
tired when she is at her new home when she 
gets married herself’ (woman 301-1; case 
study household, 2008). Apart from varia-
tions in workloads, different domestic 
activities had different rankings. For exam-
ple, cleaning the dishes was an activity of 
the lowest-ranking woman that was gener-
ally done by the youngest daughter-in-law 
when there were several daughters-in-law 
in the household: ‘Nobody will respect me 
here if I start washing the dishes instead of 
her’ (woman 302-3; case study household, 
2008). The youngest daughter-in-law typi-
cally had the heaviest workload. Any 
household member could ‘tell’ the youngest 
daughter-in-law what to do, and she in turn 
could ‘request help’ only from the youngest 
children in the family. An older daughter-
in-law was one step higher than a younger 
daughter-in-law, especially when only the 
former had children.
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Regarding activities outside the home, 
a household head (usually the oldest man or 
the man bringing the highest income) 
decided what every household member 
should or should not do: ‘I quit my job 
because my husband did not allow me to 
work’ (woman 195; sample survey, 2009).

You know, I am actually trained as an 
accountant. My husband doesn’t let me 
work though. Now I work for a fermer 
because the fermer’s land is just across the 
street. Therefore, my husband allowed me 
to work there, but I get less money. [She 
was neither sad nor angry but had a smile 
on her face.]

(Woman 303-1; case study 
household, 2008)

In other words, women from traditional 
households generally entered the labour 
market with the permission of men. In con-
trast to men, women generally never deter-
mined what men should do. Even when a 
woman had an income, the income of men 
was more esteemed than the woman’s 
income, even if she earned more than a 
man (which was rare); and domestic 
 activities remained an exclusively female 
responsibility:

If a woman earns more than a man, she 
shall anyway behave as a woman. The man 
is the household head and the man shall 
not do female work (x[h]otin kishini’ ishi). 
It humiliates his self-esteem. Even if a 
woman works all day long to earn money 
and earns more than a man, she shall do 
her female work at home.

(Woman 302-1; case study 
household, 2008)

If a woman earns more than a man, then 
there is more money in the family budget. 
But, it is not good for their relationship. If a 
woman is brought up well, she will behave 
correctly to her husband. I personally want 
a woman to do her female work. Earning 
money is male work.

(Man 302; case study household, 2008)

Even when younger women worked and 
had an income, they generally did not con-
trol their income. The household budget 
was usually managed by an older woman 
(usually a mother-in-law). Men could take 
and use money from the household budget 

at any time, mainly because they contrib-
uted the most. Older women decided how 
to use money to meet ordinary household 
needs but sought permission from men if 
something special and expensive was to be 
bought. Younger women, and especially 
daughters-in-law, had no right to decide 
how to use the household budget, nor could 
they take even a small amount of pocket 
money without the approval of elders, even 
when they contributed considerably to 
the household budget. With age and over 
the course of their lives, men and women 
obtained more decision-making power. 
Young men generally had more decision-
making power than young women. For 
example, a young husband could decide to 
migrate without consulting his young wife:

My husband does not ask for my opinion or 
permission [to migrate]. For example, when 
he leaves home to earn money for a month, 
he just says that he needs a bag with his 
clothes.

(Woman 302-4, 23 years old; 
case study household, 2008)

However, older men generally had more 
respect for older women. For example, a 
man who was more than 40 years old could 
not leave for migration without the permis-
sion of his wife, who was also more than 40 
years old:

My wife does not let me work far away. 
I left once and then she stopped eating and 
sleeping. When I called her she always 
cried, so I had to come back. I want to earn 
well, but I have to work here and do 
whatever I can do.

(Man; mini-survey on migration 
labour, 2008)

Likewise, relatively older women could 
influence men’s decisions to migrate to earn 
money:

When men are unemployed and do not 
bring income, their wives say to them not 
to do female work but to do their own male 
work. This means that men shall earn 
money.

(Man 304-2; case study household, 2008)

In most cases, older people had to agree 
that spouses and younger people could 
migrate. However, the distribution of 
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 decision-making powers was not static. It 
was challenged and gradually started to 
change due to the economic independence 
of the younger generation. Those sons who 
generated the most income in a household 
gradually gained bargaining and decision-
making power within their households. 
They could considerably influence the deci-
sions of the older men and women in the 
household. Because parents did not want to 
lose any contact with their now economi-
cally independent children, the former 
became flexible to the demands of the latter.

Changing gender norms and values

Some researchers suggest that cultural 
norms and gender ideals are central to 
the reinforcement of gender inequalities 
( Mandel, 2004; Korf and Oughton, 2006). In 
Khorezm, gender-specific norms and values 
were reinforced not only at the household 
level but also at the community level, 
through women’s advisory committees and 
other channels:

Our role is to explain to women how to 
be good home makers and how they shall 
behave in their new families when they are 
married. For example, we explain that they 
need to listen to and obey their husbands, 
be tolerant and not to argue.

(Woman 430; open-ended interview, 2008)

In traditional households, daughters did not 
own any assets (whereas sons did) and, in 
addition, they were convinced by their par-
ents not to continue their education after 
school:

Why do girls need education? They sit and 
work at home. It is a man who shall provide 
for the family. Women are to take care of 
children and cook and clean the house. 
There is no need to be educated for this.

(Man 431; open-ended interview, 2009)

I wanted to study at a university but my 
dad said that a woman can live without 
education. Then, I stopped studying. My 
teachers were saying that I studied well and 
should continue my studies. But, I said that 
there was no point in it.

(Woman 432; open-ended interview, 2009)

I wanted to be a gymnastics teacher but my 
father said that instead I should learn how 
to tailor. Then, I went for tailoring courses.

(Woman 429; open-ended interview, 2009)

As a result, many more men than women 
have graduated from universities. In this 
way, cultural norms have disadvantaged 
women in terms of their employment oppor-
tunities and income and have reinforced 
women’s dependence on men. One woman 
explained that her father decided that she 
should not study at a university, her hus-
band decided that she should not work 
aside from being a housewife and her 
employer preferred a male employee:

Uzbeks usually do not want their wives to 
work outside of home. She should take care 
of her husband and make sure that he has 
clean clothes and is not hungry. And his 
responsibility is to provide for the family 
and bring money.

(Woman 302; case study household, 2009)

You employ a woman. It can take up to 6 
months to train her. Then, she marries. 
Once married, first, she starts asking not 
to work overtime and not to work on 
Saturdays. Then, she takes a maternity 
leave or her husband decides that she shall 
not work.

(Man 420, open-ended interview, 2008)

Adherence to cultural norms reinforced 
women’s dependence on men and contrib-
uted to the reproduction of the traditional 
gendered division of labour, decision- 
making power and access to and control 
over assets in Khorezm.

Migration challenged these norms. Ini-
tially, people thought quite negatively about 
migration and the changes it induced. How-
ever, when successful migrants came back 
home with money and managed to build 
houses and to invest in local businesses, 
migration and the changes that went along 
with it became more accepted. In addition, 
men’s and women’s exposure to a context 
and culture of somewhat more (compared 
with Khorezm) egalitarian societies abroad 
started to change their views of their roles 
within the household.

The flexibility and change in cultural 
norms as a result of migration offers an 
opportunity to empower women. On the 
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other hand, migration added to the work-
loads of many women and reconfirmed 
women’s economic dependence on men 
and the remittances they sent home. This 
was also the case because income levels 
remained low in Korezhm and were insuf-
ficient for meeting household needs:

We wait until my husband comes back. 
I hope he will come back in September. 
Then, we can prepare for winter. We need 
to buy coal, repair roof. Once he brings 
money, I will pickle vegetables for winter.

(Woman 325; mini-survey on 
 problem  analysis, 2008)

Conclusions

This chapter set out to explore changing 
gender relations in rural Uzbekistan during 
the process of transition to post-socialism 
and independence after the dissolution of 
the Soviet Union. During this period, the 
transition process was interpreted as one of 
the major crisis tendencies that has the 
capacity to induce change by uprooting the 
institutionalized arrangements of gender 
relations at multiple levels as a result of the 
fundamental changes in the material struc-
ture as well as the incorporated gender ide-
ologies or norms and values (Connell and 
Pearse, 2015; Pearse and Connell, 2016). 
In Uzbekistan, the shift towards a post- 
socialist society went along with changes in 
access to land and employment through the 
dismantling of state-owned firms and 
the dissolution of state-owned farms. At the 
same time, many public services that had 
been allocated through state employment 
and organized at the level of state firms van-
ished. Other public services, such as educa-
tion, health services and transportation, 
deteriorated – especially in rural areas. The 
same was true for basic utilities such as run-
ning water and electricity. More generally, 
it can be said that transition led to the 
impoverishment of many rural and urban 
households and induced a process of social 
differentiation. The position of women was 
also weakened as a result of the reintroduc-
tion of traditional gender norms once the 

influence of the socialist ideal of gender 
equality evaporated. The chapter focused 
on changes in gender relations taking place 
in rural areas while elaborating, in particu-
lar, on the result of increasing levels of 
labour migration.

Interviews in rural households as well 
as among individual men and women 
underlined the importance of labour migra-
tion as a strategy to produce cash income. 
Importantly, nearly one out of two house-
holds depended on the remittances. As 
most migrants were men and often departed 
for several months, their absence induced 
shifts in the arrangements of household 
relations. Most of the rural households are 
home to extended families, with the oldest 
man acting as head of the household. 
He would regulate the division of labour, 
income and decision-making power in 
 collaboration with his wife. Migration 
 generally resulted in a repositioning of 
all members of the household and in a 
 rearrangement of gender and generational 
relations and hierarchies.

On the one hand, men’s migration 
added to women’s workloads, as they had 
to take on many traditionally male tasks and 
duties. Migration did not change women’s 
economic dependence on men, as the remit-
tances men sent home were essential for 
the households. On the other hand, men’s 
migration offered an opportunity for women 
to gain power and to redefine their position, 
as it was usually older women who acted as 
de facto household heads during men’s 
absence. Changing roles and responsibili-
ties in the division of labour supported a 
reorganization of decision making, which, 
in turn, gradually challenged existing gen-
dered norms and values. This had the effect 
of changing gender relations in the long run, 
even if the transfer of responsibilities was 
initially on a temporary basis and every-
thing returned to ‘normal’ when the men 
returned.

Migration, therefore, brings change as 
well as continuity; it brings empowerment 
as well as reproduction of dependence and 
subordination. The results presented here 
support our initial argument that it is diffi-
cult to change gender relations if societal 
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change is limited to either norms and values 
or the division of labour. The results con-
firm the expectation that crisis tendencies 
induce change in existing relations through 
the combination of substantial changes in 
culture, politics and economics, which trig-
ger changes in behaviour, norms and val-
ues, and social relations. Whereas it is still a 
question as to which of these changes taking 
place in rural Uzbekistan are most deci-
sively changing gender relations, it is clear 
that as long as local income opportunities 
for both women and men are insufficient, 
there are few options to radically change 
household relations. It is, however, promis-
ing to watch the young generation adopt a 
stronger voice and more independence. For 
the young, migration is as an important 
gateway to empowerment and the creation 

of more equality between genders and gen-
erations. The transformative potential of 
migration may, therefore, unfold more 
clearly in the long term.
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Introduction

On 18 June 2013 over 10,000 men and 
women congregated in Gandhinagar, the 
capital of the Indian state of Gujarat, to 
express their dissent. Almost one year ear-
lier the Government of Gujarat had declared 
a geographical area of over 50,000 ha, 
encompassing 44 villages, as the Mandal-
Becharaji Special Investment Region (MB 
SIR) through a notification dated 24 Sep-
tember 2012. MB SIR was to be a hub for 
the automobile industry. The project was 
aligned with the Special Investment Region 
(SIR) Act of 2009 which aimed to develop 
global hubs of economic activity across the 
state. MB SIR was further designed to com-
plement the national government’s pro-
posed Dedicated Freight Corridor between 
Delhi and Mumbai. The area of 150 km on 
both sides of the corridor, 38% of which is 
in Gujarat, was to be further developed as 
an Industrial Corridor. Yet throughout the 
planning process, the people and communi-
ties that lived in and relied on the land in 
question were not consulted, or even 
informed.

In May 2013, seven months after the 
official notification, the Government of 
Gujarat finally published a notice in a local 
newspaper, after civil society organizations 
launched a campaign against SIR on 7 May 
2013. In a symbolic expression of dissent, a 
notice was painted outside affected villages 
stating that government officials, or any 
other official authorized under SIR, shall 
not enter the village for the purpose of sur-
vey or inspection (see Fig. 5.1).

After 100 days of unrelenting protests, 
signs of a victory for the people’s movement 
emerged on 15 August 2013 when the 
 Government of Gujarat gave notice of the 
withdrawal of 36 villages from MB SIR. As 
per media reports, towards the end of 2015, 
the state government decided to go ahead 
with only three out of the 14 SIRs originally 
announced in 2009. Although partial, this 
gave hope to people fighting for their right 
to land.

This conflict around land took place at 
a key moment in India’s history. In 2013, 
the Right to Fair Compensation and Trans-
parency in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation 
and Resettlement (LARR) Act was passed 
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and came into force on 1 January 2014. Up 
to that point, land acquisition in India fell 
under the colonial British-era Land Acqui-
sition Act of 1894 (Sud, 2014a,b). Land was, 
and remains, high on the social and politi-
cal agenda.

Land is a fundamental resource that 
secures the livelihoods of many, especially 
the rural poor who often depend on access 
to and control over natural resources. Land 
provides food and shelter and is a key factor 
in economic growth (Deere and Leon, 1998; 
Deininger et al., 2007; Sietchiping, 2010; 
Behrman et al., 2012). Ensuring sustainable 
land use and eradicating food insecurity 
depends on how people and communities 
gain, maintain and control access to land. 
However, as the case of MB SIR illustrates, 
land access is increasingly subject to inten-
sified competition (GRAIN, 2008; Hall, 
2011; Harvey and Pilgrim, 2011; Behrman 

et al., 2012). There is increasing concern 
that competition for food, energy and water 
will result in a land ‘bottleneck’ (Lambin 
and Meyfroidt, 2011). The resulting compe-
tition has been made visible through the 
rise of land grabbing or large-scale land 
acquisitions (Borras et al., 2011; de  Schutter, 
2011; Margulis and Porter, 2013; Ykhanbai 
et al., 2014).

Land grabbing has been defined as the 
‘purchase or lease of vast tracts of land by 
wealthier, food-secure nations and private 
investors from mostly poor, developing 
countries in order to produce crops for 
export’ (Shepard and Mittal, 2009, p. 1). 
While foreign investments are a key aspect 
of large-scale land acquisition agreements, 
domestic governments and investors are 
also playing a major role. Echoing the MB 
SIR case, McMichael (2012, p. 682) notes 
that ‘the term “grab” invokes a long history 

Fig. 5.1. Sign posted in the village of Hansalpur banning entry to those working on Special Investment 
Regions, February 2015. (Photo courtesy of J. Duncan.)
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of violent enclosure of common lands to 
accommodate world capitalist expansion’. 
This amplified effort to privatize the 
 commons is the key site of inquiry for this 
chapter.

Access to land and other natural 
resources is defined and regulated in societ-
ies through complex systems of tenure. 
Insecure tenure rights enhance vulnerabil-
ity, conflict, food insecurity and poverty 
and can lead to increased environmental 
degradation and conflict (Sietchiping, 2010; 
FAO, 2012a). One group that is particularly 
vulnerable to the negative impacts of 
restricted access to land are pastoralists. 
Pastoralism is a socio-cultural and eco-
nomic way of living that is reliant on the 
rearing of livestock and sustained through 
regional migration. Pastoralists around the 
world ‘lack clear property rights because 
they occupy customary or tribal rangelands 
that are legally owned by the state, are con-
trolled/owned by the pastoral community 
itself, or are claimed by other interest 
groups’ (Behnke and Freudenberger, 2013, 
p. 1). As access to common rangeland and 
grazing land decreases, the livelihoods of 
pastoralists, and their livestock, come under 
increasing threat.

The aim of this book is to shed light on 
the fundamental impacts on the structure of 
agricultural life in rural areas and on urban–
rural relations in a globalizing world from a 
gender perspective. In this chapter, we pro-
vide an alternative perspective in so far as 
we examine the opposite phenomenon. We 
are interested in understanding what hap-
pens when people whose livelihoods are 
dependent on, and cultures are defined by, 
mobility are no longer able to migrate as a 
result of restricted access to land brought 
about by processes associated with neolib-
eral globalization: specifically, land grab-
bing (McMichael, 2012).

To do this, the chapter begins by pro-
viding an introduction to pastoralism and 
land issues in Gujarat, India, with a particu-
lar focus on the evolving legal framework 
governing land in Gujarat. In the presenta-
tion of pastoralism in Gujarat, we deliber-
ately focus on women in the recognition 
that ‘analysts who fail to ask questions that 

specifically target women’s tenure situation 
are unlikely to discover information about 
challenges women face in exercising or 
maintaining their rights’ (Hannay and 
 Scalise, 2014, p. 3). Subsequently the 
 chapter presents an overview of the  methods 
used in our fieldwork to collect data and to 
elaborate three cases of state-sanctioned 
land grabbing of lands traditionally used by 
pastoralists. Next, an analytic framework 
building on sociological theories of prac-
tices is introduced, which is used to analyse 
a typical day in the lives of the women who 
were interviewed. The objective here is to 
identify ways in which the loss of access to 
land, and correspondingly the loss of live-
stock, influences social practices. The chap-
ter concludes by reflecting on the social, 
scientific and policy implications of the 
findings.

Background and Context: Pastoralism, 
Gender and Land in Gujarat, India

Pastoralism in Gujarat

Pastoralists represent endogamous social 
groups with professional specializations in 
animal husbandry (Sharma et al., 2003), 
including livestock breeders, herders and 
dairy producers. In India, pastoralists share 
ethnicity with sedentary populations but 
form part of specific castes related to the 
rearing of livestock (Köller-Rollefson, 1994). 
This differs from Africa and the Middle 
East, where nomadic pastoralists tend to be 
represented by distinct ethnic groups, often 
organized along tribal lines. Pastoralism has 
historically been an important occupation 
in the semi-arid regions of Gujarat, India 
especially in Kutch, Saurashtra and North 
Gujarat. In an effort to build solidarity 
across these livestock communities (includ-
ing Rabari, Bharwad, Ahir, Charan, Gadhvi 
and Sindhi), they have started to collec-
tively identify as Maldhari: mal meaning 
both livestock and asset, and dhari meaning 
owner.

Each pastoralist community in Gujarat 
is unique, making it hard to draw 
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 generalizations. However, it is common that 
livestock management, including milking, 
administering medicine and watering, is 
shared work between women and men, 
although women take on the responsibility 
of caring for newly born and young animals 
(Rangnekar, 1994, p. 15). Women also have 
the responsibility of processing the milk 
and, traditionally, of selling milk and value-
added dairy products (i.e. ghee (clarified 
butter) and mava (condensed milk)).

Most of the pastoralist communities in 
Gujarat have some form of permanent 
dwellings (traditionally known nehdo in 
Gujarati). Families will stay in the perma-
nent dwellings while select members (men 
and women) will migrate with the animals 
when fodder is not locally available. Often 
those on migration will take the livestock of 
other members of their community, receiv-
ing money based on a fixed day rate per 
 animal. Mobility is a strategy used by pasto-
ralists to ensure access to grazing land and 
water for their herds. It is also a strategy that 
supports adaptation to different climatic 
regions. Pastoralist grazing systems adapt to 
fit the environment. However, to be able to 
maintain this approach to livestock rearing, 
they depend on access to common grazing 
lands and to the routes to bring them to 
these lands.

Land tenure

Land defines social status, political power 
and structures relationships (Agarwal, 
1994, p. 2). Access to land and other natural 
resources is mediated by systems of land 
tenure. Tenure can be regarded as a social 
construct that defines the relationships 
between individuals and groups of individ-
uals by which rights and obligations with 
respect to control and use of land are deter-
mined (Economic Commission for Africa, 
2004, p. 21). In simple terms, land tenure 
systems determine who can use what 
resources for how long and under what 
conditions.

Land tenure is often understood as a 
‘bundle of rights’ (Maxwell and Wiebe, 

1999, p. 825) that enables and legitimizes 
groups or individuals to access land. ‘Free-
hold’, ‘leasehold’, ‘statutory allocations’ and 
‘customary systems’ are the most common 
forms of land tenure (Economic Commission 
for Africa, 2004). Tenure systems include 
informal and unwritten customary rights of 
access to and use of land and natural 
resources, as well as more ‘formal’ arrange-
ments (e.g. individual tilling, freehold and 
leasehold) mediated by written contracts, 
policies and laws. There are also secondary 
rights that include access to migratory routes 
and grazing lands. Insecure tenure rights 
enhance vulnerability, conflict, food insecu-
rity and poverty and can lead to increased 
environmental degradation and conflict 
(Sietchiping, 2010; FAO, 2012a).

Pastoralists and land tenure

For centuries, pastoralists have had access 
to, and managed, rangelands through elabo-
rate systems of land tenure based on cus-
tomary rules and regulations, the authority 
of customary institutions and sustainable 
animal-rearing practices (Sharma et al., 
2003). Pastoralist tenure systems tend to be 
mixes of dynamic land-use regimes. These 
have served to regulate access to, and con-
trol over, pastoral territories. While farmers 
have relatively explicit systems of tenure, 
pastoralists tend to rely on more fluid sys-
tems. They have also maintained their live-
lihoods while fostering co-dependence and 
intricate economies with other communi-
ties (e.g. manure-for-grazing agreements 
with farmers; wool-for-cloth arrangements 
with weavers) (Duncan, 2013). However, 
these relationships and practices have all 
been eroding, in part due to the loss of 
access to grazing lands which have tradi-
tionally been held as part of the commons. 
‘The commons’ refer to the cultural and 
natural resources held in common and not 
privately owned. Moreover, the commons 
are ‘closely integrated to the social, eco-
nomic and cultural identity of the commu-
nities which depend on them’ (Sinha et al., 
2013, p. 1).
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The legacy of Hardin’s (1968) thesis on 
the ‘tragedy of the commons’, which upheld 
that common property resources shared by 
pastoralists led to overgrazing and environ-
mental degradation, has led to decades of 
development policies aimed at privatizing 
these lands in the name of better land man-
agement (Fratkin, 1997). However, Hardin’s 
thesis has been actively countered by social 
scientists who reject Hardin’s assumption 
that communally held resources mean no 
restriction on use, and by natural scientists 
who have questioned the ecological evi-
dence in the tragedy thesis (McCabe, 1990; 
Bromly, 1992; Behnke et al., 1993; Turner, 
1993; Ostrom et al., 1999). Others have doc-
umented how pastoral systems can, and do, 
respond to restricted resources with cul-
tural behaviours that include flexibility, 
mobility and diversity of species (Fratkin, 
1997; see also Hjort, 1981; Coughenour 
et al., 1985; Ellis and Swift, 1988). Growing 
evidence suggests that mobile pastoralism 
can be a sustainable form of production, 
resource management and land use (Blench, 
2000; Rodriguez, 2008; ODI, 2009; Behnke 
and Freudenberger, 2013).

Today, pastoralists’ access to common 
rangelands, upon which their livelihoods 
depend, is being restricted by new develop-
ments (urbanization) and expanded agri-
cultural production. Through processes of 
privatization of the commons, previously 
communal land areas are shrinking. New 
technologies (i.e. irrigation) are, for exam-
ple, pushing agricultural land into tradi-
tional grazing land. Access to the commons 
is further restricted by the development of 
new conservation zones and mining.

Shrinking common lands coupled with 
a lack of formal land rights puts pastoralists 
on the periphery of tenure rights, while 
migration patterns often result in restricted 
citizenship (Sietchiping, 2010; MARAG, 
2012). This mirrors the situations of pasto-
ralists the world over. As Nori et al. (2008, 
p. 18) note:

Pastoral societies and people all over the 
world are experiencing processes that are 
redefining their territories and reshaping 
their resource utilisation patterns. Integra-
tion of pastoral economies into markets, 

changing migratory patterns and political 
processes of regional integration and 
decentralisation all carry threats and 
opportunities.

Women and land

Women face specific land tenure challenges 
that involve sensitive social and cultural 
practices as well as deeply rooted cultural 
norms and power structures. Just as gender 
relations are ‘ neither uniform across societ-
ies nor historically static’ (Agarwal, 1994, 
p. 51), the particular land situations of 
women vary significantly depending on 
context (Hannay and Scalise, 2014, p. 2). 
However, women generally have access to 
less land, less secure land rights, and fewer 
rights to land they can access (Doss, 2013). 
Gender dimensions are frequently not cap-
tured in land-based assessments and data 
collection (UN-Habitat, 2012) and laws 
more broadly. Women can face fourfold 
vulnerability when it comes to securing 
land rights: (i) access to, ownership of and 
control of land; (ii) discrimination in deci-
sion making; (iii) relative income/cash pov-
erty; and (iv) physical vulnerability (Pallas 
and Miggiano, 2011).

In India, only an estimated 10% of rural 
land is titled to women, whereas 83% of 
rural women provide agricultural labour 
(Kelkar, 2013, p. 2). Women’s access to land 
depends on complex systems of laws, their 
enforcement, as well as customary and reli-
gious laws and practices. India has legisla-
tion protecting women’s property rights; 
however, often traditions and customs serve 
to undermine or restrict these rights (Kelkar, 
2013). International conventions protect 
women’s rights, but may be at odds with 
national legislation and local practices and 
remain difficult to enforce. For example, in 
Gujarat, pasture land has traditionally been 
a community-managed common resource 
and could not be given away without 
 consent. The International Labour Organi-
zation Convention 169 (Indigenous and 
Tribal Peoples Convention) and the United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indig-
enous Peoples also recognize the customary 
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right of communities to these lands. But, as 
the cases described below illustrate, this 
has not prevented the loss of rights and 
access to these lands. On the ground, per-
ceptions of women’s status affect the extent 
to which women can exercise their rights. 
In many cases, women are prevented from 
participating in decision making.

Governing land in Gujarat

When it comes to rights to land for pastoral-
ists in Gujarat, the issue is rather complex. 
In an effort to protect agricultural land from 
urbanization or foreign interests after India 
gained independence in 1947, the Gujarat 
Revenue Act established that only farming 
families had the right to own agricultural 
land (popularly known as ‘land to the til-
ler’). This effectively meant that any family 
that was tilling land in 1947 was eligible to 
hold tenure rights to that land. This also 
meant that most pastoralists were excluded 
from the right to own land zoned as agricul-
tural since they did not till the land. How-
ever, it included lands upon which fodder 
was produced. The pastoralists in Gujarat, 
thus, have mainly depended on the com-
mons including the village gauchars (the 
designated permanent pastures under vil-
lage panchayats1), the common land under 
forests and the so-called ‘wastelands’. The 
term ‘wasteland’ is a misnomer coined dur-
ing colonial rule. Some of this land repre-
sents an important grazing area and source 
of livelihood for many, including livestock 
keepers and the landless in Gujarat. Yet, the 
term continues to be used to justify the 
transfer of land use to industrial purposes. 
At present, gauchar and wasteland access is 
declining as a result of large-scale conver-
sion for industrialization. For example, in 
May 2005 the Government of Gujarat 
adopted a resolution for leasing ‘wasteland’ 
of up to 2000 acres (~810 ha) for a period of 
20 years to corporations and larger-scale 
farmers.

The Gujarat Special Economic Zone 
(SEZ) Act 2004 and the SIR Act 2009 have 
also facilitated large-scale transfer of private 

agriculture and common land for industrial 
parks and investment regions. In the 
absence of a comprehensive policy frame-
work, the governance of commons is weak 
in Gujarat and does not support pastoralists 
and their livestock. On top of rapid indus-
trialization and classification challenges, it 
is estimated that 68% of the total geographi-
cal area of Gujarat is currently threatened by 
desertification (ISRO, 2007).

In India, land falls under the jurisdic-
tion of the state-level government, but land 
acquisition is in the concurrent list of the 
constitution of India. This means that both 
the centre and state governments have legis-
lative authority on issues related to the 
acquisition of land. The central LARR Act 
2013 came into force on 1 January 2014. 
The Act seeks to clarify the government’s 
commitment to securing a legal guarantee of 
the rights of individuals and families 
affected by the process of land acquisition, 
and strengthen the rights-based approach, 
while ensuring greater transparency in the 
land acquisition process. However, with a 
change in government, an amendment bill 
was introduced in 2015. This bill was set to 
reverse some of the social justice elements 
of the 2013 LARR Act and was strongly 
 contested for being anti-farmer and too 
industry-friendly.

Given the dual-level jurisdiction over 
land, Indian states can amend the central 
act. The government of the state of Gujarat, 
for example, proposed the ‘Right to Fair 
Compensation and Transparency in Land 
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettle-
ment (Gujarat Amendment) Bill 2016’, 
which was introduced in the legislative 
assembly in 2016, to amend the central 
Right to Fair Compensation and Transpar-
ency in the LARR Act. The objective of this 
bill is to ease the stringent provisions of the 
central law, notably clauses of social impact 
assessment and consent of landlords for 
land acquisition for public purpose. The 
Bill was passed by the state government in 
the Assembly on 31 March 2016, amidst a 
walkout by Opposition members. Thus 
while the LARR was initially brought in to 
provide stronger legislation around land 
tenure and land rights for more vulnerable 
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peoples, the Act is being systematically 
 dismantled by the centre and state 
governments.

This is perhaps not surprising given 
that in 2015, the World Bank named the 
state of Gujarat as the most industry-friendly 
state in India. The ease of acquiring land, 
the result of several amendments in existing 
land policies, is a key reason for this. In the 
1990s the state government of Gujarat began 
to introduce amendments to liberalize land 
markets. These amendments have gradually 
eased the restrictions on the conversion of 
agriculture land for non-agriculture pur-
poses and also facilitated entry of non- 
farmers to buy, sell and mortgage agriculture 
land.

With an estimated population of 60.4 
million, Gujarat is also home to 27.1 million 
livestock (Government of India, 2012). 
There is a state-level policy in Gujarat2 that 
mandates each village maintain 16 ha (40 
acres) of pasture land per 100 head of live-
stock in non-forest areas; and 8 ha per 100 
head of livestock in forest areas. Following 
this policy, there is a huge deficit of gauchar 
land across the state. A 2010 report noted 
Gujarat required 39.56 lakh3 hectares of 
grazing land required for cattle in the state, 
but that less than 8.5 lakh hectares were 
available. The lack of common grazing land 
is compounded by other factors, such as 
failure of the Government of Gujarat to 
update the official figure of 8.5 lakh hectares 
of pasture land since 1960 (Dave, 2011). 
There are more than 11,950 registered 
encroachments on gauchar land, of which 
majority are more than 5 years old (Dave, 
2014). Since 2012, Gujarat has sold 
116,000 m2 of land for various purposes, 
leaving 424 villages without any pastoral 
land. Today, it is estimated that the state 
has just one-fifth of its required pastoral 
land (Mahapatra, 2012). It should be noted 
that the Supreme Court of India, in its 
judgement on 28 January 2011, directed all 
state governments to prepare schemes for 
the eviction of those occupying village com-
mons and restore them to the community 
(Kaur, 2011). The Government of Gujarat 
has yet to comply with the Supreme Court 
order. Given these challenges, it is not 

surprising that land has emerged as one of 
the key socio-political issues in India.

Methodology

To better understand the impact of restricted 
access to grazing lands, fieldwork was 
undertaken in February 2015. Most families 
and livestock are in their villages in Febru-
ary, making it an appropriate time to con-
duct the research since it ensured access to 
families that had sedentarized their live-
stock practices, given up livestock keeping, 
or continued with livestock migration. This 
fieldwork built on several years of engage-
ment with pastoralist communities. Fur-
ther, after the primary data collection was 
over, when needed, additional visits were 
made to the villages to validate data and 
clarify questions that arose through the 
analysis.

The research sites were selected purpo-
sively using the following selection criteria. 
First, sites were selected on the basis of 
 having pastoralist populations that were 
impacted by land grabbing. Second, the 
cases of land grabbing should have non- 
pastoralist actors (e.g. non-governmental 
organizations, food producer groups, legal 
support) engaged in them. This provided a 
way to triangulate the data acquired with 
the data collected by others. Third, the 
cases of land grabbing should be part of a 
formal legal dispute. This would mean that 
the villages had likely collected documents 
to defend their case that likely could be 
accessed as further data.

On the basis of these criteria, eight vil-
lages were selected. Focus groups were con-
ducted in each of these villages. The number 
of women per focus group varied per village 
and also shifted over the course of the dis-
cussion, as women had to leave to attend to 
livestock or household chores and other 
women arrived late. The smallest focus 
group had five women and the largest 
counted 16 women. Overall, 87 women par-
ticipated in the eight focus groups. This 
number excludes girls under 14 years old 
who were also present in the focus groups 
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but rarely spoke, children and men, who 
were often present, but on the periphery. 
Focus groups were often conducted in a 
shaded location, near or in the house of 
a village leader. Strong social cohesion 
and a collective culture made one-on-one 
 interviews not only impractical but also 
inappropriate.

Access to the community was gained 
via gatekeepers (local non-governmental 
organizations, pastoralist and social move-
ment leaders, and development practitio-
ners) and village leaders, who would inform 
the women of the research visit and encour-
age interested Maldhari women to partici-
pate. Upon arrival in a village, we first 
went to the home of one of the village 
 leaders for a glass of water and sweet milky 
chai. Here we engaged in conversations 
that allowed us to begin to piece together 
the particular situation of the village. After 
about an hour, women would begin to 
arrive and were welcomed to sit in a circle 
on the ground. Sometimes blankets were 
spread out, other times cots were pulled up. 
Local facilitators (from pastoralist commu-
nities) guided the discussion and simulta-
neous translation was provided so the 
researchers could follow and ask additional 
questions.

The focus groups lasted from 45 min 
to 2 h. Chai was always served, usually by 
younger girls who were then encouraged to 
stay and listen. It was common for men to 
pass by, to stop and listen, and to provide 
input. We recognize that the presence of 
men may often impact women’s willingness 
and ability to share. However, women in 
the villages visited play strong leadership 
roles and are used to speaking out. Most 
women did not show any apprehension 
when it came to disagreeing with the men. 
This was confirmed after the focus groups 
by some of the women in informal conver-
sations as well as by the local facilitators.

The fieldwork also employed methods 
common to participatory rural appraisal, 
including participant observation, partici-
patory resource mapping, power mapping, 
transect walks (and drives), and life 
 histories. Furthermore, semi-structured key 
informant interviews (n = 8) were conducted 

to gain insight on land tenure challenges in 
India, and on women and land tenure, to 
support the triangulation of data. Interviews 
and focus groups were audio-recorded and 
two sets of field notes and field diaries were 
kept (one in English and one in Hindi/ 
Gujarati). These were all used in data 
analysis.

After the fieldwork and initial analysis, 
three sites were selected to serve as sample 
case studies for this research (Fig. 5.2). 
These cases are presented in the following 
section.

Case Studies: Land Grabbing 
the Commons

Case 1: Zadwa and Sanghi Cement

Zadwa4 was established over 500 years ago 
under the name of the Zadu fakir Zadwa. 
The region is marked by semi-nomadic, 
 traditional grazing routes but facilitated 
sedentary forms of livestock rearing due to 
the relative abundance of natural resources 
and fodder for animals. Not surprisingly 
then, a group of Maldhari migrated from the 
north of Gujarat to this area 45 years ago to 
access the large grassland of Lakhpat. This 
group gained access to 100 ha of grassland. 
In total, 18 families were granted rights to 
access the land for farming. Alongside 
 farming, most of the community partook in 
animal husbandry and continued to earn 
income from dairy. While the pastoralists 
moved to the region for its abundant grass, 
today they find themselves migrating again 
as much of the land has been encroached 
and the rest has been heavily impacted by 
dust from the nearby cement factory.

Sanghi Cement was first set up in the 
Zadwa region in the Lakhpat block of Kutch 
district in 1994. Through a legal land deal, 
Sanghi Cement Ltd acquired 1543 ha from 
the total area of 3043 ha. The land signed 
over to the company included grasslands, 
wastelands and lands on the perimeter of 
villages. At this time, 16 families sold a total 
of 48 ha of land to the company for 20,000 
rupees (277 euros) per hectare per family.
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Fig. 5.2. Map of Gujarat state and districts, showing locations of the three case study villages (I). (From https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Map_Gujarat_state_and_districts.png.)
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When the land was given to Sanghi 
Cement, there were agreements signed 
between the gram panchayat and the com-
pany. During interviews and discussions 
many villagers claimed that the sarpanch 
(elected head of a village government) 
signed the paper without their knowledge. 
Others told us that the public hearing was 
in fact held. During the public hearing, 
rules and promises for primary facilities 
were made. The agreement stated that vil-
lagers would get employment and the young 
boys would be given permanent jobs. 
Schools, a pre-school for children from eco-
nomically weaker households, and a health 
centre were to be set up in the village. Fur-
ther, drinking-water facilities were to be 
provided to the people as well as animals. 
Arrangement for fodder was to be made and 
a shelter for cows would be established in 
the village. Only a few of these promises 
materialized. Furthermore, Sanghi Cement 
has encroached on more common land than 
was defined in the agreement. Ongoing 
cases in the High Court are challenging this 
encroachment.

Case 2: Tunda Wandh and the Tata and 
Adani power plants

Tunda Wandh is a small village in Mundra 
block of Kutch district in Gujarat. Today, 
the village is literally sandwiched between 
two power plants owned by Tata and 

Adani. The power plants are located just 
outside the village boundary and overhead 
conveyor belts pass between the plants, 
effectively locking in the village (Fig. 5.3). 
The Adani power plant (commissioned in 
2007) and the Tata power plant (commis-
sioned in 2012) were built on village 
 commons (gauchar and wasteland) and 
agriculture land.

The Adani power plant falls under the 
Adani Port and Special Economic Zone 
(APSEZ),5 earlier known as the Mundra Port 
and SEZ Limited (MPSEZL). The coastal 
region of Mundra Taluka was targeted to 
become a new hub of industrialization and 
infrastructural projects after a large earth-
quake devastated the region in 2001. This 
was also India’s first multi-product, port-
based SEZ. It covers 3225.68 ha land, 
acquired from at least 14 villages. Besides 
the private port, the Adani Group also built 
a jetty and constructed roads, a private 
 railway line, an airport, a power plant, 
warehouses and townships (Patel, 2013).

Adani has, over the years, leased an 
additional 7350 ha. This land was acquired 
primarily from 2005 onwards, from the gov-
ernment, in an area called Mundra in the 
Gulf of Kutch in Gujarat. Between 2005 and 
2007, at least 1200 ha of grazing land were 
taken away from villagers. Under Indian 
law, land meant for grazing cattle can be 
used for something else only if it is 
in excess, defined by a specific formula 
(Bahree, 2014). Even then, the village chief 

Fig. 5.3. Tunda Wandh village, sandwiched between two power stations, February 2015. (Photo courtesy 
of J. Duncan.)
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has to give permission to take the land. Vil-
lagers in Adani’s SEZ say their grazing land 
was signed away by earlier village chiefs 
without their knowledge. They have filed 
multiple cases in the Gujarat High Court to 
contest the government’s actions, going 
back to 2005 and even earlier. Several cases 
are still pending. There have also been sev-
eral protests and cases pending in Indian 
courts against the Adani SEZ on the grounds 
of the social and environmental impact on 
affected villages, particularly by fisherfolk 
and their association in the affected coastal 
areas. Several committees and teams have 
been constituted to study the impact on 
livelihoods and the environment.

Within this area, Tunda Wandh village 
is home to pastoralists who breed the  Kharai 
camel, also known as the ‘swimming camel 
of Kutch’. This camel is renowned for being 
able to swim up to 3 km in the sea and is 
adapted to a land and marine ecosystem. 
The number of Kharai camels has declined 
rapidly in the last two decades. For exam-
ple, one family together owned 250 camels 
15 years ago, but now each of the four broth-
ers owns only one or two camels. One sur-
vey estimates that until 2003, the village 
had 1500 such camels (Shrivastava, 2013). 
There are now less than 250. Until recently 
the Kharai camel was not recognized as a 
separate breed. Experts believe now that it 
deserves special attention and care as it is 
estimated there are fewer than 10,000 
 Kharai camels left (Times of India, 2015). 
The Kharai camel feeds on mangroves. The 
residents of the village have reported that 
the mangroves are no longer accessible to 
camels.

In January 2014, the APSEZ faced a 
major setback when the Gujarat High Court 
ordered 12 out of 21 units in Mundra SEZ to 
shut down in response to a public interest 
litigation filed by some villagers who had 
claimed that construction activities at the 
SEZ were affecting their livelihood (Eco
nomic Times, 2014). However, in July 2014, 
the APSEZ received environment and 
coastal regulation zone clearance from the 
Ministry for Environment and Forests for an 
8481 ha SEZ in Mundra (Business Stan
dard, 2014).

Case 3: Becharaji-Hansalpur and the 
Maruti plant

We tilled this land and our animals grazed 
on it for 60 years, yet we did not get 
ownership. How can Maruti get ownership?

Hansalpur is a small village in the 
 Ahmedabad district of Gujarat. Hansalpur 
was one of the 44 villages under the pro-
posed MB SIR which was partially with-
drawn in August 2013. In 2012, the state 
government had allotted 647 acres (~262 
ha) of ‘wasteland’ to Maruti Suzuki for its 
proposed plant. Of this land, 220 acres (89 
ha) was being used for farming and the 
remaining as grazing area. This land had 
been used for at least 50 years by local mem-
bers of the community. There is clear evi-
dence that in 1954 the government allotted 
the 220 acres to 14 landless families, includ-
ing some  pastoralists. Since then, these fam-
ilies (now over 35) have been tilling this 
land and grazing animals on it. There is also 
evidence that these communities have paid 
taxes/fees on this land over this time period, 
further pointing to the fact that the govern-
ment had recognized their right to access 
and use this land.

Yet, it appears that in 2007 title to this 
land was acquired silently by Gujarat Indus-
trial Development Corporation (GIDC).6 
GIDC had acquired land from the village 
panchayat without any consultation or 
even notice. When the land rights were then 
transferred to Maruti there was again no 
public hearing. It appears that in 2008, dur-
ing computerization of land records, this 
land was erroneously entered as fallow land 
instead of agriculture land and the names of 
the original 14 families were removed from 
the records. Thus, on paper, GIDC allocated 
‘wasteland’ to Maruti. The families origi-
nally given right to the land filed a case to 
correct this error. However, while the mat-
ter was sub judice, Maruti went ahead and 
constructed a fence (see Fig. 5.4). The peo-
ple and livestock of Hansalpur and neigh-
bouring areas, who had always had access 
to this land, are now walled out. Moreover, 
out of 262 ha allotted to Maruti, the com-
pany maintains the right to sell 121 ha to 
the highest bidder. The affected families 
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filed a petition in the High Court. So far 
there have been more than 50 case hearings 
but  government representatives have failed 
to attend the majority of them.

Summary of the cases

These cases read as extreme, but on paper, 
and in practice, they conform to deliberate 
policy programmes developed and advanced 
to enhance a very specific model of eco-
nomic development. They raise important 
questions for which there are no simple 
answers: who wins and who loses? These 
land deals also include important trade-offs 
and demand analysis of costs versus 
benefits.

What is clear from our research is that 
in each case there have been immediate 

impacts on the lives of pastoralists. One 
major impact is the loss of access to com-
mon grazing land, or lands previously 
labelled as ‘wasteland’ despite being used 
by different communities. The loss of graz-
ing land leads to the loss of livestock, as 
fodder banks and programmes are not able 
to supply adequate feed, nor do they often 
provide feed for smaller livestock such as 
sheep and goats. The loss of livestock 
removes the need to migrate and thus pro-
motes a sedentary lifestyle. More than pro-
moting a sedentary lifestyle, it challenges 
the pastoralists’ sense of identity. To be 
Maldhari is to own livestock.

Many pastoralists continue to rear live-
stock in smaller numbers or change their 
herd composition to focus on cow and buf-
falo because there are stable and accessible 
markets for this milk. Others turn to agricul-
ture, other look for jobs as labourers. This 

Fig. 5.4. Maruti’s fence outside the village of Hansalpur blocks access to common grazing lands, February 
2015. (Photo courtesy of J. Duncan.)
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may provide more ‘stable’ employment for 
people but it also means changing from 
working for themselves and their commu-
nity, to being employed by others. It is 
important to note here that pastoralists have 
historically had relatively steady incomes 
due to the strength and stability of govern-
ment-supported village dairy cooperatives 
(Scholten and Basu, 2009; Duncan, 2013). 
With the factories also come ‘strangers’ 
and pastoralists (notably the women) are 
increasingly worried about their security.

In reflecting on the impact of these land 
grabs, it is not the change, so much as the 
speed of change that is striking. While cul-
tures continuously evolve, the restricted 
access to grazing lands has had immediate 
repercussions. While pastoralists are keen 
adapters, they have always had the range-
lands to support their adaptation strategies. 
In the villages where we undertook the 
research we found multiple cases of pasto-
ralists, who identify as being livestock 
keepers, no longer able or willing to keep 
any livestock. While the question about 
who wins in these land deals cannot be 
answered, it is clear that, for the time being, 
the pastoralists we met are losing.

Analytic Framework:  
Theories of Social Practices

The objective of this chapter is to under-
stand how the social practices of women 
pastoralists have been impacted by cases of 
land grabbing such as those described 
above. To do this, the chapter now makes 
use of theories of practice. Theories of prac-
tice are heterogeneous and are thus not pre-
sented here as a coherent theory but rather 
as a particular reading of an assembly of 
theoretical and analytic elements (Halkier, 
2009, p. 3; see also Schatzki, 2001, 2012; 
Reckwitz, 2002; Warde, 2005).

A practice is understood to be a routin-
ized behaviour of interconnected elements 
(Reckwitz, 2002): it is the routinized way 
in which bodies are moved, objects are 
 handled, subjects are treated, things are 
described and the world is understood. 

These behaviours consist of several ele-
ments, interconnected to one other 
( Reckwitz, 2002, p. 250). Key characteristics 
of practice theory as identified by Reckwitz 
(2002, p. 249) include: ‘forms of bodily 
activities, forms of mental activities, 
“things” and their use, a background knowl-
edge in the form of understanding, know-
how, states of emotion and motivational 
knowledge’.

To contextualize these elements and 
characteristics within pastoralist practices,7 
the chapter focuses on four sub-practices: 
bodies, mind, knowledge and things 
( Reckwitz, 2002; de Krom, 2014). Forms of 
bodily activities relate to movements of the 
body that are learned and repeated. Prac-
tices are performances of and through bod-
ies. For pastoralists, such body activities 
include milking, activities associated with 
processing milk (stirring, tasting), transport-
ing milk, inspecting animals, collecting 
water, sewing, cooking and migrating. 
Forms of mental activities recognize that 
while practices are routinized bodily per-
formances, they are also mental activities, 
which means certain ‘routinized ways of 
understanding the world, or desiring some-
thing, of knowing how to do something’ 
(Reckwitz, 2002, p. 251). This can include 
desiring livestock, knowing migration 
routes, knowing how to milk and how to 
process it. Mental activities such as these 
are distinguished from knowledge, which 
goes deeper than simply ‘knowing’ to 
‘embrace ways of understanding, knowing 
how, ways of wanting and of feeling that are 
linked to each other within a practice’ 
(Reckwitz, 2002, p. 253). For pastoralists, 
this knowledge extends to cultural tradi-
tions, rituals, animal husbandry and tradi-
tional indigenous knowledge, passed down 
from generation to generation. The final ele-
ment relates to things: that is, the objects 
that form the necessary components of prac-
tices. For pastoralists, such things include 
milk jugs, ropes used to tie up animals 
when being milked, cots, blankets, tradi-
tional dress, items used to make handicrafts 
and cooking pots. In the analysis, the 
 element of things has been extended to 
also include other materialities, including 
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grazing land, roads, water, migration routes, 
markets, schools and veterinary services.

Theories of social practice are not with-
out challenges or critiques. We acknowl-
edge that the routinized nature of practices 
means that when carriers of new practices 
(i.e. new land tenure arrangements) enter 
into a practice the interconnectedness of the 
elements in routine behaviour can be taken 
for granted (Crivits and Paredis, 2013, 
p. 307). We also recognize that elements of 
practice cannot be easily transposed into 
empirical analysis, not least because they 
are deeply interconnected; and further that, 
because of this, these elements ‘tend to be 
idealized, abstract and insufficiently atten-
tive to the social processes involved in the 
creation and reproduction of practices’ 
(Warde, 2005, p. 135). However, throughout 
the fieldwork and data collection, we found 
these elements helpful for categorizing 
the social practices of pastoralist women. 
Indeed, the heterogeneity associated with 
practice theory poses analytical challenges. 
Reckwitz (2002, p. 249) notes that a practice 
‘represents a pattern which can be filled out 
by a multitude of single and often unique 
actions reproducing the practice’. Given 
this, it is difficult to qualify clear descrip-
tive categories. This analysis focuses on the 
four characteristics (i.e. body, mind, knowl-
edge and things) of practices described 
above and groups them into practices before 
the land was grabbed and practices after 
the land was grabbed. We recognize that the 
events surrounding the land deal are not the 
only factors that are likely to shift practices. 
For example, climate change, urban migra-
tion, milk cooperatives, earthquakes and 
the rapid uptake of mobile phones all 
impact the social practices of women. How-
ever, our analysis focuses on the changes in 
routinized activities that can be directly 
linked to the land deals in question.

Warde (2005) identifies other chal-
lenges including: ways individuals engage 
in the same practices; how processes 
of diversification and multiplication of 
practices can impact established practices; 
and how implications of socio-economic 
and demographic composition of partici-
pants can impact routinized behaviours. 

Schatzki et al. (2001) present other limita-
tions to practice approaches, including the 
implications of referring order to the field of 
practices so that order is understood as a 
feature of the field, and that aspects of the 
field are seen to be responsible for the 
 establishment of the order. Schatzki (2001, 
p. 14) also challenges the tendency to 
reduce the scope and ordering power of rea-
son, thereby ‘abandoning the traditional 
conception of reason as an innate mental 
faculty and reconceptualising it as a prac-
tice phenomenon’. In contrast to Schatzki’s 
concerns, we use practice theory explicitly 
because it moves away from claims to 
 reason. Importantly, a practice approach 
allows analysts to avoid the normative and 
relativistic assumptions that often accom-
pany research into livelihoods. Here, we do 
not seek to understand the logic in the 
change of practice, or assess how ‘useful’ or 
‘rational’ these changes are for their sur-
vival. We want to understand what prac-
tices are changing and what new practices 
are  emerging. From here we can reflect on 
implications.

The following recreates a ‘typical day 
in the life of a woman Maldhari’ living in a 
village impacted by land grab as a way of 
highlighting social practices. The quotes are 
taken from the various focus groups and 
interviews and thus respect the diversity 
across communities and cases, while also 
giving voice to the women who participated 
in this research. The names or locations of 
the people quoted are not disclosed to pro-
tect their identities. In this overview, we 
pay particular attention to the way in which 
social practices have changed as a result of 
loss of access to land and engagement in 
land-related protests in the three case study 
sites. Given the integration of livestock 
into the traditional (pre-land grab) social 
practices of pastoralists, the most obvious 
changes to social practices post-land deals 
are linked to the loss of livestock. However, 
we recognize that it is not always possible 
to attribute changes to social practices to the 
loss of access to land. We accept that other 
processes (e.g. introduction of new tech-
nologies, climate change) take place simul-
taneously and also rapidly change social 
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practices. We try, to the best of our ability, 
to focus the analysis on changes that are 
clearly linked to the loss of access to land. 
Focusing on the pre- and post-land grab 
practices provides insight not only into how 
women pastoralists are impacted by land 
grabbing, but also how they respond.

A ‘typical day’

Women have slept indoors with the chil-
dren. The men have slept outside. Women 
used to sleep outside but are now too scared 
to sleep outside because of the influx of 
strangers who have come to work in the fac-
tories and settled in nearby villages. The 
women wake around 05:00 and dress in the 
dark. Women, especially from the Rabari 
community, wear long, heavy wool skirts 
and colourful tops that are bunched at the 
chest and tied at the back. The women also 
wear cotton or wool shawls, called odhani, 
over their heads. The women do not attach 
these shawls and are thus constantly read-
justing them as they go about their daily 
activities. Women who have married into a 
village use the shawl to cover their face 
when an older man comes into view. They 
do this automatically, almost without think-
ing: drawing the shawl in front of their face, 
while they continue to talk, work and eat. 
They pull the shawl back when the man has 
left. If they are in their home community, 
they do not cover their face.

The odhani cost about 4000 rupees (55 
euros), the women say. Due to the decline in 
the number of sheep, these woolen shawls 
are becoming more expensive. The older 
women explain that they prefer to wear 
wool shawls over cotton ones because they 
feel embarrassed to wear cotton, a much 
thinner material. Many of the pastoralist 
women (especially married and older 
women) we spoke to were not comfortable 
wearing non-traditional clothes. This causes 
tensions for some women who have now 
taken up work in factories where they 
are asked to wear cotton uniforms. As 
one respected female pastoralist leader 
remarked, ‘[we] sold off the livestock, now 

they ask 60-year-old women to wear 
uniforms’.

Once dressed, the women who still 
keep livestock walk to gather the animals 
and undertake the physical work of tying up 
the animals and separating them from their 
calves. The women, and often younger girls, 
easily identify the milking animals. The 
women make sounds to soothe the animals. 
They assume a deep squatting position and 
start to milk: one hand firmly gripped 
around the udders, thumb knuckles press-
ing down to extract the milk. Often the 
other hand is used to hold the milk jug, to 
pat the animal, or is also engaged in the 
practice of milking. The animals are untied 
and reunited with their young. The milk is 
then divided: milk for the family’s con-
sumption and milk to be sold. Most often 
the milk is carried to the location where it 
can be picked up for delivery to the local 
milk cooperatives; however, some Maldhari 
have arranged direct sales of their milk to 
neighbours, tea stands or sweet shops. Milk 
that is to be consumed by the family is 
boiled. This requires searching for firewood, 
lighting and tending to the fire, and watch-
ing to make sure that the milk does not boil 
over or burn.

The sons sleep while the daughters 
wake up and start to sweep and dust around 
the house. Younger women are sent to 
 collect water. Collecting water is a key 
social practice. When a visitor arrives, it is 
customary to offer them a glass of water. 
These regions are semi-arid and water is 
a precious resource. In the case of Jadwa 
 village, the water from a seasonal river 
has been diverted away from the village 
towards the cement mines, meaning the 
journey to collect water has increased. 
There is a well in the village for drinking 
but no water for livestock. The women 
explain that in dry periods, girls have to 
walk up to 5 km to collect water for the fam-
ily. This impacts their ability to get to 
school on time, or at all. The trade-off repre-
sents a new worry for many of the older 
women that we spoke to.

Women are responsible for making all 
the meals for the family. In the morning 
they prepare breakfast and if they work 
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outside the village, they also prepare lunch 
at this time. During our early morning walks 
around the villages, we watched the women 
cooking wheat roti. The women spent time 
in the morning mixing the dough from 
water and flour in stainless steel pans, roll-
ing the prepared dough into balls, before 
rolling these out into perfect circles to be 
thrown on to a cast iron pan or clay dish 
laying in a fire. Once bubbles appear, the 
women flip the bread and then rotate them 
around the dish with their fingers as the roti 
start to brown and puff up. The roti are then 
taken off the fire and placed in a pile, ready 
to be eaten for breakfast or to be packed up 
and taken to the factories, fields or grazing 
lands for lunch.

While most of the women we met pre-
pared wheat roti, traditional diets tended to 
centre around milk and millet. Rather than 
roti, rotla, a traditional flat bread made of 
millet, were the common breakfast food by 
pastoralists in Gujarat in the past. When we 
asked why they made roti instead of rotla, 
women tended to give two reasons. First, 
the roti take less time to cook and are easy 
to carry to the factory in a lunch box. Sec-
ond, they said they had been influenced by 
workers from other states who bring roti in 
their lunch box. This points to a change in 
the practices of cooking, with implications 
for elements linked to cooking methods, 
utensils and the storage of food. In the case 
of Jadwa, earlier, pastoralists had access to 
plots of land that they either owned or 
worked on as agriculture labourers. Here 
they cultivated seasonal food and fodder 
crops such as millet, sorghum and moong 
(a type of lentil). This meant that village and 
families had usual access to grains, along 
with milk. Now the women buy wheat flour 
to make food. The older women expressed 
worry and concern about the nutritional 
quality of the wheat roti compared with the 
robust millet rotla they were raised on. But 
they also said in the villages that, due to 
dust and pollution from the cement factory, 
there is no point in continuing with 
agriculture.

In the villages we visited, people who 
had their own agricultural plots or fields, or 
fodder crops, complained that the pollution 

from the factory had negatively impacted 
their yields. In one village, a woman, laugh-
ing and pointing to one of us with pale skin, 
exclaimed: ‘You will turn brown when you 
go outside’ [because of the pollution]. While 
we did not measure the environmental 
impact of the factory on the fields, we noted 
in two case study locations that the air was 
heavy with dust and soot. Women showed 
us the amount of dust that collected in their 
homes; and how, despite daily cleaning, 
when they walked they left footprints in 
the dust that was constantly settling on the 
floor. They told us about the burden of 
 additional cleaning.

After the breakfast and cleaning are 
complete, some women from the village 
tend to the livestock. One woman explained, 
‘before we were all busy with livestock’. 
They told how they used to have access to 
200 acres (~80 ha) of grazing but the land 
was encroached by farmers. They are now 
left with 10 acres (4 ha) for grazing. Not 
enough to sustain their livestock. Some 
families opted to re-start the migration for 
grazing land, while others opted to give up 
the livestock and now work as labourers for 
the farmers who claimed that land.

The women with jobs in the factory 
start to walk to work around 08:00. They 
pick each other up at their homes along the 
way. Not all who walk to the factory have 
guaranteed employment. Some have work 
cards; others will walk upwards of an hour 
in the hope of receiving daily employment. 
The wages differ depending on the factory 
and the job but most women reported 
 making between 110 and 200 rupees per 
day (1.50–2.80 euros). They are paid a daily 
wage but most receive the money at the 
end of the month. Work starts at 09:00 and 
continues to 17:00. They tell us that they 
get one hour for lunch between 13:00 
and 14:00. The women are assigned 
mostly cleaning jobs. One of the women 
working as a cleaner at one of the factory’s 
offices has the responsibility of cleaning 52 
rooms per day. When she met with other 
women from her village in the evening she 
complained that her knees were sore, and 
they cracked in agreement as she sat down 
on the floor.
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After the shifts end, women walk back 
to the village in groups. At about 19:00 the 
women start to prepare dinner. Around the 
village small fires are lit, and women take 
out pots and pans and start to prepare 
the food. Around this time, the boys and 
men who did not work at the factory come 
back to the village having spent the day 
guiding livestock to the grazing land. Just as 
it was with breakfast, the practices associ-
ated with cooking are changing. The rhythm 
of meals has shifted from a synchronicity 
with the milking, eating and breeding cycles 
of livestock, to following the schedule of the 
factories. After the meal, the women clear 
and wash up. They place all the dirty stain-
less steel dishes into a tub where they are 
washed and normally left to dry on an 
unused cot, where they quickly collect dust. 
The women get to sleep after 23:00. Each 
morning they wake up at about 05:00 to 
repeat the routines of the day before.

Research Findings

The recreation of a typical day of women in 
villages impacted by land grab has high-
lighted daily practices and related shifts in 
these practices brought about by changing 
access to land. One of the key implications, 
if not the most important implication, of 
land grabbing in the three case study areas 
has been the loss of access to grazing land 
for livestock. This has contributed to herd 
decline in each community and in turn had 
significant impacts on social practices. This 
section reflects on the impacts as they relate 
to changing rhythms or patterns or daily 
life, changing economic relations within 
the household, and the emergence of new 
worries.

New rhythms

As illustrated above, with the loss of ani-
mals, social practices which were so heav-
ily dictated by the rhythm and needs of 
livestock have shifted. New social practices 
are developing around more formalized 

employment. This shift is marked by new 
practices of migrating, not with animals, but 
with the other women to the factories, fields 
and homes in peri-urban areas where some 
women (especially younger ones) are find-
ing employment as domestic workers.

For those women who stay at home, 
new tensions between men and women 
were identified at the household level, nota-
bly around space and time which is being 
reorganized as a result of lost livestock. As 
one woman explained: ‘Before [we lost the 
livestock], men took the livestock and left 
the home early morning. Now they are at 
home during day, asking about everything.’ 
Another woman explained:

Lots of land was available 15 years ago. 
Now it is not possible because of industry 
and land pollution. Land, grazing land, is 
not available. Before, men took care of 
women. Now there are no animals, no 
money and you see more violence. Men 
do not take care of women.

Women also explained that with the factory 
work they have lost their free time. Now 
they come home from the factories late in 
the evening. Men in the family often work 
later shifts and the women wait to serve 
them food. In the past, women used to have 
free time in the afternoon to partake in 
activities such as handicrafts.

Traditionally, women worked on heav-
ily embroidered clothes, bedcovers and 
decorative pieces for homes. These were 
often exchanged as wedding gifts. There is 
now little time to continue this tradition.8 
The Rabari community is renowned for its 
embroidery skills. Indeed, there are key 
examples around this region of families los-
ing livestock and turning to the production 
and sale of handicrafts, also opening up 
their villages for tourists. This is not an 
option for all, of course.

The limits of free time also impact 
 family relations:

Before [fixed working hours in factory and 
payment on number days worked in a 
month] we used to enjoy when relatives 
come to visit; now we feel they should 
leave as soon as possible. The relationships 
are not as ‘sweet’ now.
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New economic relations

Women talked about how the practices asso-
ciated with finance were changing, espe-
cially the way in which finances were 
managed. Traditionally income (from the 
sale of milk) was received, kept and man-
aged by women. Now, income is often split 
depending on who sells milk and who 
works in the factories. Increasingly, men are 
taking financial decisions. This changes the 
family dynamics and power relations within 
the household, giving women a weaker posi-
tion. One woman told us that now ‘more 
labour work is available and this is a prefer-
ence. Earn daily, spend daily. Men do not 
want livestock. Women have more responsi-
bilities at home . . . earlier, men needed 
women. Now, men earn every day.’ Another 
woman noted that, ‘men want the high life, 
women think of family and the house’.

Women whose families had sold their 
livestock and/or land also reported that 
changes in the cash economy at the house-
hold level were linked to increased alcohol-
ism (a taboo in these communities) and 
more money being spent on phones, motor-
bikes and other luxuries.

Instead of working in the traditional co-
dependent ways with their husbands, and 
maintaining control over the family 
finances, new arrangements and practices 
are emerging which appear to enhance the 
burden of housework, decrease financial 
influence and increase vulnerability both by 
reducing the co-dependence between hus-
bands and wives and by introducing a pri-
vate space into previously communal and 
open societies (i.e. the introduction of 
houses with full walls and doors that close 
compared with the open-style traditional 
dwellings).

Worry

Throughout the day, women pastoralists in 
communities affected by land grab engage 
in the practice of worry: collective and indi-
vidual worry. The women worry about the 
impact of the factory jobs on their health. 

They worry about the impact of the pollu-
tion on the crops, the remaining animals 
and on their own health. They worry about 
the newly diagnosed cases of cancer in the 
village and worry who will be next. They 
worry about the future of their culture and 
the future of their children. They worry 
about the changing dynamics in the house-
hold. They worry about the influx of people 
from outside the village, who come to work 
in the factories: ‘earlier we did not fear any-
thing, these days young girls cannot go out 
on their own.’ They worry about alcohol 
entering into the communities. They worry 
for their livestock. This is not to suggest that 
there were not worries before. Our aim is 
not to measure the weight of worry, or even 
the impact, but to note that the practice of 
worrying, as it is performed through bodies 
and minds, and the translation of these wor-
ries into other practices, is evident across 
the case study sites.

With respect to worrying about the 
future, many of the women we spoke with, 
especially those over the age of 25 years, 
were struggling with deep ambivalence: 
with sadness and worry over the loss of 
their animals, their traditions, their culture 
and also hope for the future. They explained, 
with pride, that their daughters are getting 
an education. But older woman expressed 
concern: ‘Young girls and boys go to school, 
so who will take care of livestock?’

When asked, older women overwhelm-
ingly said that they preferred to raise live-
stock than to work in a factory. One woman 
who had lost her livestock and taken up 
work managing the livestock of a wealthier 
pastoralist family, told us: ‘Before it was 
better. We owned livestock and could meet 
our expenses. I had sheep and sold ghee in 
the market. Now there is no market for 
sheep products.’ Young girls tended to 
express the opposite desire. Laughing, one 
girl said, ‘we don’t like cow dung’. In 
another case site, the girls expressed similar 
sentiments: ‘I do not want my husband to 
smell of cow dung’. And some middle-aged 
women agreed. One woman, whose family 
had joined with another to start a business 
renting farm equipment (i.e. tractors), 
explained that:
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with livestock there was more trouble. 
We had to walk a long way and we were 
vulnerable. There was fear that the 
livestock would be stolen. Now it is more 
peaceful. When there is no work, we just 
sit.

Yet, while these women no longer migrated 
with livestock by foot in search of grazing 
land, their families maintained herds of 
sheep and goats which came with them 
when the families embarked on a modern 
migration, driving to where their farm vehi-
cles could be rented. One of the men takes 
the animals out to graze during the day, but 
morning and night, it is the women who 
milk the animals, prepare the food, take 
care of the children, and work on the 
 elaborate traditional clothes and related 
handicrafts.

In one village, a woman explained: ‘We 
migrated when we had smaller animals. 
We had to move. Now if we keep cows in 
the village, we can send our children to 
school. Our children will never raise live-
stock.’ A man cut in: ‘If there are three 
sons, hopefully one will keep livestock.’ 
The woman continued: ‘Our sons went to 
school. They have good jobs.’

Yet not everyone sees things that posi-
tively. In the vast majority of the families 
we spoke to who had given up their live-
stock, the men took up insecure positions as 
daily wage labourers. A community leader 
lamented that without livestock ‘everyone 
will be beggars’. When asked what women 
can do to save livestock and pastoralism, 
the answers were the same: secure access to 
land. As one woman said: ‘We need access 
to grazing land. We can do hard work, but 
we need access to grazing land.’ One social 
activist working for over two decades in the 
region told us: ‘The company will not feed 
them forever. Once construction is over, 
many of them will lose their temporary 
jobs.’

Another woman explained: ‘We 
migrated, but the coming generation will 
not. It is up to God what happens to us, to 
our community. I do not have much hope.’ 
When we asked what will happen in 10 
years, one pastoralist woman leader said, 
‘Maldhari will be wage labour’. A woman 

from another community explained: ‘It will 
be a bad situation. We have no land, no live-
stock, no milk, no manure, no Maldhari.’ 
When we asked what she hopes for 
the future of Maldhari communities, one 
woman told us that she hopes for ‘dignity, 
for status, for livestock’. This echoes a com-
mon Maldhari saying Maal chhe to mobho 
chhe, meaning ‘there is dignity only with 
livestock’.

It is important to note that this descrip-
tion of worry is not presented to evoke pity. 
It is presented to highlight the way in which 
changes to land access and the related loss 
of livestock, and in turn identity, is produc-
ing new routinized behaviours that include 
the mind, body, knowledge and the material 
world. We also note that alongside this 
worry, another social practice is emerging: a 
practice of resistance (Fig. 5.5). Here, the 
sub-elements of the practice become clear. 
The women are bringing their bodies to pro-
tests, to trainings and putting their bodies 
at risk of police violence, which is not 
uncommon at land demonstrations. They 
are thinking constantly about the value of 
land and their minds are dealing with the 
psychological threat of violence and the 
psychological issues associated with a loss 
of livelihood and culture. They are gaining 
and sharing new knowledge about their 
own rights, the court systems and resistance 
strategies. They are saving key papers, 
 making use of mobile phones, designing 
and carrying protest signs. They are crucial 
to a growing resistance movement. As one 
woman noted: ‘If men were enough, we 
would not have joined’.

Conclusions

The dynamics of development in an era of 
neoliberal globalization are complex. Land 
is at the centre of many of the dynamics and 
is increasingly a site of political tension and 
struggle. This is clear from the three cases 
presented in this chapter. However, our aim 
was not to focus explicitly on the dynamics 
of land grabbing in Gujarat, but rather to 
gain better insight into how this affects 
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women pastoralists by analysing their social 
practices.

Through a focus on changes in social 
practices we aimed to avoid some of the 
normative traps of a livelihood analysis. 
Practice theory aims to show how social 
beings, with their diverse motives and 
intentions, make and transform the world in 
which they live. It is a dialectic between 
social structure and human agency working 
back and forth in dynamic ways. Thus, the 
approach does not aim to apply a normative 
assessment to the actions of people. There 
are no evaluative criteria to assess whether 
the changes in practices are logical or ratio-
nal. Understanding changes in practices 
sheds light on the challenges and adapta-
tion strategies of, in this case, women 
pastoralists.

Our research shows that in the villages 
we visited, the land grab has led to the loss 
of livestock. This has led to shifts in social 
practices of pastoralist women, particularly 
around practices related to work and to 
domestic practices. As pastoralist societies 
adapt to the loss of livestock, the household 
dynamics are changing. Our research also 
illustrates the emergence of two new, inter-
linked social practices: deep worry and 
resistance. Yet it is not as easy as tallying up 
the wins and losses. Many of the women we 
spoke to struggle with the trade-offs of los-
ing traditional practices but new routines 
are emerging: for example, children, includ-
ing girls, have improved formal education.

What is clear is that changes in the 
 routinized ordering of social practices of 
women pastoralists highlight that these 
land deals, which are being framed at the 
government level as good for development, 
are having impacts on some of Gujarat’s 
most vulnerable communities. What is 
more, we fear the damage has already been 
done. The livestock has been lost, the qual-
ity of the land diminished and access to tra-
ditional grazing routes has been restricted. 
The knowledge and skills that make up the 
traditional social practices of pastoralists 
are being rapidly replaced and it is not clear 
that they can be re-routinized. For many of 
the women we spoke to, this is a true trag-
edy. It is a loss not only of their lifestyle, 
culture and heritage, but also their identity. 
Yet, as noted above, we acknowledge that a 
clear generational gap exists, as girls and 
younger women felt less tied to their cul-
tural traditions.

Given the very selective sampling it is 
difficult to propose specific policy recom-
mendations. However, it is accepted that 
effective land tenure governance is needed 
to ensure that the rights and access of  people 
to land are respected (FAO, 2012b). India 
and the State of Gujarat are in the process of 
developing and reassembling land rights 
laws and regulations. All efforts should be 
taken to ensure that customary and tradi-
tional land rights are respected. Clear 
 guidelines for the governance of land tenure 
have been developed and internationally 
endorsed and should be used by policy 

Fig. 5.5. Women pastoralists defend their land 
right. (Photo courtesy of MARAG.)
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makers, business and civil society to ensure 
that rights are respected (FAO, 2012b). 
There are also gender-specific guidelines 
and technical tools to ensure that the rights 
of woman are taken into account (FAO, 
2013; Hannay and Scalise, 2014). These 
should be adapted to the realities of 
 pastoralist communities and applied where 
and when appropriate. Furthermore, more 
work is needed to understand the role and 
value of the commons in Gujarat. We recog-
nize that the application of stronger gover-
nance mechanisms will prove a challenge 
given that, for example, despite a Supreme 
Court ruling to clear encroachments and 
restrict the sale of pastoral (gauchar) land, 
Gujarat has more than 12,000 cases related 
to illegal possession of pastoral lands (Dave, 
2014).

Our hope is in the power of the people 
and in the emerging practices of resistance. 
This research affirms that pastoralists have 
a strong capacity to adapt while also devel-
oping strong networks to support knowl-
edge sharing, dissent and protest. The 
organization of so-called ‘pastoralist parlia-
ments’ and public demonstrations as well 
as the launch of more formal legal proce-
dures is illustrative of enhanced civic 
engagement and renewed feelings of pride 
and identity in the face of immeasurable 
opposition.

Notes

1Panchayat refers to Panchayati Raj, a system of gov-
ernance modelled on the traditional South Asian 
Panchata system. The system has three levels: gram 
panchayat (village level), mandal parishad or block 
samiti or panchayat samiti (block level) and zila pari-
shad (district level).
2A notification signifies a public act by the govern-
ment by way of publication, etc., whereby the con-
cerned resolution is announced to the public in the 
form of a notification or order or rule.
3A lakh is a unit in the Indian numbering system 
equal to 100,000.
4Zadwa is also commonly referred to as Jadva.
5Industrial units within special economic zones get 
a waiver on import duty, excise and service tax for 
capital goods and raw materials procured. These 
zones have been promoted to attract foreign direct 
investment as well as to push exports.
6GIDC is the government nodal agency that acquires 
land to be given to industries. The primary purpose of 
GIDC is to promote small- and medium-scale indus-
tries and to promote public purposes.
7Here, ‘pastoralist practices’ is explicitly referring 
to how the practices employed by the pastoralists 
interviewed in Gujarat, India have been impacted by 
cases of land grabbing. The heterogeneity of practices 
in India and throughout the world is recognized.
8Note here that the focus on handicrafts is a con-
tentious issue, with some Maldhari leaders going so 
far as to ban the practice in response to girls stay-
ing home from school to embroider for weddings. In 
discussions, women spoke of missing the practice of 
embroidering, notably the social element.
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Introduction

In the current era of globalism and 
 tran s nationalism, with millions of people 
 moving internationally, mostly from poor 
agriculture- based societies to rich industri-
alized countries, and roughly three-quarters 
of a billion migrating from rural to peri-
urban and urban areas within the same 
country, small-scale farming is changing 
everywhere (Bhandari and Ghimire, 2016). 
This mobility turn (Lund, 2014) sees migra-
tion as a capability for different livelihood 
strategies leading to transformations in gen-
dered responsibilities and practices. This 
chapter focuses on rural livelihood strate-
gies and how these respond in the face 
of different types of migration and new 
environmental challenges within a feminist 
political ecology framework. It compares 
migration from rural areas in two regions 
with very different histories of migration: 
the island Caribbean and the Yucatán Pen-
insula, often known as the Mexican Carib-
bean. In both regions, tourism, a temporary 
form of in-migration, is having a widespread 
impact on rural areas (Torres and Momsen, 
2011). Rural migration has often been 
thought to have opposing effects: loss of 
rural labour leading to land abandonment 
versus return migrants bringing capital and 
innovative ideas to renew local agriculture. 

This chapter examines both impacts within 
the greater Caribbean region where tourism 
and communal land tenure add additional 
complexity.

The Caribbean islands are populated by 
migrants from Europe, Africa and Asia, 
with the exception of a few indigenous 
 peoples remaining in Dominica and some 
of the Greater Antilles. The Yucatan rural 
 population is still largely Mayan, practising 
traditional milpa cultivation of maize and 
squash on communal land known as ejidos. 
Since the ending of slavery from 1838 
onwards, Caribbean societies have devel-
oped small-scale farming side by side with 
the long-existing plantations, often on land 
held jointly by all members of a family, 
migrant or not (Besson, 1987). Many West 
Indians have turned to overseas migration 
for new livelihoods (Thomas-Hope, 1978), 
but this is a relatively new activity for 
the Mexican peasantry, especially in the 
 Yucatán where current migration is mostly 
to regional tourist poles (Torres and 
 Momsen, 2005a,b).

Gender analysis is critical to a study of 
migration and its influence on rural society 
and life chances. In general migrants have 
been men but young women are increas-
ingly leaving independently. In terms of the 
impact of migration on agriculture much of 
the focus is on those left behind (Torres, 
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2015). Despite the increase in gender parity 
among migrants it is usually women who 
are left behind to care for children and 
to maintain the family home and farm, and 
so rural areas tend to have increasing 
 numbers of female-headed households. 
Many of these ‘left behind’ groups become 
dependent on remittances from migrants 
and may give up farming or change their 
cropping patterns because of labour short-
ages. Or, more positively, migrants may 
provide an overseas market for local pro-
duce as in cheese from northern Mexico 
(Buechler, 2015) or tropical vegetables for 
migrant West Indians living in London and 
Toronto.

This chapter compares the impact of 
migration on rural households in the island 
Caribbean and in Mexico, mainly in the 
Yucatán, and the interaction of both outmi-
gration and the temporary inward migration 
of tourists in both regions. The type of 
migration, whether transnational, national, 
permanent, temporary, circular or seasonal, 
affects the impact. The role of remittances 
from migrants varies in terms of amount, 
consistency and reliability as does their use 
by families left behind, whether for debt 
repayment, investment in agriculture, fur-
ther migration or family well-being.

Recently attention has turned to cli-
mate change in the region (Dunn, 2013) and 
the relevance of a feminist political ecology 
approach. The impact of natural disasters 
such as hurricanes, or volcanic eruptions as 
in Montserrat, in precipitating migration, or 
through migrant short-term assistance pro-
viding much needed emergency aid to those 
left behind, is important. But changes such 
as rising sea levels, death of coral reefs, 
damage to infrastructure especially rural 
roads, drought and floods, and the expan-
sion of mosquito-spread diseases such as 
dengue, chikungunya and zika and water-
borne diseases such as cholera, affect both 
residents and tourists. Risk management 
needs to take into account gender aspects of 
climate change and its impacts on farmers. 
Thus gender needs to be understood as a 
critical variable in processes of ecological 
change and the pursuit of viable livelihood 
strategies (Elmhirst, 2015).

This chapter falls into several sections. 
First it looks at data sources and field data 
collection over time for information about 
small farming in the study region. Then it 
compares the historical background and 
contemporary economic situation of both 
study regions. It also looks at the interaction 
of migration and agriculture and the contri-
bution of the various ethnic groups, indige-
nous and migrant, to the distinctive nature 
of agriculture. Then the chapter considers 
gender ideology and gender roles in Mexico 
and the Caribbean. Finally, it examines the 
gendered impact of migration from rural 
areas. Case studies based on fieldwork in 
both regions are used throughout.

Methodology

For the Caribbean, the chapter draws on 
over 50 years of fieldwork studying small 
farming in the Anglophone and Franco-
phone islands of the region (Momsen, 1981, 
1986, 1987, 2007, 2009; Besson and 
 Momsen, 1987, 2007). Between 1963 and 
2008, 11 random sample surveys of almost 
1500 small farms in Barbados, St Lucia, 
St Vincent, Martinique, Montserrat and 
Trinidad were carried out. These farms spe-
cialized in sugarcane, banana, cocoa and 
vegetable production with a strong subsis-
tence element. Focus groups were held 
in Jamaica, St Lucia and Dominica with 
 vegetable farmers and Fairtrade banana pro-
ducers (Momsen, 1986, 2009). Land use 
mapping of banana farms in Grenada, St 
Lucia, St Vincent and Dominica was also 
undertaken (Momsen, 1966).

In Mexico, the fieldwork has focused 
on the links between tourism, agriculture 
and migration. Field studies were con-
ducted in the states of Quintana Roo and 
southern Yucatán (Momsen, 1999, 2003) 
and work with postgraduate students in 
several other parts of Mexico (Torres and 
Momsen, 2005a,b; Chambers and Momsen, 
2007; Juarez Varela, 2014). Gender roles in 
agriculture were a major focus in the Mexi-
can studies, with detailed questionnaire 
surveys on women’s time use and in-depth 



 Gender and Rural Migration in Mexico and the Caribbean 79

studies of ejidatarios in Quintano Roo and 
rural migrants in shanty towns on the out-
skirts of Cancún (Torres and Momsen, 
2011). Focus groups of women and men 
separately in several areas revealed that the 
apparent patriarchal dominance of agricul-
ture was variable and often men and women 
cultivated different plots and grew different 
crops, as also noted by Lope-Alzina (2007). 
At the same time, the opening up of new 
opportunities for women to earn money in 
tourist areas as hotel workers, while men 
worked in construction, resulted in new 
gender roles and the growth of part-time 
farming and female-headed households.

Background and Context: The Historical 
Background to Migration in the 

Caribbean and Mexico

These regions were settled by Europeans in 
the 15th and 16th centuries. The Spanish 
conquered Mexico and the Dutch, French, 
English and Spanish settled on the islands 
of the Caribbean. This European coloniza-
tion and the pre-Columbian movement of 
Amerindians from elsewhere in the Ameri-
cas were followed in the Caribbean by the 
forced transfer of several million Africans 
as plantation slaves. The post-Emancipa-
tion arrival of indentured agricultural work-
ers from Indonesia, India and Europe, and 
the more recent circum-Caribbean and 
international migration of West Indian 
workers counterbalanced by a seasonal flow 
of sun-seeking tourists from the global 
North, are all elements of the human flux in 
the region.

This chapter examines the interaction 
of migration and agriculture and the contri-
bution of the various ethnic migrant groups 
to the distinctive nature of agriculture. 
Migration can influence the nature and suc-
cess of agriculture through the new ideas, 
crops and cultivation methods introduced 
from different places and the experiences 
of individuals. On an immediate practical 
level, migrants can support agriculture by 
sending money earned overseas as remit-
tances to non-migrant family members and 
may return to become farmers themselves.

When Europeans first settled the Carib-
bean they knew very little about tropical 
agriculture. Amerindians were brought 
from northern South America to Barbados 
to teach the settlers how to farm in this new 
environment and they introduced many 
crops, especially cassava, which soon 
became a staple in the islanders’ diet 
( Higman, 2011). The processing of the cas-
sava and its cooking were done by women 
according to Ligon (1657). There are simi-
larities in the process of the making of cas-
sava bread in seventeenth-century Barbados 
and the production of maize tortillas in 
Mexico today. Thus migration and gender 
roles had a major influence on agriculture 
from the earliest period of European 
settlement.

Sugarcane soon became the main crop 
in the Caribbean and was produced on plan-
tations with labour provided by African 
slaves. From Africa came other food crops 
and wild medicinal plants grown using the 
traditional knowledge of the slaves (Watts, 
1966). These crops were often preserved on 
the small plots cultivated by slaves and the 
knowledge of their use remained largely in 
the hands of women. Lope-Alzina (2007) 
and Chambers and Momsen (2007) both 
noted that the genetic diversity of tradi-
tional varieties of maize and squash is usu-
ally conserved in situ by women on Mexican 
small farms. In the 19th century indentured 
workers from India introduced new crops, 
especially rice and intensively grown vege-
tables, to Trinidad and Guyana. In Guyana 
it was noted that women did most of the 
farming of food while men worked on 
estates (Schuler, 2003). Peasant farmers 
known as panyols were also brought from 
Venezuela to central Trinidad in the mid-
19th century to cultivate cocoa under a 
 contract system (Momsen and Richardson, 
2009).

Today sugarcane cultivation has ended 
in many Caribbean countries as it is no 
 longer economically viable. Commercial 
production of henequen and chicle in the 
Yucatán has also disappeared. Cocoa plan-
tations are being rehabilitated in Trinidad 
but the crop is now of relatively minor 
importance (Momsen and Richardson, 
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2009). The banana plantations that replaced 
sugarcane in the 1960s are also disappear-
ing as the rules of the World Trade Organi-
zation make European subsidies for these 
export crops no longer possible. However, 
small-scale niche marketing of Fairtrade 
bananas for export has expanded in the 
Windward Islands and the Dominican 
Republic (Momsen, 2009). Local demand 
from the most recent seasonal migrants, 
tourists, for a wide range of foods has stimu-
lated the production of new crops such as 
varieties of salad items, herbs and fruits in 
both the Caribbean and Yucatán (Torres and 
Momsen, 2011). Tourists also provide a 
local market for illegal crops such as 
 marijuana widely grown by small farmers 
throughout the region.

Research Findings

Migrant remittances

There is some evidence that money earned 
overseas by West Indian migrants in the late 
19th and the early part of the 20th century 
was invested in plots of land (Momsen, 
1998). Men working on the building of the 
Panama Canal sent money home to women 
relatives. These remittances were often 
invested in land in the woman’s own name 
so the number of small farms increased, 
especially in Barbados, as did the propor-
tion owned by women (Momsen, 1998). 
However, the land available to women for 
purchase tended to be the most marginal in 
terms of both accessibility to market and 
quality of land. It is still true today that 
women’s land tends to be the most isolated 
and French (1997, p. 316) points out that 
such problems as an unreliable water 
source, inadequate roads, lack of access to 
means of transport and primitive facilities 
in small rural communities, especially in 
the Windward Islands, make it difficult for 
women to combine farming with their 
domestic chores.

Between January 1906 and December 
1910 Barbadians returning from Panama 
brought back with them a total of £102,456 

which led to a rise in the price of small 
pieces of land to between £80 and £100 per 
acre while larger acreages were half the 
price (Momsen, 2007). The importance of 
the cash economy among these return 
migrants led to land being used as collateral 
to finance sugarcane growing and a loss of 
interest in food production. Farming for 
semi-subsistence was left in the hands of 
women as it still is largely today. In 1847, 
19.5% of holdings were owned by women, 
rising to 21.7% in 1875, and between 1887 
and 1895 the number of holdings owned by 
women almost doubled (Momsen, 1998). By 
the mid-1970s, based on questionnaire 
 surveys of 1307 farmers in the eastern 
 Caribbean, the proportion of female small 
farmers had reached 56% in Montserrat, 
53% in Barbados, 43% in St Lucia and 36% 
in Martinique (Momsen, 1987).

Philpott (1973) points out that, in 
northern Montserrat, savings from migra-
tion to the USA in the 1920s and early 1930s 
and to the Netherlands Antilles in the 1940s 
enabled rural workers to buy up land when 
marginal estates were sold off in small lots 
and thus enhance their subsistence base 
and their financial independence. However, 
far from this land being used to increase 
the overall agricultural productivity of the 
island, it was often utilized as collateral for 
loans to finance further migration, as also 
occurred in nearby Nevis (Frucht, 1968). 
More recently, return migrants to Barbados 
are especially successful as small producers 
of the high-value crops demanded by tour-
ists, reflecting a combination of investment 
capital earned overseas, a willingness to 
innovate, awareness of new crops and 
changing local demand, and, above, all 
access to land provided by the Barbados 
government to returning citizens (Torres 
and Momsen, 2011). Some migrants return-
ing to Montserrat and Nevis put their sav-
ings into livestock because it brought a 
faster return for less labour than crop culti-
vation. Many of these new livestock owners 
had no land, with indiscriminate grazing by 
an increasing number of animals bringing 
both environmental degradation and a 
decline in cultivation, as wandering ani-
mals destroyed crops (Momsen, 1993). In 
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St Lucia, Nevis and Carriacou remittances 
are invested in new houses, often on family 
land, which are rented out until the migrant 
wishes to return home (Mills, 2007). The 
land surrounding these new houses is often 
farmed by relatives in the interim and later 
by the former migrants after their return. 
Environmental disasters such as hurricanes 
have a gendered impact in that men as live-
stock farmers may have to search for fodder, 
water and shelter for their animals, while 
women are more likely to be farming close 
to the home and so face problems of crop 
loss and care for small animals on the 
homestead.

Migrants are exposed to new ideas and 
experiences, so increasing their human 
 capital, and it might be expected that the 
return migrant would become a leader in 
agricultural innovation and an agent of 
change but this occurs only to a limited 
extent (Faist, 2008). Employment overseas 
provides an opportunity to build up finan-
cial capital to be sent back to the migrants’ 
home area as regular remittances or as a 
lump sum at the end of the migratory 
period. A lack of capital, it is generally 
acknowledged, is one of the major con-
straints on the development of small-scale 
agriculture in the Caribbean and Mexico. 
Thus it might be expected that the remit-
tances of migrant labourers would be instru-
mental in stimulating greater productivity 
in Caribbean agriculture. Field evidence is 
fragmentary and variable.

In Mexico the indigenous peoples were 
forced to work on European encomiendos 
or large-scale holdings but the land reform 
following the 1917 Revolution established 
ejidos, communally held land holdings, and 
protected small farmers. Within the last few 
decades neoliberal ideas, the break-up of 
ejidos after 1991, the North American Free 
Trade Act of 1994 allowing import of 
cheaper products from the USA, and the 
reduction of subsidies to farmers have 
undermined traditional small-scale milpa 
agriculture in Mexico. Today Mexican farm-
ers in the Yucatán living relatively close to 
tourist poles such as Cancún are also turn-
ing to production for the tourist market 
(Torres, 2011).

Gender, migration and agriculture

The improvement in accessibility over the 
last six decades in the study region has 
encouraged both migration and tourism 
while improved communications have 
made frequent interactions between home 
and overseas much easier for family mem-
bers. Sex-specific migration tends to result 
in a feminization of agriculture in the region 
(Momsen, 1987). In work in Jamaica, Griffith 
(1988) noted women taking over as farm 
managers when male partners emigrated. 
He suggested that this usually led to a 
 scaling down of cash crop production but 
an increase in women’s technical farming 
knowledge. Remittances allow increased 
dependence on hired labour and also closer 
links with related farm households for 
mutual support, so increasing domestic 
group security. Ishemo (2005, 2009), also 
utilizing fieldwork in Jamaica, saw remit-
tances as helping older farmers, both men 
and women, by enabling them to pay for 
inputs such as fertilizer, pesticide, irriga-
tion and hired workers, as well as to acquire 
land, and in this way maintain productivity 
despite the physical limitations of age.

In my own field studies in Nevis, St 
Lucia and Montserrat in the eastern Carib-
bean (Momsen, 1986), analysis of data using 
principal components analysis indicated 
that in St Lucia farms run by former migrants 
were associated with more parcels of land 
and more tree crops than other farms and 
negatively associated with the production 
of subsistence root crops. Thus farms oper-
ated by former migrants were larger and 
more commercially oriented, showing capi-
tal investment in long-term crops and land. 
These farmers had fewer pest and marketing 
problems than other farmers, indicating a 
higher level of information from the agricul-
tural extension services and the marketing 
agencies, helped by the generally higher 
level of education of returned migrant farm-
ers compared with other farmers. Migrant 
farmers in Nevis were more likely than non-
migrant producers to grow cotton for export 
rather than crops for local sale perhaps 
because of the higher capital investment 
needed and a more international outlook. In 
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both Nevis and Montserrat women farmers 
were less likely to have migrated and to be 
more financially dependent on remittances 
than men (Table 6.1).

Return migration and family land

The ending of slavery gave the former slaves 
both the freedom to refuse plantation work 
and occupational choice for the first time. 
Shortage of land available for subsistence 
agriculture and the gradual ecological deg-
radation of many of the smaller islands 
forced many West Indians to adopt ‘liveli-
hood mobility’ (Richardson, 1983, p. 35) 
and seek new employment opportunities 
outside their birthplace.

Livelihood mobility dates back to the 
period following slave emancipations: 1804 
when Haiti won independence; 1838 in the 
British colonial territories; 1848 in the Dan-
ish and French colonies; 1863 for the Dutch 
colonies with finally full emancipation in 
Cuba in 1886 (Williams, 1970). Landless 
 ex-slaves – proto-peasants – were lured to 
labour-short areas by promises of free pas-
sage, higher wages and better living condi-
tions. Between 1861 and 1871 more than 
20,000 people, predominantly men, left 
Barbados for other British colonies – 
 primarily Trinidad – but also for Dutch 
Suriname and St Croix, which was then 
Danish (Momsen, 1986). In the 1870s Nevis, 
a tiny island with a population of about 

11,000, had a net emigration of almost 2000 
(Richardson, 1983). Some migrants went to 
cut cane elsewhere but most went into 
 construction projects such as building the 
Panama Canal ( Newton, 1984).

Most Caribbean migrants leave intend-
ing to return at some point. Some are regu-
lar, seasonal agricultural labourers leaving 
home to cut cane in Cuba and the Domini-
can Republic in the 1920s and 1930s, later 
in St Kitts and Barbados and most recently 
in Florida. Rural Mexicans, both women 
and men, are also beginning to move to the 
USA and Canada as circular migrants to 
help in harvesting and other farm work 
(Becerril, 2016). Others have been tempo-
rary migrants travelling in response to 
short-term labour demand on specific 
 projects such as the Panama Canal or the 
Madeira–Mamoré railway in southern Ama-
zonia (Greenfield, 1983) or the Limón–San 
José railway in Costa Rica. With the comple-
tion of these projects most Latin American 
countries introduced restrictions on Antil-
lean immigration. Peach (1968) has shown 
that West Indian migration to the UK was 
more closely related to labour demand in 
Britain than to population growth in the 
Caribbean and that flow was severely 
restricted in the early 1960s by new immi-
gration laws. Others are forced to return by 
declining demand for their labour as 
occurred in the oil industry of the Nether-
lands Antilles in the 1950s and 1980s 
(Momsen, 1986).

Table 6.1. Gender differences in migration and remittances on small-scale farms in the eastern Caribbean. 
(Data from field surveys: Barbados 1987; St Lucia 1971; Nevis 1979; Montserrat 1973.)

Barbados 
(n = 128)

St Lucia  
(n = 68)

Nevis  
(n = 99)

Montserrat 
(n = 66)

Men 
(%)

Women 
(%)

Men 
(%)

Women 
(%)

Men 
(%)

Women 
(%)

Men 
(%)

Women 
(%)

Total farmers 73 27 84 16 68 32 67 33

Returned migrants 43  7 47 20 67 28 46  9

Remittances: none received 94 83 28 55 39 22 50 45

Remittances providing over half 
of income

 4 14 n/a n/a 16 44  0 23

n/a, not applicable.
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In the 1980s, global recession encour-
aged return migration from the industrial-
ized North, especially among those who left 
in the 1960s and had reached pensionable 
age (Momsen, 1987). In  Mexico, where 
migration to North America is more recent, 
the recession of 2008 combined with stricter 
border controls both reduced initial migra-
tion northwards and limited circular migra-
tion (Torres, 2015). Such recessions have 
had severe impacts on the size of the remit-
tances sent back to families of migrants. 
This was especially noticeable in Jamaica in 
the late 1970s and early 1980s (Momsen, 
1987) and today in Mexico where cur-
rently remittances are over US$22.4 billion 
( Torres, 2015), a slight decline since 2008. 
In both countries remittances make up a sig-
nificant part of foreign exchange earnings 
and provide a social safety net for many 
families.

Migration and land

Byron (2007) sees land as both a catalyst for 
and a product of migration. Often migrants 
leave other members of the family to culti-
vate the land while they are overseas, send-
ing remittances to maintain the link. In this 
way they retain use of this land when they 
return, especially if it is settlement land as 
in Nevis (Byron, 2007) or family land as in 
St Lucia, Jamaica or Carriacou (Mills, 2007) 
or ejido land as in Mexico (Torres, 2011). 
All members of the family have rights to 
harvest from family land even if they per-
sonally have not cultivated it. Such land is 
often left in the hands of female members 
of the family to sustain them while other 
 relatives migrate to work elsewhere. Mills 
argues that the existence of family land 
encourages return migration although this 
land is more often used for housing than for 
agricultural purposes.

In Mexico rights to ejido land can be 
lost if no member of the family is cultivating 
this land. Thus where the male head of 
household migrated the land was often put 
in the wife’s name, which could lead to fric-
tion when the husband returned home, 

although it did provide security for the fam-
ily (Radel et al., 2012). In fieldwork in Yuca-
tán we found examples of circular migration 
by different members of the family from 
farms in the south to the northern tourist 
poles, so that farming could continue on the 
ejido land and maintain family unity 
( Torres, 2011).

Many return migrants if they have land 
will cultivate it, as in Barbados, and may 
specialize in production for tourist hotels 
(Richardson-Ngwenya and Momsen, 2011). 
On the other hand, older migrants who 
return with pensions from working overseas 
will not go into farming but put their  savings 
into a retirement home and may feel unwel-
come in their country of birth (Sorhaindo 
and Pattullo, 2009).

The left behind

Often agriculture is most affected by the 
situation of those families left behind by 
migrants. In general women make up the 
majority of the ‘left behind’ so that migra-
tion imposes severe, economic, social and 
bodily costs on them, their children and 
other dependant family members (Torres, 
2015). The bulk of remittances is consumed 
by basic subsistence needs such as housing 
and education. The impact on those left 
behind by migration can be positive or 
 negative and vary considerably depending 
on the specificities of place. Children may 
experience immediate material gains, espe-
cially through gifts from parents overseas, 
but negative impacts have been reported 
such as increased juvenile delinquency 
and poor academic performance, especially 
when left in the care of grandmothers in the 
Caribbean. Absence of fathers may lead to 
increased child labour and further migra-
tion. Additional pressures on the families of 
migrants occur where migrants return home 
because illness or accidents make them 
unable to work overseas. They are usually 
unable to access health care, especially in 
the USA, and so return to be cared for by 
their ‘left behind’ families, thus increasing 
the burden on women (Juarez Varela, 2014).
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Gender ideology and agriculture

Gender roles and female empowerment 
vary depending on existing gender ideolo-
gies and patriarchal structures. Boserup 
(1970) suggested statistics showed that in 
Latin America women played a very minor 
role in agriculture while in the Caribbean 
women were important in small farming 
and food production. West Indian women 
may be the decision makers on their own 
farm, they may market the produce of their 
own or other farms, or they may work as 
paid or unpaid agricultural labour. At vari-
ous times individuals may take on all three 
roles. In the Anglophone and Francophone 
Caribbean women and men were brought 
from Africa and Asia to work on plantations 
as individuals, and so although society is 
patriarchal (Momsen, 2002) there is no 
stigma attached to women as independent 
farmers. On the other hand, in the Hispanic 
Caribbean and Mexico, with a strong 
 tradition of machismo, some women may 
experience a new autonomy in the absence 
of partners, while others may be subject 
to greater surveillance, dependency and 
restriction (Juarez Varela, 2014). Social 
pressure from their community may force 
women to go to great lengths in order to feed 
their children in the absence of fathers. 
Rocheleau (2015) records that in the Domin-
ican Republic a ‘left behind’ woman culti-
vated her land with the help of her sons at 
night so that the neighbours did not see. She 
felt judged and shunned but proud of her 
plot and the harvest it could yield. Another 
abandoned woman developed a relation-
ship with a married man in order to support 
her children and obtain help with her farm 
and this was accepted by her community 
(Rocheleau, 2015).

In field studies in the Yucatán various 
adaptations of gender roles became appar-
ent. In one ejido where male migration was 
rare and only of short duration, men said 
that women only worked in the home. 
 However, when women were questioned 
separately, they reported that they often 
accompanied their husbands to work in the 
fields, especially at harvest time, and also 
cultivated a home garden (Momsen, 1999). 

In another study where the wife and chil-
dren had moved to work in Cancún, the 
father and eldest son would return to their 
milpa to plant maize in order to maintain 
occupancy and so retain their rights as 
 ejidatarios. They moved frequently between 
the farm and Cancún with several members 
of the family returning to help on the farm 
for short periods, but the lack of full-time 
attention to their land meant that their 
yields suffered from losses due to pests and 
diseases (Torres, 2011). Eventually almost 
the whole family moved back to the ejido as 
they found living in Cancún difficult and 
expensive. The husband then took up mem-
bership in the PROCAMPO programme, 
which provides direct financial transfers to 
those who cultivate and own land, and the 
wife began to sell farm produce in the 
nearby town. Another study area close by 
with many transnational male migrants had 
an increasing number of women receiving 
PROCAMPO payments as men transferred 
rights to these payments to their wives so 
that the household would continue receiv-
ing the benefits during the absence of 
 husbands (Radel and Schmook, 2009). This 
change in turn led to increased spatial 
mobility for women as they had to travel to 
the municipal seat to collect the payments 
and also tended to give women greater con-
trol over household income (Radel and 
Schmook, 2009).

As Radel et al. (2012) note, in the Mexi-
can male-dominated family farming system 
accompanied by strong gender norms 
against women’s field labour participation, 
a variety of strategies is utilized such as cul-
tivating less, planting pasture and/or hiring 
male workers to maintain gender ideologies 
in the face of male outmigration. Migration 
is one of the adaptive strategies to climate 
change as are planting later, utilizing a 
greater number of maize varieties and liveli-
hood diversification, reflecting declines in 
precipitation and greater frequency of 
droughts since 1973 (Mardero et al., 2015).

It is important to distinguish between 
labour and management. Women who could 
afford it would hire male labourers to carry 
out tasks in the field. As in the Caribbean, 
men were often not willing to work for 
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women and it could be hard for women to 
find male labourers. In the Yucatán women 
were not allowed to supervise men in the 
field without another woman present, thus 
making management of workers difficult. In 
both areas, the jobs for which women 
always sought male labour were those 
involving heavy tasks such as land clear-
ance and the use of chemicals on crops in 
the fields.

Conclusion

Both the island Caribbean and the Mexican 
Caribbean of the Yucatán Peninsula have 
been changed by the recent influx of rich 
tourists attracted by the region’s beautiful 
sandy beaches and warm blue sea. Both 
areas have a long history of small subsis-
tence farms interdigitated with large com-
mercial plantations. Plantation agriculture 
has declined with the loss of overseas mar-
kets for their crops but some small farms 
have taken advantage of the new opportuni-
ties as tourists brought the market closer. 
Some have become specialized vegetable 
producers with contracts with specific 
hotels. On the other hand, some farmers 
have turned to marijuana production and 
profitable direct sales to individual 
tourists.

Migration has a generally negative 
effect on small-scale agriculture but there is 
field evidence that the specific nature of this 
impact varies with migrant experience in 
recipient countries, the age and physical 
capability of the migrant on return, land 
availability and local variations in rural 

investment opportunities. The existence of 
family-owned land in both Mexico and the 
Caribbean islands has provided a safety net 
for those left behind by migrants and has 
also offered a familiar place to return to for 
migrants, for retirement if not to cultivate.

Loss of male farmers may lead to a 
decline in commercial crop production but 
agrobiodiversity is often maintained as 
women left behind have greater influence 
over choice of food crop varieties. Intensity 
of production may decline because of short-
age of labour and land may even be left idle, 
but women may gain greater rights to land. 
Rural women may also develop alternative 
livelihood strategies such as producing and 
marketing handicrafts and selling farm pro-
duce from their own and other farms, thus 
gaining income in their own right. Overall, 
the feminization of agriculture is not an 
automatic response to male migration 
although there may be an increase in wom-
en’s empowerment. Climate change and 
environmental pressures may also have a 
gendered effect on changes in rural areas, 
exacerbated by migration and opportunities 
in the new tourism economy often more 
open to women. When mothers move to 
tourism poles they often are accompanied 
by children who benefit from new opportu-
nities for education and become increas-
ingly cosmopolitan. Thus the new 
interaction of countryside and beach in the 
region has brought urban and rural life-
styles closer, changed the nature of farming 
and gender roles, and, to some degree, 
reduced the need for long-term and 
 long-distance migration among rural 
populations.
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Introduction

Reflecting on the gender and farming litera-
ture since our 2006 volume, continuity and 
change are key themes that emerge, as dis-
cussed in Chapters 8–11 in this section. The 
questions that concerned early research still 
concern us today, although how these ques-
tions are constructed has changed. The gen-
dered nature of farm work (Reimer, 1986; 
Whatmore, 1991; Gasson, 1992; Haugen, 
1998; Overbeek et al., 1998; Shortall, 2010; 
Charatsari and Cernic Istenic, 2016; Cernic 
Istenic and Charatsari, Chapter 10, this vol-
ume), power relations within the farm fam-
ily (Sachs, 1983; Bokemeier and Garkovich, 
1987; Shortall, 1992; de Haan, 1994; Old-
rup, 1999; Whatmore, 1991; Matysiak, 2015; 
Cassidy, Chapter 11, this volume), agency 
and resistance (O’Hara, 1998; Bock, 2004a; 
Hoggart, 2004; Pini et al., 2014; Stenbacka, 
Chapter 9, this volume), the construction of 
gender identity (Bock, 2006; Brandth and 
Haugen, 2010; Shortall, 2016a,b), and a 
research theme that has considerably devel-
oped is the analysis of women’s off-farm 
work and its implications for the construc-
tion of gender relations within the 
farm  family (Gasson and Errington, 1993; 
 Blekesaune, 1996; O’Hara, 1998; Oldrup, 
1999; Brandth, 2002; Kelly and Shortall, 
2002; Bock, 2010; Shortall, 2010; Alston, 
Chapter 8, this volume). Agriculture, and 

the position of women in agriculture and 
society generally, has transformed over the 
last 40 years. The lifting of the marriage ban 
and the greater availability of divorce and 
contraception have changed the lives of 
women dramatically. Gender segregation is 
still a pervasive feature of all labour markets 
and there are differences in men’s and 
women’s employment by sector, workplace 
and occupation. Nevertheless, women have 
become more permanently attached to the 
labour market and the presumption that 
women are carers first and workers second, 
is no longer true (Rubery and Rafferty, 
2013). Women’s lives on farms have also 
changed considerably, with women much 
more active in the labour market. However, 
social patterns persist and within agricul-
ture the perception of farming as a male 
industry is hard to break, although there 
are of course variations to the rule (see 
 Stenbacka, Chapter 9, this volume).

This chapter provides an update of the 
2006 introduction to the section of women 
in farming and introduces the chapters that 
follow.

Women and Farm Work

An early and continuing focus of research 
for sociologists, geographers and econo-
mists is the ‘invisibility’ of farm women’s 
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work and theoretical analyses of why it is so 
(Sachs, 1983; Gasson, 1992; Reimer, 1986; 
Little and Panelli, 2003). This body of work 
borrowed heavily from Marxist debates, 
particularly notions of petty commodity 
production and the separation of produc-
tive and reproductive work on the farm 
(Reimer, 1986). Feminist scholars argued 
that narrow definitions of productive farm 
work meant that much of the reproductive 
work carried out by farm women was unac-
knowledged (Bouquet, 1982; Whatmore, 
1991; Brandth, 2002; Little and Panelli, 
2003). Feminists identified the many ways 
in which women’s farm work was essen-
tial to the farm business (Gasson, 1992). 
Attempts were made to unpack the ‘black 
box’ (Argent, 1999) of the family farm to 
illustrate the unequal gender relations 
within the family and the different statuses 
of work carried out by different family 
members. This research followed broader 
feminist trends by noting it was not the 
nature of women’s work that led to lack of 
recognition, but rather their position within 
a patriarchal household (Oakley, 1974; 
Walby, 1990; Whatmore, 1991; Delphy and 
Leonard, 1992). Whatmore’s theory of patri-
archal gender relations remains the most 
sophisticated analysis to date of women’s 
farm work (Whatmore, 1991). Her concept 
of domestic political ideology is developed 
from the recognition that home and work 
share the same location on a farm, and pro-
duction, reproduction, family and economy 
must be analysed in an integrated rather 
than a fragmented fashion. Through this 
approach an understanding of the exploita-
tion of women as farm housewives and 
unpaid farm labourers was advanced. In 
most of Western Europe, women are no lon-
ger as likely to work full-time on the farm, 
although there is considerable variation. 
Patterns vary by country and by size and 
type of holding. Couples make decisions on 
the basis of skills and ability to generate off-
farm income, and women may work full-
time on the farm if men can earn more 
off-farm (Shortall, 2010). The ability of agri-
cultural statistics to reflect, and agricultural 
extension workers to value the farm work 
of women remains an issue of concern 

(Trauger et al., 2008, 2010; Barbercheck 
et al., 2009; Alston, Chapter 8, this volume; 
Cernic Istenic and Charatsari, Chapter 10, 
this volume). Trauger et al. (2008, 2010) 
note that women fail to be seen as ‘authen-
tic’ farmers, a concept borrowed by Cernic 
Istenic and Charatsari in Chapter 10.

Farming and Power Relations

Early studies on power relations focused 
on relations within the farm family and the 
 situations and circumstances that influenced 
women’s involvement in farm decision 
 making (Bokemeier and Garkovich, 1987; 
Oldrup, 1999). The reasons why men and 
women occupy different positions within 
the family farm was a central component of 
empirical and theoretical analysis. Of partic-
ular interest was that women enter and 
engage in farming through specific kinship 
relations, as wives, daughters, mothers and 
widows (Whatmore, 1994). This is an 
entrenched social structure that has changed 
little (Morell and Bock, 2008; Shortall, 2010). 
Given the patrilineal nature of land transfer 
from father to son, women marry into farm-
ing, and thus enter the occupation through 
marriage rather than through occupational 
choice (Shortall, 1999; Brandth, 2002). Their 
husband is already established as the ‘farmer’ 
and he is also (at least initially) the owner of 
the capital resources necessary to farm. This 
position impacts on the valuation of wom-
en’s work and on their public place in farm-
ing (Trauger et al., 2008, 2010; Barbercheck 
et al., 2009). A great deal of subsequent 
research has examined the power relations 
embedded in the public representation of 
women. Research has examined the under-
representation of women in farming organi-
zations (Teather, 1996; Shortall, 2001; Pini, 
2002; Alston, 2003). Other work has explored 
the stereotypical representations of men and 
women in the farming media which rein-
force the conception of farm work as 
 masculine (Duggan, 1987; Brandth, 1995; 
Brandth and Haugen, 2000; Liepins, 2000). 
Further gender-segregated space is evident in 
the provision of agricultural training. Most 
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agricultural training is structured in a voca-
tional way for those who will enter the occu-
pation, so in many ways it is unsurprising 
that most agricultural programmes have a 
majority of male students. However, the 
socially constructed identities of women as 
home makers and farmers’ wives means that 
they do not obtain a knowledge transfer 
appropriate to their farming roles. Women 
farmers are underserved in agricultural edu-
cation and technical assistance (Shortall, 
1996; Alston, 1998; Liepins and Schick, 
1998; Trauger et al., 2008). Women often 
view training groups and programmes as 
being for men and feel unwelcome and con-
spicuous in this space. Agriculture extension 
workers do not always see women as ‘authen-
tic’ farmers because they do not occupy out-
door space and hence do not invite them to 
training initiatives or address programmes to 
their work (Teather, 1994; Barbercheck et al., 
2009; Trauger et al., 2010). Here women’s 
self-verification of not being the farmer is 
being institutionally reinforced by agricul-
tural extension workers. It is remarkable that 
this gender-divided space persists. It is 
 problematic, because increasingly off-farm 
employment to support the farm is decided 
between the couple, and educational levels 
and life cycle issues determine who will 
work on the farm and who will work off the 
farm (Benjamin and Kimhi, 2006; El-Osta 
et al., 2008). Seeing men as the authentic 
farmer means the relevant person on the farm 
may not receive appropriate training. Cernic 
Istenic and Charatsari take up this question 
in Chapter 10. Even though there are situa-
tions where women are land owners, the per-
vasiveness of male land ownership is a key 
component lending weight to the ideology 
that positions men at the heart of farming. In 
Chapter 11, Cassidy considers how siblings 
in the Irish family context facilitate the conti-
nuity of the patrilineal line by not question-
ing the patrilineal line of inheritance.

Agency and Resistance

The initial focus of research on farm women 
sought to illuminate women’s farm work, 

which had previously been overlooked, and 
to understand the different gender and 
power relations within the farm family. It 
tended to present subordinate women and 
dominant men as static and homogeneous 
categories, and sought structural and causal 
explanations (Brandth, 2002; Berg, 2004). 
Research in the 1970s and 1980s has been 
described as occupying ‘the rural women’s 
subordination category’ (Berg, 2004). More 
recently, choice, agency, resistance and the 
altering of gender identities over time have 
become more prominent in the research 
agenda, and this is the topic of the chapters 
by Stenbacka (Chapter 9) and, in a less obvi-
ous way, Alston (Chapter 8) in this book. 
Research has examined how women on 
farms are not simply accepting victims of 
patriarchal relations, but rather they are 
active agents, constructing and shaping 
their roles within farming. Public resis-
tance, largely in the form of farm women’s 
agricultural networks, has been examined 
in North America, Australasia and Europe 
(Mackenzie, 1992; Shortall, 1994; Teather, 
1996; Panelli and Pini, 2005; Brandth et al., 
2014; Leach, 2014). Research noted how the 
emergence of these networks created a pub-
lic space where women debated the nature 
of their farm work and its valuation, patriar-
chal gender relations on the farm and the 
patriarchal nature of agricultural institu-
tions. Yet, debates remained conservative in 
terms of advocating a radical feminist posi-
tion, reflecting the difficulties of such a 
position within a family farm business. As 
Brandth (2002) has noted, farm women’s 
strained relationship to gender equality and 
feminism has continued to puzzle feminist 
researchers. Research has identified off-
farm work, and the subsequent financial 
independence, as an expression of women’s 
agency and resistance (Wozniak and Scholl, 
1990; O’Hara, 1998). Brandth (2002) argues 
that earning their own money turns women 
into more self-assured, visible and autono-
mous subjects (p. 190). The growing empha-
sis on agency, choice and resistance is a 
necessary counterbalance to explanations 
that seemed to lean towards structural 
determinism. Hoggart (2004) cautions that 
there is still a tendency for research to focus 
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on women’s ‘subordination’ and there is 
more scope for ‘celebratory explorations’ of 
women in rural societies (p. 2). While there 
is merit in this assertion, it remains the 
case, in farming at least, that women’s 
options in terms of resistance and choice 
are ones that have not greatly diminished 
the patriarchal nature of agricultural insti-
tutions. This is equally true for farm men. 
Men in rural areas are constrained by tradi-
tional masculine expectations (Campbell 
and Bell, 2000; Brandth and Haugen, 2005; 
Campbell et al., 2006). In Chapter 11, 
 Cassidy’s research found that young men 
who had no interest in farming would nev-
ertheless have taken on the role of farmer if 
they were the heir. The research debate has 
tended to present research as sitting in one 
of two opposing camps; on one side is 
research that focuses on ‘patriarchy and the 
subordination’, and on the other is research 
that focuses on the ‘resistance and agency’. 
However, both structural constraints and 
strategies of resistance coexist. Women 
and men are agents who make choices and 
engage in both strategies of resistance and 
cooperation in farming and within the farm 
household. It is also the case that the 
 patriarchal nature of farming and the farm-
ing industry persists despite resistance and 
a changing society. This is an area that 
requires further research.

Off-farm Employment

The extent to which off-farm earnings alter 
gender roles and positions within the farm 
family has been a research question of inter-
est for some time; classifications or models 
of farm women have long included the 
 category of ‘women working off the farm’ or 
‘women in paid work’ (Whatmore, 1991; 
Haugen and Blekesaune, 1996; O’Hara, 
1998). Women’s unequal status within the 
farm family was seen as tied to their subor-
dinate economic position in relation to the 
male breadwinner (Stebbing, 1984; Brandth, 
2002; Little and Panelli, 2003). With the 
generally declining income of the agricul-
tural industry, women’s off-farm work and 

farm diversification work are increasingly 
subsidizing the farm, and women on farms 
are now more likely to be the primary bread-
winner (Brandth, 2002; Kelly and Shortall, 
2002). There are many national case studies 
across Europe showing that women are 
active in farm diversification activities 
(Bock, 2004a,b, 2010; Gorman, 2006; 
Brandth and Haugen, 2010, 2011). Interest-
ingly, the way in which farm diversification 
develops often reinforces gender identities 
on the farm. Bock (2004a) argues that 
women undertake smaller-scale diversifica-
tion activities. This is reflective of their 
more restricted access to capital, but also 
their desire to fit diversification activities 
around their other caring commitments and 
wishing to multi-task other domestic gender 
identity roles. In many cases the decision to 
work off-farm is motivated by the dire need 
for more income (Kelly and Shortall, 2002; 
Bock, 2004b). Other research found the 
decision to work off the farm and increase 
independent earnings to have been a posi-
tive choice linked to increased educational 
levels and women’s greater attachment 
to the labour market (O’Hara, 1998; 
Bock, 2004a, 2010; Shortall, 2014, 2016a; 
 Charatsari and Cernic Istenic, 2016; Cernic 
Istenic and Charatsari, Chapter 10, this vol-
ume). Regardless of the motivating factors, 
this represents a fundamental change in 
women’s economic status within the family 
farm and could potentially have significant 
implications for gender relations. However, 
it is not necessarily increased resource 
 contributions that lead to renegotiated 
domestic work and gender roles, but rather 
gender ideologies (West and Zimmerman, 
1987; Layte, 1998; Shortall, 2005). Agrarian 
gender ideology is such that even though 
women may have an independent source of 
income off the farm, the fact of living on a 
farm means they continue to be positioned 
as farm women and traditional gender roles 
remain pervasive (Oldrup, 1999; Brandth, 
2002). It is also the case that for farm 
women, an individualistic approach con-
fuses the fact that women not only act as 
individuals but also as members of farm 
households (Wheelock and Oughton, 1996). 
Women’s off-farm labour is often part of a 
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farm household survival strategy to main-
tain the farm and men’s occupation as the 
farmer. Any analysis of the likely impact of 
women’s off-farm earnings on gender roles 
within the farm family must also take 
account of the historical context, power and 
established gender relations in the farm 
family. In addition, women’s off-farm work 
can have implications for men’s sense of 
identity. Recent research has shown that for 
men on farms, their identity is closely tied 
to their position as the breadwinner, and 
also to the power and privilege that has 
been associated with being a landowner. 
When the economic and social standing of 
their position is threatened, it has signifi-
cant implications for men’s mental health 
(Ni Laoire, 2001; Alston, 2006, 2012;  Barlett, 
2006; Alston and Kent, 2008; Price and 
Evans, 2009). The chapters that follow 
touch on these questions.

The Chapters

The following collection of chapters 
( Chapters 8–11) further contributes to the 
key debates on gender and farming within 
Western rural studies.

There are some common themes that 
emerge time and time again in this set of 
chapters and, interestingly, these are  similar 
to the themes discussed in the 2006  volume 
(Bock and Shortall, 2006). One overarching 
theme is continuity and change. In different 
ways the chapters discuss the power and 
autonomy of women to act within a tradi-
tional and patriarchal industry in various 
ways. A number of chapters struggle with 
the difficulties of researching individual 
choice within the household unit, as people 
within the farm family act as individuals 
and as a collective. The chapters also situate 
their local or national analyses within the 
wider macro framework that impacts on 
micro socio-economic relations, climate 
change, globalization or changing EU 
legislation.

Margaret Alston’s chapter (Chapter 8) 
provides a fascinating oversight of the 
impact of climate change in Australia on 

gender relations within farming families. 
Her methodological approach is interesting; 
she conducts a longitudinal study over 25 
years using her own qualitative data sets. 
This is an interesting approach to qualita-
tive analysis. Climate change has had 
 devastating effects in Australia, with long 
difficult droughts, and it is predicted that 
Australia will become hotter and drier. 
Alston discusses how government responses 
to the drought led farm families to view the 
issue as a personal one rather than a more 
widespread global problem. It is in the indi-
vidual, personalized responses that the pro-
found gender implications emerge. Alston 
charts the devastating impact of drought, 
the uncertainty about when it will end, if it 
will end, and quotes one interviewee who 
talks of the ‘waiting, waitingness’. The men 
and women she interviewed early in the 
process worried about each other’s mental 
well-being and the toll the drought was tak-
ing on the other. Women’s off-farm employ-
ment became crucial to the survival of the 
family farm, and many women worked 
away all week. Later in the process, Alston 
notes that women become less committed to 
the family farm ideology and have a more 
individualized response to the drought. She 
identifies climate change, government and 
farming bodies’ actions and inactions 
around the interpretation of drought, and its 
impact on the farm family as the key drivers 
of the gendered outcomes of the drought. 
She notes that it feels Australian agriculture 
is in a weaker position going forward.

In Chapter 9, Susanne Stenbacka con-
siders the values that drive women farmers 
in Sweden. She was involved in a study 
which considered why farmers continue to 
farm and what inspires young farmers to 
enter farming, and as part of this she consid-
ered the values of young women farmers. 
While the Swedish agricultural labour force 
is declining, the percentage of women who 
are part of that labour force is increasing, 
particularly among part-time farmers. There 
are policies targeting women to encourage 
their entry into farming. Of the regular agri-
cultural force in Sweden, 35% are women, 
making it one of the highest percentages in 
Europe. She is interested in the lessening of 
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gender segregation in Sweden and argues 
that the idea of hegemonic masculinity in 
Swedish agriculture is being challenged. 
After reviewing literature Stenbacka turns 
to consider the role of values. She notes that 
values can be individual and/or collective, 
and they are shaped by cultural values. 
They are of course not discrete, but rather 
intertwined. Values are essential to under-
standing motivations, as they guide the 
social actions we chose to take. Stenbacka 
conducted ten in-depth interviews with 
women farmers. She identifies the key 
themes of values motivating women farm-
ers’ actions: quality of life, financial goals 
and socio-economic aspirations. Each 
theme interacts with and offsets the other. 
She concludes that women farmers’ values 
go beyond family-related motivations. 
Women’s economic and strategic goals 
make them active farmers in their own right, 
thus questioning the dominant world view 
which sees farmers as men with women’s 
role being a complementary one.

Why do women farmers participate 
in agricultural education programmes and 
extension courses? This is the question 
Majda Cernic Istenic and Chrysanthi 
 Charatsari explore in Chapter 10. They 
explore whether it is because of the charac-
teristics of the programmes or other moti-
vating factors. They compare Slovenia and 
Greece, two countries that have a similar 
agrarian structure but very different socio-
political and economic contexts. They argue 
that the empowering force of education is 
well understood, as is its ability to foster 
participation in public and political life. 
They are interested then in the formal and 
informal educational provisions and the 
extent to which women participate. They 
provide an excellent overview of the litera-
ture on women and agricultural education. 
They note that in both developing and 
developed world contexts, women fare 
badly in accessing extension training. 
Extension providers have, in general, paid 
little attention to the role of women in agri-
culture. Men are seen as the farmers and 
women as the wives. Cernic Istenic and 
Charatsari give an excellent overview of the 
literature, revisiting the thorny question of 

whether women-only programmes are pro-
gressive or regressive. They conducted a 
survey of farmers in Slovenia and Greece, 
and roughly 25% in each place were women 
farmers. They found that women seek agri-
cultural training to counter invisibility, gain 
access to economic resources and specific 
knowledge. They also found that extension 
services are imbued with gender stereo-
types, which limits their ability to reach 
women, as they continue to see men as the 
‘authentic’ farmer. This is an issue that 
 continues to require research and revised 
practices.

The British Isles are unusual in the 
European context in that children can 
legally be disinherited. This is the subject of 
Chapter 11 in which Anne Cassidy looks at 
the role of the non-heirs on Irish farms in 
securing the continuity of the family farm. 
They do this by accepting and not contest-
ing the patrilineal line of inheritance. The 
very small amount of agricultural land that 
comes on the Irish1 market demonstrates 
that inheritance is the main route of entry 
into farming. She uses Ulrick Beck’s theory 
of individualization to examine the levels of 
acceptance and complicity in a system that 
is inherently unequal. Cassidy examines 
how family farm young people who will not 
inherit move easily between conflicting 
world views. She interviewed 15 young 
women and 15 young men at university. 
Previous research has shown that Irish farm 
families have always tended to progress to 
third-level education and succeed there. 
Through in-depth interviews she examines 
the relationship the family as a whole has 
with succession and how avoiding a dis-
pute about the intergenerational transfer 
of the asset maintains its continuity. She 
explores the ways young boys and girls 
are socialized into traditional roles on the 
farm and into gendered expectations. While 
young women are encouraged to be finan-
cially independent and have successful 
careers, it is always clear that this is under-
stood to be off the farm. While they are 
encouraged to drive and have their own 
cars, they are discouraged from driving 
 tractors. Cassidy sees the paradox in these 
young women’s high ambitions, alongside 
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their acceptance of the inequality of land 
transfer. She recounts that young men have 
also been socialized to become the heir, 
regardless of their interest in the farm. In 
some cases their university education is 
encouraged in order to bring additional off-
farm income to the farm. The young people 
she interviewed see themselves as part of 
the collective of the farm family. She argues 
that while they make individual choices 
about their future, these are within the 
structural constraints of ensuring the future 
of the family farm.

Conclusion

These chapters provide an important contri-
bution to our understanding of gender and 
agriculture. Alston shows how men and 
women’s roles and commitment to the farm 
family ideology have changed indepen-
dently in a crisis situation. It is interesting 
that she notes that early in her career she 
would sometimes have interviewed farm 
couples together, but would no longer do 
so. Stenbacka’s chapter shows changed 

patterns of women’s participation in agri-
culture and considers the importance of 
their motivations. It is interesting that the 
EU is actively trying to encourage more 
women to come forward as new entrants to 
farming, although this policy will be trans-
lated through cultural patterns and ideolo-
gies. Cernic Istenic and Charatsari revisit 
the thorny question of whether women-only 
agricultural programmes are a progressive 
or regressive step. Regardless, they con-
clude that in both the developed and devel-
oping world, women’s lack of access to 
agricultural extension services persists as a 
social problem. Cassidy’s chapter is a fasci-
nating unpacking of relations within and 
between siblings in the Irish context, where 
it is legal to leave the entire farm to one 
child and disinherit the rest. Access to 
land and the subsequent inequalities it 
 generates, remains a question of global 
importance.

Note

1Irish/Ireland here refers to the Republic of Ireland.
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Introduction

Climate changes resulting from increases in 
greenhouse gas emissions are impacting 
across the globe. As one of the driest conti-
nents on earth, Australia has been particu-
larly affected by both slow-onset and 
catastrophic events, and, therefore, will 
continue to be at the forefront of climate 
change experiences and actions. In the last 
two decades, Australia has been subject to 
one of the longest and most severe droughts 
on record, an event that was accompanied 
by widespread dust storms and declining 
water stocks (Botterill and Fisher, 2003), 
and has experienced multiple catastrophic 
weather events including bush fires, floods 
and cyclones. What is already evident in 
Australia is that rural areas reliant on agri-
cultural production are particularly affected 
by climate-induced weather challenges and 
that these events are making agricultural 
production more fraught with uncertainty. 
Further, as these climate events are pre-
dicted to become increasingly severe, rural 
areas and the people who live and work in 
these vulnerable regions will be most 
directly affected by the mitigation efforts 
adopted by national governments to address 
climate challenges (Molnar, 2010). This 
raises significant questions about the ongo-
ing viability of Australian agriculture and, 

more particularly, the social relations that 
have shaped the lives of farming families 
over generations. While these relations 
have changed incrementally over time in 
response to wide-ranging and complex 
structural adjustments, they remain deeply 
rooted in patriarchy. How are farm families 
coping with this new challenge and what 
adjustments are being made? Do climate 
challenges threaten traditional patriarchal 
foundations?

This chapter adopts a longitudinal 
appraisal of research conducted over two 
decades to interrogate whether climate 
changes are impacting on gender relations 
in agriculture. It presents evidence that cli-
mate changes have had, and will continue 
to have, significant additional impacts on 
agricultural production and on the gender 
relations embedded in the family farm units 
that make up the largest proportion of Aus-
tralian agricultural production units. By 
examining research findings relating to two 
major climate events that have occurred in 
Australia in the last 15 years, the cata-
strophic effects on the people and places 
affected are demonstrated and the ‘gen-
deredness’ of these climate challenges is 
drawn out. These events – (i) a major 10-year 
drought in the late 1990s and early 2000s 
and (ii) the consequent declining water in 
the Murray–Darling Basin system that has 
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led to water being withdrawn from some 
irrigation farms – have had critical impacts 
on agriculture, farm family units and the 
individuals affected. Before examining 
these events and their consequences, the 
next sections provide a brief overview of 
climate change predictions for Australia 
and the ongoing restructuring taking place 
in Australian agriculture.

Background and Context

Climate change impacts in Australia

Australia is predicted to become hotter and 
drier as our climate continues to change. 
There will be less rainfall, particularly 
across the southern parts of the continent, 
river flows will be lower (and hence the 
ongoing concerns regarding water allocated 
for irrigated agriculture), sea and air tem-
peratures will rise and catastrophic climate 
events such as bushfires, heat waves, floods 
and cyclones will be more frequent and 
more intense (Garnaut, 2008; Department of 
the Environment, 2015). These predictions 
are borne out by the range of significant 
weather events over the last two decades. 
Devastating bushfires that spread across the 
state of Victoria in 2009 and Western 
 Australia in 2011, floods that washed into 
central Brisbane in 2011 and cut off towns 
in New South Wales in 2011 and 2012, 
cyclones across the north of the country, 
including cyclones Yasi and Anthony in 
2011, and Marcia, Nathan and Lam in 2015, 
the long 10-year drought that affected the 
entire continent and declining water in the 
Murray–Darling Basin river systems are all 
evidence of the increasing impacts of 
 Australia’s changing climate.

Yet, somewhat surprisingly, climate 
change is not necessarily an accepted fact in 
Australia, particularly in conservative polit-
ical circles, including many farm represen-
tative bodies. As noted elsewhere (Alston 
and Whittenbury, 2012), the ongoing, vitri-
olic and highly politicized debate about 
whether climate change has anthropogenic 
causes or is part of a natural cycle of weather 

changes has had a particular impact on 
rural people. Despite catastrophic climate 
events and scientific predictions that they 
will become more frequent and intense, the 
Australian government under recently 
deposed conservative Prime Minister Tony 
Abbott has adopted an attitude of denial. In 
the lead-up to the Paris climate meeting in 
2015, Abbott argued that ‘coal is good for 
humanity’ (Australian Broadcasting Com-
mission, 2014) and, in determining that 
Australia would delay any emissions reduc-
tion targets, called the attempts of other 
nations to set carbon reduction targets ‘airy-
fairy’ (Sydney Morning Herald, 2015a). His 
government halted support for renewable 
energy strategies including wind farms and 
solar power (Sydney Morning Herald, 
2015b).

Disturbingly this distracting debate has 
led to rural people in general, and farming 
families in particular, viewing climate chal-
lenges as personal troubles rather than a 
more widespread and, therefore national 
and global, problem (Dunlap, 2010; Alston 
and Whittenbury, 2012). With such robust 
climate denial and aggressive opposition to 
mitigation efforts and renewable energy, it 
is inevitable that Australian farming fami-
lies will view their own experiences of 
weather variability as private problems to 
be addressed within the production unit 
through reshaped livelihood strategies. This 
view has a number of consequences. First, 
there is no concerted industry or rural 
lobby for climate mitigation actions that 
are  equitably shared across the nation; and 
 second, farm families and rural people 
adopt  individualized strategies to address 
their own interpretation and experiences of 
 climate challenges. This is a critical point 
because, as outlined below, climate changes 
have  significant gendered consequences in 
areas that are already shaped around gen-
der  differentiations. Thus individualized 
responses to climate changes have further 
profound gender implications. In rural Aus-
tralia, this is manifest in a number of ways 
including during the climate event itself, 
the consequent reshaping of livelihood 
strategies in response to climate events, in 
the reallocation of work roles, the health 
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issues that arise and the ongoing general 
well-being of individual family members. 
Before examining these in more detail, a 
close examination of Australian agriculture 
reveals that restructuring is ongoing and, 
therefore, that the challenges of climate 
change are additional to a long list of factors 
that are reshaping agricultural production 
in Australia.

Agriculture

Australian agriculture remains a critical 
industry across rural areas and, in many 
cases, is the dominant economic activity for 
many of the hundreds of rural towns across 
the vast continent. Nevertheless, Australian 
agriculture has been subject to ongoing 
restructuring for several decades (Gray and 
Lawrence, 2001), a restructuring that has 
reshaped the social relations of agriculture 
with significant gendered outcomes (Alston, 
1995a, 2000, 2004; Alston and Whittenbury, 
2012). From the 1980s to the 2011 Census a 
decline of approximately 40% in the num-
ber of farms from 240,000 to 135,000 was 
recorded, the equivalent of nearly 300 
 farming families leaving the industry each 
month during that period (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2012). There are a num-
ber of factors associated with this decline 
quite apart from the drought, including glo-
balization and the consequent exposure of 
farming families to world markets; reduced 
prices for produce; a cost-price squeeze; 
and an increase in the numbers of larger 
corporate farms. This restructuring has also 
resulted in critical social changes: an exo-
dus of young people – and particularly 
young women – to the cities, greater reli-
ance on income generated off-farm and 
changing gender roles.

While there has been a rise in large cor-
porate farms in recent years, now account-
ing for 6% of Australian farms, agricultural 
production continues to be dominated by 
farm family units, the majority of which 
earn less than AU$100,000 per year 
( Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2012). It is 
important to note that the top 6% of farms 

earn over AU$1 million and are usually 
larger than family farms, suggesting that 
farm production units are far from homo-
geneous. Nevertheless, the research we 
have undertaken over the last two decades 
focuses on those farm family production 
units (approximately 70–80% of farms) that 
have made a modest living from farming 
and are classified as family farms – that is, 
they are largely reliant on family labour. 
Within these families, social relations are 
continuing to evolve. Historically Austra-
lian agriculture has been highly dependent 
on gendered social relations (see for exam-
ple Lake, 1987) and this has continued to 
shape expectations affecting women and 
men in farm families. While the vast major-
ity of landowners and identified farmers are 
men – a factor facilitated by patrilineal 
inheritance – significant changes are evi-
dent in the livelihood strategies adopted by 
farm families. Women are still largely 
viewed as responsible for care and house-
hold tasks, yet additional expectations both 
on- and off-farm have been added over the 
last several decades (Alston, 1995a, 2000; 
Alston and Whittenbury, 2012).

The critical need to access off-farm 
income to ensure the family’s continuation 
in farming defines Australian agriculture. 
Particularly evident is the generation of 
 off-farm income, most often undertaken 
by women. I have written extensively on 
this trend, noting that women’s ‘farm 
wife’ role (Whatmore, 1991) has expanded 
to incorporate off-farm and on-farm 
work (Alston, 1995a, 2000; Alston and 
 Whittenbury, 2012) and that their work has 
not necessarily given them significant 
power within the enterprise because it is 
viewed as an extension of their gender-
determined role and is defined largely as 
a farm survival strategy (Alston and 
 Whittenbury, 2012).

Despite definitional anomalies, the 
changes in Australian agriculture and the 
pressures exerted by drought and ongoing 
restructuring have had major gendered 
impacts, changing the economic signifi-
cance of on- and off-farm work. Women and 
men on Australian farms continue to work 
long hours on and off the farm in order to 
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stay in agriculture. Yet gender relations 
within the farm family units are undergoing 
major transformations as families adopt a 
diverse range of livelihood strategies to 
ensure their survival in farming (Alston, 
1995a, 2000). The notion that climate 
changes are personal troubles to be 
addressed at farm level adds new and com-
plex layers to the gender negotiations 
within farm households and a turning in 
of responsibility for these events. The 
 neoliberal mantra adopted by successive 
governments fostering self-reliance and 
individual responsibility for one’s own suc-
cess adds a critical burden to farm family 
units.

Methodology

This chapter draws on a number of research 
projects conducted with Australian farm 
families from the early 1990s and through-
out the period of the long-running drought 
– a slow-onset climate event. The drought 
in the late 1990s and early 2000s created 
significant trauma across Australia, not only 
on farms but also in the communities reliant 
on agriculture, and this created intense 
research interest. Studies on the social and 
gendered impacts of the drought were con-
ducted throughout this period. These quali-
tative studies were conducted in small rural 
communities with farming families and 
community members, and relied on inter-
views and focus groups with purposive 
samples of people deeply affected by 
drought. These research projects are well 
documented (see for example Alston, 1995a, 
1996; Alston et al., 2004, Alston and Kent, 
2006; Alston and Witney-Soanes, 2008; 
Alston et al., 2010; Alston and  Whittenbury, 
2012) and indicate the ongoing changes in 
gender relations during a 25-year period of 
significant agricultural restructuring.

Current research continues our analysis 
of the changing gender dynamics in 
 agriculture within the context of the 
 Murray–Darling Basin, where an ongoing 
result of the drought and over-allocation of 
water has been the reduced access to water 

for irrigation purposes (Alston et al., 2016). 
The restructuring of water use emerged dur-
ing the drought years as a major conse-
quence of reduced water in the river systems 
and fears that too much water was being 
allocated to irrigation. This had led to con-
cerns that the ecological environment was 
eroding, that species were under threat and 
that salination was occurring at a rapid rate. 
The process of addressing water restructur-
ing has been lengthy and highly politicized 
and has resulted in further significant 
changes in the areas affected. This has 
resulted in water licences being decoupled 
from land so that each can be sold  separately. 
In many areas farms have been consolidated 
into larger holdings, many have had to 
revert to dryland farming, farm families 
have been displaced and several communi-
ties are affected by a critical loss of produc-
tivity. The government determination to 
return water from irrigators to the environ-
ment has created significant challenges for 
farm families in the affected regions and our 
current research examines how these issues 
are affecting farm families and communities 
(Alston and Whittenbury, 2012; Alston 
et al., 2016).

This chapter undertakes a meta- 
analysis of these studies, drawing on the 
analysis of data conducted at the time of 
these research projects. Because these stud-
ies occurred frequently and over a long 
period, they provide a useful source of 
metadata. When viewed as a whole it is pos-
sible to see changes occurring in response to 
societal, industry and climate changes. 
While these changes are incremental over 
time, an analysis of data from the early 
1990s to the current period reveals wide-
ranging and easily detectable trends in gen-
der relations. These events, the drought and 
water restructuring, represent a slow-onset 
climate incident followed by consequent 
changes in water allocation from the 
river systems. The chapter draws out the 
responses of people to these events, high-
lighting the changes in gender relations 
over the last two decades. In particular it 
focuses on changes in livelihoods, involun-
tary or voluntary displacement, health, care 
issues and commitment to farming.
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Research Findings

Major changes in women’s access to educa-
tion and careers in the 1970s and 1980s, 
together with the wider global women’s 
movement, had led Australia’s farm women 
to a more critical appraisal of gender rela-
tions in the early 1990s and to women 
mobilizing around their own needs and 
rights, yet still with an ongoing commit-
ment to a family farming ideology (Alston, 
1995b). This resulted in the spectacular rise 
of the Australian Women in Agriculture 
movement in the 1990s (Liepins, 1996), a 
movement that had a number of successes 
in this period, including successfully lobby-
ing for the establishment of rural women’s 
policy units at national and state levels. 
These units provided, albeit for a brief time, 
a pathway to policy makers and helped to 
construct more gender-sensitive farm-
related policies including in the area of 
drought support.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the decline of 
women’s activism coincided with the 
drought years as women were drawn into 
greater involvement in farm work and 
income-generating activities. While the 
National Rural Women’s Coalition, a body 
including the leaders of rural women’s com-
munity organizations, is still operating, of 
concern is that there are now no remaining 
rural women’s policy units. These were sys-
tematically disbanded under conservative 
governments at state and federal levels. 
Women’s access to policy avenues, and the 
creation of gender-sensitive policies, has 
become significantly constrained by neolib-
eral governments that focus on agricultural 
sector productivity rather than territorial 
policies that might shape a more family-
friendly environment and more critical 
attention to climate changes. What has been 
lost is a focus on policies that would assist 
women and their families to be better 
 supported in their enhanced roles – particu-
larly in areas such as childcare, disability 
and aged care, flexible working arrange-
ments, transport and telecommunications 
policies.

Changing livelihood strategies

The lengthy drought was one of the most 
severe to affect Australia. The then Prime 
Minister, John Howard, speaking in 2006, 
described it as a one-in-1000-year event 
requiring plans to be drawn up to secure 
water supplies (The Age, 2006). Critical to 
understanding the impact of such an event 
is that there is never any insight into how 
long a drought will endure and no historical 
precedent that can signpost when it will 
end. Thus the slow creeping and devastat-
ing event was not easily addressed, and nor 
was it initially understood as a major cli-
mate change event. As each year unfolded 
there was hope that things must change and 
some years were better than others. Yet as 
each year brought lengthy dry conditions, 
farm families were forced to make major 
adjustments as debts mounted and no sub-
stantial rains came. As one farm woman 
explained in research conducted in 2003 
(Alston et al., 2004): ‘It’s like a waitingness 
or something. Not awkwardness, it’s just a 
waiting, waiting, waitingness. Like every-
body’s holding their breath.’

Over time families turned inward, 
withdrawing from their communities. In the 
same study women spoke of the constraints 
affecting their lives, with little or no income 
and a policy environment that did not ini-
tially support the provision of welfare to 
farming families:

We have no social life. We can’t walk into a 
shop . . . we don’t have fun like we used to 
. . . we can’t afford to go anywhere, we can’t 
afford to go to the movies, we just can’t 
afford to do anything. Everything is too 
dear.

(Farm woman)

Women spoke of reducing their purchases 
of essential items, not buying shampoo or 
hygiene products for example, not having 
any breaks away from the pressures of farm-
ing and limiting their visits to town to save 
on petrol – yet women remained committed 
to the family farming ideology in these criti-
cally tough times.
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Meanwhile governments had embraced 
a neoliberal mantra and were slow to 
respond. Critically a major policy change 
occurred in the mid-1990s, when first the 
Labor government and then the Howard 
conservative government reinforced that 
drought was no longer to be considered a 
‘disaster’ with the associated financial sup-
ports that would flow from such an event. 
From this point individual farm families 
were required to view drought as a normal 
cyclical event for which they must plan and 
be prepared (Botterill and Fisher, 2003). 
Facing the major drought crisis, rural Aus-
tralians felt that governments, and with 
them the entire Australian community, 
were abandoning them. As the Deputy 
Prime Minister, and leader of the National 
Party at the time, John Anderson, noted in 
1999, ‘much of regional and rural Australia 
was feeling a deep sense of alienation, of 
being left behind, and of no longer being 
recognized and respected for the contribu-
tion being made to the nation’ (Anderson, 
1999). Yet as each new year unfolded, the 
do-nothing policy position became more 
untenable as widespread poverty spread 
across farming communities (Alston, 2007). 
One country newspaper reported on its 
front page that Australia’s farm children 
were starving and that the Red Cross had 
had to step in to provide breakfast pro-
grammes for rural schoolchildren (Albury 
Border Mail, 2005).

Our own research (Alston et al., 2004; 
Alston and Kent, 2006; Alston and Witney-
Soanes, 2008) revealed similar stories of sig-
nificant hardship. This work captured the 
impact of a neoliberal policy environment 
where the self-reliance mantra was biting 
deeply into the well-being of farm families. 
The counter political argument offered to 
justify this policy position was that farming 
families should not expect the community 
to assist them through normal weather 
cycles (Botterill and Fisher, 2003). The 
result was grim for many families. Service 
providers we interviewed noted the extra-
ordinary stress on farm families and the par-
ticular issues for the aged and children. 

Stress was very evident within families and 
acknowledged by partners who worried 
deeply about their spouses. Women worried 
about the mental health of their husbands 
working alone in damaged, dry and dusty 
landscapes, with spiralling financial debt 
burdens resulting from the need to provide 
expensive feed and water for livestock. Men 
worried about their wives, particularly as 
complex taxation compliance changes had 
facilitated women being largely responsible 
for doing the farm books. One man in our 
2003 research noted the impact on his wife:

Oh apart from being . . . a little bit more 
worried than usual, my concern has been 
for my better half. She’s been becoming a 
bit of a nervous wreck. Well she knows the 
books. . . . She doesn’t sleep. . . . A fair bit 
of crying. . . . when she’s crying I try to bite 
my tongue. Yeah, swallow the lump or two 
in my throat, just to really try and support 
her. But yeah I still get teary about it. . . . 
She’s been fantastic – like I think other 
women probably would have broken more.

(Farm man)

In the same study, many men articulated 
their individualized responses. This cor-
roborated the notion that they experienced 
the drought as a personal failure rather than 
a major climate change event for which they 
should have been able to anticipate more 
community support: ‘Emotionally the worst 
period of my life. . . . I feel very isolated. . . . 
I’m running out of resilience to keep taking 
the blows and keep moving on. . . . I carry 
the hurt inside’ (farm man).

Policy changes did come, but very 
slowly. For example, in the period leading 
into Christmas 2002, the government 
announced that Exceptional Circumstances 
funding (a special category of welfare pay-
ment) would be available to families in 
areas that could prove they were experienc-
ing a one-in-20-year exceptional event 
(Department of the Prime Minister and 
 Cabinet, 2002). The process for proving the 
exceptional event was slow and cumber-
some, and not always successful. This 
resulted in families having to make drastic 
decisions about their welfare long before 
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the process was concluded. For those able 
to access exceptional circumstances funds, 
these were extremely welcome: ‘I’m much 
more comfortable now I’ve got a bit of 
money to buy groceries . . . like any farm, if 
there’s any money in the bank it doesn’t get 
spent on the family’ (farm woman, 2003 
study).

Nevertheless, the process had been 
uneven in its area allocations necessitating 
the sourcing of off-farm income for many 
families, particularly by women who took 
work wherever they could find it (Alston 
et al., 2004; Alston and Kent, 2006). Ini-
tially Exceptional Circumstances restric-
tions precluded families earning more than 
AU$10,000 off the farm and this had a direct 
impact on younger families, and families 
most in need of support, where women 
were working part-time. An outcry from 
women’s groups and communities forced a 
change in the legislation and, as a result, the 
threshold was raised to AU$20,000 (see 
Alston, 2009 for a detailed discussion of 
this process). However, support funds 
remained difficult to access and were often 
underspent and not reaching their target 
groups, because government processes were 
so complex. This period where welfare sup-
port was restricted had a direct impact on 
gender role allocation and adherence to the 
family farming ideology.

Gender role allocation

In research conducted in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s (Alston, 2000; Alston et al., 
2004; Alston, 2006) we learnt of the way 
farm families were negotiating these gender 
changes. While there had been incremental 
shifts in work allocation from the 1980s, 
men had largely been responsible for the 
physical farm labour and women for house-
hold work. The notion that women were 
responsible for work inside the homestead 
fence and men beyond it, so noticeable in 
research conducted in the early 1990s 
(Alston, 1995a), was changing, and chang-
ing rapidly.

During subsequent decades, Australian 
farm women gradually took on more 

physical labour and, as financial compli-
ance legislation added more arduous tasks 
to farm book keeping, women generally 
took over the task of doing the books. At the 
same time, through the drought years 
women were seeking work off-farm in large 
numbers, often taking work in regional cen-
tres at a distance from home, requiring them 
to live away during the week – an involun-
tary separation, and therefore a form of 
 displacement, that became more common 
during these years. Their off-farm income 
became critical to the family remaining in 
farming and was viewed a farm survival 
strategy (Alston and Whittenbury, 2012).

This change in the way income was 
procured was made more remarkable by the 
lack of recognition from farm bodies and 
governments that Australian agriculture 
was now significantly reliant on women 
earning an income to keep it viable. It was a 
similar lack of acknowledgement and vali-
dation that had resulted in the Australian 
Women in Agriculture movement gaining 
momentum during the 1990s (Liepins, 
1996). At that time women were deeply 
committed to farming and to the farm fam-
ily ideology articulated so well by Brandth 
(2002). Yet as time went by, and the lack of 
public acknowledgement of women’s eco-
nomic contribution continued, our research 
(Alston and Whittenbury, 2012; Clarke, 
2015) suggests that a significant further 
change occurred. What we are seeing in 
more recent research is a steep decline in 
women’s commitment to the family farming 
ideology and the inherent hardships associ-
ated with supporting traditional gendered 
arrangements.

Respondents in research conducted in 
2008–2009 (Alston and Whittenbury, 2012) 
were indicating dramatic changes in wom-
en’s attitudes to agriculture. There are dis-
cernible gendered differences in the way 
women and men were responding to the 
ongoing pressures of agricultural sustain-
ability. Men remained largely locked into a 
farm family ideology that valorizes mascu-
line hegemony – an ideology that holds 
them in a commitment to the land and to 
the traditional practices that shape agricul-
ture. Their inability to make this work 
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successfully, either financially or socially, 
during the drought years was leading many 
into despair. Several women commented on 
their husbands’ commitment to traditional 
roles and their eulogizing of family farming. 
In our 2008–2009 study Amy was one of 
many to make an ironic comment on the 
centrality of the land to her partner: ‘I’ve 
always felt as though I’m living on the 
sacred site. The land, the land – the land is 
everything.’

In the same study, Robert represented 
the more traditional positioning of men. He 
had inherited his farm, had battled the 
drought and was determined to stay in agri-
culture. His wife had moved away from this 
view, leaving him perplexed that she no 
longer shared his passion nor his commit-
ment to the hardship associated with family 
farming:

[Wife] no longer does the books – she will 
not do the books. [she said] twenty-one 
years of good service, got the gold watch 
and said I’ve had enough of this. [Wife] is 
over it . . . she has given up on it because I 
know that she reckons we can’t get through 
it. . . . She’s just seen it every year . . . I’m 
not bitter that we’re not going forward 
together but I’m still happy we’re still 
together and as long as I understand and 
not be too torn because she’s taken a 
different life . . .we’re not sharing the same 
life. We’re actually two lives in the one 
house and we couldn’t be further apart.

(Robert)

Robert tried to understand what had hap-
pened to his wife, who was now working 
night shifts as a nurse at the hospital, caring 
for their four children during the day, and 
who had abandoned her previously willing 
contribution to the farm:

[My wife] is a lot . . . [angrier] than she used 
to be and I see a grumpy person now 
instead of the person who was the fun
loving housewife that she used to be. . . . it’s 
not a normal life, you’re living an alterna-
tive life. And she doesn’t help on the farm 
anymore whereas she used to. . . . [before] 
I’d be pulling half a day out of her.

(Robert)

In this research, and representing the sig-
nificant shifts that we were observing, 

couples noted quite diverse gendered differ-
ences. While men yearned for the tradi-
tional farming family lifestyle, women 
expressed their scepticism and exhaustion 
with supporting their partners’ ongoing 
dream. As one women noted in our later 
research conducted in 2011, she had moved 
to the city following several years of dry 
conditions and has worked some hours 
away from her family farm for several years. 
This has caused her to live a parallel life:

If you want your marriage to continue then 
you have to start looking after yourself and 
almost live a parallel life for a while so that 
you’re able to cope. He doesn’t get it. He’s 
just stuck up there by himself and it’s all 
falling down around him like a deck of 
cards – that’s how I see it. I really have a 
completely separate life down here.

(Chloe)

This comment is significant as it mirrors 
that of Robert quoted above – and indicates 
that women and men articulate that they are 
now living their lives independently with 
different ideological foundations. Chloe 
went on to note despair that her husband 
did not understand her contribution to the 
farm because of his traditional view of the 
family farm:

John doesn’t have to support me at all . . . 
he just doesn’t realize how good he’s got it 
with me . . . he can’t see the positive. He 
can only see the negative because it’s just 
been so hard for so long and it’s very hard. 
. . . The more I’m successful [in my career] 
the worse it is for him – it’s that sense of 
failure. I’m sure he’d ultimately like me 
to be back there and just run all of that 
[household and books] for him, but I’d go 
nuts because I’d have no money . . . and 
he’s not unintelligent, and he’s not a bad 
farmer. But he’s overburdened and he’s not 
alone. . . . it’s catastrophic what’s happened 
to us . . . I’m so tired. . . I can’t speak to 
John about it. . . . sometimes it gets 
overwhelming.

(Chloe)

What our research studies reveal is this 
gradual shift away from a strong and shared 
commitment to family farming to a much 
more individualized and gendered response 
to the hardship of drought and declining 
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income. This shift has not been without its 
consequences on the health and well-being 
of family farm members.

Impacts on health

It was the link between men’s commitment 
to the hegemonic masculinity so inherent in 
the family farming ideology that led to fur-
ther work examining the impacts on men’s 
health. In 2008 we drew on this research 
to describe the deleterious impact of the 
drought on men’s health and of their per-
sonal sense of responsibility for what was 
happening to their families and farms 
(Alston and Kent, 2008). We noted that 
because of patrilineal inheritance and fam-
ily tradition, it appeared that men felt per-
sonally responsible for letting their ancestral 
family down. Hegemonic masculinity and a 
failure by governments to address climate 
challenges demonstrated by the drought 
meant that men were feeling the over-
whelming burden of personal failure. In a 
later article (Alston, 2012) this was linked 
to the high male farmer suicide rates across 
Australia. The stoicism so evident in male 
farmers, and so potent in good times, was 
reducing their capacity to seek help and to 
address their mental health issues. What 
we were seeing was an extreme gendered 
response from men who viewed the drought 
and associated other challenges they were 
facing as personal failings. This view was 
reinforced in our research conducted with 
farm families affected by water restructur-
ing (Alston and Whittenbury, 2012). The 
longevity of the drought and the impact of 
changing water policy were taking its toll 
on the health of farmers: ‘It’s just been too 
long, too long and that’s what’s crushing 
everybody’s spirit’ (male broad-acre farmer).

The health status of farm men through-
out the drought was acknowledged as a sig-
nificant issue by governments, farmer 
organizations and through initiatives under-
taken by non-government organizations 
such as Beyond Blue. This organization 
conducted a nationwide campaign aimed at 
male farmers and designed to ‘normalize’ 

depression as an illness that required treat-
ment. For a brief period from 2005 to 2007 
the writer was a member of a mental health 
taskforce established by the NSW Farmers’ 
representative body to advise governments 
and non-government agencies on ways to 
facilitate mental health services to farmers. 
Among other initiatives the group produced 
a mental health blueprint (NSW Farmers, 
2007). These initiatives were useful in 
broadcasting the types of services available 
and how to access them.

While these efforts were laudatory and 
necessary, there was less of a focus on farm 
women’s health. Throughout the drought, 
and in projects conducted across the eastern 
states of Australia, we heard from rural 
women who worried deeply about the 
health of their partners and families but 
ignored their own health crises. Women 
also spoke of having radical treatment alter-
natives such as mastectomies rather than 
chemotherapy in order to reduce their time 
away from the farm. The health issues for 
women were not being addressed in the 
same systematic way as those of men.

Meanwhile there was emerging evi-
dence that another result of the drought 
disaster was a rise in violence against 
women (Whittenbury, 2012). This outcome 
mirrors what was evident in other climate 
change events across the world – the rise in 
gender-based violence in post-disaster sites 
is well documented (Enarson, 2006, 2009, 
2012; Partenza, 2012). In our research, 
while women were reluctant to speak about 
their experiences of violence, service pro-
viders were not. They noted that the num-
bers of women presenting to services had 
risen and that there were periodic spikes 
in numbers relating to events such as 
when water allocation restrictions were 
announced (Whittenbury, 2012).

While health issues and gender-based 
violence were apparent, less evident were 
the services required to deal effectively 
with farm family members. Neoliberal 
 policies relating to service provision – 
including user pays, privatization, and 
a demand- rather than a needs-based 
approach – had resulted in a steady with-
drawal of services across the rural inland. 
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While rural financial counsellors were 
appointed and funded to assist families 
with financial matters, those staffing these 
services reported being ill-equipped to deal 
with the social issues presenting to them 
(Alston et al., 2004).

Discussion: Shifting Boundaries

In summing up the gender changes we have 
observed over the last two decades, I would 
argue that the drought has significantly 
changed both the way many families oper-
ate as a production unit and the commit-
ment that binds individual family members 
to that unit. There is evidence that women 
have moved away from a farm family ideol-
ogy, and that women and men operate as 
individuals rather than as traditional farm 
families. There is however a marked gender 
difference in attitudes to the farming way of 
life consequent on the drought. Men are 
more likely to express a yearning for tradi-
tion, while women are more likely to have 
moved away from an identification with 
farming life, caught up in their own careers 
and trying to hold the many threads of fam-
ily life together.

There is no doubt that men have a 
heavy investment in family farming. Thus 
the erosion of commitment to farming evi-
dent among some women during the 
drought was difficult for them to under-
stand. In our more recent research we are 
assessing the gendered responses of women 
and men to the forced decisions about their 
future in irrigated agriculture. From 2008 
farming families in irrigation areas have 
been given the option of selling their water 
for significant amounts of money. These 
offers have forced the decisions about the 
farming future to be squarely addressed 
within families. Not surprisingly these dis-
cussions have highlighted gendered differ-
ences. Many women are more likely to want 
to sell and move on – whether it be the 
water licences or the whole farming enter-
prise – and to take the money on offer. For 
many women, and for some men, this is a 
critical decision as it can be a way out of 

debt and hard work and can create a future 
that is more certain. Women, who are less 
anchored to the land, are more likely to 
accept this and to want to try something 
else. As one woman noted in our 2008 
research: ‘On the whole I think women are 
more ready to go back out into the current 
and see where it takes them’ (Robin).

In our 2009 study (Alston, Whittenbury 
and Haynes, 2010), service providers such 
as Pam noted that women wanted to move 
on as much for themselves as for their 
husbands:

It’s breaking their heart to see what their 
husband is going through not so much that 
they’ve had enough [but] that they can’t 
cope seeing him go through that anymore 
and it’s like ‘just get out, let’s sell up and 
let’s be townies’.

(Pam)

The ground-breaking research of Clarke 
(2015) is highly significant in explaining the 
ongoing gender dynamics and shifting 
boundaries in gender negotiations among 
Australia’s farm families. In 2012–2015 
Clarke undertook research in the Mallee 
region of Victoria with farm families criti-
cally affected by both drought and water 
reallocations. She suggests that farm women 
and men leave farming mentally and physi-
cally at different times along a continuum of 
leaving. She corroborates our finding that 
there are gender differences that influence 
the leaving and in individuals’ commitment 
to farming. This reinforces our view that 
family members are responding as individ-
uals rather than as a unit (Alston and 
 Whittenbury, 2012). Thus she notes that 
women may move into off-farm work, be 
still living on the farm with their partners, 
but be mentally disengaged to such a point 
that they can no longer be tagged as farming. 
This work explains why women disassoci-
ate themselves while still being part of a 
‘farm family’ – viewing it more as a social 
rather than economic unit. Gender negotia-
tions in these families have moved a long 
way from those described in our earlier 
research and it is far less likely that women 
would rally to form a ‘women in agricul-
ture’ movement today.
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Conclusion

There have been significant changes in gen-
der relations in Australian agriculture over 
the last two decades. By taking a longitudi-
nal view, and drawing on a number of stud-
ies conducted with farm families over the 
last two decades, it seems clear that there 
are discernible shifts in the way women and 
men conduct their relationships. There is 
no doubt that climate change is a significant 
driver of change, although not the only one. 
However, a failure of governments and 
farmer bodies to accept climate change as a 
significant threat to agriculture, and to 
advocate for a national approach to mitiga-
tion and adaptation efforts, leaves farm 
 families addressing these issues as private 
troubles. This has had perhaps the most 
critical impact on gender relations, reinforc-
ing the need for significant changes in live-
lihood strategies at the same time as 
agricultural production has become more 
uncertain and a less reliable income source. 
A critical farm survival strategy has been 
the adoption of off-farm work as a major 
source of income support and women are 
usually responsible for this income 
generation.

The theoretical advances that are evi-
dent from the meta-analysis conducted for 
this chapter relate to a consequent signifi-
cant shift, particularly by women, away 
from a commitment to a farming family ide-
ology. In the face of climate changes, and 
particularly where farm families are being 
offered inducements to sell their water enti-
tlement back to the government, many 
viewed this as a ticket to a new, less stress-
ful future. Many women have necessarily 
moved away for work and are now viewing 
themselves, not as farmers, but as workers 
in their off-farm occupation. Thus, argu-
ably, the uncertainty created by climate 
changes has had a dramatic effect on the 
process of leaving farming – a process that 
falls along a continuum as described by 
Clarke (2015). While men remain deeply 
entrenched in the ideology of family farm-
ing, women have moved along the contin-
uum and many have mentally, if not 
physically, exited farming.

As a consequence, Australian farming 
has become much more masculinized in a 
public sense. What is not acknowledged is 
that this masculinization of agriculture and 
of the decision-making bodies that foster 
and develop agricultural policy, overshad-
ows the fact that the industry is highly 
dependent on women bringing in an income 
to support the façade. This ongoing lack of 
recognition for women and a failure to cap-
ture their needs through policies that sup-
port family farming will continue to have a 
profound effect on agricultural production 
in Australia.

There is no doubt that gender relations 
in agriculture continue to evolve amidst a 
host of pressures that require constant gen-
der negotiations within family farm house-
holds in Australia. In this chapter I suggest 
that climate changes in Australia have 
added a significant pressure to these nego-
tiations, exposing the genderedness of fam-
ily farming, and have led to significant and 
often unexpected changes in the social rela-
tions of agriculture. Critical to the way these 
negotiations unfold is the failure by govern-
ments and industry bodies to first acknowl-
edge climate change and second to address 
the impacts on agricultural production in 
any systematic way. The neoliberal policy 
environment that dominates Australian 
society in general and agriculture in partic-
ular trumpets a dogma of self-reliance and 
individual responsibility for one’s own wel-
fare. This exacerbates the lack of commu-
nity responsiveness to climate challenges 
particularly in rural locations.

As noted in this chapter, this has led to 
farming families in general and farm men in 
particular viewing challenges such as the 
drought and water restructuring as personal 
troubles to be addressed at farm level. 
Because we have undertaken studies over a 
prolonged period, these reveal the evolving 
gendered responses and the divergence 
between farm men, many of whom are 
steeped in tradition and farm family ideol-
ogy, and farm women who express a reluc-
tance to continue to support the farm and 
family through off-farm work. Because this 
work of women, and the support it provides 
to agriculture, is largely unacknowledged, it 



 The Genderness of Climate Change, Australia 111

is not supported by social policies includ-
ing child and other care, and adequate 
transport and communications that might 
assist women to a better quality of life. Fur-
ther, the burden of climate challenges is 
falling equally on the shoulders of men who 
view their lack of success as a personal fail-
ure. In our research we are seeing a confu-
sion on the part of many men and a declining 
commitment on the part of women to farm 
family ideology. This indicates a less secure 
future for agriculture.

Meanwhile the empirical insights 
gained from this meta-analysis are equally 
significant. Over the course of the last two 
decades I have made significant shifts in the 
way I collect data. Early on, it would not 
have been unusual for me to interview farm-
ing couples together. Where I might inter-
view women alone in my earlier studies, it 
was not unusual for their male partner to sit 
in on the interview, or to police the infor-
mation in some way. My current research is 
very different. I interview farming couples 
separately and there is no attempt by either 
to control information. In fact, couples usu-
ally wish to give their own versions of their 
lives, which they see as different, each with 
their own validity, and they can be quite 
critical of their partners. I view this shift as 
a move away from a joint commitment to a 
farm family ideology towards a more indi-
vidualistic, detraditionalized view. Never-
theless men still yearn for a return to the 
joint venture that was family farming, while 
women have generally moved to a post-
farming future.

Arguably the methodology used to 
develop this chapter is contestable, given 

that data were collected for different pur-
poses at different times in diverse areas. 
However I would note that I have been 
responsible for collecting these data over 
time, I am familiar with how they were 
gathered, I have been deeply embedded in 
all phases of the analysis and I can reflect on 
the patterns and changes over the entire 
period. For this reason I suggest it is indeed 
a very useful methodology.

If we are to address the challenges fac-
ing Australian agriculture, a number of fac-
tors must be resolved. First, it is necessary 
for governments and industry bodies to 
accept the challenges of climate change and 
to address these as a community and indus-
try issue demanding cooperative attention 
to the future of agriculture. Displacement of 
families will continue in Australian agricul-
ture – this is inevitable. However this can be 
eased by a more thoughtful attention to pol-
icies that support families to assess their 
situations in a supportive environment. 
Second, the need for social policies that 
support families in rural communities is 
long overdue. These policies must accept 
that rural women, like their urban counter-
parts, must work and that to do so they 
require satisfying work in their own com-
munities, and support structures and flexi-
ble working conditions that will allow them 
to enjoy work and family life. Finally, it is 
critical to adopt gender equality as a cen-
trepiece of family farming and to address 
the changing gender dynamics inherent in 
this mode of production, including inheri-
tance practices, if we are to have viable 
industries based on family production units 
into the future.
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Introduction

This chapter is based on a study conducted 
within the scope of the ‘Looking for farmers 
– young farmers’ future strategies in a trans-
forming sector’ project.1 One of the main 
questions guiding the project was that of 
what prompts farmers to persist in their 
occupation and/or inspires young agricul-
tural students to enter it. As part of this 
overall aim, this chapter seeks to identify 
the values of contemporary women farmers 
and investigates how these values help 
them to actively develop occupational 
strategies.

Sweden’s agricultural labour force is 
steadily shrinking. Only some 2% of the 
economically active population is currently 
engaged in farming (Statistics Sweden, 
2015). Simultaneously, the share of women 
farmers has increased.2 In 2013, women 
constituted 6–7% of full-time farmers in 
Sweden.3 The proportion of women in part-
time farming is higher. In 2013, 17–18% of 
part-time farmers were women (Swedish 
Board of Agriculture’s Official Statistics of 
Sweden, 2015). Women farmers are slightly 
younger than their male counterparts. 
While 50% of the male farmers were aged 
54 years or over in 2013, the corresponding 
figure for women farmers was 42%. In terms 
of gender distribution, there is a higher 

share of women employees than of farm 
owners. In 2013, 43% of the employees 
were women. This is due to both more 
women entering the sector and more men 
leaving it (Swedish Board of Agriculture’s 
Official Statistics of Sweden, 2015). Figures 
for Europe (EU-28) show that in 2014, 
women constituted 35% of the regular agri-
cultural labour force. The highest propor-
tions of women in the labour force, close to 
50% (Eurostat, 2014), were found in the 
Baltic states and Austria.

This trend towards a somewhat less 
gender-segregated sector is a point of depar-
ture for this chapter. Learning about women 
farmers’ values enhances understanding of 
why they embark on or continue in farming, 
and how the sector is being transformed. 
Moreover, farmers’ values intersect with 
their strategies and knowledge of these 
strategies is of interest to policy makers and 
consumers alike. Growing interest in food 
in both the public and the private sphere, 
and greater concern for factors affecting 
food production and quality, raises ques-
tions about farmers’ values and how they 
actively influence entrepreneurial strate-
gies. The current downward trend in the 
number of farmers and rise in the propor-
tion of women farmers are intensifying the 
demand for knowledge of women farmers’ 
motives and goals, as well as of how these 
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intersect with the transformation of farming 
as a livelihood.

The research question is formulated as 
follows: ‘How can women farmers’ values 
be defined and how do these values relate to 
formulation of farming strategies?’

Background and Context: Gender and 
Farming in Sweden

The scope of research on farming and gen-
der has expanded over the past three 
decades. Gender differences in farm owner-
ship and farm employment have encour-
aged discussions about how the farming 
sector produces and reproduces gender 
relations, and research has emphasized the 
situation of women in family farming and 
gendered aspects of family labour (Brandth, 
2002). The roles and importance of women 
have been accentuated in such respects as 
development of farm activities (Brandth, 
2002) and financial contributions to make 
farm survival possible (Bock and Shortall, 
2006). Nevertheless, contemporary views 
on farming see the occupation as first and 
foremost masculine and family farming as 
still the dominant form (Little, 2002; Pini, 
2008).

This view has meant that women’s role 
in agriculture is seen as more complemen-
tary. Women’s entrepreneurship is inte-
grated with the family and work on the farm 
(Caballé, 1999; Sattler Weber, 2007) and 
balancing work and family has been identi-
fied as a reason why women become agri-
cultural entrepreneurs (Bock, 2004). Farm 
entrepreneurship includes integrating the 
identity of entrepreneur with those of 
mother and woman farmer (Sattler Weber, 
2007). How women farmers approach the 
farming business and how they organize 
and value diverse aspects of their lives thus 
seem to follow a traditional path. Women in 
farm households are seen as more devoted 
to caring not only for the family but also for 
the animals, and therefore as special and 
possessing certain qualities important for 
business success (Farstad and Heggem, 
2008). This view indicates that valuing 

women’s work is combined with distin-
guishing between the types of task for which 
men and women are best suited. The same 
study also reveals male farmers’ assump-
tions that women are relatively uninter-
ested and unskilled in financial matters. 
This may be linked to women taking care of 
animals, since they are assumed to priori-
tize animal welfare over profit (Farstad and 
Heggem, 2008). While these results clarify 
contemporary dissociation of women’s and 
men’s capacities and engagements, they 
also prompt further investigation of how 
women farmers relate to such questions as 
whether it is feasible to maintain farm oper-
ations or how to create a solid and prosper-
ous business.

Other studies have identified associa-
tions between women and financial motives. 
Their reasons for becoming agricultural 
entrepreneurs can be formulated in terms of 
financial independence and contributing to 
the family income (Petridou and Glaveli, 
2008). Other motives may be: the need to 
secure an income; difficulty in finding 
employment; personal interest; and identi-
fied market demand (Warren-Smith and 
Jackson, 2004). Household concerns and 
finances are also apparent from a study of 
women working in agritourism. Their 
motives thus have both a market focus 
based on farm resources and a household 
focus, but when their chosen strategies lead 
to conflicts between market and household 
considerations the latter have priority 
( Engeset and Heggem, 2015). These results 
reflect traditional female activities, such as 
caring for others and fostering social rela-
tions, and women’s view of their own 
 financial impact as contributing to regular 
farm income; but the results also point to 
women’s interest in market relations and 
attainment of individual life goals.

How female entrepreneurship and 
farming businesses develop is also con-
nected to men’s practices. One change 
observed is that men are increasingly 
involved in childcare and household labour 
(Miller, 2010). This affects women’s oppor-
tunities in terms of gainful employment and 
entrepreneurship. A study of two genera-
tions of Norwegian farmers showed that the 
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current generation of farmers is more 
involved in childcare in the domestic arena, 
while the earlier generation integrated 
childcare with introducing children to farm 
work. The movement of mothers into the 
non-agricultural labour force, combined 
with new ‘fathering moralities’ in society, 
contributes to this development (Brandth, 
2016).

Restructuring processes identified 
recently indicate blurring of the boundaries 
between what men and women are expected 
to do in the farming industry (Silvasti, 2003; 
Price, 2012; Heggem, 2014b). The increas-
ing contribution of women to farms and the 
agricultural industry that has been identi-
fied (Brandth, 2002; Bock and Shortall, 
2006; Seuneke and Bock, 2015), and the 
transformation of gender identities and 
practices among farmers (Brandth, 2016), 
are among processes affecting this rural 
livelihood both materially and socially. 
Greater knowledge of the transformation 
processes, values and strategies involved is 
crucial for developing policies for agricul-
ture and rural development alike. Agricul-
ture needs to be reflected upon as a sector 
intertwined with the rural environment and 
with rural development in general. Gender 
identities under transformation intersect 
the past and the future, and the study 
described here aimed to provide insight 
into such dependencies.

The chapter proceeds as follows. The 
analytical framework section elaborates 
on the concept of ‘values’ and how it 
relates to farming and gender. This discus-
sion forms a basis for the arguments that 
values are developed in relation to collec-
tive and individual goals and that this can 
be understood by recognizing the values as 
reflecting three levels: the individual, busi-
ness and societal levels. All three are impor-
tant for the viability of farms and for rural 
communities. The methodology section 
introduces the theme of farming and values, 
and describes the method and the respon-
dents. The research findings section pres-
ents the results, and the following section 
contains a discussion of the results and 
their implications for research and policy 
formulation.

Analytical Framework: Farmers’ Values 
and Strategies

‘Values’ may be defined as ‘conceptions of 
the desirable that guide the way social 
actors (such as organizational leaders, 
policy- makers, individual persons) select 
actions, evaluate people and events, and 
explain their actions and evaluations’ 
(Schwartz, 1999, p. 25). Values thus consti-
tute trans-situational criteria or goals and 
active guiding principles in everyday life. 
Schwartz refers to underlying motivational 
structures and two dimensions that can 
 represent the various value types. The first 
is openness to change versus conservation, 
reflecting the distinction between an indi-
vidual’s willingness to act independently 
and unwillingness to change. The second 
dimension, self-enhancement versus self-
transcendence, reflects the distinction 
between values oriented towards self- 
interest and those oriented towards the 
 welfare of others (Schwartz, 1992, 1994). 
Several researchers argue that people who 
prioritize self-transcendent values are more 
willing to engage in various forms of altruis-
tic or cooperative behaviour (Rokeach, 
1968; Stern et al., 1995; Nordlund and 
 Garvill, 2002).

Values relate to actions on an individ-
ual as well as a group level, and individual 
values are ‘a product of shared culture and 
of unique personal experience’ (Schwartz, 
1999, p. 26). Cultural values represent 
shared abstract ideas about what is good, 
right and desirable in society (Williams, 
1970 in Schwartz, 1999); this collective 
aspect means that social institutions or 
leaders can draw on them to influence peo-
ple’s behaviour and transmission of cultural 
values is an outcome of informal and formal 
socialization (Schwartz, 1999, p. 25). In 
recent years, greater interest in food and its 
production has placed farming and farms in 
the limelight and opinions from policy 
makers and consumers, for example, now 
reach farmers through public discourse. 
Institutions, which provide political, social 
and economic environments, underpin and 
thus influence human interaction (North, 
1990). Accordingly, farmers’ strategies 
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involve reflections and negotiations cover-
ing a wide range of stakeholders and factors, 
such as consumers, veterinary surgeons, 
bankers, politicians, policy and subsidies. 
This in turn influences strategies for 
 building legitimacy and creating a viable 
business.

Values, personal and collective, are 
linked to strategies and behaviour because 
of their close relationship with legitimacy 
and the social context. Collective values are 
thus mirrored in farmers’ individual values, 
which are developed in interaction with the 
local social, political and economic context. 
Drawing on the concept of values oriented 
towards the pursuit of self-interest and val-
ues oriented towards the welfare of others, 
this work demonstrates how these values 
play an active part in the development of 
occupational strategies. Moreover, since 
values are always directed towards some-
thing, the distinction serves as a conceptual 
framework. As a way of making sense of the 
complex expressions of values in relation to 
farming, three levels of interest are defined: 
the individual, the business, and the society 
level. Farming practices also serve as an 
example of how these levels intersect.

Studies seeking to identify farmers’ val-
ues have emphasized their association with 
the land and attachment to land, individual 
time management, profitability and societal 
goals. Björkhaug (2006) emphasizes the 
 significance of five values characterizing a 
farmer habitus: working the land (boosting 
productivity); knowing the land (from an 
early age); owning the land (when it has 
been in the family for a long time); freedom 
(taking one’s own initiatives and planning 
one’s time); and hard work. These values 
are closely connected with succession and 
differ from those of ‘farmers without a fam-
ily connection’: women farmers or farmers 
with an alternative career (previous or 
current).

Differences in values with regard to age 
and gender have been identified in a study 
on Finnish farmers (Niska et al., 2012). 
There, profitability was valued more highly 
among younger farmers, while older farm-
ers considered workers’ equality, the com-
mon good of the nation and job creation to 

be more important. Women saw employee 
well-being as more important, as did male 
farmers who had diversified (Niska et al., 
2012, p. 460). The most popular value 
among the Finnish farmers was ‘autonomy’, 
followed by ‘economy’ and ‘the commu-
nity’, while ‘transgenerational continuity’ 
was the least popular (Niska et al., 2012, 
p. 462).

Two values often mentioned in relation 
to the context of farming are autonomy and 
the specific rural and agrarian lifestyle 
(Mayberry et al., 2005). These values are 
sometimes related to a form of entrepre-
neurship known as ‘ecological entrepre-
neurship’ (Marsden and Smith, 2005). 
Ecological entrepreneurship is a process 
whereby ‘key actors facilitate sustainable 
development in the countryside by a combi-
nation of fragmentation, specialisation and 
quality building strategies’ (Marsden and 
Smith, 2005, p. 440). Marsden and Smith 
assert that ecological entrepreneurship is 
closely connected to sustainable rural 
development, including agriculture that 
strives for a lower impact on the environ-
ment, rural vitality and environmental well-
being (Marsden and Smith, 2005). Ecological 
entrepreneurship thus reflects certain 
 values, which are reflected in individual 
farmers’ strategies. While ecological entre-
preneurship has not been used as an organi-
zational tool in the analysis, the definition 
is relevant to any attempt to understand and 
explain contemporary farming strategies.

Methodology

Keener interest in food and food production 
combined with a decreasing number of 
Swedish farmers give rise to questions about 
farmers’ motives. An identified increase in 
women farmers, in particular, prompts 
study of motives and values among female 
farmers. By focusing on the reasoning and 
explanations of women farmers regarding 
their choice of occupation and how this 
choice intersects with other parts of their 
lives, the chapter highlights both contempo-
rary processes of achieving sustainability in 
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farms and how these processes are con-
nected to the farms’ rural localities and to 
society at large. The focus on women farm-
ers also generates greater knowledge of the 
transformation of the agricultural sector and 
a local context (the rural).

This chapter builds upon semi-struc-
tured, in-depth interviews with ten women 
farmers in two counties. The interviewees 
represent a broad variety of farm ownership 
forms, type of farm (dairy, vegetables, etc.) 
and means of entry into farming. Help was 
initially sought from the Federation of 
Swedish Farmers to make the first contacts. 
Some of these farmers then provided further 
contacts; that is, ‘snowball sampling’ took 
place. These counties, Uppsala and Söder-
manland (and in one case Dalarna, close to 
the Uppland border), are located in central 
Sweden near (north and south of) the  capital 
region that includes the city of Stockholm. 
This location affects market composition 
and opportunities as well as land prices and 
diversification options. Interviews took 
place on the farms, in kitchens, living rooms 
or gardens, and lasted for about 1.5–2 h. In 
four cases the women farmers were inter-
viewed with their respective male partners, 
and in one case two cooperating women 
farmers were interviewed together. In these 
cases, the two informants sometimes con-
firmed each other’s stories or experience, 
while sometimes opposing each other.

One observation is that the informants 
seemed to be used to discussing questions 
of the kinds raised. Another was their 
apparent awareness of each other’s attitudes 
and opinions. Such pre-understandings or 
trained reflexive competencies entail a risk 
of producing repertoires and repeating what 
is already known, and the informants may 
encourage each other in this direction. One 
advantage, however, is that given the oppor-
tunity to develop their own thoughts and 
arguments on a familiar topic, the infor-
mants feel safe and perceive their own back-
ground and competence as a legitimate 
basis for expanding on a theme, expressing 
opinions and elaborating on their interpre-
tations. This may be advantageous in indi-
vidual as well as in group (or couple) 
interviews. The interviews were transcribed 

and analysed, partly by means of the 
research questions and interview guide and 
partly with in vivo coding; that is, themes 
emerged from the transcription itself.

For the women farmers interviewed, 
choosing farming and succession had not 
always been straightforward. Rather, they 
had started working in a different occupa-
tion – as a biomedical engineer, agricultural 
adviser or insurance salesperson, for exam-
ple. In cases of succession, the opportunity 
to take over the family farm resulted in the 
woman negotiating with herself. For some it 
was a dream come true, for others more of 
an experiment. Women farmers who did not 
take over the family farm either started a 
new business or joined their partner’s fam-
ily farm. Some respondents owned the fam-
ily farm jointly with the husband or several 
family members, while others had yet not 
taken over ownership. There are also exam-
ples of tenancy where the respondent leased 
the buildings and/or land while owning the 
animals. Access to machinery varied: while 
some owned all the machinery, others 
leased or hired machinery and the labour 
needed to operate it (Table 9.1).

This particular method was chosen to 
enable explanations and arguments to be 
generated about being a farmer and creating 
a profitable business, and to explore how 
farming as an occupation relates to an indi-
vidual’s family and societal relationships 
and aspirations. Its purpose is also to con-
tribute to the discussion about transforming 
gender relations, taking women farmers’ 
values and strategies as its point of depar-
ture. Niska et al. (2012) argue that support-
ing or rejecting a value in an interactive 
situation is not simply a reflection of the 
farmer’s inner disposition, but an indication 
of what farming is all about. The interaction 
in an interview situation is thus well suited 
to an examination of farming as a practice in 
relation to society and rural transformation. 
Putting the essence of farming into words is 
also itself a means of changing society, 
through communicative acts and the way 
farm work is actually performed. In  addition, 
farmers constitute a group that is relatively 
poorly represented in rural development 
projects (Shortall, 2008).
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Table 9.1. Introducing the farmers.

Farmer’s name

Family/
non-family 
succession

Age 
(years) Main production Ownership

Location 
(county)

Frida Family 30 Crop and forest Owns the farm Uppsala

Sofie Non-family 26 Dairy Manages the farm for an 
investor

Södermanland

Cecilia Family 34 Crop and meat Tenancy Södermanland

Sara Family 38 Crop, forest, meat  
and tourism

Owns the farm Södermanland

Karin Non-family 30 Crop Owns the farm Uppsala

Margareta Family 35 Dairy Owns the farm Dalarna

Maria Non-family 35 Dairy Owns the farm Uppsala

Catherine Family 28 Dairy Parents still own the farm Uppsala

Tina, Gabriela Non-family 35
45

Dairy (including 
cheese)

Shared ownership Uppsala

Research Findings

Women farmers’ values

Everyday life involves continuous expres-
sions of collective and individual interests. 
One problem is naturally that of distin-
guishing between the two. Entrepreneurial 
activities may, for example, be interpreted 
as individual interests. But it is also com-
mon knowledge that entrepreneurs often 
take their families into consideration in 
relation to the business, their employees, 
the environment, the local community or 
other, related aspects.

During the interviews, no questions 
directly pertaining to values were asked. 
Rather, the discussion related to how to 
achieve a sustainable and prosperous farm-
ing enterprise and what lends meaning to 
the occupation and the way of life to which 
it contributes. Values were thus discernible 
in the interviewees’ explanation of motives 
for their behaviour. In this case study, val-
ues have been identified through analysis of 
the interview transcriptions. The analytical 
procedure involved trying to identify key 
concepts and central themes, rather than 
imposing a predetermined theoretical 
framework. Discussions on motives for 
embarking on farm entrepreneurship and 
persisting in farming activities included 

relating the farm to individual goals and the 
family, the farm business and its develop-
ment and earning capacity, and the farmer’s 
role in society. One observation is that the 
strategies and values identified, emerging 
from the interview content, partly support 
earlier findings and partly lead to new 
insights into women’s values and strategies 
in relation to entrepreneurship. This is not 
to say that the values identified are 
new among women (such a comparative 
approach would require a different method-
ological procedure), but rather that an ongo-
ing transformation affects how individuals 
express themselves and also how their 
 narratives are interpreted.

The analysis builds upon the inter-
views with ten women farmers and the 
 quotations are strategically chosen to exem-
plify the themes emerging in the material 
as a whole. The values identified can be 
divided into three themes: quality of life, 
financial goals and socio-ecological aspira-
tions. These values reflect the three differ-
ent levels at which farming is perceived: the 
individual and societal levels. These levels 
intersect and impact each other: for exam-
ple, the financial situation at the farm affects 
quality of life, and how far socio-ecological 
goals are met may affect finances. The cor-
respondence between the values identified 
and the three levels also illustrates how 
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individual and collective interests intersect, 
and how farming as an occupation involves 
placing individual lives and personal 
goals in a broader environmental context. 
Schwartz’s definition of values may be 
 useful in this analysis. ‘Conceptions of 
the desirable’, expressed by the farmers in 
terms of, for example, being able to supply 
health-giving food or contributing to sus-
tainable agriculture, are at work when they 
formulate strategies and behaviour, and 
guide their evaluation of the situation 
(Schwartz, 1999, p. 25).

Qualityoflife values include freedom 
and autonomy, work–life balance or ‘love–
work balance’ (see Grubbström et al., 2014) 
and enjoyment of life. These values are con-
nected to the other two sets of values, being 
mutual prerequisites to some extent. Sound 
finances and good relations with the local 
community are included in quality-of-life 
aspects.

Values relating to financial goals 
include ensuring that nothing goes to waste. 
Using resources optimally intersects with a 
desire to make a profit and also communi-
cate to other farmers that a certain strategy 
is profitable. This strategy of visualizing 
success involves a competitive attitude.

Related to financial values are socio
ecological aspirations, since they include 
economizing and nurturing (animals, for 
example) combined with a wish to include 
consumers and the community in farming 
practice. Ecological and social values are 
expressed as an interest in multifunctional-
ism or diversification, which involves a 
wider range of tasks, such as selling directly 
to consumers or offering tourism, leisure 
activities and care services. These values 
also place the agricultural business in a 
community context.

Quality-of-life values

Tina and Gabriela work together on a milk 
farm. They have a herd of 18 Swedish high-
land cows and produce cheese from the 
milk. The two women used to be neigh-
bours living on a farm near Stockholm. One 

interest they share is horses – they also 
describe themselves as ‘horsey types’ – but 
neither comes from a farming family. Tina’s 
husband worked on a pig farm while she 
worked at an agricultural college. Gabriela’s 
background is in insurance, developing 
new products, and subsequent employment 
as a sales representative at an alarm system 
company. However, her educational back-
ground was as an agronomist. Tina, who 
went to agricultural college, also worked 
with cattle and had an idea about starting a 
micro-dairy.

Tina: ‘I didn’t want several million kronor 
in bank loans and hundreds of cows. I 
wanted a niche business. . . . I looked at 
free-range pigs, deer breeding and things 
but thought a dairy would be good. I 
attended a course on operational leader-
ship. My partner and I took the course 
together, started to do the calculations and 
drafted a financial plan. And over a piece of 
cheese (!) I told Gabriela about my plans.’

Gabriela: ‘And I thought, wow! This sounds 
fun, I want to get involved!’

Tina: ‘And that was something I’d thought 
about from the start: that you should do this 
with someone. ’Cause I want to be able to 
go on holiday, and it’s great to be able to 
swap ideas with someone other than the 
person you’re living with – who perhaps is 
getting bored listening to you.’

Tina expresses financial caution: she did 
not want to borrow too much money from 
the start. She also describes efforts to 
achieve personal goals, such as finding a 
balance between work and leisure (includ-
ing holidays), and developing a sustainable 
business within a partnership. The commit-
ment involved in running a farm may put a 
great deal of strain on a relationship and 
she stresses the importance of involving 
another, equally committed partner. Her 
strategy also included educating herself in 
order to feel secure and be well equipped to 
run a business.

‘Quality of life’ thus also includes fam-
ily life and the ‘love–work balance’. Such 
values have previously been shown to 
explain women’s agricultural entrepreneur-
ship and the work strategies developed 
(Heather et al., 2005), which is also evident 
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here, if not consistently. One woman, Sara, 
mentions that being at home, closer to her 
children, is an advantage. This applies to 
both herself and her husband: ‘Even if we 
work a lot, we’re also close to our children. 
That’s worth a lot.’ For Sara, farming is 
about working together. One driver is the 
desire to combine their interests and skills. 
The focus of the farm has emerged from ad 
hoc decisions, including reflections and 
negotiations regarding their life situation in 
general. ‘Working together and living like 
this has been a driver.’ The farming busi-
ness means long hours, and she has an ever-
present feeling of neglecting the children 
and possibly not giving them the same level 
of attention and kind of childhood as other 
children in terms of travel and related expe-
rience, for example. However, Sara finds 
comfort in her closeness to her children and 
the scope for integrating work and child-
care, enabling her to spend more time with 
them in their day-to-day lives.

Margareta, who took over her family 
farm with her husband, explains their ratio-
nale for diversifying and introducing 
cheese-making. Her husband had to drop 
his off-farm work and planned to start mak-
ing cheese, but they concluded that with 
three young children, travelling to local 
markets every weekend would be neither 
easy nor desirable. For Cecilia, the situation 
is different. She describes her husband as 
‘an urbanite who prefers asphalt to mud’. 
She also describes how he has to take care 
of the children and the domestic chores 
when he gets home from work as she is busy 
on the farm in the evenings. He is not inter-
ested in the business, so her strategy is 
directed more towards making him feel 
comfortable in the farm environment. A 
common feature of all these cases is that 
entrepreneurial strategies are developed 
with consideration for other aspects of life. 
The women’s male partners – partners in 
life and sometimes also business – are 
acknowledged in these negotiations, which 
result in adaptation on both sides.

Freedom and autonomy are values 
often associated with farming (Björkhaug, 
2006) and this is confirmed in the present 
study.

You get the opportunity to work with 
something you enjoy – many people do, but 
we also work for ourselves and there’s an 
opportunity to be outside and be active, to 
not be shut in. . . . The dairy is fun, we 
produce something. . . . And people like 
what we produce.

This short statement contains several hints 
about values such as autonomy (‘work for 
ourselves’), being in the rural physical envi-
ronment (‘outside and be active’) and satis-
faction in producing something people 
want. She also expresses a sense of freedom 
in combination with routines and being on 
site at the farm. Autonomy may also con-
cern deciding when to be sociable and 
showcase your business (for example, at 
farmers’ markets or by inviting visitors to 
the farm), and when to immerse yourself in 
daily routines without needing to adjust to 
scrutiny by others, which Sara describes as 
follows: ‘It’s good not always having to be 
sociable, that you can be on your own. I’ve 
had colleagues, but you work by yourself in 
a way. No need to be . . . superficially nice 
24 hours a day.’

Cecilia expresses similar feelings. She 
has been approached by a neighbour who 
wants to spend time on the farm and help 
her out of interest in farming, but her reac-
tion to this has been ‘If she comes round 
once in a while, that’s enough – I can’t stand 
having someone here all the time!’ It should 
be added that this need to be on their own 
does not prevent the farmers from being 
sociable and positive towards, for example, 
meeting customers or working with other 
farmers, or from envisioning the option of 
employing a team.

Financial values: thrift and money-making

For Tina and Gabriela, the dairy farm was a 
project they wanted to work on with a busi-
ness partner rather than in the context of a 
family business. Support and understand-
ing from other family members are impor-
tant in terms of their living situation but 
unnecessary for running the business. They 
found a farm for sale in Uppland, a dairy 
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farm shut down three years earlier. Rela-
tively early on, they decided to buy  Swedish 
highland cattle. Their calculation included 
12 cows, and at the time of the interview 
they had 18. The breed is at risk of extinc-
tion and these animals are seen as special 
by many people who remember them from 
their childhood. They are also ‘cute’, which 
has proved important in marketing terms. 
Another advantage is that their milk con-
tains a special protein that enables more 
cheese to be produced per litre of milk. 
Therefore, their motives for focusing on 
this specific niche were multifaceted and 
included financial aspects, marketing 
options and emotional content related to 
the cows’ appearance and significance. 
Media interest has been growing – as has 
interest in the products – and has led to fre-
quent interviews and documentaries. How-
ever, the explanation given by Tina and 
Gabriela for their success is ‘luck’ and that 
they only do ‘what we find enjoyable’.

Sara also reflects upon the challenges 
involved in making a profit. She speaks in 
terms of economizing and ensuring that 
nothing goes to waste:

And that’s what I find exciting, making use 
of each part of the cow we’re slaughtering 
so we can get maximum payment for every 
cut of meat – because we sold the right cut 
as entrecôte and made sausages from 
another.

Alternating between explanations that indi-
cate fortuitous success and well-founded 
observations about finances, quality and 
marketing options indicates an entrepre-
neurial spirit that encompasses both job sat-
isfaction and financial goals. In describing 
their entrepreneurial practices, the women 
do not highlight their proficiency or exper-
tise to any great extent; instead, they play 
down these aspects by talking about feel-
ings and luck. Nevertheless, entrepreneur-
ship involves aspiring to earn money, and 
decisions are motivated not solely by feel-
ings but also potentially by financial 
considerations.

Tina: ‘From the start we didn’t want to 
grow. We wanted to stick to ten to 12 cows. 
But now we want to expand.’

Interviewer: ‘What happened?’

Tina: ‘It’s also hard to say no. When regular 
customers call, you can’t say you have no 
products. You want to meet their require-
ments and can see financial advantages in 
expanding the business. Perhaps you get 
greedy.’

Another reason for expanding was that 
Tina’s husband wanted to work in agricul-
ture at the farm. This also posed a financial 
challenge, and expansion was a way to 
make this possible. Various factors thus 
contribute to business development. The 
women also explain their success in terms 
of people’s growing interest in local pro-
duce and of starting their business at the 
right time.

Tina: ‘It’s very popular – all nice restau-
rants, all good . . .’

Gabriela: ‘. . . gourmet shops . . .’

Tina: ‘. . . gourmet shops but also ordinary 
shops . . .’

Gabriela: ‘. . . want Swedish . . .’

Tina: ‘. . . that is, ICA and shops like that 
. . . they want organic and it has to be . . .’

Gabriela: ‘. . . Swedish and produced 
locally . . .’

Tina: ‘Yes, exactly, so most of them are 
desperately searching for their own farm.’

Karin and Peter have settled on Peter’s fam-
ily farm. Karin talks both of the importance 
of Peter’s skills and how their skills are 
complementary. She describes the future in 
terms of a great number of plans they will 
probably have to put on hold for a while. 
The schedule has been changed, but the 
courage to plan and persevere is Peter’s: 
‘He’s braver – I’m more of a realist.’ She 
continues: ‘He’s also good at making 
 calculations to determine whether it’s a safe 
bet or not. And he’s more of an entrepre-
neur.’ When asked about her own qualifica-
tions, Karin responds: ‘I’m much better with 
animals. He’s more into arable farming.’

One of their business ideas was to sell 
meat packages consisting of several differ-
ent cuts of meat from the same animal – an 
idea Karin picked up at her former job on a 
farm in another region. These packages can 
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be delivered to customers, or customers can 
visit the farm to see the animals and find out 
more about the production process. While 
she describes Peter as more daring and hav-
ing more of an entrepreneurial spirit, she 
also reveals that the meat packages were her 
idea. She does not associate this with being 
entrepreneurial, perhaps because of her 
view that she and her husband complement 
each other and have different roles in the 
company. However, in terms of taking care 
of the children and shouldering domestic 
responsibilities unrelated to the business, 
she assumes that they have similar roles.

When a woman starts a business as an 
independent farmer, her entrepreneurial 
identity may be strong. But explicitly entre-
preneurial strategies are offset by such 
motives as ‘having fun’, balancing work and 
child care, and being able to pursue leisure 
activities such as horse riding. These are 
aspects also related to quality-of-life 
motives and goals. It seems that going into 
business – whether this is self-initiated and 
independent or arises from being a farmer’s 
life partner or spouse – may affect people’s 
views of themselves as entrepreneurs and of 
their own roles in the business. ‘Traditional’ 
gendered identities and attitudes prevail in 
cases where the male partner is the main 
farmer. A woman farmer may be active in 
drawing up business strategies, but still not 
consider herself an entrepreneur. Never-
theless, entrepreneurial identities may be 
observed among the women farmers stud-
ied, such as being responsible for develop-
ing the business, branching out into new 
activities or crops, and communicating with 
customers.

Socio-ecological values

Transformation in the farming industry is 
sometimes referred to as ‘multifunctional-
ity’. This is not a recent phenomenon; farm-
ers have always supplemented their income 
from such sources as forestry, hunting, fish-
ing and off-farm work (Björkhaug and 
Blekesaune, 2008). More recent develop-
ments, however, are the increased elements 

of service and care, along with the wider 
range of activities (van der Ploeg et al., 
2002). Farmers included in the study 
express an interest in multifunctionalism or 
diversification, involving a broad range of 
functions, such as selling directly to con-
sumers, offering tourism and leisure activi-
ties, and providing care services. The 
awareness and interpretation of this context 
have socio-ecological key signatures (van 
der Ploeg et al., 2002).

The values identified indicate that 
women farmers’ strategies and values may 
be interpreted in terms of what Marsden 
and Smith (2005, p. 440) term ‘ecological 
entrepreneurship’, in which ecological and 
social values intersect. Sara explains that 
she and her partner sell their meat directly 
to consumers and that meeting consumers 
is an important aspect of their business. It 
gives them the opportunity to provide infor-
mation about their products and find out 
‘who is eating our animals’. Their farm is 
multifunctional: as well as producing crops 
and meat, they run a B&B and a small shop, 
inviting consumers and visitors to buy their 
products and come face to face with the ani-
mals – ‘allowing the children to feel the 
lambs’ wool between their fingers’. Ecologi-
cal values are intertwined in the entrepre-
neurial strategies. One goal is to make the 
farm function as a closed-loop ecosystem: ‘I 
enjoy finding a way to close the loop and 
actually sell the meat to nearby consumers, 
who will also gain an understanding of the 
origin of their food.’

Consumers are also active in shaping 
the development of a farm business. For 
Sara, consumer requests have led to her 
decision to start breeding Angus and Here-
ford cows. These are not traditionally bred 
in Sweden but are in demand because of 
their high-quality meat. The decision was 
underpinned by financial, ecological and 
animal-welfare reasoning:

Angus and Hereford, they aren’t Swedish 
. . . but they’re quite small (beef) cattle 
and they’re hardy, because we don’t want 
them to eat soya – they should eat grass. . . . 
they should be good for preserving the 
landscape, and they should give birth 
easily.
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Socio-ecological values also include rela-
tions with the community. Margareta 
explains how they have striven to establish 
good relations with their neighbours and 
the local community by, for example, invit-
ing people to the farm and showing them 
how they want to develop it:

We thought we should get everyone 
involved by showing them what we were 
up to because there was going to be some 
noise and traffic during the construction 
period. And when we’d finished building, 
we invited everyone to a ‘pub evening’ in 
our staff room. Lots of people came and it 
was great fun.

Neighbours and colleagues are local 
resources that need nurturing, since they 
can be important during hard times. When 
Margareta’s father fell ill, he was unable to 
be there as planned during the busiest 
period of the year: ‘Everything was chaotic.’ 
However, she goes on to say that:

People just showed up – it was fantastic. 
They stood there in our yard and said, ‘We 
thought we’d help out today,’ and then you 
realize how many valuable people there are 
that you didn’t know about. Fantastic.

Starting or growing a farming business may 
be linked with goals that exert an impact 
outside the farm as well, such as educating 
consumers or creating job opportunities. 
McGeheee et al. (2007) argue that women 
are more motivated than men to become 
tourism entrepreneurs because of their 
higher interest in the issues concerned. In 
Nebraska, the motive for starting a farmers’ 
market was a desire to preserve the local 
community. Entrepreneurship was embed-
ded in the local context: the closure of a 
local church and declining income from 
agriculture and the women’s former busi-
ness activities (Sattler Weber, 2007).

The women farmers included in this 
study refer to entrepreneurial strategies and 
goals. The interviewees’ paths into farming 
varied. Their farms are of differing sizes, 
with various areas of focus. These women’s 
farms have represented an opportunity for 
them to concentrate their efforts on some-
thing they care about and consider impor-
tant, as well as a catalyst in their search for 

challenges and coherence. This coherence 
involves the farm, the family and the com-
munity, or ‘overlapping social, financial 
and personal motives’ (Caballé, 1999).

Discussion and Conclusion

One means of understanding the ongoing 
transformation of the agricultural sector and 
of gender relations – manifested in, for 
example, larger elements of tourism and 
care services (van der Ploeg et al., 2002) and 
farmers’ quest to engage with consumers – 
is investigation of farmers’ values. In this 
chapter, women farmers’ values have been 
identified to clarify entrepreneurial motives 
and how agricultural entrepreneurship is 
linked to individual and community 
contexts.

‘Multifunctionality’, a key concept in 
discussion of agricultural change, refers not 
only to various products and services gener-
ated in the farming industry but also to 
diversification and rural entrepreneurship 
(Rönningen et al., 2012). Several scholars 
have argued that agriculture and farming 
are developing into a more diversified 
labour market, open to men and women 
with varying interests and skills. From 
 Heggem (2014a), it appears that a transfor-
mation of the sector allows women to par-
ticipate more, one reason being that this 
diversified entrepreneurship is more in line 
with ‘traditional’ women’s skills. It leads to 
processes involving emphasis on feminini-
ties, but also to transformation of gendered 
identities among both men and women.

In Sweden, the share of women farmers 
is increasing. Identifying the values of con-
temporary women farmers and investigat-
ing how far these values are instrumental in 
their development of occupational strate-
gies produce knowledge that is crucial 
regarding how female (and male) entrepre-
neurs should be viewed and approached by, 
for example, politicians and agricultural 
advisors. The present results support earlier 
findings that hegemonic masculinity related 
to farming and agriculture is being chal-
lenged. It may be added that women 
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farmers’ values relating to quality of life and 
finances include more than family-related 
reasons, and that their economic and strate-
gic goals extend beyond being supplemen-
tary stakeholders in the system.

The research question guiding this 
study is formulated as: ‘How can women 
farmers’ values be defined and how do the 
values relate to the formulation of farming 
strategies?’ ‘Values’ are defined as trans- 
situational criteria or goals that are active 
guiding principles in everyday life 
(Schwartz, 1999). The values identified in 
this case study can be divided into three 
themes: quality of life, financial goals and 
socio-ecological aspirations. Returning to 
Schwartz (1992, 1994) and his ‘first dimen-
sion’, openness to change versus conserva-
tion, the strategies developed are changing 
the existing mode of operation rather than 
reproducing it, as Seuneke and Bock (2015) 
have also identified. However, the results 
presented here cannot be used to assert 
that women farmers’ values are changing. 
Rather, they show that how values are 
expressed in the context of contemporary 
transformations may change our concep-
tions of gender relations and of women’s 
roles and self-awareness. Moreover, the 
farmers in this study seem to reflect a mix of 
values oriented towards self-interest and 
values oriented towards the welfare of 
 others, in line with the ‘second dimension’ 
(Schwartz, 1992, 1994). The welfare of 
 others has so far primarily been discussed 
in terms of family welfare, while social and 
environmental resilience are themes of the 
material referred to here.

The experiences described by the 
women farmers shed light on the ambigui-
ties involved in explaining values and 
motives. Societal gender structures such as 
expectations and individuals’ own aspira-
tions and desires in relation to their 
 businesses are visible in language and self-
perception. A simultaneous link with indi-
vidual and collective goals (Schwartz, 1992, 
1994) is evident from the farmers’ motives 
for starting and/or staying in business. 
Achieving a ‘love–work balance’ may be 
an individual consideration, while socio- 
ecological values intersect with ideas 

about what is desirable from a community 
perspective.

Farming is an activity integrated into 
the local rural context, as well as into a 
broader community context involving other 
producers and consumers. Such intentions 
are, moreover, found in this study. They 
are expressed in communicative strategies 
involving the local rural community and 
the wider consumer community. Inter-
action with the community – customers, 
neighbours and local residents – is inte-
grated into entrepreneurship. Communicat-
ing what farming is about and putting 
farming into practice constitute steps 
towards changing society (Shortall, 2008) 
and the farmers interviewed express such 
aspirations explicitly in terms of communi-
cating how food is produced and how con-
sumers can be more active. From a gender 
perspective, communicating what farming 
is about may include intentionally or unin-
tentionally informing others how gendered 
practices are being transformed. One expec-
tation of this study is that the results will 
contribute to a deeper understanding of 
transformation of gender relations in the 
farm sector and the rural geographical 
context.

The farmers studied value the financial 
gains that a farm business can generate. 
Their financial values concern maximizing 
profit, economizing and ensuring that noth-
ing goes to waste. The study results thus 
show that financial values are not synony-
mous with a positive attitude towards poli-
cies promoting restructuring of the sector in 
terms of bigger units and higher profits. 
Farm finances are intertwined with other 
values in that a farm business also develops 
in relation to farmers’ intentions regarding 
their families, ‘love–work balance’ and rela-
tions with the community – values oriented 
towards self-interest and community wel-
fare. A desire to make an impact on society 
and the food production industry may also 
be included in a discussion of strategy for-
mulation. Farmers want to be part of the 
rural agricultural landscape as well as the 
social scene. Such aspirations may be inter-
preted as involving increases in local 
dependencies, collaborations or common 
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interests. It means that agriculture needs to 
be reflected upon as a sector intertwined 
with the rural environment and rural devel-
opment in general. Further research could 
aim to shed light on the effect on farmers’ 
roles in social networks and on rural 
resilience.

Notes

1The project was funded by the Swedish Farmers’ 
Foundation for Agricultural Research (project no. 
H0946336).

2In Sweden, policy has been developed to encourage 
women’s entrepreneurship. It stresses that both men 
and women should be encouraged to start businesses. 
The Federation of Swedish Farmers (Lantbrukarnas 
Riksförbund; LRF) states the aim that gender equal-
ity should permeate the whole organization and has 
established the LRF Gender Equality Academy. The 
purpose of this think tank is to develop ideas, initi-
ate research and generate opinion, in order to boost 
knowledge of men’s and women’s scope for starting 
and running businesses in agriculture, forestry and 
related industries (LRF, 2017).
3A ‘farmer’ is defined here as a person who is finan-
cially and legally responsible for agricultural busi-
ness operations.
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Introduction

Education is thought to be one of the funda-
mental factors in the development of every 
society and individual. Access to education 
is a fundamental human right and is essen-
tial for the exercise of all other human rights 
that enable people to understand them-
selves and the world, thus empowering 
them to participate in public and political 
life (UN, 1948; UNESCO, 1960; McCowan, 
2011). Moreover, an adequate education is a 
prerequisite for accomplishment in any 
 profession, which should apply to both 
 genders. However, in reality, an adequate 
education does not necessarily reap equal 
outcomes (Loury, 1997; Robeyns, 2006; 
Bobbitt-Zeher, 2007; Rodríguez-Pose and 
Tselios, 2009).

The importance of education for the 
empowerment of women in their profes-
sional and private lives has been broadly 
addressed by scholars. The scientific litera-
ture encompasses a wide variety of fields 
and topics such as health, social inclusion, 
quality of life, macro-economic develop-
ment and national political stability. How-
ever, research attention on the role of 
education (in particular the contribution 
of adult education) in the personal and 
 professional development of farm women 

remains scarce. Women’s involvement in 
agriculture and agribusiness is increasingly 
recognized. Nevertheless, scholars have 
mainly focused on women’s position in 
decision making in family farms or their 
participation in farm labour and off-farm 
employment (Haugen, 1998; O’Hara, 1998; 
Brandth, 2002a,b;  Little, 2002; Bock, 2006). 
Conversely, the contribution of formal and 
informal educational attainment to the 
empowerment of women in agriculture has 
received less attention (Seevers and Foster, 
2003; Behrman et al., 2004; Meinzen-Dick 
et al., 2011).

More importantly, the study of factors 
that propel women to participate in agricul-
tural extension, education or training pro-
grammes has attracted a limited number of 
research projects while comparative studies 
that could generate integrated insights (e.g. 
the national influence) and contribute to a 
better understanding of this phenomenon 
remain wanting. The analysis presented in 
this chapter tries to address this gap by 
answering two questions. First, what are the 
motivating forces that drive women farmers 
to participate in agricultural extension/ 
education programmes (AEEPs)? Second, 
what gives rise to these forces?

In our work, which employs the frame-
work of self-determination theory (Ryan 
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and Deci, 2000b), we refer to motivation as 
the intrinsically or extrinsically regulated 
process that gives rise to an action per-
formed in order to meet a goal. In that sense, 
motivation leads to the development of 
goals, thus directing human behaviour 
(Deci and Ryan, 2000). In other words, 
human psychological needs, when unmet, 
are translated into motives that affect a 
 person’s desires and choices (Sheldon and 
Gunz, 2009). However, the same need may 
produce different motives and can lead to 
the pursuit of different goals. Since the 
 satisfaction of these basic needs is funda-
mental for human thriving, individuals seek 
different kinds of experiences to satisfy 
unfulfilled needs (Prentice et al., 2014). 
Hence, participation in AEEPs could serve 
as a vehicle to help farmers meet their goals.

In seeking to answer our questions, we 
conducted a comparative study of Greece 
and Slovenia, two predominantly rural 
countries situated on the Balkan Peninsula. 
They differ in terms of the size of their terri-
tory, natural resources, climate conditions 
and their historic, social, political and eco-
nomic evolutions; however, to some degree, 
they are similar in terms of their agrarian 
social structures. For instance, according to 
the 2010 Agricultural Census data, 99% of 
all farms in Slovenia and Greece were fam-
ily farms (96.9% in the EU-28). In both 
countries, small family farms prevail, with 
an average area of less than 10 ha (the aver-
age size of an agricultural holding in the 
EU-28 is 16.1 ha) (European Union, 2015). 
However, in Slovenia, family farms culti-
vate more than 90% of the total utilized 
agricultural area, whereas, in Greece, the 
corresponding share is 75% (in the whole 
EU-28, it is 67.4%) (European Union, 2015). 
Moreover, in Greece, one-third of all farm 
managers are aged 65 years or above, while, 
in Slovenia, the equivalent share is a few 
percentage points lower (the EU-28 average 
is 31%) (European Union, 2015). Regarding 
the gender structure of the workforce, the 
2010 Agricultural Census data showed that 
women represent 45.8% of the family farm 
workforce in Slovenia and 39.6% in Greece 
(the corresponding share for the EU-27 
is 42.3%) (European Commission, 2013). 

While the share of female farm holders in 
Greece is 30.3% and 26.3% in Slovenia, 
in the entire EU-27 it is 28.7% (European 
Commission, 2012). These characteristics 
are also mirrored in the share of agriculture 
in the gross domestic product. In 2012, this 
figure represented 1.3% of Slovenia’s gross 
domestic product and 2.5% of Greece’s (in 
the EU-27, it was 1.2%) (European Union, 
2012). In our study, we sought to highlight 
the embeddedness of women farmers’ will-
ingness to participate in AEEPs in both 
countries. We assumed that the differences/
similarities pertaining to socio-economic 
settings and agrarian social structures, with 
the overall social significance of agriculture, 
impact on the motivations of farm women 
to participate in AEEPs in either country.

The chapter is partitioned as follows. 
The next section reviews earlier works on 
women’s participation in AEEPs by provid-
ing some sociological explanations of farm 
women’s marginalization in this domain. It 
also clarifies the specific social contexts of 
the selected countries in terms of their 
 historical pathways that have led to the par-
ticular position of women in agricultural 
education. Then the methodological basis 
of our research is outlined. The subsequent 
two sections present the findings from the 
analysis of the survey data and discuss 
them by drawing on the results of previous 
studies. Finally, the limitations of the 
research are considered and the main 
 conclusions derived from this study are 
summarized.

Background and Context

Women farmers’ access to 
educational programmes

One of the more profound challenges faced 
by farmers in the EU is the need to be/
remain competitive in the world food 
 market. Importantly, in the contemporary 
situation of increased global competitive-
ness in the agricultural industry, knowledge 
and its transfer to farmers is becoming a 
key factor in their success. The EU’s new 
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Rural Development Programme 2014–2020 
emphasizes the need for knowledge and 
innovation transfer in agriculture, forestry 
and rural development by promoting the 
first among six priority areas of the 
programme.

However, the successful implementa-
tion of such policies is case sensitive and 
depends on the characteristics of each target 
group. Several research findings (e.g. Brown 
and Bewsell, 2011; Bartoli et al., 2012; 
 Cernic Istenic et al., 2012; Lioutas and 
 Charatsari, 2012; De Rosa et al., 2014) indi-
cate that farmers are not homogeneous end 
users of agricultural knowledge; they have 
different needs for certain types of content 
and communication of knowledge depend-
ing on their production activities, farm size, 
development orientation, level of education, 
age and, of course, gender. Never theless, 
agricultural policy makers and extension 
planners have paid insufficient attention to 
the rural concept of gender role stereotypes 
and its impacts on the diffusion of agricul-
tural knowledge among women farmers.

As a consequence, in many cases, agri-
cultural extension/education systems oper-
ate in a way that puts women farmers at a 
relative disadvantage. This is underpinned 
by a number of evidences referring to all 
levels of education worldwide. Indeed, a 
survey on extension services in 115 coun-
tries, carried out in 1989 by the Food and 
Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), showed that women, regard-
less of their significant contribution to food 
production, received only 2–10% of all 
extension contacts and only 5% of exten-
sion resources worldwide (Marilee et al., 
1997). Other studies also indicate that the 
diffusion of agricultural knowledge to 
women farmers remains limited (Bock, 
1994; Shortall, 1996; Brandth, 2002a; 
 Safilios-Rothschild, 2006; Davran et al., 
2007; Rad et al., 2011). The FAO report The 
State of Food and Agriculture 2010–2011 
also states that in agriculture the world 
over, women have lower education levels 
and are less likely to have access to exten-
sion services when compared with their 
male counterparts (FAO, 2011). In addition, 
according to data from the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation, women have also been consistently 
and dramatically under-represented in 
higher education programmes in agriculture 
(Bradley, 2000). Further, women on family 
farms are formally educated mainly for non- 
agricultural occupations and are signifi-
cantly reliant on the practical experiences 
obtained from their family members (Ilak 
Persurić and Žutinić, 2007). Data from the 
2005 Farm Structure Survey for the EU-27 
(European Commission, 2012) showed that 
23% of men in the EU have some agricul-
tural training (full and basic) compared 
with only 12% of women.

These facts reveal that the mega-trends 
for women in education – for example, the 
female tertiary education attainment rate in 
the EU-28 in 2012 was already close to 
39.9% (34.2% in Greece and 49.6% in 
 Slovenia) while the comparable share for 
men was 31.5% (27.6% in Greece and 
29.5% in Slovenia) (European Commission, 
2015) – are not represented in basic agricul-
tural training at the EU or national level. 
More recent data for Slovenia (Agricultural 
Census 2010; B. Kutin Slatnar, Ljubljana, 
2015, personal communication) show some 
gender-unbalanced proportions: 8.4% of 
male farmers and 5.1% of female farmers 
have undergone full training in agriculture 
while basic training – mostly provided by 
the AEEPs through extension services – was 
received by 20.6% of men and 7.4% of 
women (Cernic Istenic, 2011). Although in 
Greece there is a lack of official data on the 
rates of gender participation in agricultural 
extension, education or training activities, 
recent survey data indicate that men are the 
main clients of public and private extension 
initiatives. For example, Charatsari (2011) 
found that the proportion of male farmers 
who participate in AEEPs is significantly 
higher than the corresponding percentage of 
female farmers, especially in the case of 
conventional farming. Lioutas and Charat-
sari (2012), in their segmentation of Greek 
farmers according to the use of extension 
services, discovered that most of the women 
in their sample were classified in the cluster 
with the minimum involvement in exten-
sion activities.
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Tractors for men and jams for women?

Studies from both developing (Jafry and 
Sulaiman, 2013; Ragasa et al., 2013) and 
developed countries (Brasier et al., 2009) 
have demonstrated that the limited access 
of women farmers to educational pro-
grammes is significantly related to the lack 
of attention within extension services to the 
needs of women farmers. The reasons for 
this shortage lie partly in the nature of agri-
culture. Due to the patrilineal line of farm 
inheritance, which considers men as the 
primary farmers and the primary decision 
makers, men are seen as those who should 
obtain full as well as basic agricultural 
knowledge (Collett and Gale, 2009). Since 
agriculture is still considered a male occu-
pation, women remain largely invisible as 
farmers (Radel, 2011; Jefferson and Mahen-
dran, 2012). This invisibility and marginal-
ization of women in agricultural education 
and training is the result of the gendered 
division of labour within a specifically 
bounded space and contents of operation, 
as well as of the culturally constructed 
notions of femininity and masculinity 
around farming (Trauger, 2004; Trauger 
et al., 2008). Therefore, because men are 
considered farm heads and women only as 
farmers’ wives who do not occupy outdoor 
spaces and corresponding activities, the 
designers of AEEPs (mostly men) do not see 
farm women as ‘authentic’ farmers (Teather, 
1994; Barbercheck et al., 2009; Trauger 
et al., 2010; Charatsari et al., 2013b).

Hence, farm women gain agricultural 
knowledge, which goes beyond household 
chores, mainly through social sources such 
as spouses (Okwu and Umoru, 2009), rela-
tives (Devi et al., 2012), friends (Yusuf et al., 
2013) and other members of the farming 
communities (Rezvanfar et al., 2007; Agwu 
and Adeniran, 2010). Conversely, the tena-
cious focus on commercial agricultural 
 production – which embodies a narrow con-
ception of work that refers only to commer-
cial contributions and does not recognize 
other work that contributes to farm sustain-
ability as meaningful – further complicates 
the conceptualization of the work performed 
by women on farms (Shortall, 1996).

Consequently, the male-focused orien-
tation of AEEPs and the productivist-
focused direction of these programmes 
contribute to women’s marginalization from 
knowledge exchange (Butt et al., 2010; 
Trauger et al., 2010; Lioutas et al., 2011; 
Rad et al., 2011). This could explain why – 
despite women farmers reporting a remark-
ably positive attitude towards agricultural 
education/training and stressing a higher 
willingness to participate in such pro-
grammes compared with their male coun-
terparts (Charatsari et al., 2011a) – women 
remain an underserved population group 
from agricultural extension/education ser-
vices (Shortall, 1996; Alston, 1998; Liepins 
and Schick, 1998; Kiernan, 2005, 2007; 
Trauger et al., 2008; Barbercheck et al., 
2009; Brasier et al., 2009). In addition, 
AEEP designers often do not see the implicit 
gender barriers to women’s participation 
and, instead, claim that agricultural training 
is open to everyone (Shortall, 1999; Trauger 
et al., 2008).

However, women farmers are discour-
aged from participating in agricultural 
extension/education activities not only 
because of the male-targeted orientation of 
the agricultural education programmes but 
also because of factors relating to the 
 programmes themselves, as well as self- 
perception factors such as their fear of 
 failure and their fear of being unwelcome 
(Charatsari et al., 2013b). In this vein, 
AEEPs that exclusively address women 
farmers appear to have the potential to 
encourage their participation (Sachs, 1983; 
Shortall, 1996) and tend to be popular 
among them (Safilios-Rothschild, 2006; 
Shortall, 2010). Nevertheless, the appropri-
ateness of such programmes has not been 
well specified. In the literature, the relative 
merits and demerits of women-only pro-
grammes have been debated without a clear 
conclusion (Malcolm, 1992; McGivney, 
1993). Feminists believe that women-only 
programmes represent a marginal provi-
sion, reinforce stereotypes, do not question 
social structures and achieve limited, if 
any, social change. Conversely, counter 
positions maintain that women-only pro-
grammes are positive since women feel 



 Women Farmers and Agricultural Extension in Slovenia and Greece 133

more comfortable in this context. Therefore, 
the question of how to make AEEPs more 
available, suitable and attractive to women 
farmers throughout their lifespan is difficult 
to answer since the explanation cannot be 
given by only taking into account the char-
acteristics of the AEEPs offered. The answer 
also needs to encompass, as indicated 
above, social value systems and the socially 
and culturally constructed roles of women 
in farming that include expectations about 
what skills and knowledge is needed for 
women farmers.

You do not need to be educated to 
work on a farm

In this study, we compare Greece and 
 Slovenia, both members of the EU, but each 
with peculiar socio-historical backgrounds 
that presumably lead to different meanings 
in relation to education and the agricultural 
occupation of male and female farmers. To 
verify this assumption, we first draw atten-
tion to the values and expectations towards 
educational achievements for both genders 
in agriculture which have evolved in the 
two countries over time.

The aforementioned poor representa-
tion of women farmers in (full as well as 
basic) agricultural education in Slovenia is 
the result of particular historical circum-
stances that positioned the great majority of 
the farm population (not just women) at the 
margins of educational processes. Although 
after the Second World War, Slovenia (as 
part of the former Socialist Federal Repub-
lic of Yugoslavia) experienced great prog-
ress in the inclusion of the entire population 
at all levels of the educational system – one 
of the benefits of the socialist regime was 
free education for all – the rural and partic-
ularly the farm population of both genders 
achieved lower educational results. As 
some 1990s’ analyses of this phenomenon 
demonstrated (Hribernik, 1993, 1994), after 
having completed the compulsory eight 
years of schooling, Slovenia’s farm children 
dropped out of further education processes 
or chose vocational secondary schools 
more often than children from other 

socio-professional groups. There are many 
reasons explaining these children’s poorer 
educational attainment at higher levels, 
which consequently led to the very slow 
educational development of the farm popu-
lation, a situation that still holds true 
today.1 First, the low socio-economic status 
of the farm population2 propelled a massive 
outflow of the young generation from 
 farming, especially the female segment and 
women who had obtained a formal non-
agricultural qualification (Hribernik, 1994).

Moreover, this process was influenced 
by other factors such as the socio-cultural 
context of the farm population; for example, 
their rejection of school as a social institu-
tion. From its very beginning, dating back to 
the 18th century, the school institution was 
not embraced by farm communities because 
it took away child labour, an important 
labour force on which farm production 
depended at that time. Accordingly, it was 
believed that the young generation could 
fully procure all the knowledge needed for 
the future within the circle of the farm 
 family (Petak, 1976; Schmidt, 1988). This 
attitude was sustained long into the middle 
of the 20th century. As research conducted 
in the 1970s (Krajnc, 1977) revealed, during 
the time of socialism, educational achieve-
ments were still relatively poorly valued by 
the farm population; during this period, 
education was considered an investment ‘of 
no value’ by 26% of farmers, ‘of a moderate 
value’ by 69% and ‘of high value’ by only 
5% of the respondents.

As recent research results show 
( Knezević Hocevar and Cernic Istenic, 
2010), such attitudes hardly exist today; 
both men and women farmers of the younger 
generation, particularly those living on 
farms that are subsidized by rural develop-
ment programme aids, are catching up with 
the level of education of other professional 
groups. However, the interest of women 
farmers in attaining full agricultural educa-
tion or acquiring additional knowledge 
depends significantly (despite the general 
empowerment of women in education in 
Slovenian society) on their position on a 
farm. Those with a less important role (e.g. 
assistant workers) express considerably 
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weaker interests in additional education/
training than farm women owners/ managers 
(Cernic Istenic, 2006).

In Greece, the situation is more or less 
similar, despite the differences in the socio-
cultural and historical background of the 
country. After the Second World War and 
the subsequent Civil War (1946–1949), farm 
children had very few opportunities to par-
ticipate in education. Girls, in particular, 
had limited access to formal education 
before the 1980s while their entry into post-
secondary education remained restricted 
until the 1990s (Charatsari, 2014) for a vari-
ety of reasons, including the economic 
 insecurity of farm families, the early age of 
marriage of farm women, the exclusion of 
rural women from paid work and the 
 limited control farm women had over their 
life choices before the 1990s (Charatsari and 
Papadaki-Klavdianou, 2017). This entry 
into education coincided with – and possi-
bly affected the development of – a negative 
attitude on the part of women towards farm 
employment (Gidarakou, 1999), which, in 
combination with the structural changes 
(organizational, regulatory, technological 
and economic) in the agricultural sector of 
the country, urged women to give up agri-
culture and to seek alternative career paths.

In addition, farmers’ involvement in 
agricultural education or training in Greece 
is extremely low since the current frame-
work of the official system of agricultural 
extension/education and training is ineffec-
tive and because of the prevailing percep-
tion that farming is an occupation based 
only on practical experience. According to 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD, 2015), while at 
the level of the EU-28 about 6% of farmers 
receive agricultural education and/or train-
ing, in Greece the corresponding percentage 
is ten times lower.

In general, research findings and offi-
cial data suggest that historically in both 
countries, education in agriculture was not 
valued as an important precondition of farm 
occupation for both men and women. This 
is primarily because for the great majority of 
farm populations in both countries, agricul-
ture was not a competitive (profit making) 

activity; it was a livelihood. Therefore, rely-
ing on available records of socio-historical 
developments, the question of what moti-
vates Slovenian and Greek women farmers 
to participate in agricultural extension/ 
education activities remains unexplained.

Methodology

Since one of the aims of the study was to 
examine the attitude of women farmers 
towards the characteristics of AEEPs, a 
structured questionnaire was designed to 
determine the relative importance of factors 
that may influence this attitude. Five-point 
Likert-type scales were used to measure all 
items introduced in the questionnaire. The 
scales concerned the content of AEEPs 
(40 items), the educational methodology (21 
items) and educators’ characteristics (14 
items). In order to estimate the reliabilities 
of the scales, we used Cronbach’s α. In all 
cases, α values were found to be above the 
recommended baseline of 0.60 (Nunnally, 
1978, p. 245) but below the proposed maxi-
mum value of 0.90 (Lehman et al., 2005, 
p. 145). However, given that Cronbach’s α 
presupposes the existence of an absolute 
correlation and equal variances between the 
scores of the subjects (Socan, 2000) and is 
affected by the sample size (Liu et al., 2010), 
we also calculated Guttman’s λ2. The values 
of λ2 were greater than 0.82 in all cases.

In addition, a scale consisting of 12 
items relating to the reasons why farmers 
participate in agricultural education activi-
ties was incorporated in the survey instru-
ment. These items referred to individuals’ 
expectation of gaining various benefits 
from their participation in educational pro-
grammes and represented what Lioutas 
and Charatsari (2012) call ‘benefit-oriented 
motivation’. Four of the statements referred 
to motives relating to the viability of 
the farm enterprise (increase of economic 
returns, broadening of employment options, 
maintenance of job status, potential access 
to financial subsidies); three concerned the 
human tendency to learn (increased knowl-
edge of natural environment, information 
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on innovations, information on modern 
technology); one was a leisure motive (use 
of spare time); one was associated with the 
need for relatedness (widening of social 
environment); one referenced the curiosity 
motive (satisfaction of curiosity); while the 
remaining two concerned the expectation of 
a better quality of life and the relevance of 
AEEPs to individuals’ interests. The partici-
pants were asked to rate their agreement 
with each statement on a scale from 1 
(‘strongly disagree’) to 5 (‘strongly agree’). 
Guttman’s λ2 for the scale was 0.79 while 
the value of Cronbach’s α was 0.76.

Two samples of farmers, one from each 
country, were chosen. Data from Slovenia 
were collected from across the country 
whereas Northern Greece was selected as 
the Greek study area. Summary statistics 
were used to provide an overview of the 
data, while inferential tests (Mann– Whitney 
U test, Pearson χ2 and stepwise linear 
regression analyses) were employed to 
answer the research questions.

Research Findings

Participants

A total of 896 farmers participated in the 
study. The sample from Slovenia included 
511 farmers, among whom 134 (26.2%) 
were women. The mean age of the farmers 
in the Slovenian sample was 45.97 years 
(standard deviation = 11.162 years). About 
one-fifth of the participants had obtained 
only a primary education whereas only 
8.2% had obtained a tertiary education. 
More than half (53.8%) of the holdings in 
this sample were livestock farms. In 14.8% 
of the cases, the farms were dedicated to 
arable crops while 16.4% of the farmers cul-
tivated several crops in small amounts. The 
mean proportion of income from agriculture 
was 62.2% (standard deviation = 30.991%). 
Most of the farms in the Slovenian sample 
used only conventional production prac-
tices; however, 35.5% of the farmers used 
integrated crop management (ICM) cultiva-
tion practices while 11.5% of the holdings 
were organic farms.

The sample from Greece consisted of 
385 farmers, of whom approximately one-
quarter (24.7%) were women. The age of the 
participants in the Greek sample had a bell-
shaped distribution, with the maximum 
being between 41 and 50 years. Only 11.7% 
of the participants had a higher education, 
whereas 24.9% had attained only a primary 
education. The annual income from farming 
varied between ?9000 and ?15,000. Among 
the cultivations were orchards, vegetables, 
arable crops, olive oils and vineyards. Most 
of the Greek participants incorporated sus-
tainable farming methods in their farming 
(33.0% ICM and 33.2% organic farming).

No differences between men and 
women regarding the demographic vari-
ables or the characteristics of their farms 
were found in either of the samples. There-
fore, any difference between men and 
women in the analysis that follows can be 
attributed to gender.

Women farmers and agricultural education

Among the Slovenian farmers, 92.7% had 
attended at least one AEEP. The analysis 
revealed that the percentage was equally 
distributed among men and women farmers 
as 92.5% of women had participated in 
AEEPs. On the contrary, only 38.9% of the 
women farmers in Greece had participated 
in programmes of agricultural extension/
education whereas the respective percent-
age for male farmers was 42.7%. However, 
the higher percentage observed in Slovenia 
can be attributed to the mandatory nature of 
a considerable part of agricultural education 
courses since, among the Slovenian women 
who have attended AEEPs, only 21% have 
voluntarily participated in such pro-
grammes. The corresponding percentage for 
male farmers was 15.4%, indicating a higher 
– but not statistically significant (χ2 = 10.238; 
P = 0.115) – willingness to voluntarily attend 
AEEPs for Slovenian farm women. In the 
Greek data set, when willingness to partici-
pate in AEEPs was operationalized as an 
ordinal variable, the analysis revealed a sig-
nificantly higher willingness among female 
farmers (U = 10,934.000; P = 0.002).



136 M. Cernic Istenic and C. Charatsari

In order to investigate the influence of 
AEEPs’ characteristics on women’s partici-
pation in agricultural extension, education 
and training activities, we used two linear 
regression analysis models, one for each 
sample of women. Three groups of variables 
were used as predictors. In the first group, 
variables relating to educators’ characteris-
tics were included. The second group con-
sisted of variables regarding the content of 
AEEPs. In the third group, variables relating 
to AEEPs’ methods were classified. We used 
these three scales as predictors because they 
referred to the three basic AEEP elements 
which influenced farmers’ willingness to 
participate (Charatsari et al., 2011b).

In the Slovenian sample (Table 10.1), 
the analysis showed that the model could 
not yield adequate predictions (P > 0.05). As 
a result, Slovenian women’s participation 
in AEEPs could not be explained using 
AEEPs’ characteristics. In the sample of 
Greek women, the analysis confirmed that, 

among the predictors, only the educators’ 
characteristics could explain the variance of 
the response variable (P = 0.002). As Table 
10.2 highlights, educators’ characteristics 
explained only a small proportion of the 
variance of the target variable (adjusted 
R2 = 0.213) while the other two predictors 
did not contribute to the model.

Since both models indicate that women 
farmers’ participation in AEEPs cannot be 
fully attributed to the AEEP elements, we 
examined the influence of a set of motives 
on women’s participation in agricultural 
education. The analysis revealed that in 
both countries, women’s participation in 
AEEPs is driven by their willingness to 
broaden their employment options, to be 
informed about innovations and to gain 
access to financial subsidies (Table 10.3). In 
addition, the relevance of AEEPs to wom-
en’s interests is an important driver of their 
participation in agricultural extension/ 
education activities. Moreover, Greek 

Table 10.1. Change statistics of predictors introduced in the linear regression analysis model for the 
Slovenian sample (women).

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 SE

Change statistics

R2 change F change df1 df2 Sig. F change

1 0.416a 0.173 0.066 0.253 0.173 1.617 14 108 0.086

2 0.721b 0.520 0.139 0.243 0.347 1.227 40  68 0.226

3 0.799c 0.638 0.060 0.253 0.118 0.731 21  47 0.780

SE, standard error; df, degree of freedom; sig., significance; AEEP
aPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics.
bPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics, AEEP’s content.
cPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics, AEEP’s content, AEEP’s methodology.

Table 10.2. Change statistics of predictors introduced in the linear regression analysis model for the Greek 
sample (women).

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 SE

Change statistics

R2 change F change df1 df2 Sig. F change

1 0.575a 0.331 0.213 0.435 0.331 2.822 14 80 0.002

2 0.810b 0.656 0.191 0.441 0.325 0.945 40 40 0.570

3 0.933c 0.871 0.364 0.391 0.216 1.516 21 19 0.183

SE, standard error; df, degree of freedom; sig., significance; AEEP
aPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics.
bPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics, AEEP’s content.
cPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics, AEEP’s content, AEEP’s methodology.
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women farmers are influenced by their 
desire to increase their economic returns as 
well as their willingness to improve their 
quality of life.

Interestingly, our analysis uncovered 
some notable similarities regarding the dif-
ferences in the rates of motivation between 

men and women farmers in the two coun-
tries. As Table 10.4 illustrates, in both cases, 
women tended to correlate their participa-
tion in extension/education activities with 
the AEEPs’ relevance to their interests. In 
addition, women’s perceptions that partici-
pation in AEEPs would improve their 

Table 10.3. Statistical relationships between examined motives and women’s participation in agricultural 
extension/education programmes (Greece and Slovenia).

Motive

Slovenian women Greek women

Mann–Whitney U P Mann–Whitney U P

Broadening of employment options 329.500  0.032*  801.000  0.027*

Improvement of quality of life 501.000 0.612  784.000  0.012*

Increase of economic returns 392.000 0.118  673.000  0.001*

Increased knowledge of natural environment 488.500 0.527  895.000 0.147

Information on innovations 305.500  0.013*  826.500  0.048*

Information on modern technology 351.500  0.044* 1069.000 0.974

Maintenance of job status 422.500 0.214 1028.000 0.713

Potential access to financial subsidies 329.000  0.032*  793.000  0.021*

Relevance to farmer’s interests 310.000  0.014*  789.500  0.012*

Satisfaction of curiosity 532.000 0.839 1072.500 0.996

Use of spare time 541.500 0.911  979.500 0.232

Widening of social environment 512.500 0.698 1030.000 0.720

*Significant at the 0.05 level.

Table 10.4. Comparison of the intensity of the examined motives between male and female farmers 
(Greece and Slovenia).

Motive

Slovenian sample Greek sample

Pa
Comparison of 
mean scoresb P

Comparison of 
mean scores

Broadening of employment options 0.010 W > M 0.015 W > M

Improvement of quality of life 0.007 W > M 0.000 W > M

Increase of economic returns 0.430 – 0.263 –

Increased knowledge of natural environment 0.000 W > M 0.020 W > M

Information on innovations 0.639 – 0.020 M > W

Information on modern technology 0.949 – 0.000 M > W

Maintenance of job status 0.491 – 0.807 –

Potential access to financial subsidies 0.572 – 0.532 –

Relevance to farmer’s interests 0.000 W > M 0.018 W > M

Satisfaction of curiosity 0.005 W > M 0.012 M > W 

Use of spare time 0.512 – 0.599 –

Widening of social environment 0.514 – 0.188 –

aMann–Whitney U test.
bM, men; W, women.
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quality of life and expand their employment 
prospects were higher than those of their 
male counterparts (P < 0.05). Another inter-
esting finding is that the desire to learn 
more about the natural environment was 
more important to female farmers (P < 0.05).

What about men?

As mentioned above, although women’s 
participation in AEEPs could not be 
explained using the characteristics of the 
educational process, the analysis confirmed 
that for male farmers, participation was 
affected by all the three examined groups of 
variables; that is, the content and methods 
of AEEPs as well as educators’ characteris-
tics (Table 10.5). Following the same tech-
nique as that used for the sample of women 
farmers, we found that the scale concerning 
educators’ characteristics was the most 
important predictor of men’s participation 
in programmes of extension/education 
(R2 change = 0.267) whereas the content 
(R2 change = 0.128) and methodology (R2 
change = 0.076) of the educational pro-
grammes also contributed to the model.

Discussion

Dependency and invisibility

A common antecedent of Greek and Slove-
nian women’s participation in AEEPs is 
their willingness to gain access to financial 

subsidies. To explain this finding, one 
needs to take into account the significant 
contribution of agricultural subsidies on the 
viability of farms. Particularly in the case of 
small-sized farm enterprises, the provision 
of subsidies by the EU represents an impor-
tant economic input (Bojnec and Latruffe, 
2013). Nevertheless, an alternative interpre-
tation of this result can be proposed by 
looking at the issue of (farm) women’s eco-
nomic dependency on men. Despite the fact 
that around the world several rural policy 
initiatives have been launched to promote 
female farmers’ economic autonomy and 
boost their entrepreneurial ambitions (see, 
e.g., Costa, 2005; Dhungana and Kusakabe, 
2010; Paris et al., 2011; Wrigley-Asante, 
2012; Torri and Martinez, 2013), gender-
equal access to economic resources remains 
questionable (Quisumbing and Pandolfelli, 
2010; Lawal, 2011). This asymmetrical 
access – which is a reality even for rural 
women who gain a personal income from 
off-farm sources (Charatsari, 2013, p. 45) – 
sustains gender stratification within the 
family and society (Sorensen and McLana-
han, 1987; Gupta, 2007) and contributes to 
the invisibility of women’s roles within 
their field of work. This interpretation could 
also partially account for women’s willing-
ness to broaden their employment options 
through the acquisition of additional knowl-
edge and skills. As Aassve et al. (2014) note, 
such a broadening can reduce gender segre-
gation within the family.

According to Hosseini et al. (2009), 
agricultural education is also an important 

Table 10.5. Change statistics of predictors introduced in the linear regression analysis model for male 
farmers (Greece and Slovenia).

Model R R2 Adjusted R2 SE

Change statistics

R2 change F change df1 df2 Sig. F change

1 0.517a 0.267 0.250 0.388 0.267 16.220 14 624 0.000

2 0.629b 0.395 0.339 0.364 0.128  3.101 40 584 0.000

3 0.686c 0.471 0.400 0.347 0.076  3.827 21 563 0.000

SE, standard error; df, degree of freedom; sig., significance; AEEP
aPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics.
bPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics, AEEP’s content.
cPredictors: (constant), educators’ characteristics, AEEP’s content, AEEP’s methodology.
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input that could facilitate women farmers’ 
entrepreneurial success. This could explain 
why in both countries women farmers 
believe more than their male counterparts 
that participating in AEEPs could enhance 
their professional prospects. In this respect, 
our results corroborate well with some 
recent findings (Charatsari et al., 2013a) 
showing that women farmers’ expectation 
of increasing their operational competen-
cies raises their willingness to attend 
 programmes of agricultural extension/edu-
cation. Furthermore, our results accord 
with those of Lioutas et al. (2011) that 
women farmers’ dissatisfaction with their 
(low) social status as farmers and as women 
also strengthens their willingness to over-
come the label of ‘invisible’ or ‘second class’ 
farmer and drives them into the agricultural 
education classroom.

Moreover, as our findings indicate, 
among the motives that impel women to 
participate in AEEPs, the relevance of edu-
cational content to their needs is included. 
Thus, our results support those of Lioutas 
et al. (2010) who discovered that the lack of 
correspondence between AEEPs’ content 
and the interests of various groups of farm-
ers is the primary factor restricting farmers’ 
willingness to attend extension/education 
activities. Likewise, as demonstrated in the 
aforementioned discussion, this discrep-
ancy could be attributed to the male- targeted 
orientation of agricultural education ser-
vices. Although there is no available evi-
dence from Slovenia to support this 
contention, research findings from Greece 
concur that programmes targeting women 
continue to be focused on ‘feminine issues’ 
(such as the household economy or cook-
ing) whereas topics relating to farm manage-
ment or technology target male farmers 
(Safiliou and Papadopoulos, 2004, p. 290; 
Charatsari et al., 2013b).

Are agricultural innovations a man’s affair?

Two seemingly contradictory findings 
emerged from our analysis. At the one end 
of the spectrum, the comparison between 

the male and female participants revealed 
that the willingness to be informed about 
agricultural innovations was higher among 
male farmers in the Greek sample (see Table 
10.4). However, at the other end of the spec-
trum, when we focused our analysis on 
female farmers, we discovered that women 
from both countries were driven to partici-
pate in agricultural education activities by 
their willingness to learn about agricultural 
innovations.

The significant association found 
between women’s participation in AEEPs 
and their desire to gain knowledge about 
innovations can be explained as a conse-
quence of the way in which agricultural 
innovations are promoted to male and 
female farmers. The relevant literature 
clearly indicates that innovation diffusion 
is highly influenced by the position of the 
individual within the social network 
(Valente, 1996; Matuschke and Qaim, 2009; 
Maertens and Barrett, 2013). Consequently, 
from this finding, it could be anticipated 
that due to their disadvantaged position 
within the rural social network, women in 
the two countries strive for innovation. 
There are two possible impediments that 
hold back women’s access to information 
on innovations. The first is an absence of 
women’s agricultural organizations and/or 
networks, which have been proved to facili-
tate the diffusion of innovations to female 
farmers (Ogunlela and Mukhtar, 2009; 
 Barbercheck et al., 2012). The second con-
cerns the absence of strong social capital – 
which is one of the main drivers in the 
diffusion of innovations (Bantilan and 
 Padmaja, 2008; Tumbo et al., 2013) – 
towards women in rural communities 
(Valdivia and Gilles, 2001).

However, women’s access to extension 
services remains restricted, hampering the 
stream of information to them (Doss and 
Morris, 2000; Akpabio et al., 2012), while 
services aimed at the diffusion of innova-
tions continue to promote innovations 
based on a dichotomist discrimination that 
labels women as the ‘deuteragonists’ in agri-
culture (Charatsari et al., 2013b) and men as 
‘farm heads’ and, consequently, the main 
clients of these services. Hence, in most 
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cases, the promotion of innovations is gen-
der biased. In other cases, innovations are 
divided into two groups: those referred to as 
technological inputs or organizational 
changes, which are promoted to male farm-
ers; and ‘soft innovations’, which concern 
extra-agricultural activities that target 
women. However, since our study cannot 
confirm this argument, more research is 
needed to explain why farm women’s will-
ingness to learn about innovations leads 
them to seek knowledge through participa-
tion in AEEPs.

Conclusions

This study investigated the motives that 
drive women farmers from two rural coun-
tries (Greece and Slovenia) to participate in 
AEEPs and attempted to explain the sources 
of these motivations. Although an under-
standing of women’s motivation could 
advance the promotion of AEEPs to the 
rural female population, the issue remains 
largely under-investigated. In this work, 
rather than conducting a single-country 
study, we performed a comparative analysis 
in order to yield a better picture of the fac-
tors that propel women farmers to partici-
pate in agricultural education activities 
carried out by extension services. This 
research strategy permitted us to examine 
the issue under study within two different 
socio-cultural and agricultural contexts.

As our analysis shows, women’s partici-
pation in AEEPs cannot simply be attributed 
to the characteristics of the existent agricul-
tural extension/education schemes in the 
two countries. The motives that drive women 
farmers to attend AEEPs are remarkably sim-
ilar in the two samples, despite the cultural, 
economic, social and geomorphological dif-
ferences, and are most probably due to some 
similarities in the agrarian social structures 
between the two study areas. This indicates 
a relatively common attitude among farm 
women from the two elected populations 
towards agricultural education.

A corroboration of the survey results 
with the extant literature on rural gender 

studies revealed that these motives are 
derived from the particular power struc-
tures and gender norms that are hidden in 
the organization of rural societies. Rural 
societies are hierarchical spaces (which still 
holds true in both countries under study) 
where women enjoy fewer privileges than 
men. The gender stratification within farm 
families and society and the well-defined 
issue of women’s invisibility in farming 
(Fortmann, 1979; Sachs, 1983; Kelly and 
Shortall, 2002; Riley, 2009) continue to 
 resonate in rural gender discourse. Our 
findings indicate that women’s invisibility 
appears to be the dominant driver that 
forces them to seek knowledge through par-
ticipation in AEEPs. The analysis suggests 
that there are different goal pursuits that 
activate and energize women farmers and 
that have the potential to direct them into 
the agricultural education classroom. This 
conclusion seems to support the hypothesis 
– suggested in the literature – that the sec-
ondary and dependent role attributed to 
women farmers is the common denomina-
tor behind these pursuits.

Interestingly, the conception of farm 
women as ‘assistant farmers’ prevails not 
only at the family or community level but 
also, as Shortall (1996) notes, in the way 
in which agricultural knowledge is dif-
fused. Although vocational education pro-
grammes, in general, are usually dominated 
by gendered subjectivities (Lappalainen 
et al., 2013), in the case of agricultural 
knowledge transfer, gender biases are more 
frequent and sharp because of the peculiar-
ity of agriculture and the socially con-
structed gender stereotypes it generates and 
reproduces. The modus operandi of exten-
sion services that are aimed at diffusing 
agricultural information and knowledge is 
based on traditional assumptions about the 
masculine nature of farming and the periph-
eral roles of women in agricultural practice, 
which was also confirmed in the analysis of 
both countries. Hence, agricultural exten-
sion/education services consider male 
farmers as the major end users of agricul-
tural knowledge or, as Trauger et al. (2010) 
phrase it, as their ‘authentically farming 
audience’. Still rare are practices whereby 
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agricultural educators consider farm enter-
prises as family-based businesses and 
 organize knowledge transfer for groups con-
sisting of husband and wife couples (Owen 
and Williams, 2012).

What this study indicates is that women 
farmers’ participation in AEEPs is the out-
put of their willingness to gain access to 
economic resources and specific knowledge 
and to broaden the options of their farm 
enterprises by accessing spaces of agricul-
tural innovation. Despite the fact that the 
results of this work are open to some alter-
native interpretations, the basic conclusion 
of our study is that the designers of AEEPs 
should place greater emphasis on farm 
women’s real needs and desires. However, 
some issues remain obscure and call for 
 further investigation. The first concerns the 
effect of the mechanisms that thwart the 
translation of women’s motivation into 
action; that is, into participation in agricul-
tural extension/education activities. The 
second has to do with the limited attention 

paid in this study to some forms of intrinsic 
motivation, such as the kind of motivation 
that relates to the individual’s tendency to 
learn and assimilate (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). 
Future studies need to take into consider-
ation these under-investigated issues and 
include other countries or groups of coun-
tries in order to provide a more holistic 
 picture of the linkage between women’s 
participation in AEEPs and drivers relating 
to their pursuit of success and autonomy.

Notes

1For example, according to the Agricultural Census 
2010 data, 40% of women farmers and 27% of men 
farmers have a primary school education (B. Kutin 
Slatnar, Ljubljana, 2015, personal communication).
2During the socialist era, the social reputation of 
farmers was very low because of political and ideo-
logical reasons; they were considered a vanishing 
social stratum (connected with the bourgeoisie) that 
would gradually be replaced by the working class.
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Introduction

A constant sense of impending crisis has 
hung over Irish family farming for much of 
the past 50 years with concerns especially 
raised around the impact and lure of educa-
tional and employment opportunities in the 
wider social environment. Fathers feared 
their sons and heirs would be lured away 
from the farm, never to return, with all the 
consequences this would have for the trans-
fer of the land into the next generation of 
the family. Similarly, daughters migrated in 
such numbers to urban areas that the biologi-
cal and cultural reproduction of the popula-
tion was threatened (McNabb, 1964). Yet 
while there are obvious threats to its conti-
nuity, such as decreasing numbers of young 
farmers and fluctuating incomes, the cultural 
model of family farming based on the norm 
of impartible, patrilineal succession contin-
ues to hold sway. This is demonstrated by 
the low level of land sales, with only 0.01% 
of agricultural land released on to the market 
in 2011 (Savills, 2011) and only 13% of 
farms owned by women ( Mulhall and Bogue, 
2013). The broad question underpinning this 
chapter is how this norm continues to oper-
ate in light of the Irish societal shift towards 
urban professional lifestyles, equality of 

opportunities for women and increasing 
emphasis on choice for young men. In par-
ticular, it focuses on the experiences of a 
cohort of Irish farm youth who migrated to 
an urban area to attend university. Most of 
these individuals were highly unlikely to 
return to the farming industry or take owner-
ship of the landholding in the future. Their 
pathway towards adulthood is framed by a 
need to balance a normative and cultural 
background embedded in the precepts of 
family farming with potentially contradic-
tory norms that help them build towards a 
professional career path and the associated 
lifestyle.

The answer to this question lies, at least 
in part, in an exploration of the concept of 
the agency paradox, how this is manifested 
and its implications for farm youth, particu-
larly those who do not intend to become 
full-time farmers. Underpinning this agency 
paradox is the fact that young people are 
able to switch between contradictory dis-
course frameworks depending on the con-
text. In thinking of themselves within the 
farming domain, they filter their positions 
through the lens of farming norms and oper-
ate within the expectations associated with 
their gender and status in this sphere. Simi-
larly, in thinking of themselves from the 
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point of view of their non-farm positions, 
they shift towards acting and think in a 
manner appropriate to this setting. What 
this means is that a farmer’s daughter can, 
on the one hand, presume she has no rights 
to be given a share of the farm and, on the 
other, believe that she should have equal 
opportunities to advance professionally and 
to be as independent as possible. For farm-
er’s sons what emerges is that ‘off the farm’ 
they believe they have choice and control 
over their lives and make decisions based 
on this. However, in relation to the farming 
domain they often have little choice but to 
take over the farm or at the very least are the 
ones who have the most responsibility, 
among their siblings, to carry around this.

The development of these dual norma-
tive systems largely seems to be connected 
to how their parents simultaneously social-
ized their offspring into two paradoxical, 
heavily gendered paradigms. For sons 
this is based on individualization and the 
 typical dominant ‘farmer’ position, and for 
daughters a type of feminism and a sub-
orned position in the succession hierarchy. 
Here the term feminism should be taken to 
mean the demand and push for equality of 
opportunity and independence for women 
(Winkler, 2010). While on the surface it 
appears that these young people are exert-
ing individual agency through, for instance, 
making the decision to attend university, in 
fact they operate within quite bounded 
structures. As is argued in this chapter, it is 
their positioning within contradictory and, 
yet somehow complementary, norms that 
enable the dual concerns of helping to 
establish a family’s offspring on the path 
towards adulthood and retaining ownership 
of the land to be met.

The chapter first situates the cohort 
within the wider literature around farming 
youth and then discusses the theory of 
 individualization. As this chapter focuses 
largely on agency and how it is acted out in 
an intricate web of the potentially compet-
ing needs of the farm and creating personal 
pathways towards adulthood, particular 
attention is paid to Ulrich Beck’s theory of 
individualization. Notwithstanding the fact 
that there has been some criticism of 

the individualization concept around, for 
instance, its overestimation of an individu-
al’s ability to reflexively construct their own 
identities (Furlong and Cartmel, 1997; 
Evans, 2007), this is still an influential 
 theoretical contribution to the concept of 
structure-agency as it is examined here. The 
chapter then moves on to a brief description 
of the research context. The main focus of 
the findings section is the agency paradox, 
how this is manifested, and its implications 
for young people of both genders who grew 
up in farming families but who do not 
intend to become full-time farmers.

Background and Context

Irish family farming

Irish family farming continues to be 
grounded in cultural norms based on male 
succession and strong working relationships 
with the farm, with daughters and non- 
succeeding sons expected to support this 
strategy. Nevertheless, in recent decades the 
number of young men entering the Irish 
farming profession has dropped dramati-
cally, with only 6.2% of all farm holders 
under the age of 35 years in 2010 (CSO, 
2012). Traditional farming identities were 
based on the notion of strong male breadwin-
ners, a gendered division of labour and clear 
delineations of the family’s offspring’s future 
pathways. Ní Laoire (2005) argues that 
although the broad contours of this model 
remain in place, the social and economic 
challenges faced by the farming community 
have led to significant changes. Ireland’s 
economy has moved from a rural, agriculture 
base to one dependent on urban employ-
ment, while at the same time there has been 
a drop in farm incomes to below the national 
wage. For example, the average farm income 
in 2015 stood at ?24,244 (Irish Farmers’ 
Association, 2015) while average industrial 
wages stood at ?43,101 (CSO, 2015). In addi-
tion, as in other patriarchal rural societies, 
daughters are encouraged if not compelled to 
build a life elsewhere and have little chance 
of taking over the mantle of the ‘farmer’ or 
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being given an equitable share of the land. 
The continued focus on patrilineal, imparti-
ble inheritance is underpinned by the Irish 
legal position that farms can be passed on to 
one heir without needing to make provision 
for other offspring (Shortall, 2015). Within 
this context the choice of staying or migrat-
ing is often a source of tension for potential 
successors to the farm, who are caught 
between a desire to fulfil their family duty 
and retain their place within a familiar mas-
culinity and the fact that this is a sector com-
ing under increasing internal and external 
pressure (Ní Laoire, 2005).

From the early years of the 20th cen-
tury the Irish farming community recog-
nized that the strategy of encouraging 
differentiated educational paths could 
ensure not only the basic survival of their 
non-successor offspring but also their pros-
perity. The provision of educational oppor-
tunities arose from a sense of duty and pride 
that their children could do well in life, 
while also helping to reinforce the family’s 
social status (Arensberg and Kimball, 2001). 
Hannan and Commins (1992) argued that 
the farming community has long regarded 
themselves as a separate class of high status. 
They have made use of educational facili-
ties in a way that, for instance, the working 
class has not, to take advantage of new 
employment opportunities in an increas-
ingly industrialized environment. By the 
1960s the education farmers’ daughters 
received, especially in more prosperous 
families, was equal to that of children in 
urban settings. This acknowledged their 
need to establish themselves away from the 
local community and was also a means of 
compensating them for their exclusion from 
future ownership of the farm (McNabb, 
1964). This trend has continued to the pres-
ent day, with above-average completion of 
secondary-level education for females from 
farm backgrounds (94.8% of farmers’ daugh-
ters finish school compared with a national 
average of 89.7%). In addition, farmers’ 
sons have also recorded significant increases 
in participation in recent decades (Byrne 
et al., 2009). In the Irish farming family con-
text education continues to be an important 
element in strategies for survival and acts as 

a means of aiding the progression of off-
spring who have not been identified as the 
‘farmer’ (O’Hara, 1998). Thus, young peo-
ple’s pursuit of third-level education is 
often an important goal both for them and 
for their parents.

Farm youth in academic research

Farm youth who migrate are usually not 
included in research studies in the field of 
agricultural sociology or other related areas 
of study. Furthermore, most research that 
has been carried out around young people’s 
engagement with the farming sphere tends 
to focus on their working relationships with 
it and the dynamics and impact of this (for 
example, Elder and Conger, 2000; Wallace 
et al., 1994; Riley, 2009). Similarly, signifi-
cant attention has been paid to the notion of 
succession and land ownership (see, for 
example, Silvasti, 2003; Bjørkhaug and 
Wiborg, 2010; Brandth and Overrein, 2013) 
with particular focus on gendered access to 
power (O’Hara, 1998; Kelly and Shortall, 
2002; Price and Evans, 2006; Price, 2010). 
However, one piece of research relevant to 
this cohort, carried out by Shucksmith 
(2004), demonstrated that while individual-
ized choices can be a feature of life in rural 
areas they are often predicated on access to 
family resources, employment and educa-
tional opportunities. These asymmetrical 
chances can impact greatly on the kind of 
transitions young people make and their 
relationship with where they grew up.

One of the most obvious gaps in the lit-
erature is the relationship the family as a 
whole has with succession and in particular 
those offspring whose transition to adult-
hood is predicated on involvement in fur-
ther education. Even less attention is paid to 
female offspring and their position in the 
farming family vis-à-vis relationships with 
the homeplace. For instance, in one paper 
on the relationship between fathering prac-
tices, time spent on the farm by children and 
succession, the term ‘children’ or ‘sons’ is 
used throughout but almost no reference is 
made to daughters (Brandth and Overrein, 
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2013). Although this possibly reflects the 
aims of the study, it nevertheless implicitly 
collapses the idea of children and sons into 
one category and overlooks the need to 
explicitly include the female perspective. In 
some ways the focus on the (male) successor 
is understandable, since in being given the 
farm the individual takes on not just the 
ownership of the holding but also the values 
underpinning this status (Daugstad, 2010 
cited in Bjørkhaug and Wiborg, 2010). As 
farm upbringings often stress the handing 
on of carefully gendered and prescribed 
roles, implied within this transfer is a pass-
ing on of the meanings and performances 
associated with these. Thus, the transmis-
sion of the meaning attached to the farm and 
the dynamics associated with this become 
a vital element of the succession process 
(Bjørkhaug and Wiborg, 2010). It is through 
this passing of values from one generation to 
the next that the family farming economy 
and culture can be secured. However, since 
non-successors play a crucial role in the 
family’s inheritance strategy, if only through 
not disputing how the estate is to be divided, 
their ‘place’ in the strategy should be con-
sidered (Cassidy and McGrath, 2014).

The cultural norm of retaining the land-
holding in the family has long been seen as 
vitally important to the continuity of this 
culture and way of life (Silvasti, 2003; 
Brandth and Overrein, 2013). However, an 
in-depth Norwegian study argued that 
among the younger generations of farmers 
the urge for succession appears to be less 
important, with children’s rights to make 
their own choices now viewed as more sig-
nificant (Brandth and Overrein, 2013). This 
is partially premised on the idea that unlike 
their older counterparts, the younger gener-
ation considers lifestyle options and their 
own personal circumstances in their deci-
sion to take on the farm or not, and have the 
possibility of exerting more agency around 
this (Villa, 1999; Bjørkhaug and Wiborg, 
2010). However, this notion of the appar-
ently diluted sense of attachment to the 
farm might not be as straightforward as it 
first appears. There is often a kind of double- 
edged dynamic at work as although the 
need for rational choices about the future is 

emphasized, there is still an emotional sub-
text present. This is centred on the desire to 
maintain an intact, functioning farm into 
the next generation (Villa, 1999). Likewise, 
of three motives advanced in one Scandina-
vian study for young people agreeing to take 
on the farm, one was a yearning for the 
holding to be kept in the family (Andgard 
et al., 2009 cited in Bjørkhaug and Wiborg, 
2010). Grounding this is an attachment to 
the idea of retaining the farm in the family 
derived from a sense of obligation to previ-
ous generations and a wish to honour the 
commitment and sacrifices associated with 
this. Furthermore, the longer the family’s 
history has been enmeshed with that of the 
farm, the more likely they are to feel a sense 
of duty to preserve it (Vedeld et al., 2003 
cited in Bjørkhaug and Wiborg, 2010). It has 
also been found that this kind of belonging 
and the powerful sentiments bound up in 
the farm prevent the sale of the property 
even where it appears to be unviable to keep 
it on (Flemsæter, 2009 cited in Bjørkhaug 
and Wiborg, 2010). Since the family iden-
tity is so closely entangled with the farm, 
the prospect of losing the land represents 
more than simply a denial of access to an 
economically important resource but also 
the means of expressing who they are and 
their affiliation to a broader and older ideal 
(Ní Laoire, 2005).

The notion of choice as a fundamental 
right of the individual is regarded as being 
of growing potency in the literature (Villa, 
1999; Brandth and Overrein, 2013). This 
does not mean that the handing on of the 
farm will soon cease or that family farming 
will be obliterated from the social land-
scape, but rather that it will be modified and 
adapted to meet the changing needs of mod-
ern society (Silvasti, 2003). Rural research 
often focuses on a somewhat black-and-
white combination of structure and agency 
but what this can overlook is how farm 
youth, for example in Ireland, continue to 
take account of traditional norms in relation 
to the farming world and yet adjust to mod-
ern social expectations and goals in their 
off-farm lives. What is also missing from the 
research focus is the role those who will not 
succeed to the farm have in the process 
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of transferring land ownership from one 
generation to the next (Cassidy and McGrath, 
2014) and in particular the paradoxical 
dynamics that underpin this combining of 
‘old’ and ‘new’ values among this cohort.

Analytical Framework: The Contribution 
of Individualization Theory

Individualization theory is an important 
concept to incorporate into this work 
because of its focus on the level of input 
that young people have in the decisions 
they make about their path towards adult-
hood and the unique narrative shape of 
their life (Roberts, 2009). In part it attempts 
to bridge the gap between structure and 
agency and to highlight the interplay 
between them (Rudd, 1997). Within this 
much has been made of the supposed shift 
from traditional to late modern society with 
its attendant impact on how lives are shaped 
and created. Within traditional society, the 
individual actor was a relatively insignifi-
cant unit; decisions were made at a collec-
tive level and to wander from accepted 
norms handed down by community elders 
and leaders was considered foolish and 
deviant (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002). 
However, as historical patterns of behaviour 
and lifestyles began to be undermined by 
industry’s voracious demands for a flexible, 
mobile workforce, new styles of living were 
needed. In order to survive in the late mod-
ern era, the individual actor needs to place 
themselves at the centre of their world and 
conduct their lives based on this premise. 
Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002) argue that 
ties to spatially based communities and 
stubborn adherence to a particular way of 
living create a danger of being dismissed as 
irrelevant or old-fashioned. This suggests 
that the duty to oneself and to carefully 
crafting one’s own life, with society as an 
almost extraneous backdrop, has gradually 
taken precedence over operating as a minor 
figure in a larger framework within a wider 
social configuration. Underpinning the con-
cept of individualization is the notion of the 
‘do-it-yourself (DIY) biography’ whereby an 

individual constructs their own life based 
on a series of transient choices with often 
unknown consequences (Beck and Beck-
Gernsheim, 2002). This is strongly linked to 
the fragmentation of social institutions 
based on the family, distinct social classes 
and so on (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 
2009). It raises questions around whether or 
not the subjective expectations of actors 
who actively attempt to create their own 
identity and life path are compatible with 
the objective conditions they live in. Actors 
are ostensibly encouraged by society 
towards the belief that it is possible to be 
whoever they want to be, irrespective of 
their social background, their access to 
resources or their gender (Beck, 1992). 
However, in reality, individualized agency 
is not uniformly available to each actor. For 
example, there are structural influences 
such as rural–urban disparities of access to 
services and material wealth which poten-
tially influence the resources available that 
govern the kind of choices open to an indi-
vidual (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002).

The supposed shift towards a more 
individualized life path is underpinned by 
the idea that habitual elements of life are 
increasingly obscured by a haze of question-
ing and re-tailoring of the taken for granted 
into something new and unfamiliar. Despite 
the presence of structural barriers, as part of 
this, relationships with family and commu-
nity are supposedly assimilated into the 
reflexive process so that they are no longer 
grounded in an automatic sense of obliga-
tion but rather a selective and less proximal 
set of ties. However, evidence from rural 
sociology indicates that, for instance, 
devices such as the differentiation of labour 
inputs enable the status of farmer to remain 
a male preserve (see, for example, Wallace 
et al., 1994; Brandth, 1995; Shortall, 1999; 
Kelly and Shortall, 2002; Silvasti, 2003; 
Riley, 2009). This demonstrates that at least 
in the farming community structurally 
imposed boundaries can still influence the 
nature of actors’ transitions to adulthood.

However, it should be noted that indi-
vidualization does not suggest that social 
background is no longer of any import since 
families with appropriate types of capital 
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continue to help establish their offspring on 
a life path. This support should be viewed 
as assisting them in making their own 
unique transition to adulthood (Roberts, 
2009). Perhaps instead, as Shucksmith 
(2004) argues, it would be better to consider 
individualization as unevenly accessible 
and dependent on factors such as place, 
class and gender. This replaces the univer-
sality of Beck’s conceptualization with a 
more nuanced typology, which can take into 
account varying individual circumstances.

Methodology

The empirical data informing this chapter is 
based on doctoral research on the relation-
ship between Irish farm youth attending 
university and the farm or homeplace, as it 
is often referred to here, that they grew up 
on. The cohort consisted of 30 young peo-
ple between 18 and 33 years old, none of 
whom intended to return to the farm in a 
full-time capacity. However, a small  number 
of them are likely to be left the landholding, 
with two or three also contemplating return-
ing to farming in a part-time capacity at 
some point in the future. The group con-
sisted of 15 females and 15 males, and came 
from a wide variety of geographical regions 
and a mixture of farm types. All had self-
identified in the recruitment process as hav-
ing grown up on a family farm in Ireland. 
Due to concerns about the sensitive nature 
of the topic of landholding size in Irish fam-
ily farming culture, the acreage of each farm 
was unknown. It should be noted that the 
findings contained here represent the views 
of most of the participants but the quotes 
are taken from a smaller number of partici-
pants who were very vocal about this issue 
during the data collection process.

Research Findings

Contradictory gendered norms of behaviour

Gendered agentic frameworks and how they 
are manifested emerged in the research as 

one of the most significant influences on 
the relationship young people have with the 
farm they grew up on and their subsequent 
links to it into adulthood. For this research 
cohort, distinct norms around gender-
appropriate roles and behaviours continue 
to underpin their relationship with the 
homeplace. These have a profound influ-
ence on the position that both sons and 
daughters occupy within the on-farm gen-
der paradigm by privileging male authority 
and succession rights and subordinating 
women into an auxiliary, ‘inferior’ role. 
On the other hand, in relation to off-farm 
 positions the roles are often reversed, with 
greater support often shown for girls’ 
engagement with education. In many cases, 
male participants were expected to balance 
an intense involvement with the working 
life of the farm with their pursuit of an edu-
cation. By contrast girls were often allowed, 
if not encouraged, to detach from the farm 
as they got older and instead focus on their 
education. In this cohort, sons had more of 
a dual role to perform; of working on the 
farm while simultaneously studying for 
exams that would enable them to attend 
university. Girls were positioned as helpers, 
a role with fewer hours of commitment 
attached, thus enabling them to concentrate 
to a greater degree on their school work. 
This mirrors the contrasting relationships 
these young people are likely to have with 
the farm in the future, whereby sons are 
more likely than their sisters to pursue a 
professional career path while facing the 
possibility of returning to the farm. By con-
trast daughters play a supportive role in the 
succession process and concentrate almost 
exclusively on building a long-term future 
away from the farm.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that 
while cultural norms have a strong impact 
on attitudes towards male and female posi-
tions on and off the farm, they are open to 
interpretation by the individual and their 
family. This appears to depend on the con-
text of their relationship with the home-
place and the farm’s needs at a particular 
time. For instance, one woman mentioned 
that she had not been encouraged to work 
outside on the farm when she was younger 
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because it was regarded as ‘inappropriate’ 
work for a girl. However, her older sister had 
laboured side by side with her brothers 
on the farm when she was the same age. 
The main difference between how gen-
dered work relationships were constructed 
appears to have been that more labour was 
required when her sister was growing up 
because the farm was more heavily stocked 
and her two brothers were too young to take 
on all the work, a situation that had changed 
by the time the participant had grown up. 
This shift highlights how cultural norms can 
be opportunely embraced and appropriated 
to defend and imagine the development of a 
family member’s relationship with the farm 
depending on the circumstances. However, 
regardless of where on the gendered spec-
trum they and their families sat, most par-
ticipants were socialized into accepting a 
relatively fixed, differentiated concept of 
agency and positioning within their family 
and their movement into adulthood.

Clear and important distinctions 
existed within most of the cohort’s families 
about expected behaviours and relation-
ships with the farm. This was linked to gen-
dered roles where boys were expected to go 
outside and ‘work’, meaning they inten-
sively participated in the ongoing operation 
of the farm in their spare time. Girls did 
household chores and took on a ‘helper’ 
position on the farm; that is, were regarded 
as auxiliary sources of labour. Particular 
perceptions were created around this posi-
tioning so that girls who helped were 
assumed to be relatively removed from the 
day-to-day life of the farm in a way male 
‘workers’ were not allowed to be. Some 
female participants presented this detach-
ing as a choice they actively and strategi-
cally made, but most appeared to be 
marginalized by virtue of decisions made by 
their parents during their upbringing such 
as whether they were encouraged to drive 
machinery or not. Either way, even where 
they might have had a love for the land and 
an interest in farming, the idea of becoming 
a farmer never emerged as a viable option 
for their future transition to adulthood. By 
contrast in most families there was an 
expectation that boys had to take an active 

role on the farm. Even where they might be 
as uninterested as their female siblings, it 
was still presumed by their parents that 
they would be deeply involved. This was 
the case for James, who spoke of his sister 
being permitted to disengage from the farm 
as she got older and yet, while he hated 
most farm work, he had no choice but to 
continue with these tasks. Interestingly, this 
differentiation did not seem to be a source 
of resentment among participants, regard-
less of whether they liked working or not. 
This was Ben’s attitude:

She’s [his sister] the youngest, she’s a girl, 
she gets away with not doing a lot but who 
cares really? She’s happy with it, we’re 
happy with it yeah, it’s ok we got a good 
thing going.

Paradoxical agency for women

Within the research there was clear evi-
dence of the agency paradox in how a fam-
ily’s offspring were raised and the nature of 
the messages parents communicated to 
them about their futures, whatever the 
nature of their role on the farm. For daugh-
ters significant emphasis was placed on a 
feminist-imbued notion of independence 
and equality. Almost all of the female par-
ticipants spoke of parents encouraging them 
towards achieving both financial and per-
sonal independence through the vehicle of 
education. In fact, for most, no alternative 
path had been countenanced or allowed for 
in their movement towards adulthood. This 
was emphasized through parental actions, 
such as facilitating and encouraging their 
daughters’ engagement with school, and 
language, through frequent verbal reinforce-
ment of the need to be autonomous and self-
sufficient in later life. This was highlighted 
by one participant called Jane:

My mam always harpered on about it, ‘you 
need an education; get an education’. Go 
you know make something, be independent 
is my mam’s motto you know, get yourself a 
good job that was always her thing. Mam’d 
say ‘don’t be like us, don’t be dependent on 
kind of one source [of money] you know’. 
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She’d always be saying, ‘go and work and 
like to have money’.

Another participant, Shauna, touched on 
this as well: ‘My father has always said to 
me, “have your own money, never be 
dependent on any man for money”.’

This is in stark and paradoxical con-
trast to the kind of role and positioning they 
were framed within in their on-farm life, 
where they were rarely encouraged towards 
independence through, for example, being 
taught core farming skills such as machin-
ery work. This was further reinforced 
through their positioning as non-successors 
with a temporary status on the holding. 
Unlike sons, as is discussed later, the con-
cept of choice was not mentioned by par-
ents in relation to their daughters – it 
seemed to be the case that this was a taken-
for-granted underpinning feature of their 
lives and, therefore, did not need to be 
overtly emphasized.

Throughout the interviews, female par-
ticipants reiterated and supported the norm 
of male succession. This acceptance by 
most female respondents of the ‘natural’ 
order of a son or sons inheriting their fami-
ly’s landholding appears to be grounded in 
a psychological disconnect between their 
upbringing on the farm and the possibility 
of a long-term, proprietorial relationship 
with the land. Even in circumstances where 
there appeared to be little chance of a finan-
cial settlement in lieu of being left a portion 
of the farm, female participants referenced, 
without any tone of disquiet, the prospect 
of their brothers assuming ownership of 
it. One participant called Bridget referred 
more than once to her parents’ material 
poverty, so it is doubtful whether they 
would be able to gift her a substantial sum 
of money in their will. Despite her fragile 
financial position at the time the research 
was carried out, this did not lead her to con-
clude that she should be given some of the 
farm. The casual gendered presumptions 
around male succession to the farm are 
highlighted in Shauna’s anecdote about one 
branch of her extended family. In that fam-
ily, although the son has built a life quite far 
away from the homeplace, he will be given 

the land rather than his sister who is settled 
nearby to the farm:

The girl Sabina is living [near home] and 
we all know that Alex [the son] is going to 
get the land cos he’s the boy. Alex was the 
farmer, but Sabina never stood foot on the 
farm so that’s why – and cos he’s a boy I 
just presume Alex will get the farm and 
Sabina will get money. Now I don’t know, 
sure I don’t know how she feels about that, 
but I don’t think she will want it anyway.

Even where it is not possible to adhere to 
this cultural norm, for example in families 
with no sons, female participants still strug-
gled with their positioning in the succes-
sion process. Aisling, who has no brothers, 
spoke with a degree of wistfulness about 
this subject; if she had a brother he would 
have to deal with the tricky dilemma of the 
farm’s future and not her. She claimed this 
is not because she views farming as unsuit-
able for women but rather that it is not ‘nat-
ural’ for them to have to take responsibility 
for this issue. Yet at the same time Aisling 
was an ambitious budding young profes-
sional who was building a career for herself 
in quite a demanding field. Here are her 
views on the subject:

I suppose I wish I had a brother that was 
interested in farming or just a brother. I 
know that’s very maybe sexist or something 
but do you know like any of my friends that 
are from a farm they have brothers who 
deal with this kind of thing.

Female attitudes to the paradox of 
their positioning

None of the female participants appeared to 
identify any conflict between, on the one 
hand, believing that they did not have a 
legitimate right to take over the farm, as 
underpinned by their attendant inferiority 
in the farming hierarchy, and on the other 
hand, being pushed and encouraged to see 
themselves as equal to anyone in the life 
they create off the farm. They seemed to be 
able to move into and out of this contradic-
tory position depending on the contextual 
circumstances and the subject matter at 
hand. For instance, Aisling could be both a 
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confident young professional with ambi-
tious plans for the future and a doubting 
potential heir to the farm lamenting the 
absence of a brother who would assume 
responsibility for the farm’s future. The lack 
of tension or even awareness about the para-
doxical roles they had been socialized into 
on and off the farm was further apparent in 
Shauna’s interview. In one part of her inter-
view she made the following comment:

My uncle . . . he’d be slagging [mocking], 
‘oh we need somebody to help us draw 
[bring in] the bales. Shauna come out here, 
and we’ll show you how to drive a tractor’, 
and daddy’d be kind of sniggering and 
laughing under his breath . . . I remember 
saying it to him, ‘sure here I’ll drive a 
tractor, can’t be that much to it’. [Her father 
replied] ‘You will not – you’ll not drive a 
tractor – you’re not getting up on that 
tractor, no way!’

From this quote her limited position in the 
working life of the farm and the strictly 
bounded expectations her father had of 
her role on it, are clearly demonstrated. He 
showed obvious reluctance to teach her 
essential skills or to even countenance 
expanding her involvement in the operation 
of the landholding. Nevertheless, she later 
discussed how encouraging her father was of 
her, being given a car as a present, which it 
itself is a practical and symbolic demonstra-
tion of his support for her independence:

My father said, ‘she’s going to college, I 
want her in a good car’, so he was all for me 
driving and now he loves me having a car 
and he thinks it’s great that I’ve this car.

Despite her father’s strongly differentiated 
attitude, she did not seem to recognize the 
contradiction between his wish for her to 
be independent off the homeplace and the 
simultaneous limitations he placed on her 
active involvement on the farm and the con-
sequences this would have for her future 
relationship with it.

The paradox for male participants

In addition to being embedded into farming 
norms with its emphasis on working on the 

farm in a kind of apprentice role with an eye 
to possible future ownership, most male 
participants’ movement into adulthood was 
underpinned by the concept of choice. This 
is a key feature of the individualization dis-
course within which young people are per-
ceived to be the agents of their own destiny. 
Like their female counterparts, their parents 
encouraged them to use education as a 
means of building their life off the farm. 
However, where independence strongly fea-
tured in women’s socialization and choice 
was not mentioned, it was the opposite for 
male participants. By contrast to the empha-
sis placed on the independence education 
could give to daughters, for sons it was 
predicated on its capacity to provide them 
with a greater range of choices in the future. 
For instance, Myles remarked that his par-
ents always said: ‘Get a good education 
and you can do what you want basically.’ 
Another participant, George, also referred to 
his father’s attitude about this:

He liked the fact that I was going to college 
and getting some piece of paper, some bit 
of a degree so I could have a job outside of 
[the farm] if I was going to do part-time 
farming.

This duality ignores a paradoxical conflict 
between their socialization into prevailing 
farming norms with the responsibilized 
boundaries this imposes around potential 
future ownership of the farm and simultane-
ously being pushed to take advantage of the 
freedoms and opportunities attending uni-
versity can bring. Furthermore, in some situ-
ations even where another successor had 
been identified in the family, male partici-
pants who had no wish to become farmers 
positioned themselves as back-up heirs. 
Others hinted that it was their parents who 
had the power to decide whether they could 
pull away from the label of heir. Both of 
these patterns denote a lack of choice about 
their future pathways. In addition, male par-
ticipants spoke of a desire to travel and 
develop careers, and yet were actively tied 
into particular work and ownership roles on 
the farm which could, one day, contradict 
and temper these aspirations through requir-
ing them to take ownership of the farm.
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Attitudes to the paradox among 
male participants

Like their female counterparts, men were 
able to switch between these two elements 
of their identity as they discussed their life 
on and off the farm without appearing to 
notice any discrepancies. Neither did they 
seem to recognize the paradoxical agentic 
position they occupied in relation to their 
on- and off-farm lives. This was demon-
strated in Donal’s interview where he spoke 
about being asked at a very young age 
whether he wanted to become a farmer:

I think I was maybe five or six, I can 
remember being asked [by his parents] did I 
want to go farming and I was like no and it 
was like ‘grand that’s fine so’.

However, later in the interview he referred 
to the fact that if during his transition to 
adulthood his parents had actually 
demanded he take over the farm, he would 
have felt compelled to do so:

I think so [he would take the farm] if they 
were really pushing it cos then you kind of 
know that they really want it and that’s just 
kind of letting them down.

It can be seen from this how fragile the con-
cept of choice was in his life – he was 
brought up on a strong foundation of choice 
around his education and yet, ultimately, if 
his parents had wanted him to return to the 
farm it would have been very difficult for 
him to refuse to do so. While in Donal’s case 
the farm is likely to be sold despite his deep 
regret, for many their sense of obligation 
arising from this paradoxical imagining of 
agency prevents the farm being sold. The 
dilemma around this can lead to an internal 
struggle for participants. One participant 
called Andrew tried to detach himself from 
this debate by claiming that he would sell 
any land he received. Yet this is not as 
straightforward as he initially tried to pres-
ent it in the interview, as can be seen in this 
quote:

It’s always there, it’s in the back of your 
head, the bit of pride over it [the land] even 
though probably 70% of you just wants to 
walk away from it but that one 30% is just 
hanging right in there, going you can’t be 

doing this now, look around you, they’re 
[his family] so proud of what was there 
before them and I suppose that’s why it 
wouldn’t be so easy just to kick it away, 
there’s, there’s so much history there, 
there’s so much pride there.

For some male participants the duty to the 
farm is a frightening position to be put in, in 
how it can manipulate and shape their 
futures, but at the same time there was a cer-
tain kind of in-built resignation around 
their potential role as successors or back-up 
heirs. Seamus was encouraged to go to uni-
versity by his parents and wanted to build a 
life far removed from farming, which 
he detests. However, he does this in the 
shadow of his father’s expectations that he 
will return to take over the farm when he is 
too old to manage it. This is further compli-
cated by his disabled brother’s yearning to 
be a farmer, something which he cannot 
hope to become without Seamus’ help. 
While theoretically Seamus could refuse to 
comply, were he to do so there would be 
little solace to be gained from this, for it 
would mean turning his back on his duty to 
his family. These were some of his thoughts 
on the subject:

It’s not what I want . . . but [my brother] 
wants to do it, so he needs help. It’s just 
that I find that I’m going to be on this farm 
whether I like it or not, I’m going to have to 
be involved in farming. I won’t be able to 
escape it.

In some ways, it seems as if it does not 
 matter whether he takes over the farm or 
not – he will still be trapped by its clay and 
ditches and by an everlasting sense of owing 
something to his stricken, but eager brother. 
Even if he does not take over the farm one 
wonders would it be a pyrrhic victory 
because he would still carry his background 
with him, including the nagging guilt at 
having gone against his duty. By contrast 
his sisters have been able to make their tran-
sition to adulthood free from the worry of 
having to return to protect familial owner-
ship of the farm. Participants like Seamus 
must grapple with the fact that in the imme-
diate future they are free to experiment and 
be spatially mobile and yet, ultimately, they 
must return to the farm. This could also 



158 A. Cassidy

have serious consequences for their ability 
to build personally meaningful careers in 
geographic regions with few employment 
and social opportunities.

Discussion: Implications of the 
Agency Paradox

Transitions to adulthood in the farming 
community are shaped by exclusionary and 
inclusionary mechanisms embedded in 
upbringings, such as working relationships 
with the farm, which in turn are shaped in 
large part by these paradoxical positions 
young people are framed within. Over time 
these gendered frameworks bring differenti-
ated obligations and quasi-moral responsi-
bilities, which some are eager to grasp and 
others anxious to avoid, but yet all are 
shaped by them in some way. These para-
doxical positions whereby sons and daugh-
ters are socialized into contrasting statuses 
in relation to their on- and off-farm lives 
increase the chances of the farm being 
maintained within the family. At the same 
time, they help to maximize young people’s 
opportunities for success in the broader 
societal environment through encouraging 
their pursuit of education. The relative 
incompatibility of the individualized life 
path (see, for example, Beck, 1994; Beck 
and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002) and the norms 
still prevailing in the farming community, 
where family needs still exert a strong emo-
tional pull, can cause conflict for its young 
people in how they make their transition to 
adulthood. On one side, there is mobility, 
urban living and DIY biographies. On the 
other side, in relation to the farming para-
digm there is an emphasis on tradition, 
rootedness in the homeplace, identities 
defined in local and temporal terms, and 
specific cultural norms. Arising from this is 
the sense that, while farm youth have 
options to select from in the transition to 
adulthood they make, the choices open to 
them began to be shaped many years previ-
ously. It is these often jarring and contradic-
tory constructs and dynamics that young 
people must reconcile as they move towards 
adulthood.

Despite the continuity of key social 
norms, the Irish farming community has 
reacted to changing socio-economic circum-
stances through, for instance, integrating 
engagement with third-level education into 
its survival strategies. This is also set against 
a backdrop of changing societal trends 
based on individualized life paths relatively 
free from the influence of their parental or 
familial background. Yet regardless of this 
supposed normative shift, young people 
who took part in this research continued to 
view themselves as part of the collective, as 
demonstrated for instance by their support 
for their family’s succession plan, which 
prompts a puzzling question of how and 
why this can be the case. The answer to this 
appears to be founded on their upbringing 
within two paradoxical and contradictory 
gendered frameworks, with one preparing 
them for life within the family in the con-
text of the farm and one for life outside this. 
These frameworks do not appear on the sur-
face to be mutually compatible since the 
gendered requirements and expectations 
they are grounded in are quite different. 
Farmers’ daughters are not encouraged to 
see themselves as equal to their brothers on 
the farm in terms of their roles and owner-
ship rights and yet, off it, are generally 
urged to pursue professional careers and be 
as independent as possible. Similarly, sons 
are pushed towards education and mobility 
but are often perceived as potential return-
ees to the farm and, through this, can remain 
tightly moored to the homeplace. Findings 
in this research show that in spite of their 
contradictory nature, the boundaries of the 
farming paradigm are usually contextually 
adhered to even after young people move 
away to university. While male actors build 
their life away from the farm they do so in 
the knowledge that this might be curtailed 
by a duty to return to the farm. Likewise, 
female actors confidently pursue academic 
qualifications with the intention of develop-
ing vibrant careers but, nevertheless, con-
tinue to support succession strategies that 
are weighted against them.

While much of the literature around 
succession focuses only on the heir to the 
farm (for example, Bjørkhaug and Wiborg, 
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2010; Brandth and Overrein, 2013), this 
migrated group plays a crucial role in famil-
ial succession strategies. The paradoxical 
gendered engagements they are embedded 
within are a highly significant feature of 
family farming culture in Ireland and are 
vital for the continuity of viable landhold-
ings into the next generation. Through com-
bining paradigms that on the one hand 
reinforce the idea of the farm being handed 
on to one successor and on the other the uti-
lization of further education as a vehicle for 
progression in wider society, families can 
maximize their chances of holding on to the 
land while ensuring that their children are 
successful, functioning members of Irish 
society. As regards individualization the-
ory, this work shows that while on the sur-
face young people from farming backgrounds 
appear to have personal capacity to create 
their very own DIY biography (Beck, 1992), 
in fact, this is grounded in deeply influen-
tial socialization patterns and norms that 
create boundaries and shape available 
choices within which personal options 
are selected. This would fit within 
 Shucksmith’s (2004) notion of asymmetri-
cal options being available to young people 
from rural backgrounds depending on, for 
instance, the forms of capital they have 
access to.

Conclusion

Contrary to proponents of individualized 
DIY biography creation such as Beck, young 
people are embedded and influenced by 
their own social circumstances, family 
 relations, etc., as well as the wider societal 
milieu that expects personal choices and 

decisions to be the dominant catalyst for 
transitions to adulthood. This chapter has 
focused on how migrated Irish farm youth 
deal with the agentic paradox that these 
competing tensions create. While not claim-
ing to be a definitive picture of the relation-
ship between migrated farm youth, the 
homeplace they grew up on and the agentic 
gendered paradox entwined within these 
dimensions, this chapter has explored how 
these young people can manoeuvre within 
and between the differing normative con-
texts of the farm and wider society. It dem-
onstrates that Irish farm youth who migrate 
operate within two gendered sets of norma-
tive paradigms that allow them space to 
make a successful transition to adulthood 
while increasing the chances of the farm 
being retained within the family into the 
next generation. Without wanting to appear 
overly deterministic, the pathways farm 
youth follow, which might seem to be based 
on individual choice, are often choreo-
graphed from childhood through decisions 
made at an early age around the intensity of 
their involvement in farming and their 
engagement with education. This paradig-
matic duality helps to increase the possibil-
ity that the farm is passed on to one 
successor who takes it on either in a full- or 
part-time capacity with the support of their 
siblings. The inculcation of a paradoxical 
relationship with the concept of agency 
among a family’s offspring is crucial not 
only to the development of a successful 
farm succession strategy, but also to the cre-
ation of pathways towards adulthood that 
allow the pursuit of professional careers. As 
such, the paradoxical relationship with 
agency should be recognized as a key ele-
ment in the fight for Irish family farming 
culture’s survival into the future.
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Introduction

When Bettina Bock wrote the introduction 
to the identity section of Rural Gender Rela
tions in 2006, she noted that it was in the 
second half of the 1990s that researchers in 
Western countries really began to look at 
the construction of gender identities in the 
rural setting. This is an area that has devel-
oped significantly since then. It concen-
trated initially on the identity of farm 
women and men. Studies then broadened in 
scope to consider how the rural might inter-
sect with other factors and shape gender. 
She also noted that the focus on identity 
was a predominantly Western one and it 
was of less interest in the developing world. 
Ten years on, this remains the case. She 
commented that with modernization and 
globalization the economic position and 
social status of traditional rural professions 
weaken. More and more farmers, fishers and 
foresters have difficulties remaining as the 
primary breadwinner. Marshall (2001), Ni 
Laoire (2001), Bennet (2004) and Shortall 
(2006) demonstrate how losing this basic 
pillar of masculine identity affects men’s 
well-being negatively and also, indirectly, 
affects the well-being of women. Masculini-
ties and the changing identities of men on 
farms and other primary industries have 
been a major area of research over the past 
10 years and it is a question considered by 

three of the chapters (Chapters 15–17) in 
this section of the current volume.

A brief overview of gender and identity 
is offered here. The interested reader should 
refer to a much more complete overview 
provided in the recently published Rout
ledge International Handbook of Rural 
Studies, Section VIII – ‘Gender in rural soci-
ety’ (Shortall, 2016a; Shucksmith and 
Brown, 2016). All of the contributions in 
Section VIII of that publication deal with 
gender and identity (Brandth and Haugen, 
2016; Charatsari and Cernic Istenic, 2016; 
Little, 2016; McVay, 2016; Thuesen, 2016) 
and Shortall’s (2016b) contribution specifi-
cally deals with the question of gender and 
identity formation in rural studies.

Gender Identities in Agriculture and 
Work On and Off the Farm

Initially, research was concerned with 
understanding how the occupation of farm-
ing interacted with the farm family. It was 
not overtly stated that it was concerned 
with gender identities and how they were 
formed, performed and recreated, but it is 
easy to extract when rereading the classics. 
In the main, this research was trying to 
make visible the world of women within the 
family farm (Gasson, 1980; Bartlett, 1983; 
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Sachs, 1983; Whatmore, 1991; Shortall, 
1992, 1999; Alston, 1995, 1998; O’Hara, 
1998; Overbeek et al., 1998; Brandth, 2002; 
Pini, 2002; Silvasti, 2003; Cernic Istenic, 
2006). Research considered how men’s 
identity as farmers is tied to their land own-
ership. Their role identity as farmer comes 
from owning the means of production. They 
occupy the occupational position of ‘farmer’ 
and they are seen to do the productive agri-
cultural work. On the one hand, gendered 
identities around farming and farm work 
have remained stubbornly in place. On the 
other hand, the increased on-farm and off-
farm employment of farm women has meant 
a considerable change in their work status 
and identities. Interestingly, both Haugen 
and Brandth (Chapter 14, this volume) and 
Riley and Sangster (Chapter 15, this vol-
ume) underline just how stubborn gendered 
identities on farms remain.

Berit Brandth was a pioneer of rural 
research looking at the construction of mas-
culinities in agriculture. Brandth (1995) 
analysed the use of imagery in tractor adver-
tisements. She demonstrated how men’s 
mastery of big and heavy machinery serves 
to underline and symbolize a hegemonic 
masculinity that is defined by physical 
strength, control and domination. Women’s 
absence in tractor advertisements supports 
the symbolic intimacy between men, 
machinery and management. At the same 
time it negates women’s relation with 
machinery and management, and marginal-
izes women’s presence in the farm. Such 
definitions of masculinity and femininity 
reconfirm the unequal division of labour 
and power between farming men and 
women. Similar results were found in stud-
ies analysing the construction of agricul-
tural gender identities in the USA, Australia, 
New Zealand, France and the UK (Liepins, 
2000; Morris and Evans, 2001; Saugeres, 
2002; Finney et al., 2004). Research on other 
traditionally male occupations, such as 
 forestry (Brandth and Haugen, 1998, 2000; 
Reed, 2002), fishing (Marshall, 2001; 
Grzetic, 2004) and the military (Woodward, 
1998), finds that gender identities are 

constructed in a similar way. Their occupa-
tional identities are defined as masculine, 
based in hard manual labour, physical 
strength and the capability and courage to 
endure the dirty, heavy and dangerous work 
that goes along with surviving and eventu-
ally taming and civilizing rural ‘wilderness’ 
and nature. The negative impacts that can 
ensue when this identity is threatened have 
been a significant feature of recent work on 
gender and identity in rural studies (Alston 
and Kent, 2008; Alston, 2012; Brandth and 
Haugen, 2005, 2010, 2011; Bryant and Pini, 
2011; Shortall, 2014).

Women are increasingly working off 
the farm and in farm diversification activi-
ties (see the previous section in this volume 
on agriculture). With this increased eco-
nomic independence, scholars expected 
new identities to emerge in a way that has 
not happened (Brandth, 2002). As Riley and 
Sangster (Chapter 15, this volume) discuss, 
women are often the primary breadwinner, 
or at least contribute significantly to the sur-
vival of the farm (Moss et al., 2000; Kelly 
and Shortall, 2002; Shortall, 2014). Kelly 
and Shortall (2002) argue that farm wom-
en’s increased resources from off-farm work 
do not contribute to significant renegotia-
tion of domestic responsibilities and gender 
role expectations. They say that much of the 
literature on income and gender identities 
presumes people behave as maximizing 
individuals. Farm households, however, 
require analysis at the level of the house-
hold to explore what off-farm employment 
by women means for gender role expecta-
tions and the division of labour within the 
farm family. The farm household behaves as 
a collective and tries to ensure the well-
being of family members by verifying key 
identities (Wheelock and Oughton, 1996; 
Bock, 2004). Shortall (2014) has argued that 
despite their elevated economic status as 
breadwinner, women on farms continue to 
do gender identities such that they reinforce 
men’s work identity as a farmer, as the deci-
sion maker, and in this way reinforce his 
masculinity. Again, these processes are 
clear in Chapters 14 and 15 in this section.
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Space, Roles and Rural Gender Identity

Space is gendered. This of course has a cul-
tural and temporal context; some cultures 
have more gendered space than others and, 
in general, the rigidities of gendered space 
change over time. Matysiak (Chapter 17, 
this volume) and Ni Dhonaill (Chapter 16, 
this volume) consider gendered space and 
how it is linked to gendered identities. Like 
McVay (Chapter 13, this volume), they also 
look at how the roles men and women 
assume and take on are shaped by, and fur-
ther shape, gender identity. Recent research 
has shown that rural space continues to be 
used to signify and maintain distinctive 
gender identities; the men in Riley and 
Sangster (Chapter 15, this volume) carefully 
construct their masculine activity in rela-
tion to outdoor masculine work. The out-
doors is coded as masculine, while indoor 
activities are coded as feminine (Campbell 
and Bell, 2000; Pini, 2004; Little and  Panelli, 
2003; Campbell et al., 2006; Brandth and 
Haugen, 2010, 2014; Little, 2014). In the 
outdoors, men undertake hard, physical 
and sometimes dangerous work such as 
handling heavy machinery, being foresters 
and dealing with chemicals. Men have 
appropriated agricultural technology to 
underline their identity as farmers (Brandth 
and Haugen, 1998; Saugeres, 2002; Pini, 
2005). Specific activities such as hunting 
and mining are seen as outdoor male activi-
ties (Campbell and Bell, 2000). Riley and 
Sangster (Chapter 15, this volume) show 
how men reconstruct their gender activities 
to maintain their masculine identity. Wom-
en’s indoor work is predominantly seen 
as domestic or as socially reproductive 
work. It is seen as sustaining the household 
( Whatmore, 1991; Trauger et al., 2010).

Shortall (2016b) notes that while much 
of the literature acknowledges and dis-
cusses the iterative and interactive nature of 
identity formation, empirical research still 
has a tendency to focus on the identity for-
mation processes for one group rather than 
the interactions between different identity 
groups and how the identities of one influ-
ence the identities of the others. It is really 
interesting to see Haugen and Brandth 

(Chapter 14, this volume) discuss divorce 
with men and women and analyse the ques-
tion in this way, albeit the men and women 
interviewed were not divorced from each 
other. We now turn to the chapters in this 
section.

The Chapters

In Chapter 13, Lori McVay examines the 
identity of women leaders in Northern 
 Ireland. She focuses on their identity as 
‘rural’, as ‘women’ and as ‘leader’, and how 
they navigate the intersection of these iden-
tities. While research on women leaders in 
the main tends to focus on the barriers 
women encounter, McVay instead looks at 
the enablers, and considers the choices and 
life events that shaped these women’s iden-
tities. She interviewed leaders in non- 
government organizations, business, the 
church and agricultural organizations. Like 
Barbara Pini, she argues that we need to 
avoid flattening women’s experience and 
creating a female norm in terms of leader-
ship. It is for this reason she is interested in 
the intersection of rural, woman and leader. 
She considers how ‘leader’ may conflict 
with the identity as ‘woman’ and how 
women, in situations where masculine 
behaviour is expected, may perceive them-
selves as inauthentic. She found that rural 
was a very strong component of identity, 
and gender was also very strong. But women 
were less comfortable with the leader iden-
tity. McVay’s research found that starting in 
women-only organizations was identified as 
very important by the women interviewed, 
who said that it was in these environments 
they learned the confidence to take other 
leadership roles. Women rejected a feminist 
identity, which is particularly interesting 
given that McVay did not directly ask about 
feminism. The women saw it as an identity 
that is militant and promoting unacceptable 
behaviour. Women tended not to identify as 
leaders even though others identified them 
as such. They used words like ‘cajole’, 
‘encourager’, ‘getting on with it’ to describe 
their leadership roles. Women also 
 emphasized their relationships with their 
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‘followers’ in organizations and politics, 
reinforcing her conclusion that the women 
she interviewed integrate their rural and 
gender identities with the leader identity in 
a way that they see as nurturing.

Chapter 14 by Marit Haugen and Berit 
Brandth explores the construction of gen-
dered farming identities by considering 
divorce. Since people construct their iden-
tity in relation to marriage, divorce requires 
a new sense of identity. Farm divorce is par-
ticularly problematic because it is deeply 
rooted in a marital economy and historical 
patterns of inheritance and culture, which 
tend to privilege men. If assets are divided 
following a divorce, it has the potential to 
break up the farm unit and threaten its via-
bility, and they argue this can lead to moral 
and material pressures on women. They are 
interested in how gender as an identity can 
be disrupted, constituted and reconstituted 
in the context of divorce. They present 
some of the frames of identity that the litera-
ture has identified as important to men and 
women on farms, such as the ‘good farmer’, 
hard-working and successful, and detail 
how this can have a negative impact when 
threatened. They also discuss how women’s 
gender equality frame has changed in line 
with wider societal equality for women. 
They present four in-depth case studies that 
were part of a larger study of relational 
arrangements in Norwegian farming. Two 
case studies are men, two are women. In 
each case the women instigated the break-
up. The women opposed the farm wife 
identity within which they were framed 
and which limited their economic indepen-
dence and freedom to make individual deci-
sions. They did not claim the assets they 
were entitled to following divorce. The men 
related to the good farmer identity and were 
quite gender equal in their views. Both 
experienced mental health problems fol-
lowing the break-up. Haugen and Brandth 
note that despite the gender equality frame, 
there is a persistence of the patriarchal 
frame of identity: male privilege and female 
subordination. Considering identity forma-
tion through studying moments when they 
are shattered is a really interesting approach 
to researching identity.

In Chapter 15, Mark Riley and Heather 
Sangster are interested in whether domi-
nant hegemonic masculinities are changing 
for farm men. How do they negotiate not 
being the breadwinner, or physical manual 
work being replaced by machinery? They 
demonstrate the temporal nature of farm 
masculinities and they explore the 
 contextual, fluid and interpersonal ways 
masculinities are performed and identities 
formed. They contend that there are multi-
ple masculinities. Farming men are often 
positioned as the breadwinner, with hetero-
sexuality presumed as the norm given the 
emphasis on producing a son and heir to the 
farm. Riley and Sangster are particularly 
interested in the intergenerational transfer 
and reconfiguration of male farming identi-
ties. They review literature that shows the 
different scales at which masculinities may 
be defined and reworked: local, regional 
and global. The importance of space and 
place in the development of masculine 
identities is underlined. They also argue 
that masculinities can be reconfigured over 
time. Their sample for the chapter is drawn 
from a larger study in the Peak District of 
England between 2001–2003 and 2014–
2015. Here they focus on eighteen farms 
where three generations are farming concur-
rently. They found a number of components 
of the masculine identity to be particularly 
important. Patrilineal inheritance and 
‘keeping the name’ on the land remain 
strong. Alongside this, changes have taken 
place with spouses working off the farm and 
the younger men doing more housework 
and childcare, but they provide a fascinat-
ing analysis of how this can be presented in 
a way that does not threaten the masculine 
identity on the farm. They also provide an 
interesting analysis of how masculine iden-
tities are protected intergenerationally. 
They conclude that being the provider and 
breadwinner are key masculine identities 
across generations, as well as a continued 
commitment to intergenerational land trans-
fer. It is clear too that identities are tempo-
ral, redefined and reconfigured over time.

In Chapter 16, Caoimhe Ni Dhonaill 
looks at narratives of masculinity in groups 
trying to address social exclusion. She 
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compares two different initiatives to tackle 
social exclusion: one focused on older peo-
ple in rural areas, men and women; and one 
specifically aimed at men in urban areas. 
Previous research shows that men are more 
at risk of experiencing loneliness and isola-
tion than women. The chapter assumes that 
social connections are beneficial for people. 
She very usefully distinguishes between 
social isolation and loneliness; social isola-
tion refers to objectively measured low lev-
els of social contacts, while loneliness refers 
to a subjective emotional feeling of having 
few social contacts. The two are not synony-
mous. Her research found that it is not the 
prevalence of contact but the quality of con-
tact that is most import. Given that tackling 
loneliness in older people is a priority for 
many organizations, Ni Dhonaill advocates 
close attention to the quality of relation-
ships fostered in these groups. Men are 
more vulnerable to loneliness because of 
masculinity narratives that suggest men 
should be strong and avoid discussing emo-
tions. The masculine emphasis on the work 
role means that after retirement, men have 
lost colleagues and interaction as well as 
their breadwinning identity. She discusses 
how services and lower population density 
may mean older people are more likely to 
experience social isolation in rural areas. 
She compares two case studies. One is in a 
rural area and targeted men and women 
through a luncheon club and arts and crafts 
activities. The other is in an urban area and 
is a Men’s Shed, which is part of the global 
movement to provide a space for men to 
come together, usually after losing a job or 
retirement, to tackle social isolation. In 
Men’s Sheds, men do typically masculine 
activities such as do-it-yourself, wood carv-
ing, metal work and use heavy tools. Ni 
Dhonaill presents a fascinating analysis of 
the processes of interaction between men 
and women that reinforce masculine stereo-
types and impede men’s participation in the 
mixed group. While the Men’s Sheds also 
serve to reinforce masculine stereotypes, 
they do so in a positive way. They provide a 
post-work masculine space that allows men 
to reconfirm their masculine identity and 
from the comfort of this safe space they are 

able to discuss emotional issues. She con-
cludes that men-only groups are a positive 
initiative and may be a more successful 
means of addressing social inclusion than 
gender-mixed groups.

Ilona Matysiak examines the role of vil-
lage representatives in Poland in Chapter 
17. People in this role traditionally liaised 
between residents and higher levels of 
authority. She is interested in village repre-
sentatives because traditionally this was a 
male domain and it is becoming an increas-
ingly female role, currently at 36% women. 
Her key question is whether this represents 
a move away from male dominance in 
 politics or whether it actually represents 
the opposite. She undertook qualitative 
research in ten municipalities and supple-
mented this with secondary data. Matysiak 
notes that the literature underlines the 
 general under-representation of women in 
Western Europe and this is also true for 
rural women. Research has shown that the 
recent rural structures that developed to 
implement the EU Leader programme, the 
Local Action Groups, also have an under-
representation of women. Women often par-
ticipate in local activities, but this is seen as 
altruistic and does not translate into posi-
tions of power. She charts the socio- political 
history of Poland and outlines the key 
issues for rural areas. Following the col-
lapse of communism and entry into the EU, 
she argues that rural areas are spaces that 
embody long-standing legacies of tradition, 
alongside processes of dynamic social, eco-
nomic and cultural change. She is inter-
ested in what the intersection of these two 
processes means for gender roles and per-
ceptions of women’s participation in poli-
tics. She cautions that there is significant 
regional variance in Poland and some areas 
are much more conservative than others, 
and she demonstrates that these values have 
a significant impact on gender roles. She 
offers a fascinating analysis of how the 
 gendered composition of the role of village 
representative has changed and why more 
women have become involved. She con-
cludes that it is partly linked to the devalu-
ation of this role, partly to the feminization 
of the activities of this role and partly to 
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the inevitable processes of socio-cultural 
change.

Conclusion

To conclude, this section (Chapters 13–17) 
nicely develops our understanding of rural 
gender identity. A number of common 
themes emerge across all of the chapters. 

They all underline the importance of inter-
sectionality; identities are many and varied 
and they intersect for all of us, and for men 
and women in rural areas, on farms, in lead-
ership roles and in divorce. All of the chap-
ters demonstrate how identity is constructed 
through social interaction and relationships 
and involves processes of ‘doing’. In this 
way, they also discuss how gender identity 
is temporal and dependent on time and 
place.

References

Alston, M. (1995) Women on the Land: The Hidden Heart of Australia. University of NSW Press, 
 Sydney, Australia.

Alston, M. (1998) Farm women and their work: why is it not recognised? Journal of Sociology 34(1), 
23–34. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/144078339803400103 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Alston, M. (2012) Rural male suicide in Australia. Social Science & Medicine 74(4), 515–522. Avail-
able at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.04.036 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Alston, M. and Kent, J. (2008) The big dry: the link between rural masculinities and poor health 
 outcomes for farming men. Journal of Sociology 44(2), 133–147. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/1440783308089166 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Bartlett, P. (1983) American Dreams, Rural Realities: Family Farms in Crisis. North Carolina Press, 
Chapel Hill, North Carolina.

Bennet, K. (2004) A time for change? Patriarchy, the former coalfields and family farming. Sociologia 
Ruralis 44(2), 147–166. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00268.x 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

Bock, B. (2004) Fitting in and multi-tasking: Dutch farm women’s strategies in rural entrepreneur-
ship. Sociologia Ruralis 44(3), 245–260. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-
9523.2004.00274.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. (1995) Rural masculinity in transition: gender images in tractor advertisements. Journal of 
Rural Studies 11(2), 123–133. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0743-0167(95)00007-A 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. (2002) Gender identity in European family farming: a literature review. Sociologia Ruralis 
42(3), 181–197. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00210 (accessed 6 March 
2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M. (1998) Breaking into a masculinist discourse. Women and farm forestry. 
Sociologia Ruralis 38(3), 427–442. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00087 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M. (2000) From lumberjack to business manager: masculinity in the  Norwegian 
forestry press. Journal of Rural Studies 16(3), 343–355. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/
S0743-0167(00)00002-4 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M. (2005) Doing rural masculinity – from logging to outfield tourism. Journal 
of Gender Studies 14(1), 13–22. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0958923042000331452 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M. (2010) Doing farm tourism: the intertwining practices of gender and work. 
Signs 35(2), 425–446. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/605480 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M. (2011) Farm diversification into tourism – implications for social identity? 
Journal of Rural Studies 27(1), 35–44. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2010.09.002 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M. (2016) Rural masculinity. In: Shucksmith, M. and Brown, D. (eds) The 
Routledge International Handbook of Rural Studies. Routledge/Falmer, London and New York, 
pp. 412–424.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/144078339803400103
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2010.04.036
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1440783308089166
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1440783308089166
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00268.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00274.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00274.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0743-0167(95)00007-A
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00210
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00087
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(00)00002-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(00)00002-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0958923042000331452
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/605480
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2010.09.002


168 S. Shortall

Bryant, L. and Pini, B. (2011) Gender and Rurality. Routledge, Oxford, UK and New York.
Campbell, H. and Bell, M. (2000) The question of masculinities. Rural Sociology 65(4), 532–546. Avail-

able at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00042.x (accessed 6 March 2017).
Campbell, H., Bell, M.M. and Finney, M. (eds) (2006) Country Boys: Masculinity and Rural Life. Penn-

sylvania State University Press, University Park, Pennsylvania.
Cernic Istenic, M. (2006) Farm women in Slovenia. In: Bock, B.B. and Shortall, S. (eds) Rural Gender 

Relations: Issues and Case Studies. CAB International, Wallingford, UK, pp. 63–96.
Charatsari, C. and Cernic Istenic, M. (2016) Gender, farming and rural social research: a relationship in 

flux. In: Shucksmith, M. and Brown, D.L. (eds) The Routledge International Handbook of Rural 
Studies. Routledge/Falmer, London and New York, pp. 389–399.

Finney, M.H., Campbell, H. and Bell, M.M. (2004) Rural masculinities: towards a new research agenda. 
Paper presented at the XI World Congress of Rural Sociology, Trondheim, Norway, 25–30 July 
2004.

Gasson, R. (1980) Roles of farm women in England. Sociologia Ruralis 20(3), 165–180.
Grzetic, B. (2004) Women Fishes these Days. Fernwood Publications, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada.
Kelly, R. and Shortall, S. (2002) ‘Farmers’ wives’: women who are off-farm breadwinners and the 

implications for on-farm gender relations. Journal of Sociology 38(4), 327–343. Available at: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/144078302128756714 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Liepins, R. (2000) Making men: the construction and representation of agriculture-based masculinities 
in Australia and New Zealand. Rural Sociology 65(4), 605–620. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00046.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

Little, J. (2014) The development of feminist perspectives in rural gender studies. In: Pini, B., Brandth, 
B. and Little, L. (eds) Feminisms and Ruralities. Lexington Books, London, pp. 107–119.

Little, J. (2016) Gender and entrepreneurship. In: Shucksmith, M. and Brown, D. (eds) The Routledge 
International Handbook of Rural Studies. Routledge/Falmer, London and New York, 
pp. 357–367.

Little, J. and Panelli, R. (2003) Gender research in rural geography. Gender, Place & Culture 
10(3),  281–289. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369032000114046 (accessed 6 March 
2017).

Marshall, J. (2001) Connectivity and restructuring: identity and gender relations in a fishing  community. 
Gender, Place & Culture 8(4), 391–401. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690120111627 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

McVay, L. (2016) Gender and leadership. In: Shucksmith, M. and Brown, D. (eds) The Routledge Inter
national Handbook of Rural Studies. Routledge/Falmer, London and New York, pp. 367–379.

Morris, C. and Evans, N. (2001) ‘Cheese makers are always women’: gendered representations of farm 
life in the agricultural press. Gender, Place & Culture 8(4), 375–390. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1080/09663690120111618 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Moss, J.E., Jack, C.J., Wallace, M. and McErlean, S.A. (2000) Securing the future of small family farms: 
the off-farm solution. Paper presented at European Rural Policy at the Crossroads, Aberdeen, 
Scotland, 29 June–1 July 2000.

Ni Laoire, C. (2001) A matter of life and death? Men, masculinities and staying ‘behind’ in rural Ire-
land. Sociologia Ruralis 41(2), 220–236. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00179 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

O’Hara, P. (1998) Partners in Production? Women, Farm and Family in Ireland. Berghahn Books, New 
York.

Overbeek, G., Efstratoglou, S., Haugen, M.S. and Saraceno, E. (1998) Labour Situation and Strategies 
of Farm Women in Diversified Rural Areas of Europe. Office for Official Publications of the Euro-
pean Communities, Luxembourg.

Pini, B. (2002) Constraints to women’s involvement in agricultural leadership. Women in Management 
Review 17(6), 276–284. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09649420210441923 (accessed 
6 March 2017).

Pini, B. (2004) Managerial masculinities in the Australian sugar industry. Rural Society 14(1), 22–35. 
Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.5172/rsj.351.14.1.22 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Pini, B. (2005) Farm women: driving tractors and negotiating gender. International Journal of Sociol
ogy and Food 13(1), 1–12.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00042.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/144078302128756714
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00046.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00046.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369032000114046
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690120111627
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690120111618
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690120111618
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00179
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/09649420210441923
http://dx.doi.org/10.5172/rsj.351.14.1.22


 Rurality and Gender Identity 169

Reed, M. (2002) Marginality and gender at work in forestry communities of British Columbia, Canada. 
Journal of Rural Studies 19(3), 373–389. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-
0167(03)00021-4 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Sachs, C.E. (1983) The Invisible Farmers: Women in Agricultural Production. Rowman and Allanheld, 
Totowa, New Jersey.

Saugeres, L. (2002) The cultural representation of the farming landscape: masculinity, power and 
nature. Journal of Rural Studies 18(4), 373–384. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-
0167(02)00010-4 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Shortall, S. (1992) Power analysis and farm wives – an empirical study of the power relationships 
affecting women on Irish farms. Sociologia Ruralis 32(4), 431–452. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.1992.tb00941.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

Shortall, S. (1999) Gender and Power – Women and Farming. Macmillan Press, London.
Shortall, S. (2006) Economic status and gender roles. In: Bock, B. and Shortall, S. (eds) Rural Gender 

Relations: Issues and Case Studies. CAB International, Wallingford, UK, pp. 340–355.
Shortall, S. (2014) Farming, identity and well-being: managing changing gender roles within Western 

European farm families. Anthropological Notebooks 20(3), 67–81.
Shortall, S. (2016a) Changing configurations of gender and rural society. In: Shucksmith, M. and 

Brown, D. (eds) The Routledge International Handbook of Rural Studies. Routledge/Falmer, Lon-
don and New York, pp. 347–357.

Shortall, S. (2016b) Gender and identity formation. In: Shucksmith, M. and Brown, D. (eds) The Rout
ledge International Handbook of Rural Studies. Routledge/Falmer, London and New York, 
pp. 400–412.

Shucksmith, M. and D. Brown. (eds) (2016) The Routledge International Handbook of Rural Studies. 
Routledge/Falmer, London and New York.

Silvasti, T. (2003) Bending borders of gendered labour division on farms: the case of Finland. Sociolo
gia Ruralis 43(2), 154–166. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00236 (accessed 
6 March 2017).

Thuesen, A.A. (2016) Gender and rural governance. In: Shucksmith, M. and Brown, D. (eds) The Rout
ledge International Handbook of Rural Studies. Routledge/Falmer, London and New York, 
pp. 379–388.

Trauger, A., Sachs, C., Barbercheck, M., Kiernan, N., Brasier, K. and Schwartzberg, A. (2010) The 
object of extension: agricultural education and authenic farmers in Pennsylvania. Sociologia 
Ruralis 50(2), 85–103. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2010.00507.x (accessed 
6 March 2017).

Whatmore, S. (1991) Farming Women: Gender, Work and Family Enterprise. Macmillan, London.
Wheelock, J. and Oughton, E. (1996) The household as a focus for research. Journal of Economic Issues 

30(1), 143–159.
Woodward, R. (1998) It’s a man’s life! Soldiers, masculinity and the countryside. Gender, Place & 

Culture 5(3), 277–300. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663699825214 (accessed 
6 March 2017).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(03)00021-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(03)00021-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(02)00010-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(02)00010-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.1992.tb00941.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.1992.tb00941.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00236
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2010.00507.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663699825214


170  CAB International 2017. Gender and Rural Globalization 
 (eds B.B. Bock and S. Shortall)

Introduction

The last two decades have seen a marked 
increase in interest around women’s access 
to leadership positions, as nations and orga-
nizations acknowledge the importance of 
gender parity for sustainability and global 
improvements in health and socio- economic 
conditions (UN Women, 2015). The Euro-
pean Parliament, through its Women’s 
Rights and Gender Equality Committee, is 
pressing for gender mainstreaming in all 
areas, with particular emphasis on both 
women’s expanding role in decision- 
making processes and leadership training 
for women (Mlinar, 2016). Within these 
frameworks, the question of how women 
attain leadership positions has focused pri-
marily on examining the many obstacles 
that women – and rural women in particu-
lar – face in accessing positions of power. 
As an alternative to these approaches, 
research presented in this chapter under-
took to examine positive factors in rural 
women leaders’ development processes: the 
choices and happenings that shaped their 
identities as rural, as women, as leaders and 
as people whose lived experience required 
navigating the intersection of those 
identities.

Background and Context: 
Why Northern Ireland?

Northern Ireland is rich in vibrant rural 
communities, with 36% of its people living 
in rural areas (Northern Ireland Assembly, 
2012). Having come through the prolonged 
violence of ‘The Troubles’,1 rural women in 
Northern Ireland face many of the same 
challenges as their peers across Europe: a 
persistent pay gap, under-representation in 
decision-making processes and offices, the 
dominance of men in land ownership, poor 
access to training opportunities and work, 
and the perpetuation of restrictive cultural 
assumptions regarding gender in the rural 
idyll (Northern Ireland Assembly, 2012). As 
women, they face different barriers from 
their male counterparts, including limited 
opportunities to return to employment for 
women whose childcare activities have 
been prioritized over out-of-home work 
(Department for Employment and Learning 
Northern Ireland, 2013). Research shows 
the persistence of gendered careers advice 
being linked to the concentration of women 
in a limited number of Northern Ireland’s 
low-paying job sectors (Northern Ireland 
Women’s European Platform, 2013), and 
employers appear to lag behind in fully 
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recognizing the skills of women despite 
women’s parity in educational attainment 
(Department for Employment and Learning 
Northern Ireland, 2013).

To challenge these and similar 
entrenched structures and to make gender 
inequality visible, women around the globe 
have formed partnerships and networks 
with other women (Bjørnå, 2012). Women-
only spaces are a valuable resource for 
 discussions around shared struggles with 
gender inequality, encouraging an exchange 
of information free from concern regarding 
men’s perception and/or judgement (Pini, 
2005; Trauger et al., 2008; Debebe, 2011). 
They further serve as places in which these 
women’s multiple identities and roles can 
be recognized and valued (Brasier et al., 
2014). Although women-only programmes 
have been criticized for lacking both inter-
actions with people of all genders and the 
opportunity to network with well- connected 
men, proponents believe that the opportu-
nity to function as part of a majority group 
– even on a temporary basis – is a valuable 
developmental experience that few women 
have in the workplace (Ely et al., 2011).

In Northern Ireland’s rural communi-
ties, women-only groups are doing impor-
tant community development work and 
have received (limited) funding to continue 
to do so (Northern Ireland Assembly, 2012). 
The growing rural population is well served 
by this dynamic network of rural women’s 
groups, as they work actively to improve 
the position of women in local, regional and 
national contexts. Based on their awareness 
and experience of women’s daily lives, the 
groups have identified leadership develop-
ment as one means of addressing the needs 
of Northern Ireland’s rural women (North-
ern Ireland Department of Agriculture and 
Rural Development, 2006).

Rural women-only groups served as a 
starting point for conducting the research 
presented here. Additionally, each of the 
sectors listed in Macaulay and Laverty’s 
(2007) Baseline Study of Rural Women’s 
Infrastructure in Northern Ireland provided 
excellent representatives of rural women in 
leadership. These included women serving 

in non-governmental organizations, politics, 
business, churches and faith-based organi-
zations, and agricultural organizations.

Methodology

As women’s life experiences were the pri-
mary source of data for this study, femi-
nism’s recognition of women’s experiences 
as a ‘legitimate form and source of knowl-
edge’ (Pini, 2003) made feminist methods a 
logical choice. This opened an avenue for 
exploring not only individual women’s 
lives but other lives that had also informed 
their experiences. Valuing individual life 
experiences in this way created the possi-
bility of extrapolating insights to broader 
social settings (Rosenberg and Howard, 
2008). Following Pini’s (2005) example of 
research with rural women, semi-structured 
interviews loosely following the women’s 
life courses served as the primary research 
method. These were combined with partici-
pant observation/field notes and reflexivity 
for triangulation purposes.

Analysis of the interviews was under-
taken via the ‘listening guide’ as expounded 
by Gilligan et al. (2003) in ‘On the listening 
guide: a voice-centered relational method’. 
This method incorporated listening for the 
entire range of factors participants voiced as 
significant in their leadership development. 
Because the ‘listening guide’ is a voice-cen-
tred relational method, each of the inter-
views was transcribed in the ‘naturalistic’ 
mode (Oliver et al., 2005), including verbal 
starts and stops and vocalized emotional 
responses such as laughter and sighs. 
 Gilligan et al.’s (2003) method of analysis 
required multiple ‘listenings’ (p. 159) to the 
transcripts in order to identify the various 
voices present in individuals’ transcripts 
and to hear the relationships among those 
voices through the recognition of their 
points of harmony and dissonance. Careful 
listening to the manner in which partici-
pants articulated their experiences gave 
shape to the ways they identified as rural, as 
women and as leader.
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Analytical Framework

Intersectional perspectives

Holvino’s writing on intersectionality high-
lights the necessity of avoiding a ‘universal 
experience or category’ of women so that 
women’s unique constellation of experi-
ences may be evaluated in ways that pro-
vide insight into how organizational norms 
can be challenged (2010, p. 264). Pini (2005) 
shares Holvino’s concern and cautions 
against the limiting activity of conflating all 
women with stereotypes about women. For 
example, much literature around gender in 
organizations not only focuses on the male 
norm, but also flattens the experiences of 
women and creates a female norm, which 
excludes differences in areas other than 
gender (Morley, 2013). In the words of 
Alvesson et al. (2008, p. 19), ‘even when 
people refer to a seemingly shared “we”, 
they imbue this depersonalized collective 
with diverse and personalized meanings’. 
As will be shown in the results below, the 
multifaceted meanings given to the ‘rural’ 
and ‘woman’ and ‘leader’ identities by the 
women in this study confirmed Alvesson 
et al.’s findings.

Identities

Identities are constructed through a variety 
of individual life experiences and situa-
tions (Trauger et al., 2008). In particular, 
relationships are formative influences on 
self-identity and contribute to changes in 
how we perceive ourselves and are per-
ceived by others, including which of our 
identities are acceptable (Billing, 2011). 
How we make meaning of these ‘role rela-
tionships’ and our choices about appropri-
ate behaviours are constrained by social 
structures (Brenner et al., 2014, p. 231), and 
we interpret the appropriateness of others’ 
behaviours using points of reference cre-
ated by how they attribute meaning to their 
identities (Carter, 2014). Citing the work of 
James (1890), Carter (2014, pp. 248–249) 
notes:

Identity theory posits that there are as 
many different selves as there are different 
positions one holds in the social structure 
. . . These identities determine how an actor 
behaves when alone, while playing a role, 
or when attached to a group . . . All three 
types of identity can operate 
simultaneously.

Bock (2006) presented identities as con-
textually specific. As such, the self- 
understanding we hold is structured by 
interactions with ‘larger cultural and his-
torical formations’ that provide language 
and norms within which we develop identi-
ties (Alvesson et al., 2008, p. 11). From this 
self-understanding, identities may be seen 
as more or less salient (likely to be acted 
upon) and more or less prominent (valuable 
in relation to other identities); however, 
salience and prominence are not directly 
linked (Brenner et al., 2014). In a similar 
vein, Trauger et al. (2008) asserted that 
identities are prioritized situationally and 
relationally and are unlikely to remain 
fixed. The centrality of an identity may also 
differ between individuals (Dutton et al., 
2010).

Rural identity

Saugeres (2002) revealed the depth of 
impact gender identity holds for rural 
women when she noted that community 
acceptance is determined by their ability to 
carefully conform to gendered expectations. 
In this way, rural women’s gender identi-
ties, as with gender identities more broadly, 
may be seen as resulting from their culture’s 
ideals of what men and women are like 
(Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin, 1999). The 
social construction of rural women’s gender 
identity has been linked to inequality (Little 
and Panelli, 2003), as they have tradition-
ally been framed in less visible roles of 
 support (O’Toole and Macgarvey, 2003; 
Pini, 2005). And, in spite of massive changes 
in employment status and the viability of 
family farms, Shortall (2014) noted that 
rural women’s gender identities – although 
changing (Shortall, 2002) – have shifted 
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much more slowly than their work and fam-
ily roles (see also Brandth, 2002; Silvasti, 
2003).

This may in part be influenced by 
the centrality of women’s rural identity 
( Billing, 2011; Brasier et al., 2014) and 
linked to the necessity of social acceptance 
for seeing oneself as included in a particu-
lar social category (Karelaia and Guillén, 
2014). It may also be connected to men’s 
close ties to farming traditions and the 
reluctance of women to unsettle gender 
relations and create additional stress for 
their farmer husbands or partners (Alston 
and Whittenbury, 2013). Little (2007) has 
shown that this reluctance to change is 
also applied to the acceptance of non- 
heterosexual sexualities, which may be 
perceived as threatening intergenerational 
transmission of traditional values and mor-
als. Rural women’s sense of self may be 
intimately connected to their context 
(Heather et al., 2005), and in the context of 
Northern Ireland, particularly conservative 
views on marriage (Breitenbach and 
 Galligan, 2004) can serve as reinforcements 
for each of these factors.

Importantly, not all rural women are 
pleased to re-enact established gender 
 relations (Silvasti, 2003) and, as post- 
productivist changes continue to shape 
rural areas, the influence of traditional 
frameworks is being opened to questioning 
(Sireni, 2015). Women whose difference 
from traditional rural gender identities 
defies community expectations are adding 
to the diversity of rural femininity (Haugen 
and Brandth, 2015) and demonstrating the 
adaptability of rural spaces (Wilbur, 2014). 
As Lear (2013, p. 378) observes, rural com-
munities can be a source of opportunity for 
‘learning and personal development’. Pini 
and Leach (2011) note that global changes 
in rural areas are affecting not only the rural 
economy but also the mythos of rural spaces 
in ways that are both destabilizing and full 
of potential. For example, in Italy, back-to-
the-land women with professional back-
grounds are discovering that rather than 
leaving behind their experience and skills, 
farming allows them to put these assets to 
use in new ways (Wilbur, 2014).2

Gender identity

Both self-claimed identities and identities 
placed upon us by broader structures are 
shaped via interactions with others (Brenner 
et al., 2014). Gender identity and status per-
ceptions are no exceptions (Ridgeway and 
Smith-Lovin, 1999), being produced and 
reproduced by processes embedded in 
everyday life (Acker, 2012) and gaining 
salience in the process (Carter, 2014). 
Unlike the limited salience of other identi-
ties, gender is central and salient unless the 
person changes her or his sex category 
(West and Zimmerman, 1987). Gender is a 
‘primary category for framing social rela-
tions’ that is culturally imbedded and 
highly relevant in creating a sense of differ-
ence between people (not just women) 
(Sheridan et al., 2011) who interact regu-
larly (Ridgeway, 2009, p. 148) and in 
 shaping behaviour across various milieus 
(Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin, 1999). Femi-
nist writers have pointed out the power of 
the family and, in particular, parental rela-
tionships to begin shaping gender identities 
in childhood (e.g. Chodorow, 1978), 
although identities are further shaped by 
interactions and social relations throughout 
the lifespan (Saugeres, 2002).

Gender has also been framed as having 
less mobility than other identities and 
therefore being less likely to be excluded 
from self-identity than others (e.g. ‘leader’) 
(Karelaia and Guillén, 2014). It is important 
to note, however, that gender should not be 
conceived of as a fixed or arbitrary identity. 
Gender identities may be shifting and 
 multiple (Saugeres, 2002), and biology is an 
insufficient, although important, marker 
(Little, 2002). Little’s work revealed that 
there is no monolithic gender identity in 
rural areas; but as Bock (2006) notes, the 
construction of gender identities may also 
be hidden. While gender retains salience in 
the face of fluctuations in other identities’ 
parameters, gender-atypical behaviour may 
be redefined as well, resulting in social 
stigma based on the new parameters – par-
ticularly for rural women (Sireni, 2015).

With rural gender relations being iden-
tified as ideologies reproduced in everyday, 
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patriarchal interactions (Saugeres, 2002) 
and contributing to (or being the source of) 
inequality (Little and Panelli, 2003), gender 
relations are a valuable resource for uncov-
ering how and why masculine and feminine 
gender identities exist as they do in rural 
spaces (Shortall, 2002). Interactions privi-
leging men more often than women com-
bine with cultural beliefs about gender to 
produce patterns which reinforce structures 
of power and increase the salience of gender 
identities for individuals and communities 
(Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin, 1999), result-
ing in a strong rural gender binary (Alston 
and Whittenbury, 2013). This combination 
of power structure and identity salience 
results in forms of information exchange in 
which rural men make assumptions about 
what rural women need to know and when 
(Trauger et al., 2008) and positions men and 
women to approach discussions around 
gender identities from widely different 
understandings in spite of women’s 
increased economic activity (Alston and 
Whittenbury, 2013).

Leader identity

Cultural expectations also shape the inter-
nalization and performance of the leader 
identity for rural women (Smith and Reed, 
2010). Pini (2005) purports that rural wom-
en’s development of a leader identity may 
parallel men’s, although this identity con-
struction may be more difficult for rural 
than urban women as intersections with the 
social expectations for their other identities 
may produce dissonance (Sheridan et al., 
2011; Morley, 2013). The quandary faced by 
leadership scholars in trying to develop a 
universal (or at least widely accepted) 
 definition of ‘leadership’ compounds this 
dissonance (McVay, 2013).

Recent research argues that the gender 
binary (Baxter, 2014) and the male norm 
(Billing, 2011) may no longer be as useful 
for evaluating leader identity as they were 
once considered. It has also been theorized 
that internalized beliefs about one’s capac-
ity to lead may have more impact on leader 

selection than gender (Coder and Spiller, 
2013). Nevertheless, women’s route to 
 internalizing the leader identity may pose 
more challenges than men’s, given the con-
tinued conflict over women’s authority (Ely 
and Rhode, 2010 in Ely et al., 2011) and the 
persistent reinforcement of the perceived 
leadership–masculinity connection and 
leadership–femininity disconnect (Pini, 
2005; Sinclair, 2005) that has resulted in 
men being viewed as more ‘agentically 
 competent and worthy of status’ (Ridgeway, 
2009, p. 151).3 Even when attempting to 
manage their gender by neutralizing it, 
women leaders will still be identified and 
treated as gendered female (Lewis, 2006).

For women entering leadership in situ-
ations where masculine behaviours have 
traditionally been valued and continue to 
be expected (if not articulated), this often 
leads to a perception of themselves as inau-
thentic (Ibarra et al., 2010). In organizations 
where women are poorly represented, 
women’s gender identity may be seen as 
less than positive, creating fundamental 
barriers to women’s reconciliation of the 
leader identity with their sense of self 
( Karelaia and Guillén, 2014), as well as 
complicating peers’ ability to see them as 
leaders (Toh and Leonardelli, 2012) and 
resulting in a lower likelihood that men will 
follow them (Edwards et al., 2009). Because 
of the formal relationship between leaders 
and followers, women may also be framed 
as unable to simultaneously comply with 
‘prototypical’ leader identities and main-
tain gender accountability (West and 
 Zimmerman, 1987; DeRue and Ashford, 
2010). Pini’s (2005, p. 80) study showed 
that women in agricultural organizations 
were not only highlighted as different from 
men (and thereby different from dominant/
masculine leader identities), but were 
expected to ‘speak for and about all women’ 
– a difficult situation, especially given the 
women’s self-identification as different 
from other women. Once the leader identity 
is internalized, however, it motivates 
behaviour in line with the identity (Carter, 
2014). The leader identity may change as 
the leader develops skills and competen-
cies, and this lack of linearity is considered 
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an important component of leadership 
development and the motivation to lead 
(Chan and Drasgow, 2001; Richardson and 
Loubier, 2008).

Research Findings

The final step of Gilligan et al.’s (2003) 
‘ listening guide’ is to revisit the primary 
research question and ask what has been 
‘learned about this question through this 
process’ (p. 168). In this study, it became 
apparent that listening to the women’s ver-
balizations of themselves as rural, as women 
and as leaders was primary to any discus-
sion of their leadership development. Par-
ticipants spoke of their ‘rural’ and ‘woman’ 
identities in less formal language than they 
did when discussing leadership and how 
they saw themselves filling (and/or not fill-
ing) the role of leader. There may be several 
reasons for this, two of which are: the types 
of questions asked regarding their definition 
of leadership (which many experts charac-
terize as nebulous, at best); and their con-
fidence in self-identifying as ‘rural’ and 
‘women’ (which were well defined in their 
narratives). Nevertheless, clear articulations 
of all three identities emerged as the women 
spoke about their life experiences.

Rural identity

Lived experience may override the lack of a 
definitive concept of rurality (Mahon, 2007) 
in developing a rural identity. Although 
articulating differing conceptions of ‘rural’, 
each of the women in this study had a 
deeply internalized rural identity, reflected 
in its centrality to their narratives (McVay, 
2013). In line with Bock’s (2006) claims that 
identities are contextually specific, many 
of the participants’ narratives conveyed a 
powerful sense of place-based identity. 
 Barbara’s words were typical of the women 
in this study:

I will always say that the fact that I was 
brought up in a rural community, that I’ve 
chosen to live there and bring my children 

up in a rural community, it’s very much 
part of my cultural identity. And the fabric 
of my culture and identity. It’s another 
layer.

Resonant with Cassidy and McGrath’s 
(2015) work, even women who were no lon-
ger physically connected with their family 
farm or had moved from rural areas several 
years before still held an emotional connec-
tion to farming and/or rural areas and 
strongly identified as rural women. Cassidy 
and McGrath framed this emotional connec-
tion as a desire for security and retention of 
rural insider status. This was true of Eva, 
who had not lived in a rural area for many 
years. In her words: ‘But, if you’re asking 
me, I’m a peasant woman. And proud of it. 
And I love rural Ireland.’

Gender identity

In this study, participants had internalized 
the leader identity to varying degrees – 
some with an attitude of minimization and 
others much more boldly. Yet few, if any, of 
them had ‘assimilated’ into the masculine 
norms of leadership (Billing, 2011). 
 Katherine’s injunction – ‘Well. Don’t try to 
be a man . . . I refused to be turned into a 
man’ – described what many of the women 
felt. As with Shortall’s (2014) findings, 
these women emphasized their identities as 
women and as rural over the (traditionally 
masculine) leader identity, and gave credi-
bility to Karelaia and Guillén’s (2014) asser-
tion that positive gender identity can give 
women the freedom to lead in their own 
ways.

Although the incorporation of multiple 
identities may have positive effects for 
women, Carter (2014) problematizes the 
ways in which gender becomes stabilized in 
the context of various interactions and thus 
reproduces the social norms within which 
it is negotiated. Pini (2005) showed that 
women’s positions as ‘women leaders in 
agriculture’ (p. 74) required their gender to 
be both highlighted and subjugated, making 
gender highly salient as women negotiated 
a context-specific leader/woman dichotomy 
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and illustrating Brenner et al.’s (2014) 
observation that the salience of an identity 
may not necessarily equate to an individu-
al’s desired performance of that identity.

For many women in this study, organi-
zations served as a framework from which 
to examine and critique gender roles 
(McVay, 2013). The negative impacts of 
gendered organizations may include 
obstructions to the identity-formation pro-
cess of women leaders (Ely et al., 2011). 
Lewis (2006) encountered these attitudes in 
studying organizations, but questioned 
whether gendered organizations might be a 
construct created by those analysing the 
data. Billing (2011) surmised that younger 
women in less hierarchical organizations 
may experience fewer pressures to conform 
to attempts at gendering.4 Acker (2012, 
p. 215) counters these arguments with the 
concept of ‘gendered substructures’, which 
she defines as:

often-invisible processes in the ordinary 
lives of organizations in which gendered 
assumptions about women and men, 
femininity and masculinity, are embedded 
and reproduced, and gender inequalities 
perpetuated . . . These processes and 
practices are supported by organizational 
cultures and reproduced in interactions on 
the job, shaped in part by the gendered 
self-images of participants.

Bryant and Garnham (2014) point out that 
women may not be able to see the substruc-
tures or norms that act as barriers within 
organizations and yet articulate their 
existence.

It must also be cautioned that the gen-
dered nature of organizations should not 
be seen as proof of inherent differences 
between genders, nor as the result solely of 
male domination (capitalism’s demand for 
prioritizing work over family life is one of 
the many other factors) (Billing, 2011). 
Rather, gendered organizations are socially 
produced through the interactions of multi-
ple, complicated identities that have them-
selves been impacted by gender’s salience 
(Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin, 1999; Bryant 
and Garnham, 2014). Within this frame-
work, some participants in the study 
asserted that the organizations in which 

they were involved did not discriminate 
against women in any way (McVay, 2013):

some would like to think that rural women 
are hard done by or whatever . . . I don’t 
feel that in any way . . . this organization, 
and to be honest, this is my personal 
opinion, do not differentiate between men 
and women . . . I mean, there’s just no 
mention of male/female . . . there’s no 
discrimination or positive discrimination. 
. . . I mean, this organization is by far a 
male-dominated organization, but, they 
respect anyone . . . on their own merit.

(Alice; emphasis hers)

However, others articulated ways in 
which organizations were most definitely 
gendered:

I remember when I was in the [organiza-
tion], there was women and men in it. And 
when I’d say, ‘Right. We need . . .’ if it was 
a particular type of job, the women would 
always go for it. And then if it was to do a 
radio interview or to speak publicly or do 
the introductions or whatever, suddenly 
they wouldn’t go for it. So what I had to do 
was prepare those women in advance. And 
say, ‘Right. Today. At staff meeting. I am 
going to be looking for “x” to do media 
interview and somebody else to do the 
introductions. I’m going to be asking you 
to do it. Do not say no.’ [laughs] . . . 
Sometimes, people had difficulties. The 
people who always had their hands up 
had difficulties with the change. But very 
quickly they got used to that, and then we 
had a much more dynamic, fair form of 
leadership.

(Helen)

Experiences in women-only groups and 
schools demonstrate a positive facet of how 
gender can function within organizations 
(Acker, 2012; see also Fitzsimmons et al., 
2014). Margaret, like many of the women in 
this study, was involved in one of these 
groups and had found it to be a significant 
source of leadership opportunity and prac-
tical experience – named by participants as 
one of the most necessary components in 
rural women’s leadership development 
(McVay, 2013):

I had been in [a rural youth organization] 
. . . it’s not a natural step to move forward 
from that to [rural women’s organization] 
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. . . But it was because my mother-in-law 
said, ‘Come on.’ And I went along as a 
twenty-two or twenty-three-year-old . . . 
I have never, ever regretted it. It was 
certainly one of the most significant steps 
I’ve ever taken in my life. Because when I 
went there, I became involved.

Participants reacted strongly against being 
identified as a feminist, including several 
who espoused feminist views and expressed 
concern for the position of women in North-
ern Ireland (McVay, 2013).5 Dutton et al. 
(2010) attribute this type of distancing to a 
person’s need to maintain their positive 
reputation when faced with the salience of 
their membership in a devalued group. 
Many of the women seemed to see feminism 
as promoting unacceptable behaviour for 
rural women, behaviour that would be ‘ego-
ist and harmful to others’ and give them 
both a ‘bad reputation and a troubled 
 conscience’ (Haugen and Brandth, 2015, 
p. 234).6 Sara was a good example of this. 
Like many of the other participants, she 
took quite an adamant stance against being 
identified as a feminist, even while critiqu-
ing church structures which barred women 
from leadership and recognizing the perva-
siveness of male-dominated organizations 
in rural areas:

And I would say as well, I’ve had exposure 
to feminists, you know . . . it just gives me 
images of militants and going out and 
burning your bra and stuff . . . I was reading 
something [that] came in the post to me 
from [women’s group] . . . And it said they 
come at it from a feminist perspective. And 
all of a sudden I was going [makes shudder-
ing noise]. You know, because I don’t see 
myself as a feminist. I see myself as a family 
woman, as a mother. As a worker.

Sara and others who shared her rejection of 
the feminist identity, while positively fram-
ing roles that feminists have problematized 
as rife for oppression, affirmed their non-
participation (in feminism) as a ‘valid and 
legitimate choice, made from a place of 
power’ (Shortall, 2008, p. 452).

One common marker of the identity 
‘woman’ among participants (both those 
who identified with and rejected the label 
‘feminist’) was the capacity to express care 

for others in some active form, rather than 
any purely biological construct (Little and 
Austin, 1996). In telling how she worked for 
change, Niamh – the one woman in this 
study who identified strongly as feminist – 
described what she saw as the root of wom-
en’s concern around developing a feminist 
identity:

Women have suffered so long from 
internalization, and I see it every single 
day. They have internalized everything 
from body image to . . . their lack of ability. 
We have designed a course . . . for the 
community activists, and have looked at 
feminism, misogyny, and the light bulbs are 
going off all over the place. And you know 
that it may cause marriages to break up, 
families to break down . . . And people are 
worried about that and the changes that 
that consciousness-raising causes. But [it’s] 
not only training, it’s mentoring . . . it’s for 
women to be able to talk about that.

It was at the point of actively demonstrating 
care that these rural women were most read-
ily able to recognize their role as leaders.

Leader identity

Cultural ideologies about leadership are for-
mative to interactions by which the title of 
‘leader’ is claimed and granted (Ely et al., 
2011), as an individual’s beliefs about the 
roles of leaders and followers have usually 
been formed before involvement with an 
organization (DeRue and Ashford, 2010) 
and impact women’s willingness to be seen 
as a leader (Toh and Leonardelli, 2012). 
Women in this study were no exception. 
While they appeared to be quite comfort-
able and clear in identifying themselves as 
‘rural’ and ‘woman’, they articulated a spec-
trum of leadership definitions and a high 
degree of uncertainty around whether they 
qualified as ‘real’ leaders. This is illustrated 
by Olivia and Patricia, who were inter-
viewed together and acknowledged the 
leadership position of their posts, but did 
not consider themselves to be demonstrat-
ing true leadership skills:

Patricia: ‘I suppose maybe, too, in our 
current roles – Olivia you can agree or 
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disagree with me, that’s fine . . . [laughs] 
– there is a certain element of leadership 
because we’re trying to work with groups to 
bring groups forward. And, very often, you 
have to try to show them things that could 
maybe help them, progress and move 
forward . . . So I don’t know if it’s leader-
ship so much as cajoling and . . . [laughs] 
and giving them a shove in the right 
direction and, a bit of help when the need 
it. Rather than leadership.’

Olivia: ‘Mm hmm. ’Cause the term I was 
going to use alongside of that was sort of 
like an encourager.’

By broadening the ‘set of possible mean-
ings’ associated with leadership in their 
everyday practices (Brenner et al., 2014, 
p. 232), many participants’ motivation to 
lead was increased (Chan and Drasgow, 
2001). This, in turn, increased the salience 
of their leader identity (Carter, 2014). Cara 
described this process:

I think for a lot of women, they don’t see 
themselves as leaders but they clearly are 
within their respective groupings and 
whatever they’re doing . . . I would give 
them the advice not to think of leadership 
in a boxed way . . . to think of leadership in 
the widest possible way . . . I mean if I said 
to a group of young women from a rural 
area, ‘You’re all leaders,’ they’d go, ‘Aye 
right. Dead on.’ [laughs] But most of them 
probably are . . . whether it be in school or 
in their church or in their community or 
whatever. So, it’s getting people to think 
about leadership in a different way.

Cara’s words highlight what several of the 
women experienced: not recognizing them
selves as leaders, but being identified by 
others as having the potential to lead. For 
example, Maureen’s internalization of the 
leader identity began early in life, when she 
was asked to mentor a younger class in 
school. That affirmation of her potential to 
lead at a time when she did not recognize it 
in herself helped reframe what she saw sim-
ply as showing responsibility: ‘the teachers 
. . . chose people who were going to do 
something. Like, rather than people who, 
just, didn’t want to do anything.’

For all of the women, leadership (which 
was closely linked in their minds – if not 

equivalent to – responsibility) appeared in 
their narratives as ‘getting on with it’, ‘it just 
needed to be done’ and being ‘willing to do 
something’ in response to a perceived need 
(McVay, 2013, p. 35). Maureen summed up 
this intertwined sense of leadership and 
responsibility by saying, ‘Well if I don’t do 
this . . . nobody else is going to attempt it’ 
(McVay, 2013, p. 35).

Families and other childhood milieus 
fostered such responsibility and served as 
the inspiration for an internal drive to work 
hard and to achieve, along with a strong 
desire to positively impact others. This 
echoes Little and Austin’s (1996) connec-
tion between rural women’s gender identi-
ties and sense of responsibility to fulfil 
expectations of caregiving that sustains 
family and the rural community. It also 
illustrates DeRue and Ashford’s (2010) 
assertion that the leader identity may be 
claimed both as a means of creating desired 
outcomes and of discovering whether 
 leadership fits well within the person’s 
 constellation of identities. In the words of 
Doreen:

I used go down to [the women’s group] after 
I put the children to bed because we had no 
computer. So I would sit ’til two and three 
in the morning doing my assignments . . . 
[And now, I tell the women] You can do it 
’cause I did. And you can do it . . . I’ve just 
so much compassion for these women.

An ethic of care: rural/woman/leader

Although research often defines rural lead-
ers in terms of their approach or title 
( Skerratt, 2011), respondents in this study 
defined leadership as an interactive and 
supportive connection with followers 
( Ladkin, 2010). Tracy reflected on this in 
her interview:

Have to say . . . when I got involved in 
politics it wasn’t to be elected. My whole 
reason for becoming involved in politics 
and for doing what I did was to help . . .. 
And you know, whatever the party asked of 
me, I was prepared to do . . . I was there to 
do my bit.
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And, in line with Pini’s (2005) work, the 
importance of people and relationships 
dominated participants’ conceptualization 
of leadership and was seen as a valuable 
asset. Katherine’s narrative was quite 
typical:

To me, I was certainly the senior person, 
but they were all very important to me. And 
I mean, my line was, I couldn’t have been 
successful alone in what we achieved. You 
know, all those other people were impor-
tant. So therefore you had to work with 
them. And I was happy to take advice from 
any of them . . . And I think treating people, 
treating everybody with respect, regardless 
of what grade they’re at, I think it’s 
important for a leader to be able to do that.

Dutton et al. (2010) have theorized that the 
framing of an identity as consistent with 
good character (and thereby ‘virtuous’) 
results in the identity being considered pos-
itive and creates avenues through which to 
help others. In this way, the active demon-
strating of care allowed participants in this 
study to reduce identity conflict (Karelaia 
and Guillén, 2014) by reconciling their 
leadership identity with the socially 
expected role performance of their identi-
ties as rural women, and thereby maintain 
their ‘feminine dignity’ (Haugen and 
Brandth, 2015, p. 227). They were able to 
combine both the affective component of 
motivation to lead (leading for the pleasure 
of leading) and the social-normative compo-
nent (leading from a sense of responsibility) 
(Karelaia and Guillén, 2014).

As is obvious in the earlier quote by 
Niamh, her concern for the women with 
whom she worked was reflective of a 
broader ethic of care present in most of the 
narratives. Rural women have been por-
trayed within the context of communities 
that normalize women’s self-care as the last 
on a long list of priorities (Saugeres, 2002; 
Silvasti, 2003; Heather et al., 2005). ‘The 
Troubles’ exacerbated this situation in 
Northern Ireland, with women taking up 
multiple roles of responsibility while 
 husbands and fathers were incarcerated 
(Hinds, 2011). Just as the farm women in 
Trauger et al.’s study were challenging 

definitions of success to reflect the tenets of 
‘care, responsibility to the public, and con-
nection to the farm’ (2010, p. 53), the women 
in this study operated within a similar value 
system, integrating their ‘rural’ and ‘woman’ 
identities into their personal leadership 
styles in ways that were nurturing (McVay, 
2013).

Conclusions

You know, I think it’s important to know 
the values and the home that you want to 
have for your family and then you work to 
get it . . . so that you get a work–life 
balance. But also to [whispers] enjoy 
yourself.

(Joan)

Each of the three most study-relevant 
 identities – rural, woman and leader – held 
different meanings that intersected in fasci-
nating and important ways in participants’ 
development as leaders (McVay, 2013). 
Using the ‘listening guide’ to view partici-
pants’ leadership identity development 
through the feminist lens of intersectional-
ity allowed the complexities of gender, 
rurality and leadership to be examined in 
relation to one another (Moorosi, 2013). 
While the ‘feelings, values and behaviour’ 
associated with identities may be positive 
as well as conflicting (Alvesson et al., 2008 
p. 6) or even threatening to each other 
( Karelaia and Guillén, 2014), and although 
each of these identities may have its own 
way of making meaning (Sireni, 2015), ways 
of speaking create spaces in which multiple 
identities may be combined in myriad ways 
– some positive and some negative – 
depending upon the social situation 
( Bargiela-Chiappini et al., 2007 in Baxter, 
2014). Participants’ self-presentation and 
narrative construction revealed how they 
made meaning from the complex events of 
their lives (Billing, 2011) and clearly dem-
onstrated their navigations of ‘complex yet 
compatible identity structures’ as they 
 integrated and operated from multiple iden-
tities in positive ways that kept those 
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identities from being subsumed into one 
another (Dutton et al., 2010, p. 279).

For each of the women, becoming a 
leader had been both a personal and a social 
journey, in which they incorporated multi-
ple, interconnected identities. A strong 
argument could be made that the key to 
their success as leaders lay in their ways of 
understanding and utilizing their experi-
ence of these identities. For nations and 
organizations interested in gender parity 
and the inclusion of rural women, this pres-
ents a clear case for deeper qualitative 
research and the recognition that much can 
be learned from the examination of individ-
uals’ leader identity as it intersects with 
other identities. Fostering future rural 
women leaders is not only a matter of pro-
viding training and opportunity, but of 
deeply valuing their experiences as poten-
tial leaders, as rural and as women.

Notes

1‘Following thirty years of political violence . . . there 
are few families in Northern Ireland’s small popula-
tion . . . that have not been affected by the conflict’ 
(Muldoon et al., 2015).
2There may be differing consequences for gender 
performance, however, dependent on how women 
form their rural identity: whether by birth or through 
in-migration (Haugen and Brandth, 2015).
3In fact, Morley (2013, p. 126) goes so far as to por-
tray leadership roles as ‘virility tests’.
4It is important to note here that attempts are still 
being made to gender the younger women. As Acker 
(2012) states, ‘gross’ sexism may have decreased, but 
it can reappear in subtler forms.
5This was especially interesting in light of the fact that 
none of the interview questions directly addressed 
feminism.
6West and Zimmerman (1987, p. 136) termed this 
the ‘risk of gender assessment’, and emphasize that 
it is individuals and not institutions who will be held 
accountable for failing to do gender appropriately.
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Introduction

This chapter takes break-up among farmers 
as a starting point for studying gender iden-
tities. Since people construct their identi-
ties in relation to marriage, divorce requires 
a ‘new sense of identity’ (Wallerstein and 
Blakeslee, 1990; Giddens, 1991, p. 11). In 
using divorce to explore gender the chapter 
follows Morgan (1992), who suggests that 
masculinity may be studied in situations 
where it becomes problematic. Extending 
this approach to femininity as well, the 
chapter regards family break-up as a strate-
gic point for studying challenges to gender 
identity.

Family break-up is a common phenom-
enon in most Western countries. In Norway 
the divorce rate has roughly doubled since 
the beginning of the 1970s (Statistics 
 Norway, 2015). Although farmers are less 
likely to divorce than the population as a 
whole, their divorce rate is rising (Follo and 
Haugen, 2010). With a few exceptions (Price 
and Evans, 2006; Haugen and Brandth, 
2015; Haugen et al., 2015), farm divorce has 
received scant attention in social research, 
particularly as it relates to consequences for 
gender identity.

Farm couples’ divorces are especially 
fraught with problems because family farm-
ing represents a way of life that is deeply 

rooted in a marital economy and historic 
patterns of inheritance and culture (Price 
and Evans, 2006; Jacobs, 2010). Heterosex-
ual relationships, which provide the basis 
for the continuation of the family farm into 
the next generation, are an important orga-
nizing principle of agricultural societies. 
According to Price and Evans (2006), family 
farm survival has been dependent on wom-
en’s compliance with a patriarchal ideology 
that demands they be ‘good as gold’. Indi-
vidual aspirations, status and social secu-
rity benefits must be sacrificed for the sake 
of farm continuity (Contzen and Forney, 
2017). This compliance may be challenged 
when male farmers marry women from non-
farm backgrounds who are thought not to 
understand the way of life. If women rebel 
against the self-sacrifice that is expected of 
them or are perceived as deviating from 
whatever the family farm demands, they are 
seen as threatening its future (Price and 
Evans, 2006). In contrast, in their study of 
divorce among farm couples in Norway, 
Haugen et al. (2015) found that women 
demand less than they might be legally enti-
tled to in order not to jeopardize the farm. 
To the extent that divorce represents an 
individualization process for women, it 
does not seem to displace their care for the 
family and their commitment to farm sur-
vival. Farms may not be viable if ex-wives 
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withdraw money as well as labour. This 
leads to moral as well as material pressures 
on women, as it touches the heart of family 
farming (Jacobs, 2010).

This chapter explores what family dis-
solution among farmers can tell about 
 stability and change in gender identities. 
Of particular interest are the processes by 
which divorce exposes salient, sometimes 
conflicting gender identities.

Analytical Framework: Changing 
Narratives of Gender Identity 

in Farming?

In the analysis, gender is understood as a 
social identity that can be disrupted, consti-
tuted and reconstituted in the context of 
divorce. According to Bruner (1990), people 
attribute meanings to themselves and their 
practices through narratives that culture 
makes available for them. As long as they 
act in accordance with tradition or accepted 
norms, this process proceeds rather unre-
flectively (Bruner, 1990). But when they 
step outside the normal range of action, as is 
the case when farm couples break up, they 
must interpret these new actions in relation 
to recognizable narratives. Goffman’s (1974) 
rather similar concept ‘frame’ was devel-
oped in order to analyse how people make 
sense of practices and events. Actions are 
constituted and given meaning by particu-
lar frames (or narratives) and when the 
frame changes, so too do the situational 
actions of the participants. Different frames 
and practices are complexly intertwined 
and a particular practice may be traced back 
to several frames (or narratives). By apply-
ing this perspective, it is possible to observe 
the invisible norms that guide everyday 
practices and to see how relationships with 
others are connected to the ways people 
understand themselves. Using the concept 
of ‘frames’, one theoretically conceives 
identities as relational, variable and fluid 
for men and women farmers.

A much described cultural frame in 
family farming concerns the theme of male 
domination/female subordination. Within 

this framing it is the male farmer who owns 
the farm, participates in farming organiza-
tions and is subject to taxation. Women’s 
position is distinctly different from that of 
men, as they undertake the domestic work 
in the farm household and childcare. Enter-
ing farming by marrying a farmer, they 
 usually do not have ownership to the land, 
the farm or the farm home. Considering the 
interconnections of landownership, gender 
and power, Shortall (1999) has shown that 
established farming principles provide 
women with much less power than men 
because women do not enjoy equal access 
to and control over property. They do, how-
ever, contribute significantly to work on the 
farm, often invisibly and cast in the role of 
assistant.

Thus, traditional narratives of gender 
identities in farming have often been 
regarded as unambiguous. Farm women’s 
identities are described as being constructed 
around wifehood and practices of reproduc-
tion and caring in order to ensure the 
 continuation of the farm, local traditions 
and community life (Brandth, 2002; Little, 
2002). Daily work revolves around enhanc-
ing other people’s well-being and meeting 
their emotional needs. The material and 
moral dimensions of women’s family 
responsibilities are interwoven. This con-
figuration of work and family contradicts 
contemporary ideals of gender-equal inti-
mate partnerships (Bryant and Pini, 2011).

One dominant narrative of agricultural 
masculinity is the ideal of the ‘good farmer’ 
(Burton, 2004; Burton and Wilson, 2006). 
This identity has been related to produc-
tion-oriented goals, symbolized by ‘crop 
yields, tidy farms/fields and good stock-
manship (Riley, 2016, p. 96). Good farmers 
are also assessed by their experience-based 
competence, which is epitomized by inher-
iting the farm from their father (Saugeres, 
2002). Failure to fulfil the moral norms of 
hard work and good farming practices may 
result in a loss of self-respect and status in 
the farming community. Researchers have 
been puzzled by the persistence of this 
ideal, given the scope of recent changes in 
agriculture. Heggem (2014a) explains the 
stability of the good farmer identity through 
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male farmers’ fears of losing the sense of 
self, meaning and socio-cultural rewards it 
confers amidst ongoing socio-economic 
transformation.

At the same time, the idealized mascu-
line identity ‘good farmer’ carries negative 
consequences. The threat of status loss or a 
felt inability to act in line with the conven-
tional narrative of farm masculinity 
may result in depression (Valkonen and 
 Hänninen, 2012). Several studies have 
found that the hegemonic ideal undermines 
men’s mental health (Parr et al., 2004) and 
silences their emotional distress (Coen 
et al., 2013). In other words, the power of 
masculinity in its conventional or ‘mono-
logic’ form (Peter et al., 2000) tends to 
downgrade men who do not fulfil its norms. 
Moreover, as the dominant narrative of 
 masculine success also values family life, 
partnership and continuity on the land 
(Bartlett, 2006, p. 48), a family break-up 
may be deeply felt as an additional blow to 
farmers’ masculine identity (Haugen and 
Brandth, 2015).

Focusing on the dynamic and situated 
character of gender, research has increas-
ingly demonstrated variable ways of being 
women and men in agriculture, adding 
complexity and nuance to gender narratives 
within a rural and agricultural context. It 
has, for instance, raised doubts about the 
advantages of male privilege (Alston and 
Kent, 2008; Bryant and Garnham, 2015) and 
demonstrated farm women’s increased 
 status and more gender-equal positions as 
social change has tended to put women in 
the forefront (Riley, 2009; Brandth and 
 Haugen, 2010; Brasier et al., 2014; Sireni, 
2015). Since gender identity is relationally 
constructed, masculinities are often influ-
enced by changes in women’s practices and 
positions and vice versa.

Over the years, Norwegian society has 
changed considerably in ways that are 
reflected in the practices of rural families 
(Brandth and Overrein, 2013; Brandth, 
2016). One of the most marked shifts 
 concerns the gender division of labour. The 
traditional differentiation between male 
and female tasks and responsibilities is 
regarded as unsustainable. The ideal of the 

mother-carer and the father-provider has 
practically disappeared and been replaced 
by a dual earner/dual carer model 
( Ellingsæter and Leira, 2006). This develop-
ment may have affected farming and con-
tributed to a narrative of gender equality in 
farm families, although rural societies and 
farm communities are sometimes seen as 
lagging behind in regard to gender equality 
(Heggem, 2014b).

Farm women’s and men’s narratives of 
the divorce situation demonstrate that tradi-
tion is being confronted by transformative 
forces as agricultural gender norms come up 
against gender equality ideals. A family 
break-up is interesting in this respect as it 
unsettles matters and requires the construc-
tion of new subject positions. When women 
and men work out their positions for them-
selves, they utilize cultural narratives, 
speaking and acting within the frames that 
are available to them. This chapter explores 
the frames within which divorced farmers 
locate themselves. Do they interpret their 
actions within ‘the family farm discourse’ of 
male domination/female subordination and 
complementary models of femininity and 
masculinity in farming? To what extent do 
they locate themselves within narratives of 
gender equality? How do these frames relate 
to each other? These questions are analysed 
by exploring four case histories, the 
accounts of family break-up given by two 
women and two men.

Methodology

As part of a larger study of relational 
arrangements in Norwegian farming, 25 
farm women and men were interviewed in 
2009–2011. The main objective of the study 
was to identify how farm couples organized 
their relationships and handled marriage 
and cohabitation agreements, including 
how they experienced the dissolution of 
intimate partnerships. Interviewees were 
located in a variety of ways, through agri-
cultural extension services, professional 
networks and a newspaper notice. All inter-
views were with individuals. Most of them 
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were conducted in their homes, tape-
recorded and then fully transcribed before 
being analysed.

Seven women and four men in the sam-
ple had experienced a divorce or break-up. 
In this chapter, four cases – two divorced 
women and two divorced men – have been 
chosen for analysis. These cases are not 
selected as ideal types, nor can they be said 
to be fully representative with regard to 
background characteristics other than wom-
en’s and men’s different entry points into 
farming. In Norway, despite the legal shift 
that makes the right of farm succession gen-
der neutral, most women come to the farm 
through marriage while men more often 
enter farming by succeeding their parents 
(Storstad and Rønning, 2014). The main 
reason for selection of cases is that these 
interviewees gave the most ample informa-
tion about their situation before the divorce 
and offered rich details and facts concern-
ing gender identities. Thus, the sample is 
not saturated, but the selected cases illus-
trate some of the pressures on couples’ 
 relationships in contemporary farming and 
they enable ‘hidden’ stories (Scott, 1990) 
about masculinity and femininity and their 
framings to be revealed. Gender was not 
an explicit subject in the interviews, so the 
interviewees’ gendered narratives are a 
more accurate expression of their subjective 
identities than their answers to direct, con-
ventionally framed questions about gender 
relations would have been.

One advantage with a small number of 
cases is that case studies produce context-
dependent knowledge and can follow a 
story and present it more in detail than a 
study cutting across many cases (Flyvbjerg, 
2006). Using rich descriptions, insight is 
gained into the processual aspects of the 
relations between the spouses and how gen-
der identities play out during their marriage 
and after their break-up. Each case repre-
sents a unique story in which the divorce 
indicates how gender identities are being 
tested, but each case may also represent 
processes that are more widely recognized. 
More generally, in qualitative research the 
generalizations that can be made are about 
the nature of a process and not about a 

group or population (Gobo, 2006). The aim 
here is to produce knowledge about how 
gender identities may be recast in a context 
of divorce among family farmers in 
Norway.

Because only one of the spouses was 
interviewed, it is not possible to compare 
the stories of former wives with those of 
their former husbands to determine the 
extent of convergence in their understand-
ings of the situation. In all the cases anal-
ysed here, as in the majority of break-ups 
among farm couples in the larger sample, 
the women initiated the break-up. Thus, 
women’s stories might be interpreted as jus-
tifying why they wanted to leave and men’s 
stories as justifying why they did not under-
stand what led to the break-up.

Research Findings: Four Cases of 
Divorce and Identity Change

Never accepted as an equal partner 
in production

Petra met her husband Peter at an agricul-
tural college. When they married, she 
moved to his farm with what she described 
as ‘self-confidence, agricultural education, 
and a genuine interest in farming’. It was a 
relatively small, mixed farm with a dairy 
operation, and according to Petra it was an 
awful lot of work. Petra’s plan was to work 
on the farm together with her spouse: ‘I was 
not going to work in the local shop or some-
thing like that; I wanted to have my work-
place on the farm.’

Petra had many ideas about how to cre-
ate her own job on the farm, but she soon 
realized that conservative frames regarding 
women’s position in farm families put con-
straints on her possibilities. She described 
these frames in the following way: ‘When 
you come to a farm [marry a farmer] you just 
have to act in accordance with the rules and 
code of conduct which applies, especially 
when you have your in-laws living on the 
farm.’ She claimed that, despite her educa-
tion in agriculture, she was never accepted 
as an equal partner in the farm business by 
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her husband or his parents. She partici-
pated in farm work, but had very little deci-
sion-making power as Peter preferred to 
discuss farm matters with his father, not 
with her. Petra had expected to share 
authority: ‘It was we who should farm 
together, not him and his father.’

Deeply disappointed, she felt ‘trapped’ 
in a traditional farmer’s wife position being 
responsible for domestic work and care 
work, in addition to assisting on the farm. 
Petra described her busy working days and 
emphasized how little recognition she 
received:

You have kids, and they need help with 
schoolwork, you get them to bed, and you 
do the dishes and tidy up and make sure 
that he [her husband] can take a rest before 
he goes to the barn. You do a lot to facilitate 
him carrying out his job. But this does not 
count [either for him or for his parents]. . . . 
It is a bit ‘Taliban’, this view of women. It’s 
a matter of feminism. We have still a long 
way to go. And the women themselves are 
keeping other women down.

Reflecting on the gap between women’s sub-
ordinated position in farming and gender 
equality in society, Petra argued that her 
rural community is ‘lagging behind’ urban 
areas. ‘I was interested in a husband to farm 
together with and who cared for his chil-
dren and his family.’ Instead, her husband 
preferred to participate in politics and lei-
sure activities rather than being with his 
wife and children. Leisure time was a lux-
ury she never could ask for: ‘It would have 
been nice to do something else once a while, 
but they [men] have a greater need, which 
you have to consider.’ Petra had ideas about 
how to diversify the farm by starting a farm-
based enterprise in which she could play a 
more active part, but while she saw the 
opportunities ‘all those around me saw only 
the limitations. . . . I believe that he didn’t 
like the idea; he just wanted to do the milk-
ing as fast as possible, and then do his own 
things.’

After more than 15 years of marriage, 
she reached a point where she could not 
suppress her own interests any longer. Petra 
made a New Year’s promise to herself: ‘If 
it’s not my turn soon on this farm, if there 

isn’t room for me soon to do what is right 
for me, then I simply have nothing here to 
do.’ When she told her husband, his reac-
tion was ‘to look around for someone else’. 
The knowledge that he was seeing another 
woman strengthened her decision to 
divorce. ‘It is simply a nightmare, a farm 
divorce is like hell’, Petra asserted, giving 
examples from other women’s experiences 
as well as her own. She attributed farm 
women’s inferior position to their not hav-
ing shared ownership of the farm property. 
Petra encountered the attitude that ‘she can-
not claim anything from this farm’ because 
it was passed down in her husband’s fam-
ily, and they refused to make her a partner.

During the break-up process, she had to 
find the strength to organize a new life for 
herself and the children:

I understood that in order to stay strong for 
my kids and myself, I had to do it my own 
way. I had to keep calm and do it my way. 
Moreover, I was very determined that I was 
going to buy my own house. Because I 
would never ever be in the same situation 
again, that I didn’t have control. Having 
children made me strong; I had something 
to fight for, not only for myself, but for my 
kids.

A year after the divorce, Petra bought an old 
house in the neighbourhood so that the chil-
dren, who lived with her, could continue to 
have frequent contact with their father and 
spend time on the farm. She received ‘tran-
sitional benefit’ and took further education 
in order to find a new job. Petra managed to 
retain her identity as a caring and consider-
ate mother. She was determined that the 
children should not suffer because of the 
divorce. She concluded that she had become 
independent, but not at the cost of the sus-
tainability of the farm: ‘I could have claimed 
more [in the divorce settlement], but then it 
would have ended with a compulsory sale 
of the farm, and that’s not in anyone’s 
 interest.’ Her choice to divorce was a step 
towards liberation and a new identity, 
although she sacrificed her financial inter-
est in the farm to do so. Looking at the 
divorce in retrospect, she concluded that, 
although the process was difficult, ‘you 
need to be a kind of a businesswoman, you 
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need to be practical, to know what is needed 
to manage fairly well.’

Farm wife’s emancipation

Astrid married a farmer at the age of 20. Her 
husband Arne, who was 10 years older, had 
just taken over the farm from his parents. 
She had already completed a course in 
home economics and one year of commer-
cial training. She planned to continue her 
education after marriage and birth of her 
first child, ‘but it was never time to do that’. 
Astrid wanted an off-farm job, but neither 
her husband nor his parents supported that 
idea. Her mother-in-law emphasized that 
she should be a farm wife and assist with 
the farm work, as the farm was relatively 
large-scale and had long traditions. Astrid 
explained: ‘I felt very soon that I got a differ-
ent life from what I had expected, than I had 
imagined.’ She sacrificed her own individ-
ual aspirations and adapted to life on the 
farm. Her father-in-law tried to teach her 
how to do various farm tasks, such as man-
aging the dairy,

but I knew that if I learnt it all, it would be 
me and him [father-in-law] doing the dairy, 
as I eventually learnt that he [her husband] 
was more interested in participating in 
activities outside the farm than in staying 
home and farming. I decided ‘I am not 
going to learn it all’, because then it would 
be me who had to do it all.

Although Astrid participated in much of the 
farm work, she felt like an outsider. Her 
husband ‘went to his parents to discuss 
farm business matters instead of me. I was 
told that it was no use to discuss these 
things with me, as I didn’t have any knowl-
edge of the issues.’ In this way Astrid was 
framed as an assistant in a subordinate 
 position in relation to her husband.

Unlike many farm women in the 1980s, 
Astrid was, however, registered with a tax-
able income based on her hours of farm 
work. As most pensions and social insur-
ance rights depend on taxable income, 
acknowledging farm women’s occupational 
position within the family farm business 

was an important issue for increasing gen-
der equality in agriculture. But Astrid did 
not have actual economic independence, as 
the farm income was transferred to the 
farm’s trading account which her husband 
administered. Her husband insisted that as 
the farm operator, he needed full overview 
and disposal of the accounts.

After many years of raising three chil-
dren and participating in heavy farm work, 
Astrid developed serious health problems 
and could no longer do the farm work that 
was expected of her. She applied for a 
retraining course and got an off-farm job, 
but Arne retained access to her bank account 
and used her salary to subsidize the farm 
operation and pay for running the house-
hold. Astrid was annoyed, but accepted the 
situation, being constantly told that they 
had to reduce private expenditure. When 
Astrid decided to get a divorce after 25 
years of marriage, she felt that she broke 
with the gendered expectations of a farm 
woman. She described the frame in the fol-
lowing way: ‘When you are married on a 
farm, you should stay there. You should 
consider the farm, first and foremost, and 
there you should stay.’

Although Astrid had been aware that 
their relationship was ailing and they were 
drifting apart, her husband was surprised 
when she moved out:

I do not think he realized that I really left 
him. And I didn’t believe it would be 
permanent either, or think that I would 
manage. He could also change, I hoped. 
The children, at least the youngest, hoped it 
was only temporary and that I would come 
home again. They asked me to move back 
home because the house was dirty and 
cold, and no meals were prepared.

Only one of the children still lived at home, 
and he stayed with his father until Astrid 
had rented and furnished an apartment.

Like Petra, Astrid did not demand the 
amount of money she was entitled to in the 
divorce settlement, as her former husband 
would not have been able to pay her with-
out selling the farm. ‘I did try to find a solu-
tion where he could continue to operate the 
farm, but I knew I had to get something, 
 otherwise I was down and out.’ Buying her 
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own home was important to her, and by the 
time of the interview she had started build-
ing a new house. After the divorce, both 
financially and in practical terms, Astrid 
demonstrated a new identity as an emanci-
pated woman.

Summing up the women’s stories

Petra and Astrid were both positioned as a 
farmer’s wife, which is located within the 
dominant frame of family farming and char-
acterized by tightly constricting boundaries. 
Both women experienced a lack of respect 
and recognition within their marriage. They 
wanted to be active partners in farm opera-
tions and in investments and other financial 
decisions, but their husbands preferred to 
discuss business matters with their parents. 
Petra wanted to become an entrepreneur by 
starting her own business on the farm, and 
Astrid wanted to have an off-farm job. Both, 
however, complied with the cultural expec-
tation that they stay on the farm and assist 
with farm work in addition to doing the 
domestic work and raising the children. 
They were never recognized as equal part-
ners on the farm, nor were their husbands 
involved in domestic work.

Both Petra and Astrid opposed the farm 
wife identity that they were framed within 
but struggled to live in accordance with it 
for many years. They were in favour of 
 gender equality and expressed an identity 
in accordance with a gender equality frame, 
but as the farm had no room for it they 
became more alienated from and resistant to 
the farmer’s wife identity. After the break-
up both Petra and Astrid became economi-
cally independent, making decisions and 
taking responsibility for their own future. 
Experiencing a lack of gender equality 
within the marriage, they demonstrated the 
ability to establish a life of their own after 
the divorce.

Petra and Astrid did not, however, 
transgress the moral obligations of mother-
hood and care for others, including their 
 ex-husband and the family farm. They 
 continued to locate themselves within a 

narrative of care by balancing their own 
individual interests with the interests of 
others.

‘Good farmer’ identity in crises

When talking about their lives, the men in 
the study described themselves as hard-
working farmers concerned with providing 
for their families. Geir, who had been mar-
ried to Gunhild for 10 years, lived in a small 
community where farming and forestry had 
been major industries but today most resi-
dents work in a nearby town. He operated a 
large dairy farm that he had inherited from 
his family, while Gunhild was employed off 
the farm and did not participate in farm 
work. Geir expanded the farm operation by 
buying two additional farms and leasing 
neighbouring land. Describing his work, he 
said:

I never saw work as a problem. Nothing 
stopped me, never! When I changed to 
loose housing I rebuilt the barn myself; 
in half a year’s time, expanding it by 200 
square metres. Dad and a relative helped 
out. And, before building started, I cut the 
timber in my own forest and sawed the 
boards myself . . . And when I bought the 
second farm and started working on it, 
I did eight additional hours in the barn.

Before their two children were born he even 
had an off-farm job, which he gave up 
because he had to do the farm work in the 
evenings. Geir recounted that his time- 
consuming work created tensions in his 
marriage:

She was annoyed at me because I was too 
much away [working in the fields] in the 
evenings. But then I felt I didn’t do enough 
on the farm. It was when the children slept 
or something that I could do some work, 
right. But I never managed . . . So, I quit my 
employment, I did, to become a full-time 
farmer while the children were small.

He attributed his 10- to 12-hour workday to 
the nature of farming: ‘This is just the way it 
is, and I don’t think she [his wife] was ever 
able to adapt to it, to having to make the 
farm the highest priority all the time.’ 
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Particularly in the spring and during the 
harvest season, when he worked 18 hours a 
day, nothing else could be on his agenda. As 
one of the women we interviewed explained, 
‘Setting aside time for family and children 
has not been common in the countryside.’ It 
was not part of the good farmer narrative.

Nevertheless, Geir described himself as 
a good father and modern husband who 
wanted to contribute to the indoor work. He 
admitted it was hard to do that alongside all 
his farm work, so most of the housework fell 
to his wife. Geir stated that he had never 
wanted a ‘farmer’s wife’ who was ‘number 
two’ on the farm. Rather, he envisioned a 
wife who could sometimes join in the work 
and be a partner in decisions concerning the 
farm. In return, he would involve himself 
in the children and family matters. He 
described his ideal: ‘She was to work off the 
farm, and I was going to be home with our 
child. That’s what I wanted, and I looked 
forward to it! . . . I was going to be a home-
working dad – and a farmer.’ In addition to 
childcare, he cooked dinner and baked 
bread. Reflecting on the divorce, he said 
somewhat ironically:

She was annoyed because I didn’t hit her, 
I wasn’t a bad dad – there was nothing 
wrong with me – so she couldn’t blame the 
divorce on such things. Really, I think it 
was . . . well, she is from an urban area. She 
never adapted to life on a farm, simply put!

Following their divorce, Geir experienced 
significant distress and personal problems. 
He suffered from insomnia and could no 
longer manage all the work on the farm. At 
the same time, his parents were taken ill 
and eventually moved to a nursing home. 
During this difficult period, Geir told no one 
about his problems. He explained: ‘It started 
with me not managing to take care of the 
animals. I skipped milking sometimes, 
the cleaning was inadequate, and some of 
the calves died.’ Other animals had to be 
slaughtered. The veterinarian was the first 
person to notice that he was having prob-
lems and urged him to see a doctor. Geir 
consulted a physician but, unfortunately, 
she did not understand the seriousness of 
his condition. ‘She made a mistake, but I am 

to blame a bit myself, too, because I am not 
the type of guy who tells a lot about myself 
and what is wrong. It does not show on my 
outside.’

Geir and his wife decided to share 
 custody of the children, aged eight and 
nine, who alternated between their parents’ 
homes every two weeks. In the divorce set-
tlement his wife got the car and the mone-
tary equivalent of what she had contributed 
to their common loan over the years. Geir 
kept the farm and continued to operate it, 
but he quit dairying, concentrated on the 
production of meat and grain, and reduced 
his plans to modernize the operation. He 
said: ‘I am  trying to fight my way back into 
a position where I am counted on again. I 
was in the forefront of farming before this 
unexpected blow, and now I am at the very 
back.’ At the time of the interview he was 
not very optimistic that he would be able to 
advance very much and be a ‘good farmer’ 
again because he lacked both energy and 
money. With his wife and parents gone 
from the farm, his children were all that 
remained of his family, which made him 
locate himself within a ‘good father’ narra-
tive. He longed for the weeks when the 
 children were living with him, and he 
 prioritized his time accordingly.

Identity trouble for ‘partners in production’

Harald and his wife, Hilde, married when 
they were in their late 20s and they got 
divorced after 20 years of marriage. They 
operated a farm that his parents had ini-
tially leased from the church. Fourteen 
years after they had taken over the opera-
tion, they bought the farm together. In con-
trast to Geir’s situation, Harald’s wife was 
both a co-owner and an active, full-time 
farmer. This arrangement allowed for diver-
sified production, including dairy cows, 
sheep and pigs. In addition, Harald had an 
extra job in the winter clearing snow off the 
roads, and Hilde was responsible for all 
the indoor work and the care of their four 
children. They renovated the buildings and 
modernized the equipment: ‘We bought the 
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farm in 1998, and since then we have 
installed a muck tank, and then I rebuilt the 
old silo, and then a new milking parlour, 
and all this required loans.’ Harald was 
active in the farmers’ union, politics, church 
work, the dairy cooperative and the swine 
producer cooperative. He represented the 
farm in producer organizations and in 
public.

Harald praised his wife for being a good 
farmer, and she received a prize for her 
work with the pigs. He also commended his 
wife for her domestic work: ‘I value indoor 
work just as much [as outdoor]! When we 
used hired labour it was extra work for her 
. . . On a farm it is a piece of work to cook, 
you know.’ These statements indicate that 
he relates to a gender equality frame as well 
as a frame of complementary work as he 
himself never took part in the housework.

Harald and Hilde shared loans and 
income equally between them. Sharing 
income equally was important to Hilde, and 
Harald hinted that she was a ‘redstocking’ 
– that is, a feminist. They were each respon-
sible for separate farm operations; she was 
primarily responsible for the sheep and the 
pigs, while he was primarily responsible for 
the dairy cows. Yet Harald appreciated the 
extent to which they worked side by side. 
Thinking back, he said:

I was fine when we lived together. I felt 
terrific! We worked together, and that was 
nice. She learned how to drive . . . I taught 
her to drive the tractor, and she joined in 
the haymaking. We hired a babysitter for 
her to be able to join . . . and she drove the 
tractor. And we brought coffee and waffles, 
and sat there in the hay – very nice. These 
are good memories from the time we 
worked together.

After sending their four children off to 
school, she would often come to the barn to 
help him milk. She also shared his interest 
in hunting and joined his hunting party, 
which Harald had very mixed feelings 
about:

I felt that it became . . . I didn’t refuse it, but 
it is clear . . . we discussed it once: what if 
I joined the women’s club [sewing circle] 
you go to every month? That would be 
strange, wouldn’t it? Likewise, perhaps we 

men have a need to be men by ourselves 
once in a while and go on men’s trips and 
such.

During the last years of their marriage, Hilde 
stopped coming to work in the barn in the 
mornings and instead took a part-time job 
off the farm. In retrospect Harald suspected 
this shift was part of a plan to divorce him. 
To Harald, her wanting a divorce after 20 
years of marriage ‘came out of the blue’. He 
never thought he would get divorced and he 
had no good explanation for why it hap-
pened. The divorce triggered mental health 
problems. He tried to stay tough and carry 
on, but he lost motivation:

I became depressed . . . I forced myself to 
get up . . . forced, forced! I went to see the 
doctor; he described antidepressants and 
talk therapy. My brothers and sisters 
became very worried. They feared that I 
was suicidal. I didn’t say I was, but this was 
what they feared . . . And I did think a lot 
about it; [I] had the plans ready.

Harald could not manage all the work by 
himself; lambs and piglets died, and his 
emotional problems reduced his capacity to 
take care of the farm. ‘It came to nothing 
because I couldn’t get up at night and watch 
the lambing. The veterinarian said: “Harald, 
you have to quit this, because you can’t take 
care of it.” . . . So I quit the pigs and 
the sheep, and it was a relief.’ The loss of 
his wife’s labour, coupled with the loss 
of his own working capacity due to his 
depression, made it necessary to reduce the 
farm operation.

The eldest child had moved from the 
parental home before the divorce, the sec-
ond child stayed with Harald, and the two 
youngest moved with their mother but often 
came to stay with their father. After his 
divorce, Harald’s children became very 
important to him.

Summing up the men’s stories

Despite the differences in their situations, 
Geir and Harald both relate to two main 
frames: ‘good farmer’ and ‘gender-equal’/ 
‘women-friendly’ models of masculinity. 
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There are also indications of a third frame 
in their testimonies, the ‘male domination/
female subordination’ frame: the impera-
tives of the farm economy continue to privi-
lege men and produce gender inequality on 
farms despite a general egalitarian setting.

We see the good farmer narrative in 
Geir’s explanation of his divorce: his wife 
could not adjust to or understand why he 
worked so much, as he lived up to the good 
farmer morality. After the divorce both men 
developed emotional problems, which were 
expressed in lack of energy and difficulties 
in managing the farm work. They sought to 
re-establish their failed identity as good 
farmers, but both had to make substantial 
adjustments. Although they kept the farm 
and continued to operate it, they had to 
reduce production substantially and bring 
further investments to a halt.

The ways Geir and Harald located 
themselves within a gender equality frame 
differed to some degree. Both wanted to 
present themselves as modern men. Geir 
stressed an identity as an actively partici-
pating father of small children who shared 
childcare and housework, but he unrealisti-
cally planned to care for the children at 
home during the day and at the same time 
be a full-time, hard-working farmer. In prac-
tice, he was not able to fulfil both of his ide-
als and the ‘good farmer’ took precedence 
over the ‘modern father’. Harald expressed 
gender-equal attitudes by praising his for-
mer wife’s work, which fulfilled the ideal of 
a good farmer, and by accepting the fairness 
of her claim for an equal share in the divorce 
settlement because they had been equal 
partners. He followed her feminist orienta-
tion to some extent, but he was ambivalent, 
particularly as she identified with men’s 
areas of activity and tended to be a better 
farmer than he was. Harald did not frame 
himself as a participant in domestic and 
care work. He assumed authority in the 
public realm, while she was responsible for 
the private.

Both men framed themselves as good 
fathers and husbands trying their best to 
provide for their families. They expressed 
sorrow and grief at having been divorced, 
and they were especially keen to keep a 

strong relationship with their children. The 
identity they re-established after dissolution 
of their marriage emphasized fatherhood.

Conclusion

This chapter has used Goffman’s concept 
of ‘frames’ as an analytical tool to explore 
how divorce challenges gender identities in 
 family farming. With rising divorce rates, 
identity narratives were expected to become 
somewhat altered. The four cases presented 
indicate the existence of several frames that 
is made culturally available for men and 
women farmers. Particularly the women’s 
testimonies show persistence of patriarchy: 
male privilege and female subordination. 
The division of labour remains unequal. 
Women receive little recognition for their 
labour on farms, and property ownership 
often remains unequal with wives accessing 
farms through marriage. Husbands appear 
able to dominate financial decision making 
and control. Women’s demands for inde-
pendence, autonomy or simply equality 
were met with incomprehension, inter-
preted as infringing femininity and threat-
ening the farm family. One reason for this 
may be that the farm’s viability rests in part 
on the wife’s labour.

Comparing women and men, the chap-
ter finds that this traditional narrative of 
family farming means trouble for both sets 
of gender identities, but in different ways. 
The women oppose being located within 
the family farm-wife narrative. They object 
especially to the lack of recognition as equal 
partners and dual earners and the lack of 
opportunity to follow their own interests 
and aspirations. While they never question 
being framed as ‘good mothers’, they criti-
cize the men’s lack of involvement in 
household and care work. Women’s deci-
sion to not take all due to them financially 
upon divorce indicates the importance 
placed on their maintenance of ‘good’ rela-
tionships (see Haugen et al., 2015). It also 
reflects the material situation that the 
farms are not viable if not part of a family 
economy.
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Men’s stories show that their identities 
are located within the hegemonic frame of 
‘good farmers’ and the men succeeded as 
‘good farmers’ when they were married. 
The stories of the two men show that they 
worked hard, expanding and modernizing 
the farm. They thrived with a wife and chil-
dren, living up to the ideology of family 
farming. Their identity troubles start when 
they no longer can fulfil this ideal. The 
women are most vulnerable in the marriage, 
while the men are vulnerable after the 
divorce when their failure to live up to the 
good farmer frame results in mental health 
problems. After the divorce the women gain 
economic independence through employ-
ment and being able to control their own 
lives strengthens their identity as modern, 
emancipated women. Men, on the other 
hand, lose women’s services and taken-for-
granted contribution to family life on which 
their own identity as good farmers depend. 
Both women and men depart from the fam-
ily farm narrative: the women voluntarily 
and the men because they have to.

The gender equality frame is impor-
tant for the women’s new identities after 
the divorce, especially in terms of being 

economically independent. The narrative of 
women-as-carers remains salient for them, 
however. The men seek to re-establish their 
identity as good farmers, but in a modified 
way. After the divorce their identities as 
fathers assume greater importance. This 
may be interpreted as clinging on to the 
farm family frame, but it may also demon-
strate a certain location within a gender 
equality narrative. Taken together, these 
four cases indicate that the patriarchal fam-
ily farm narrative and gender equality narra-
tive are both active within the contemporary 
culture of agriculture, but that they may be 
difficult to reconcile in terms of identity.

Acknowledgements

This article is part of the study ‘Love on the 
farm: a risky business?’ funded by the 
Research Council of Norway and the Agri-
cultural Agreement Research Fund. The 
authors would like to thank Gro Follo for 
her participation in the project and Susie 
Jacobs for her constructive comments to an 
earlier version of this chapter.

References

Alston, M. and Kent, J. (2008) The big dry: the link between rural masculinities and poor health 
 outcomes for farming men. Journal of Sociology 44(2), 133–147. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1177/1440783308089166 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Bartlett, P.F. (2006) Three visions of masculine success on American farms. In: Campbell, H., Bell, 
M.M. and Finney, M. (eds) Country Boys: Masculinity and Rural Life. Pennsylvania State Univer-
sity Press, University Park, Pennsylvania, pp. 47–66.

Brandth, B. (2002) Gender identity in European family farming: a literature review. Sociologia Ruralis 
42(3), 181–200. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00210 (accessed 6 March 
2017).

Brandth, B. (2016) Rural masculinities and fathering practices. Gender, Place & Culture 23(3),  435–450. 
Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2015.1013454 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Brandth, B. and Haugen, M.S. (2010) Doing farm tourism – the intertwining practices of gender and 
work. Signs 35(2), 425–446. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/605480 (accessed 6 March 
2017).

Brandth, B. and Overrein, G. (2013) Resourcing children in a changing rural context: fathering and 
farm succession in two generations of farmers. Sociologia Ruralis 53(1), 95–111. Available at: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12003 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Brasier, K.J., Sachs, C.E., Kiernan, N.E., Trauger, A. and Barbercheck, M.E. (2014) Capturing the mul-
tiple and shifting identities of farm women in the Northeastern United States. Rural Sociology 
79(3), 283–309. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12040 (accessed 6 March 2017).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1440783308089166
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1440783308089166
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9523.00210
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2015.1013454
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/605480
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12003
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ruso.12040


196 M.S. Haugen and B. Brandth

Bruner, J.S. (1990) Acts of Meaning. Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts.
Bryant, L. and Garnham, B. (2015) The fallen hero: masculinity, shame and farmer suicide in Australia. 

Gender, Place & Culture 22(1), 67–82. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2013.855628 
(accessed 6 March 2017).

Bryant, L. and Pini, B. (2011) Gender and Rurality. Routledge, London.
Burton, R.J.F. (2004) Seeing through the ‘good farmers’ eyes: towards developing an understanding of 

the social symbolic value of ‘productivist’ behavior. Sociologia Ruralis 44(2), 195–215. Available 
at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00270.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

Burton, R.J.F. and Wilson, G. (2006) Injecting social psychology theory into conceptualisations of agri-
cultural agency: towards a ‘post-productivist’ farmer self-identity. Journal of Rural Studies 22(1), 
95–115. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.07.004 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Coen, S.E., Oliffe, J.L., Johnson, J.L. and Kelly, M.T. (2013) Looking for Mr. PG: masculinities and 
men’s depression in a northern resource-based Canadian community. Health & Place 21, 94–101. 
Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2013.01.011 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Contzen, S. and Forney, J. (2017) Family farming and gendered division of labour on the move: a typol-
ogy of farming-family configurations. Agriculture and Human Values 34(1), 27–40. Available at: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10460-016-9687-2 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Ellingsæter, A.L. and Leira, A. (2006) Politicizing Parenthood in Scandinavia. Policy Press, Bristol, 
UK.

Flyvbjerg, B. (2006) Five misunderstandings about case-study research. Qualitative Inquiry 12(2), 
 219–245. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Follo, G. and Haugen, M.S. (2010) Sivil status i landbruket. Ekteskap, samboerskap og skilsmisser. 
Report 3/2010. Centre for Rural Research, Trondheim, Norway.

Giddens, A. (1991) Modernity and SelfIdentity. Self and Society in the Late Modern Age. Polity Press, 
Cambridge, UK.

Gobo, G. (2006) Sampling, representativeness and generalizability. In: Seale, C., Gobo, G., Gubrium, 
J.F. and Silverman, D. (eds) Qualitative Research Practice. SAGE Publications Ltd, London, 
pp. 405–426.

Goffman, E. (1974) Frame Analysis: An Essay on the Organization of Experience. Harvard University 
Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Haugen, M.S. and Brandth, B. (2015) When farm couples break up: gendered moralities, gossip, and 
the fear of stigmatisation in rural communities. Sociologia Ruralis 55(2), 227–242. Available at: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12065 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Haugen, M.S., Brandth, B. and Follo, G. (2015) Farm, family, and myself: farm women dealing with 
family break-up. Gender, Place & Culture 22(1), 37–49. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/ 
0966369X.2013.855708 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Heggem, R. (2014a) Diversification and re-feminisation of Norwegian farm properties. Sociologia Rura
lis 54(4), 399–415. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12044 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Heggem, R. (2014b) Exclusion and inclusion of women in Norwegian agriculture: exploring different 
outcomes of the ‘tractor gene’. Journal of Rural Studies 34, 263–271. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2014.03.002 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Jacobs, S. (2010) Gender and Agrarian Reforms. Routledge, New York and London.
Little, J. (2002) Rural geography: rural gender identity and the performance of masculinity and femi-

ninity in the countryside. Progress in Human Geography 26(5), 665–670. Available at: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1191/0309132502ph394pr (accessed 6 March 2017).

Morgan, D.H.J. (1992) Discovering Men. Routledge, London.
Parr, H., Philo, C. and Burns, N. (2004) Social geographies of rural mental health: experiencing inclu-

sions and exclusions. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers 29(4), 401–419. Avail-
able at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0020-2754.2004.00138.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

Peter, G., Bell, M., Jarnagin, S. and Bauer, D. (2000) Coming back across the fence: masculinity and the 
transition to sustainable agriculture. Rural Sociology 65(2), 215–234. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00026.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

Price, L. and Evans, N. (2006) From ‘as good as gold’ to ‘gold diggers’: farming women and the survival 
of British family farming. Sociologia Ruralis 46(4), 280–298. Available at: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2006.00418.x (accessed 6 March 2017).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2013.855628
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2004.00270.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2005.07.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2013.01.011
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10460-016-9687-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1077800405284363
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12065
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2013.855708
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0966369X.2013.855708
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12044
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2014.03.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2014.03.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/0309132502ph394pr
http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/0309132502ph394pr
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0020-2754.2004.00138.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00026.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1549-0831.2000.tb00026.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2006.00418.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9523.2006.00418.x


 Gender Identities and Divorce: Farmers in Norway 197

Riley, M. (2009) Bringing the ‘invisible farmer’ into sharper focus: gender relations and agricultural 
practices in the Peak District (UK). Gender, Place & Culture 16(6), 665–682. Available at: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690903279138 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Riley, M. (2016) Still being the ‘good farmer’: (non-)retirement and the preservation of farming identi-
ties in older age. Sociologia Ruralis 56(1), 96–115. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/
soru.12063 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Saugeres, L. (2002) The cultural representation of the farming landscape: masculinity, power and 
nature. Journal of Rural Studies 18(4), 143–159. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-
0167(02)00010-4 (accessed 6 March 2017).

Scott, J.C. (1990) Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts. Yale University Press, 
New Haven, Connecticut.

Shortall, S. (1999) Women and Farming: Property and Power. Macmillan Press, London.
Sireni, M. (2015) Reinventing rural femininities in the post-productivist Finnish countryside. Euro

pean Countryside 7(1), 42–56. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/euco-2015-0003 (accessed 
6 March 2017).

Statistics Norway (2015) Marriages and Divorces, 2015. Available at: https://www.ssb.no/en/ekteskap/ 
(accessed 15 February 2017).

Storstad, O. and Rønning, L. (2014) Trender i norsk landbruk 2014. Report 6/14. Centre for Rural 
Research, Trondheim, Norway.

Valkonen, J. and Hänninen, V. (2012) Narratives of masculinity and depression. Men and  Masculinities 
16(2), 160–180. Available at: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1097184X12464377 (accessed 6 March 
2017).

Wallerstein, J. and Blakeslee, S. (1990) Second Chances: Men, Women and Children a Decade after 
Divorce. Ticknor & Fields, New York.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690903279138
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09663690903279138
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12063
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/soru.12063
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(02)00010-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0743-0167(02)00010-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1515/euco-2015-0003
https://www.ssb.no/en/ekteskap/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1097184X12464377


198  CAB International 2017. Gender and Rural Globalization 
 (eds B.B. Bock and S. Shortall)

Introduction

Following on from the feminist-inspired 
studies that have considered the role(s) and 
gender(ed) identities of women on farms, 
work on farming men and masculinities has 
recently started to proliferate (Brandth and 
Haugen, 2005a; Brandth, 2006; Riley, 
2016a).1 Such work has noted the continued 
prevalence of hegemonic masculinities 
(after Connell, 1995), which celebrate the 
importance of farm men as ‘stoic’, hard-
working, hard-bodied and lacking in emo-
tion, or at least a willingness to articulate 
this emotion (Bryant and Garnham, 2015). 
Despite the seemingly continued entrench-
ment of these hegemonic masculinities there 
is now a growing discussion of the multiple 
contexts in which these may be subject to 
change, contestation and reworking. At one 
level, there has been a consideration of how 
structural changes and economic downturns 
have challenged  farming men’s position as 
‘breadwinner’ (Filteau, 2015) and how the 
necessity to diversify away from a sole focus 
on agricultural production has been accom-
panied by different gender performances 
(Brandth and Haugen, 2010). Allied to this, 
others have explored how changes in agri-
cultural technologies have negated much of 

the need for hard toil and physically 
demanding work, with authors such as 
Brandth and Haugen (2005b) and Riley 
(2009a) examining how the operation of 
farm machinery has become reworked as an 
embodied performance of ‘men’s work’ and 
men (re) positioned not just as ‘workers’ but 
as farm ‘managers’ (Pini, 2008). Alongside 
this, recent work has begun to unpick the 
temporal dynamicity of farming masculini-
ties, reflecting on how changing societal 
norms impact (or not) farming men across 
different generations (Brandth, 2016) and 
across the farming life course (Riley, 2011, 
2012, 2016a).

This chapter takes forward the call 
within the masculinities literature to 
develop a more relational approach to mas-
culinity (see Hopkins and Noble, 2009) and 
to give fuller recognition of the contextual, 
fluid and interpersonal ways in which 
 masculinities are achieved and performed. 
Specifically, the chapter draws on a consid-
eration of family farms in the Peak District 
(UK) to consider the multiple ways that 
masculinities intersect between different 
generations of farming men on the same 
farm. The chapter thus aims to expand 
existing understandings of how masculini-
ties are (re)configured in specific contexts.
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Analytical Framework: Conceptualizing 
Farming Masculinities

(Re)considering hegemonic masculinity

Connell’s (1995) ideas of hegemonic mascu-
linity have provided a key touchstone in 
theorizing on gender and are useful for 
approaching the discussion of farming men. 
Important within this discussion of hege-
monic masculinity is the recognition that 
there may be multiple masculinities in dif-
ferent geographical and temporal contexts 
(Kimmel, 1995). The performance of mascu-
linity, this research suggests, is developed 
in particular social and cultural contexts 
which shape how individuals ‘do gender’ 
(after West and Zimmerman, 1987). As 
Brandth (2016) argues, far from being pre-
given, there is an iterative engagement with 
the structural conditions in particular con-
texts in which individuals consider the gen-
der discourses, practices and performances 
available to them. As feminist scholarship 
has highlighted, gendered subject positions 
are seen to result from dominant discourses 
and gender ‘is understood as a discursive 
process by which people and practices 
become understood as “masculine” or “fem-
inine”’ (Bryant and Garnham, 2015, p. 70). 
Research on masculinities within farming 
has noted the importance of patrilineal 
inheritance and the associated patriarchal 
relations in which ‘keeping the name on the 
land’ becomes a central aspect of farming 
subjectivities (Riley, 2016a). Farming men 
are thus commonly positioned as ‘bread-
winner’,2 with heterosexuality – and the 
expectation that marriage will be followed 
by the birth of a farming (grand)son – 
becoming normalized within the system 
(Little, 2003). Central, therefore, to this 
chapter is giving attention to relation(s) 
between generations, exploring both how 
specific gender norms might be reproduced 
through the often referred to processes of 
socialization (e.g. Riley, 2009b) or, perhaps, 
challenged and reworked over time and 
across generations.

Connell and Messerschmidt (2005) 
draw the distinction between the term 
‘hegemonic masculinity’ – which places 

emphasis on hegemony as a political 
 mechanism that results in the structural 
dominance of men over women – and mas-
culinities which are ‘socially dominant’ 
within particular contexts. As Beasley 
(2008) suggests, their conflation has been 
one of the ‘slippages’ within the discussion 
of masculinity and they, instead, note that 
socially dominant masculinities are those 
which are celebrated, powerful and often 
commonplace in a given context. While it 
is recognized in this reformulation that 
 hierarchies may exist between different 
masculinities, not all socially dominant 
masculinities are necessarily hegemonic 
because, as Filteau (2014, p. 397) argues: 
‘men who legitimate an unequal gender 
order may only represent a minority of men 
who are not the most socially celebrated in 
a local, regional, or global context’. That is, 
‘dominant forms of masculinity are not 
analogous to hegemonic forms of masculin-
ity, because the former may not always 
legitimate men’s power over women’ 
( Messerschmidt, 2010, p. 23). Important to 
this discussion is the observation that non-
hegemonic masculinities may be dominant 
in a particular context and, more impor-
tantly, these may serve to challenge the 
 previously dominant forms of hegemonic 
masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt, 
2005). Thus, as Filteau (2014) notes, draw-
ing distinction between dominant non-
hegemonic masculinity and hegemonic 
masculinity is crucial to understanding 
 gender relations and gender dominance 
within a particular context. Implicit within 
this is a hierarchical relationship in which 
 Messerschmidt (2012) identified four dis-
tinct masculinities and femininities: domi-
nant, dominating, subordinate and equality. 
‘Dominating’ masculinities refer to those 
which ‘involve commanding and control-
ling specific interactions and exercising 
power and control over people and events 
– “calling the shots” and “running the 
show”’ (Messerschmidt, 2012, p. 38). ‘Sub-
ordinate’ masculinities, by contrast, refer 
to those ‘situationally constructed as less 
than or aberrant and deviant to hegemonic 
 masculinity [and] dominant/dominating 
masculinities’ (Messerschmidt, 2012, p. 39). 
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Messerschmidt goes on to suggest that, 
depending on specific context, this subordi-
nation may be conceptualized, among many 
others, in relation to class, race, age and 
bodily display. A secondary element of sub-
ordination may occur, Messerschmidt 
(2012, p. 39) argues, when there is an 
‘incongruence within the sex–gender– 
heterosexuality structure’, such as when 
individuals are perceived as male but per-
form practices defined as feminine, such as 
being physically weak, displaying attrac-
tion to the same sex, practising celibacy or 
being shy. ‘Equality’ is the authentication of 
an equal relationship between men and 
women and, Messerschmidt (2012, p. 40) 
argues, this does not ‘assume a normal and 
natural relationship to sex and sexuality 
and usually they are not constructed as 
 naturally complementary’. Crucial to these 
processes are the issues of spatiality and 
the role of scale, and Connell and 
 Messerschmidt (2005) point to three levels 
of analysis:

(1) Local: constructed in the arenas of 
face-to-face interaction of families, 
organizations, and immediate communities, 
as typically found in ethnographic and 
life-history research; (2) Regional: con-
structed at the level of the culture or the 
nation-state, as typically found in discur-
sive, political, and demographic research; 
and (3) Global: constructed in transnational 
arenas such as world politics and transna-
tional business and media, as studied in the 
emerging research on masculinities and 
globalization.

Sherman (2009, 2011) offers a useful expli-
cation of this framework in her study of 
a town in California during a period of 
 economic decline. Here she observed how 
broad-scale unemployment led to a disjunc-
ture as global and regional-level masculin-
ity – associated with forestry – was no 
longer available to men at the local level. As 
a result, men in this area began to construct 
new forms of non-hegemonic, but locally 
dominant, masculinity. Changes were seen 
in the rules of what is considered legitimate 
masculine practice in which there was a 
refocusing of ‘masculine identity away from 
breadwinning and segregated spheres . . . 

[toward] sharing power, child care, and 
household chores with women’ (Sherman 
2009, p. 161). Sherman (2009) contrasts this 
more ‘flexible’ masculinity with the ‘rigid’ 
masculinity which emphasizes distinct 
male and female spheres and limited access, 
for women, to labour and money. This form 
of flexible masculinity, it was observed, was 
able to gain a socially dominant position at 
the local scale – this, despite being subordi-
nate to the hegemonic masculinities which 
still predominate among forest workers at 
the regional and global scale.

Agricultural masculinities

In relation to agriculture, authors such as 
Filteau (2015, p. 6) have noted that struc-
tural changes – which might include 
 technological innovations and changing 
economic climates – alter the conditions 
under which farming men accomplish 
‘being a man’. Research in this vein has 
shown that due to these structural changes, 
men see men undertaking tasks and per-
forming roles that were previously seen as 
those for women and hence are, at the local 
level, feminized (Peterson, 2005). As  Filteau 
(2015, p. 7) argues, however, such asser-
tions fail to take account of ‘men’s ability to 
define masculinity at the local level in ways 
that contrast from definitions of masculinity 
at regional and global levels due to situa-
tional constraints’. Here, inspiration can be 
drawn from that work which considered 
how, in periods of change such as those 
associated with economic decline, men (re)
construct masculinities at the local level. 
Examples of this have included farmers’ 
ability to reconstruct masculinity in line 
with being business ‘managers’, rather than 
being tied to ideas of physical labour and 
hard work (Barlett and Conger, 2004), and 
deriving masculinity from other activities 
such as farm tourism (Brandth and Haugen, 
2010). As Filteau (2015, p. 9) argues, what 
we see is a ‘new nonhegemonic masculinity 
that ascends to a dominant position at the 
local level’. Important to note, here, is that 
although these local forms’ performances 
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may diverge from traditional forms of hege-
monic masculinity, they may reinforce gen-
der inequalities through the exclusion of 
women from these locally specific mascu-
linized arenas (Ni Laoire, 2002).

Taken together, these examples are 
important for framing the key questions of 
this chapter in several ways. First, they 
illustrate the different scales at which mas-
culinities may be defined and, importantly, 
reworked. Although there are common gen-
eral references made to farming masculini-
ties, these are often done without spatial or 
scalar reference. What this has done, for our 
previous understandings of farming mascu-
linity, has led to a somewhat generalized 
treatment of masculinity and often very sin-
gular and particular definitions used. Sec-
ond, the importance of space and place 
comes to the fore. While geographers have 
made substantial inroads into the discus-
sion of place-based masculinities, there is 
important ground still to be covered on the 
importance of localized types of masculin-
ity and particularly those associated spe-
cific contexts of farming and the farm. 
Third, and interrelated, the literature shows 
that there may be disparity between more 
regional and global forms of masculinity 
related to specific occupations such as 
 agriculture and that the localized forms 
of socially dominant masculinity do not 
always reproduce, or even align with, those 
at other scales. Fourth, they illustrate that 
masculinities can be reconfigured over 
time. Although many of these studies do not 
look at change from the perspective of the 
individual, they show that there is potential 
for men to take up different gender subject 
positions over different time horizons. Such 
observations are important for the intergen-
erational approach taken in the current 
research – allowing a recognition that dif-
ferent farming masculinities may be taken 
on and reworked across the farming life 
course, and also allowing conceptual space 
to explore how these might be reworked (or 
not) among different farming generations. 
Fifth, although more implicit in the afore-
mentioned literature, is that these mascu-
linities are drawn not only in relation to 
women – as the classic discussions of 

hegemonic literature suggest (e.g. Connell, 
1995) – but also in relation to other men in 
local, regional and global contexts. As pre-
vious scholars of rural gender have noted: 
‘gender identity is not fixed or given but is 
made and re-made constantly in response to 
countless different national and local sets 
of meanings and practices’ (Little, 2006, 
p. 369).

Methodology: Exploring Gender 
Relations in Agriculture – A Case Study

The material drawn upon within this chap-
ter comes from a wider study interested in 
farming culture and changing agricultural 
practices. The focus of the research was on 
changing farming practices and the adop-
tion of environmentally sensitive farming 
practices (see Riley, 2006, 2008, 2016b), but 
in order to fully understand these issues it 
was necessary to develop a more holistic, 
‘farm life history’ approach (see Riley, 
2010). This approach involved repeat inter-
views (discussed in Riley and Harvey, 2007) 
on 64 farms in the Peak District,3 UK and a 
period of participant observation on 20 of 
these farms. The initial study took place in 
2001–2003 and these farmers were revisited 
in 2014 and 2015. The term farm life history 
is used to highlight the focus on not only 
individual biographies per se but also on 
the life history of the farm as a nexus where 
individual and collective histories inter-
sect. Like Brandth (2016), the research took 
a multi-generational approach – interview-
ing, where possible, all generations involved 
in the farming operation. The material 
drawn on here comes from the most recent, 
second phase, of this study and is taken 
from 18 of these farms, where three genera-
tions were farming the same farm concur-
rently. For the purposes of the following 
discussion, the ‘older generation’ of farmers 
are those working with their sons and 
grandsons and who self-defined as still 
working full-time, and ranged in age from 
their early 60s to their late 80s.4 The ‘mid-
dle generation’ is the one working with 
their father and son, and the ‘younger 



202 M. Riley and H. Sangster

generation’ is those working with their 
fathers and grandfathers and self-defining 
as working full-time on the farm (as opposed 
to still being in education). These family 
farms were selected in order to explore not 
only the perspectives of individuals but 
also how these intersect with other genera-
tions, and both collective and individual 
interviews were conducted with the respec-
tive participants.5 Interviews were tran-
scribed verbatim and each transcript read 
several times and coded manually. Several 
overarching themes were identified using 
this thematic coding and are discussed in 
the following sections.

Research Findings

Taking things on – younger-generation 
masculinities

In starting the analysis from the interviews, 
extracts from across three generations of 
farmers are illustrative of a dominant emerg-
ing theme:

My son has taken it on, and my grandson is 
in place to take it on.

(3O)6

I was pleased when [my son] said they 
wanted to take it on . . . it means that all 
our hard work will not be lost.

(8M)

I’m hoping I’ll meet someone and we’ll 
have a family to keep the family name on 
the land.

(2Y)

As would perhaps be expected within the 
discussion of family farming, patrilineal 
inheritance is a central element and the 
above quotes illustrate the crucial impor-
tance of previous and future generations in 
the way that farming men think about their 
farm and themselves. Multiple examples 
can be seen in previous research of how 
such inheritance patterns are central to 
farming masculinities and, as the quotes of 
3O and 8M suggest, maintaining the ‘name 
on the land’ becomes an important raison 
d’être of agriculture which, as farmer 
2Y shows, feeds into a normalizing of 

heterosexuality and expectations regarding 
marriage and having children (cf. Little, 
2003). Although, taken together, these open-
ing quotes from three different farming gen-
erations suggest a level of continuity and 
stasis, the interviews with the younger gen-
eration of farmers showed that some change 
did take place. As Brandth (2016) notes, 
younger farmers are more likely to be influ-
enced by wider cultural understandings of 
‘doing gender’, particularly in relation to 
childcare and domestic relations. Among 
those interviewed, this generation con-
tained more examples of wives working off-
farm and more instances – relative to their 
fathers and grandfathers – of men undertak-
ing household tasks and childcare. Impor-
tant, however, was how these tasks and 
changing positions were narrated in rela-
tion to wider farm operations and trajecto-
ries. Two farmers commented on the 
different elements to this, the first pointing 
out: ‘there’s not the money in the job these 
days [my wife] has to bring in extra income’ 
(13Y) and the second noting ‘I have to do a 
lot more in the house now my wife works as 
well . . . because we’ve got dad and grand-
dad here, we need the extra . . . in time 
she’ll be able to give it up and stay at home’ 
(8Y). Taken in isolation, farmer 13Y’s quote 
suggests a softening of the rigid ‘inside– 
outside’ dichotomy observed as prevalent 
on many farms (see Brandth, 2002). When, 
however, the quotes are viewed in the con-
text of the latter part of farmer 8Y’s state-
ment, it can be seen how they relate closely 
to more traditional forms of hegemonic 
masculinity. Off-farm employment is most 
often sought by farm women and thus often 
means little change to farming men’s mas-
culine performances. For farmer 8Y, while 
he accepted roles which might historically 
be seen as ‘women’s work’, he was able, to a 
large extent, to avoid de-masculinization 
(Sherman, 2009) by making reference to the 
temporary nature of these arrangements. 
Here, this was done relationally to other 
men in the farming family. This showed it 
was, in part, a result of three generations 
remaining on the farm and the associated 
delayed retirement of his grandfather – a 
theme returned to later in the chapter – that 
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he was temporarily performing this ‘less 
masculine’ task. Such observations have a 
twofold relevance to our wider understand-
ings of farming masculinities. First, they 
show that the ‘local’ scale at which new 
socially acceptable forms of masculinity 
may be ‘situationally constructed’ 
( Messerschmidt, 2012) – which might con-
trast or challenge those prevalent at regional 
or (inter)national scales (Connell and Mess-
erschmidt, 2005; Filteau, 2015) – may be as 
specific as the farm or farm-family scale. In 
cases such as these, household tasks are 
something observed only by other men in 
that specific farm setting, but this becomes 
acceptable because of how it ties in with 
their positions on the farm. Second, and 
interrelated, such evidence shows that per-
formances of farming masculinities which 
diverge away from more hegemonic mascu-
linity (or what Sherman, 2009 refers to as 
more ‘flexible’ masculinities) may be per-
missible, in this local context, because they 
are consciously recognized as transient and 
temporary positions.

For others, their discussion of increas-
ing involvement in domestic tasks was 
framed in reference to growing participa-
tion of farm women in other farm-related 
tasks. Farmer 16Y suggested: ‘my wife has 
the brains to do all the paperwork so I have 
to take over her work’ and farmer 7Y noted 
‘we’re expanding our herd and I need [my 
wife’s] help feeding all the calves’. Although 
we might see a reworking of farming 
 masculinities at this micro scale, in which 
there is a move away from the rigid position 
of not doing housework or domestic tasks, 
we see that more longstanding forms of 
farming masculinity remain at work. In both 
cases, the position of ‘manager’ was still 
prevalent, with both tasks undertaken by 
farm women positioned as subsidiary to 
their own. Moreover, the words of farmer 
7Y show that the priority of expanding the 
herd and farm size serve to magnify his 
position as ‘breadwinner’ and hence com-
pensate for, and over-write, his activities 
within the domestic space of the farm. In 
both cases we see the continued importance 
of hegemonic forms of masculinity in which 
the farmer, and the male farmer’s role 

within this, takes precedence over that of 
women on the farm.

An area of change observed in previous 
research is that associated with the decline 
in physical labour and the potential reced-
ing of hegemonic farming masculinity asso-
ciated with being strong and hard-bodied 
(Brandth, 2006). The relational quality, here 
between generations, was seen in the inter-
view with farmer 1Y:

I know great-granddad worked himself into 
an early grave . . . silly things really, out in 
all weather [. . .] he had pneumonia twice, 
but wouldn’t stop going. Dad has been 
much the same, he’s got rheumatism bad 
[. . .] I’m not going to kill myself like that 
. . . you’ve got to be sensible like that . . . 
it’s a marathon, not a sprint. There is no 
need for us to be doing that today. We’ve 
no mortgage these days.

For this farmer, we see a movement away 
from stoicism associated with physical, 
often painful, labour. Instead, attention was 
given to looking after his body and a more 
‘sensible’ form of masculinity which does 
not see the body put under the same pres-
sure. While such a position might be viewed 
as an evolution away from the monolithic 
focus on hard, physical labour, we see how 
it becomes intertwined with wider cultures 
of the family farm. Here, the ability to 
take this more ‘sensible’, less physically 
demanding approach, as farmer 1Y’s refer-
ence to ‘giving us what we have’ intimates, 
is only possible because of the success of 
his predecessors. The hard work of fore-
bears in this case, which means not having 
to have a mortgage and also having substan-
tial land and livestock assets, meant an 
 ability to move away from such labours. 
Although evidence from across the inter-
views suggested a move from manual to 
mechanized field activities and the prolif-
eration of ‘labour-saving’ technologies,7 it 
was noted that ‘hard work’ (4Y) still played 
a significant role within farmers’ self- 
definition. Again, this was written relation-
ally to fathers and grandfathers, with 
reference to wanting to show ‘I can do a 
hard day’s work like everyone else has’ 
(9Y), and while this might not be the same 
volume of physically intense work, it was 
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compensated by similar levels of long hours 
and ‘working from the crack of dawn until 
bedtime’ (11Y) and a call to be the ‘heroic’ 
figure noted in previous considerations of 
men (Barlett and Conger, 2004). As farmer 
1Y’s reference to farm life being ‘a marathon 
not a sprint’ suggests, we see a substitution 
of physically demanding work being 
replaced by another form of stoicism and 
arguably hegemonic form of masculinity: 
that associated with a focus on farming 
longevity.

The nature of work and the relational 
masculinities on farms were seen in a more 
practical sense where reference was made 
to how three generations work together. As 
farmer 14Y explained:

I’m working my backside off to be fair [. . .] 
dad can’t do as much as he did, so I try to 
rush around doing that bit more . . . I don’t 
want him to think he’s not coping, so I take 
more on. . . . He [grandfather] has had 
heart-trouble . . . we didn’t think dipping 
was good for him, so I said I’d get the 
licence for it . . . sort of an excuse really.

These examples put hard work back at the 
centre of the discussion and lean towards 
the depiction of heroic masculinities (cf. 
Bryant and Garnham, 2015). Interestingly, 
this worked not only at a practical level 
with younger farmers often compensating, 
through their increased efforts, for the 
reduced input of others, but also at an emo-
tional level in which the masculinity among 
older farmer was buttressed by the actions 
of their sons and grandsons. The reference 
to ‘not wanting him to think he’s not cop-
ing’ and using ‘an excuse’ to take over tasks 
showed how farming masculinities inter-
sect and, through this working in tandem, 
younger farmers may seek to prop up the 
working masculinities of other generations.

‘Earning the right’– managing the farm and 
maturing masculinities

What might be characterized as the ‘middle’ 
generation of farmers was the one where 
more relational masculinities were most 
clearly evident. At once, this group was 

involved in taking on a lead role in the farm 
business (where fathers were still present) 
and working out shared responsibilities 
with their sons. An important observation 
emerging from the interviews with this 
group was how, despite seemingly rigid 
forms of masculinity, there was a sense of 
continual revision, at the farm scale, of 
these masculinities. Three extracts help 
exemplify this point:

I can see dad giving me a sideways glance 
when I say I’m getting the tea on or I’m in 
the house hanging a curtain rail or 
something [. . .] but I let him know enough 
to know that Jane [wife] is not blowing the 
milk cheque on fake tan and designer 
handbags.

(18M)

I don’t thrash about like I used to . . . I think 
I’ve passed some of that work on to [my 
son], I think I’ve earned the right to do 
these [less manual] jobs.

(12M)

David [son] is a hell of a worker . . . he’s 
built like the side of a house. I can’t pretend 
to keep up with him, but I think I’ve got a 
bit more experience and think about things 
more . . . don’t waste as much time as him.

(6M)

The first extract highlights a similar sce-
nario to that discussed in the previous sec-
tion, in which their surveillance by other 
men on (or associated with) the farm shapes 
the individual’s own position. While he 
reports on what may be seen as a socially 
less acceptable activity in the context of the 
farm and his father’s eyes – those associated 
with the domestic sphere – farmer 18M 
regains a dominant masculine position rela-
tionally through reference to his wife. As 
Price and Evans (2006) note, there are very 
particular farming narratives on what 
 activities are thought appropriate for farm 
women – the use of fake tan and the pur-
chase of designer handbags not being one of 
them, farmer 18M’s quote suggests – and the 
avoidance of divorce and splitting up of 
farms through divorce settlements is central 
to underpinning certain farming masculini-
ties. Structurally, and at the regional and 
national scales, it is the exclusion of women 
from both farm decision making and farm 
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finances which have been central to rein-
forcing farming masculinities. At the farm 
level, we see a reflection of this, but a 
slightly more flexible masculinity at work. 
The apparent control and surveillance of 
his wife’s spending habits meant farmer 
18M was able to maintain a socially domi-
nant role at the farm scale, even when freely 
admitting to undertaking domestic tasks.

The references from farmers 12M and 
6M show that ageing might be accompanied 
by a refining of masculinities. Rather than 
this being an example of older age 
 serving to subordinate masculinities (cf. 
 Messerschmidt, 2012), drawing links to 
their farming sons allowed them to retain an 
important position at the micro scale. For 
farmer 12M, it was not just this current 
manual labour which shaped his masculine 
identity, but also his past efforts – or ‘thrash-
ing about’ – which had ‘earned’ him the 
right to do less today. Important for think-
ing more broadly about masculinity is the 
recognition that performances may be 
cumulative and that socially dominant mas-
culinities apparent in particular contexts 
may be based on previous roles and perfor-
mances. Important for our wider under-
standing of masculinity is that the process of 
‘situationally constructing’ ( Messerschmidt, 
2012) socially dominant masculinities in 
particular contexts is temporally as well as 
spatially layered. It is not only current per-
formances, these examples suggest, which 
serve to frame farming masculinities, but 
also longer-term, past, involvements and 
actions.

Farmer 6M’s reference to his son’s 
capabilities chimes with the observation 
that conjoining different generations can 
serve to mask or play down the contribution 
(or lack of) for any one individual and this 
preserves that individual’s sense of mascu-
linity. He took this further, however, to 
challenge the dominance of this form of 
physical masculinity practised by his son, 
suggesting its limits. Here, reference was 
made to his own skill of being selective and 
thoughtful about which activities he under-
took. Emphasis was placed instead on his 
experience and accumulated knowledge of 
how to undertake his farming activities 

without expending unnecessary energy. 
Scenarios similar to this took place on a 
number of farms and are important to how 
we think of different geographical contexts 
of masculinity, and particularly how we 
treat the ‘local’. In previous research, this 
has focused primarily at the scale of partic-
ular geographically bounded communities 
– such as Filteau’s (2015) discussion of an 
oilfield community in the USA. If farmer 
6M’s quotes are viewed within this frame, it 
can be seen that farming neighbours and 
others at the local scale would see a func-
tioning farm and would not necessarily be 
party to the distribution of work within it – 
so the reduced contribution of any one gen-
eration would not be visible. Digging below 
this, however, reveals a finer scale at which 
masculinities are challenged within the 
farm. Moreover, it can be seen that different 
masculine characteristics may jostle for 
position at the farm scale. Not only are 
farmers such as farmer 6M able to bring 
their experience and decisive decision mak-
ing (see Liepins, 2000) to the fore, they are 
able to use this in maintaining a dominant 
position in relation to younger generations 
on the farm.

‘Working together’ – maintaining 
masculinities in older age

The older generations of farmers – those 
typically over the age of 65 – showed 
 several examples of linked masculinities. 
 Previous work has noted how older age may 
act as a significant challenge towards mas-
culinity, particularly in relation to the per-
ceived loss of hard-bodied masculinity 
often associated with agriculture (Alston 
and Kent, 2008). Important to nearly all of 
those spoken to was a de-individualizing of 
the farm and farming activity. Here, refer-
ences were made to ‘we are going great guns 
. . . really motoring’ (5O) and ‘we’re getting 
through lots of work [. . .] we do well 
together’ (11O). Rather than offering an 
alternative conception of farming masculin-
ity, as seen earlier for the middle generation 
of farmers in relation to their sons, the 
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approach here was to narrate the farm, and 
farming activity, so that individual contri-
butions were erased or left undefined. The 
collective ‘we’ meant that reference to the 
success of the farm was something that 
these older farmers could take credit for and 
which could be seen to reinforce masculine 
identities. For those who were more explicit 
about drawing out their specific contribu-
tions, this was again framed in relation to 
other men on the farm:

They’re adding to things . . . building on 
what we’ve done. They keep refining the 
herd that we’ve built up over many years.

(17O)

Sometimes [my grandson] gets a bit ahead 
of himself and thinks he’s the big boss, and 
I have to remind him where all this comes 
from.

(14O)

In both cases, their relative position on the 
farm was, in part, articulated through their 
past contribution. Rather than being a sim-
ple memory, however, these contributions 
are made active by their link to the farm’s 
current operation. For farmer 17O, it was 
reference to the bloodlines and stock which, 
the tone implicitly suggests, is only possible 
today because of his previous contribution 
in the past.8 Farmer 14O takes this further 
by revealing the power relations that exist 
between these. While he is no longer techni-
cally in charge of the farm (it had been 
‘signed over’ to his son), he is quick to point 
out his contribution to the farm that his 
grandson now operates. As Messerschmidt 
(2012) argues, social and economic power 
are central to the reconstruction of mascu-
linity at the local level and the examples 
here show how this may not be just direct 
financial control, but also that a ‘dominat-
ing’ masculinity might be born out of the 
role that they have played in the overall 
accumulation of this financial status. Unlike 
the challenge to masculinity which older 
age transitions – such as retirement – might 
bring as individuals leave the workplace, 
these farmers were able to avoid such chal-
lenges to masculinity by their continued 
presence, both physically on (or around) the 
farm as well as it being embodied in the 

overall capital (and associated facets such 
farm livestock) of the farm.

Perhaps most significant among the 
older generation of farmers was the 
 performance of what might be seen as con-
ventionally less manly (after Connell and 
Messerschmidt, 2005) activities and also 
more subsidiary tasks within farming. 
 Common among the older generation was 
their role in looking after grandchildren and 
great-grandchildren, and two interesting 
perspectives were given on this:

I like looking after [great-grandchildren], 
you’ve got to think of the future [. . .] telling 
them about farming life and the proper way 
of doing things.

(13O)

I never really had the time with our 
children, and [my son] hasn’t now, he’s 
doing so much [. . .] so I try to make sure I 
can give them that time.

(15O)

The example of farmer 13O echoes some of 
the earlier sentiments, that older genera-
tions are important to the socialization of 
farm children (Riley, 2009b). Part of this 
process, other research has suggested, is the 
passing on of particular knowledge. For 
farmer 13O, and several other farmers, their 
concern was about more ‘traditional’, lon-
ger-standing, forms of knowledge relating to 
their specific, familial history on the farm, 
as well as specific techniques such as 
 building dry stone walls or the handling of 
livestock. Such examples showed the rela-
tionship between masculine identities as 
well as being a masculine performance in 
itself – that is, demonstrating their own 
knowledge and understanding. Important 
within this was the link to their sons (or 
grandsons), who, both quotes above sug-
gest, did not have the time to dedicate to 
these tasks. While it was observed earlier 
that younger farmers may undertake work 
which enables any decline in contribution 
of their fathers and grandfathers, we see in 
the quote of farmer 15O that there may be 
a reciprocal relationship here in which 
fathers and grandfathers take on some of the 
nurturing responsibilities. Any talk of these 
being less manly tasks was thus written out 
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of the narratives of these farmers as they 
saw it as part of ‘keeping the place running’ 
(3O) and ‘preparing them [grandchildren] 
well for farming’ (12O). Both farmer 13O 
and farmer 15O show that there are differ-
ent elements of farming masculinities that 
they wish to develop in younger farming 
generations: ‘Whilst [my son] shows [my 
grandson] how to operate the machinery, 
I make sure that he can throw a wall up’ 
(13O). Such examples have relevance for 
our wider understandings of farming mas-
culinities. In addition to each farming gen-
eration subtly redrawing (or reinforcing) 
what are appropriate masculine behaviours, 
different generations may feed into what 
they feel the younger generation needs to 
‘be a man’ – with the case here showing that 
the middle generation might provide more 
technical understandings and the older 
 generation providing more traditional 
knowledge.

Conclusions

This chapter has given attention to the ways 
that farming masculinities are (re)created 
relationally among farming men. The obser-
vation that socially dominant masculinities 
are developed in intersection with other 
men has been well made in previous 
research, but the consideration of this 
within the context of the family farm offers 
several insights. Although we see that there 
may be generational differences in the 
wider cultural narratives of how to ‘do gen-
der’ on which farming men may draw, that 
of ‘breadwinner’ and ‘provider’ remains 
central across generations. Keeping the 
family name on the land, and perpetuating 
the farm business, are central goals and 
serve to relationally construct, regardless of 
age or generation, what it is to be a farm 
man. While there is evidence from other 
research that patrilineal inheritance struc-
tures – so often underpinning the system of 
hegemonic farming masculinities – are 
being challenged, the evidence from those 
farmers considered here suggests that the 
role of farm women often remains 

secondary to that of the breadwinning farm-
ing man.

The chapter has seen the centrality of 
place and scale to the (re)constitution of 
farming masculinities. Developing on from 
the local–regional–global distinctions (after 
Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) often 
drawn upon in masculinities research, the 
chapter has seen the importance of the 
micro scale of the farm. Most notably, it has 
been seen that when viewed at the local 
scale – such as neighbouring farming com-
munity – a farm containing two or three 
generations of farming men can be seen as 
functioning effectively and the masculine 
status of all those involved may, to these 
outside observers, remain unchanged or 
undiminished. When we move to the farm 
scale, we start to see a more diverse internal 
dynamic in which there may be discrepan-
cies in contribution. Within this, processes 
such as de-individualizing (by older farm-
ers) of the farm operations and the con-
scious compensating (for older farmers by 
younger farmers) mean that to the outside 
world, each generation can, again, maintain 
a coherent and unfractured farming 
masculinity.

Temporality, too, is an important aspect 
which this chapter contributes to the 
broader literature on masculinities. It has 
been seen that certain farming masculinities 
may lose their currency over time. So, for 
example, the idea of highly demanding 
physical labour, which leads to obvious 
bodily scars and injuries, is one which 
younger farmers are keen to move away 
from. Important to note is that ‘hard work’ 
does not cease to become valorized; it 
merely takes on another manifestation – 
such as working long hours, or having a lon-
ger working life overall. Further, such 
examples show that these masculinities are 
(re)worked temporally as well as spatially 
– with experiences of the previous genera-
tions utilized in how younger generations 
do gender. Alongside this, temporality is 
also significant, particularly in older gener-
ations, in terms of their past contributions. 
For middle and older generations, in having 
‘served their time’ – by performing hard 
physical labour for example – they have 
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‘earned’ the right to take up alternative or 
modified masculine subject positions. Older 
generations of farmers are able, to some 
extent, to avoid older age leading to subor-
dinate masculinities (cf. Messerschmidt, 
2012) through both the memory of their past 
contribution per se as well as a discursive 
re-activating of this in the present, such that 
their contribution, and position as a farming 
man, remains relatively undisturbed.

Notes

1Indeed, Brandth (2016) suggests that studies of 
farming men may now outnumber those of farming 
women.
2Although see Kelly and Shortall (2002) on the role 
of women and the challenge to this ‘breadwinner’ 
status.
3This is an upland region of the UK. Farming here 
is characterized by a mixture of dairying, sheep and 

beef farms. For full details on the sample and how it 
was derived, see Riley (2008).
4As Riley (2016a) notes, being in receipt of state pen-
sion (65 years old in the UK) cannot be taken as a 
proxy for being retired, with many farmers continu-
ing to work well beyond the age of 65.
5See Riley (2014) for a critical reflection on the use 
of such joint interview approaches. It should also be 
recognized that this sample – where different gen-
erations of men are working together – is one where 
traditional patrilineal succession is/has taken place. 
Future research could usefully explore those cases, 
albeit likely to be fewer in number, where farming 
women have taken sole responsibility for the farm.
6To maintain their anonymity, farmers are given num-
bers and a letter (Y = younger; M = middle; O = older) 
to represent their generational position on respective 
farms.
7Examples of this are numerous and might include 
lifting equipment (tractor loaders, telehandlers, etc.), 
sheep-handling equipment and quad bikes, to name 
just a few.
8See Riley (2011) for a fuller discussion of these 
themes of farmer ageing and livestock.
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Introduction

This chapter explores narratives of mascu-
linity in the context of groups dedicated to 
increasing social inclusion. The research 
discussed in the chapter compares two 
 different types of social activities: one 
 targeting rural older people and the other 
specifically targeted at older men, focusing 
on traditionally ‘male’ activities, in an urban 
setting. The research questions explored are 
based on the premise that being socially 
connected is beneficial for people, in terms 
of physical, mental and emotional well-
being (Cattan et al., 2005), and that older 
people are at particular risk of loneliness 
and social isolation (Edelbrock et al., 2001). 
The chapter explores the male experience of 
ageing in the context of loneliness, isolation 
and emotional well-being through the 
 consideration of two groups attempting to 
reduce isolation in older people. The chap-
ter also explores notions of gender, as men 
and women experience loneliness, isolation 
and ageing very differently, with men being 
significantly more at risk of experiencing 
loneliness and isolation than women 
(Tijhuis et al., 1999; Dykstra and de Jong 
Gierveld, 2004). In comparing a mixed- 
gender with a single-gender group, this 

chapter promotes the opinion that single-
gender social inclusion projects have sig-
nificantly more success in reducing isolation 
than do mixed-gender groups.

The chapter begins with a review of rel-
evant literature, exploring isolation, loneli-
ness and social exclusion in the context of 
gender and geographical place and space. 
This is followed by methodology and find-
ings. The chapter concludes with a discus-
sion on the role of segregated gendered 
groups for male emotional well-being.

Analytical Framework: Social Isolation 
and Loneliness

This chapter begins with the premise that 
social connections are beneficial for people 
in terms of their mental and physical well-
being, but that particular areas of society are 
particularly vulnerable to social isolation 
and loneliness. These are distinct yet related 
concepts, which are often used interchange-
ably within literature, with social isolation 
referring to objectively measurable low 
 levels of social contacts and loneliness 
referring to a subjective emotional feeling of 
having few social contacts (Cattan et al., 
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2005). Generally, loneliness and isolation 
tend to share comparable prevalence rates 
ranging between 10 and 30% of the popula-
tion, and more recently reported as high as 
43% (Smith and Hirdes, 2009). The two 
concepts are not synonymous, however: a 
person can experience a subjective feeling 
of loneliness in spite of having high levels 
of social contact and a person can feel that 
they have deep emotional connections 
while having, objectively, few social con-
tacts. Loneliness is seen as ‘the evaluation 
of a discrepancy between the desired and 
the achieved network of relationships as a 
negative experience’ (de Jong Gierveld et al., 
2006, p. 485). Indeed, it was the finding of 
this research that the quality of contact is 
significantly more important to participants 
than the simple prevalence of contact. Lone-
liness is certainly a possible outcome of 
social isolation; however, it is not a definite 
outcome. Should an objectively small net-
work provide a person with the personal 
and emotional support that they feel they 
need, subjectively, this can be more benefi-
cial than having an objectively large social 
network. Or, to put this more simply: some 
relationships matter more than others 
( Stephens et al., 2011). Much research has 
consistently shown that older people are 
particularly vulnerable to isolation and are 
at risk of loneliness as a consequence 
( Edelbrock et al., 2001; Warburton and Lui, 
2007; Grenade and Boldy, 2008), and there-
fore groups attempting to reduce isolation 
for older people are a focus for numerous 
public bodies. Without considering the 
quality of relationships fostered in said 
groups, however, a subsequent reduction in 
loneliness may not become apparent.

The fact that older people are at signifi-
cant risk of isolation and loneliness is of 
increasing importance as the UK faces an 
expanding ageing population, with one in 
six of the population being over the age of 
65, representing 272,000 people in North-
ern Ireland (OFMDFM, 2013). This older 
population tends to have higher propor-
tions of health, visual and mobility issues 
than their younger counterparts. One in 
four persons in the 60+ age bracket has 
mobility issues, and one in five over the age 

of 75 has some sight loss, increasing to one 
in two after the age of 90 (RNIB, 2008); all of 
which are considered as increasing this vul-
nerability to social isolation. Hearing loss is 
also an important factor in loneliness in 
older people as it affects communication by 
telephone, which has both a physical and a 
psychological impact on making older peo-
ple feel isolated (Dugan and Kivett, 1994). 
Physical health and mobility issues related 
to becoming older have an impact on the 
likelihood of being socially isolated, and 
include sight and hearing problems, arthri-
tis, stroke, osteoporosis and dementia 
( Victor et al., 2002). Limited physical mobil-
ity can impact on ability to travel, which is 
a risk factor in isolation, particularly when 
mobility-related health conditions impact 
on ability to drive or simply to enter and 
exit cars (Alsnih and Hensher, 2003; Metz, 
2003). This is often compounded in rural 
areas, where lack of access to transport is a 
major contributor to older people not 
accessing services (Lucas, 2006). As service 
uptake reduces services move out of areas, 
increasing this exclusion and creating a link 
between socially excluded areas and 
socially excluded people (Scharf et al., 
2002).

Health, loneliness and gender

The relationship between health and loneli-
ness and isolation is two-way; health issues 
can be a cause of isolation and loneliness, 
but social isolation and loneliness also have 
profound effects on both physical and men-
tal health, with people who report as iso-
lated or lonely having poorer heath levels 
than those who report as less lonely 
( Stephens et al., 2011; Hawton et al., 2011). 
Fifty-five per cent of the ‘most lonely’ were 
depressed compared with just 4% of the 
least lonely (Beach and Bamford, 2014). 
Loneliness also has a linkage with cognitive 
decline; lonely people are at twice as high a 
risk of Alzheimer’s than their socially 
engaged counterparts (AGENI, 2014).

The concept that men and women 
experience ageing differently is certainly 
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not a new theory (Levy, 1988); however, 
there can be a tendency for older people to 
be treated as a homogeneous group, often 
seen as losing their individual identity as 
they age and being seen only as an ‘older 
person’. This chapter contends that ageing, 
loneliness and exclusion are experienced in 
very different ways by men and women, 
which therefore leads to different pathways 
to address their isolation. It has been well 
established that older men as a group are 
more vulnerable to loneliness than their 
female counterparts (Tijhuis et al., 1999; 
Dykstra and de Jong Gierveld, 2004; Dykstra 
and Fokkema, 2007). Indeed, men report 
loneliness more frequently than women, 
whether they live alone or in a shared home 
(Flood, 2005), emphasizing that loneliness 
and isolation are not synonymous concepts. 
Loneliness increases as we age, particularly 
after the age of 70 (Victor and Yang, 2012), 
as mobility decreases, working life ends, 
families move away, spouses become wid-
owed and friends are lost through death.

Moreover, this is compounded by male 
aversion to discussing emotional issues 
with peers. Even with the most traumatic 
emotional events, such as bereavement, 
older men consider discussing emotional 
issues as weak or feminine – ‘sissy stuff’ 
(Bennett, 2007, p. 347). The loss of a spouse 
is associated strongly with emotional loneli-
ness; whether through the end of a relation-
ship or bereavement, although bereavement 
naturally becomes more likely as a person 
ages (Bisconti et al., 2004). This tends to be 
a particular source of stress for men, as they 
are socialized to be non-emotional and are 
now faced with grieving and loss. Further-
more, through this socialization process, 
men tend not to have a wide range of confi-
dantes, usually having their wife as their 
primary and often only source of emotional 
support (de Jong Gierveld et al., 2006). Men 
remain at high risk of remaining in this state 
of loneliness, however, as they tend to have 
less social support than women. Over the 
course of their lifetime, men tend to priori-
tize the working role over social and 
 emotional bonds and friendships. Post-
retirement, this can be problematic as, 
alongside losing the important worker role, 

they immediately lose significant amounts 
of social contact through their colleagues. 
As the older man ages, family moves away 
and he becomes widowed, this lack of social 
contact and emotional support built over a 
lifetime exacerbates the feelings of loneli-
ness brought on by bereavement. Men are 
also seen as being less naturally inclined to 
join social groups than their female counter-
parts, with women seen as being more likely 
to want to ‘join in’ (Marhankova, 2014). 
This has led to an increase in targeting of 
men in groups focused on reducing social 
isolation.

Ageing and isolation in a rural setting

Older people in rural areas are particularly 
affected by a number of issues. They have a 
tendency to be poorer than their urban 
counterparts, although issues for people liv-
ing in rural areas are usually more complex 
than being based purely on a lack of 
resources, however. The Rural Community 
Network (2004) ‘emphasise that it is neces-
sary to take into consideration deprivation 
of resources, access to services, isolation 
and quality of life rather than only high-
lighting income based indicators’ (p. 1). 
Importantly, people in rural areas may find 
themselves to be socially excluded. Accord-
ing to Philip and Shucksmith (2003), ‘Social 
exclusion is a multi-dimensional, dynamic 
concept which emphasises the processes 
of change through which individuals or 
groups are excluded from the mainstream of 
society and their life-chances reduced’ 
(p. 461).

Older people are physically further 
away from services, making older people 
living in rural areas ‘disadvantaged simply 
because of where they live’ (Walsh and 
O’Shea, 2008). Moreover, the lack of an 
appropriate transport system will further 
disadvantage many older people living in 
rural areas. The restricted public transport 
in Northern Ireland has been criticized by 
older rural people in Northern Ireland as ‘a 
major barrier to access’ (Rural Community 
Network, 2004).
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Due to the dispersed nature of rural 
dwelling, along with having a lack of access 
to services due to issues around transport, 
older rural people are placed at a significant 
risk of social isolation and related loneli-
ness. They tend to have a small social circle 
due to the geographical distance to neigh-
bours and family. These factors cumula-
tively leave older people in rural areas 
vulnerable to loneliness, particularly post-
widowhood, as their primary social com-
panion is lost (Dugan and Kivett, 1994).

In summary, the key points from the 
 literature relevant to this chapter are that 
social inclusion is beneficial to people and 
that certain groups are particularly vulner-
able to loneliness and exclusion, including 
people in rural areas and men. Moreover, 
and compounding the difficulties of loneli-
ness and exclusion, men tend to have a 
smaller social support network than women 
and often have very few people to lean on 
for emotional support; a small circle which 
tends to decrease as people age. This chap-
ter explores these themes, while identifying 
pathways to reduce isolation for men.

Methodology

This section discusses the methodology 
used in the research upon which this chap-
ter draws, to compare different types of 
social activities addressing the needs of two 
specific groups of older people. The two 
groups were investigated as part of two dif-
ferent projects: the work on the rural group 
of men and women was part of the author’s 
PhD research, which was funded by the 
Department of Education and Learning; and 
the urban male-only group was a part of a 
research project focusing on the specific 
needs of older men, funded by the Public 
Health Agency and commissioned by the 
Men’s Working Group, a collaboration of 
several community and voluntary organiza-
tions, established by Age Partnership 
 Belfast. Both projects took a participant 
observation approach, followed by semi-
structured narrative interviews, to data col-
lection. All interviews were conducted by 

the author, either at the participant’s home 
or in the meeting place of the relevant orga-
nization, with the choice of venue being 
decided by the participant to maximize 
their comfort with the research. All inter-
views were taped and transcribed by the 
author. Although two different research 
projects were involved, the similar data 
 collection style and research questions 
involved in each allowed for comparison 
between the two.

The two major differences between the 
participant profiles of these groups is that 
one was based in a rural setting, the other 
urban; and one focused on the needs of 
rural older people, male and female, and the 
second focused on the needs of urban older 
men. With the exception of these, the par-
ticipant profiles were fairly similar. Both 
groups involved quite a diverse subsection 
of the community in terms of socio- 
economic and religious background, both 
having a dedicated cross-community ethos. 
There was no ‘typical’ member in terms of 
educational background, with some mem-
bers having no basic qualifications and 
 others being highly qualified. There was a 
subsequent lack of typical job types; some 
jobs in earlier life were high-skilled, some 
low. Members had highly diverse levels of 
health in these groups, some having quite 
serious health conditions, and the groups 
attempted to accommodate this as much as 
possible.

The first group was based in Cookstown, 
Northern Ireland and targeted older people 
in the surrounding rural areas. The aim of 
this group was based on the notion that rural 
older people are at high risk of being socially 
excluded, and that contact with other older 
people would have a positive impact on 
their lives. The two specific areas of the proj-
ect this chapter focuses on are: (i) the Lun-
cheon Club, in which participants paid a 
small fee to come to a community centre and 
eat a meal together, in order to foster a sense 
of friendship and community; and (ii) an 
arts and crafts activity, which ran after the 
Luncheon Club on a Wednesday. This was 
attended primarily by women, as was the 
Luncheon Club, and two reasons were 
offered for this. First, women were 
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considered more likely to be socially 
involved and want to attend social groups; 
and second, women would be more ‘natu-
rally’ interested in arts and crafts. In both 
groups, the small number of male attendees 
tended to sit together and had a lower level 
of participation in the arts and crafts offered, 
generally using the time to talk to each other.

The second project this chapter 
addresses is an urban ‘Men’s Shed’ project. 
Men’s Sheds are an increasingly popular 
support and inclusion project for older men 
in attempting to combat isolation and 
depression (Ballinger et al., 2009). Originat-
ing in Australia in the late 1990s, Men’s 
Sheds provide a male-only space for older 
men to come together and work on do-it-
yourself (DIY) type projects, thereby learn-
ing new skills and keeping active and in 
company (Brown et al., 2007). This group 
specifically targeted men, as the organizers 
aimed to address men’s social isolation. The 
Men’s Shed group uses DIY crafts as a tool 
to bring isolated and lonely men together to 
again form friendships and social connec-
tions. This chapter contends that creating a 
male-only space, in which men take part 
in typically ‘masculine’ activities, fosters a 
healthy space for the participants not just 
to form these social connections, but also to 
address some of the deeper emotional and 
psychological issues that the non-gender-
specific group cannot meet as successfully.

The following section addresses each 
group in turn, considering the push and 
pull factors at play in participants becoming 
involved in the two groups. The push/pull 
factors are crucial, as they illuminate issues 
around gender roles in older age. For the 
purpose of this chapter, push factors in 
men’s motivation for attendance relate to 
wanting or feeling the need to be out of 
the house, and are not always related to the 
activities provided; the feeling that there is 
no specific place for them was most com-
mon, and usually connected to gendered 
notions of the domestic sphere as being 
female. In contrast, pull factors refer to 
men’s motivations to attend related to being 
drawn to the group, as it fulfils a need or 
desire through the activities of the group 
itself. This is followed by a discussion 

regarding how successful each group was in 
tackling emotional loneliness among the 
participating men. This chapter aims to 
show that in older age, men are at particular 
risk of emotional loneliness due to a life-
time of gender stereotyping, as older genera-
tions tend to have quite entrenched notions 
of gender roles in the home (Inglehart, 
2008). In terms of the rural group consid-
ered, it is important to note that these 
entrenched traditional gender roles also 
maintain influence in rural Ireland (Shortall, 
2002). This is compounded with a lack of 
‘male space’; in the home, through a lack 
of work and in social settings. It is shown 
that by creating this ‘male space’, the Men’s 
Shed group was significantly more success-
ful than its rural counterpart at addressing 
male loneliness.

Research Findings

Cookstown Arts and Crafts

This group was formed on the premise that 
social isolation is a negative state in which 
to live. It further argued that older rural 
 people are at particularly high risk of being 
 isolated and lonely, for a number of reasons, 
in keeping with findings from the literature: 
older people lose spouses, family moves 
away, and they may find that deterioration 
in their physical health, mobility, hearing, 
sight, etc. becomes preventive in continuing 
social bonds. Moreover, rural older people 
have particular risks of isolation, due to the 
dispersed nature of rural populations. Sim-
ple social contacts, such as meeting a per-
son in a shop, post office or bank, are made 
difficult due to the above-mentioned physi-
cal decline associated with older age. This 
group planned to tackle these issues through 
providing a space to bring people together 
and providing transport, to address the 
issues of transport and travel, in the context 
of physical mobility issues and population 
dispersal. This group did arts and crafts 
activities, including glass painting, flower 
arranging and some baking projects, as a 
means of providing some entertainment for 
the group; however, its basic premise was 
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that in tackling social isolation, bringing 
people together was the most important 
means of addressing this aim.

There were two distinct groups of men 
who attended the rural group in terms of 
social isolation – widowers and those who 
were still married – and each attended for 
different reasons.

Widowers typically came to the group 
due to pull factors, primarily due to the 
 provision of lunch by the Luncheon Club 
which took place every day between 
 Monday and Friday and was followed by 
the Arts and Crafts group on Wednesdays. 
This group of people had usually heard 
about the project through word of mouth, 
typically through other men who were 
 widowed, or through family who wanted to 
ensure that their fathers were getting at least 
one square meal per day. This appears to be 
due to the stereotypically gendered nature 
of households among older rural people. 
During their lifetime, this group of men did 
not tend to take part in work in the domestic 
sphere, with this being the job of the wife. 
After the loss of said spouse, men found 
themselves without some of the more basic 
knowledge of how to provide for themselves 
in terms of simple cookery (Bennett et al., 
2003). This appeared to be quite a demascu-
linizing realization, as one participant com-
mented he had not realized he had been 
‘looked after’ his entire life by his wife and 
now was being ‘looked after’ by a commu-
nity group. The men maintained a sense 
of self and pride when discussing this by 
distancing themselves from those who had 
food provided by the related Meals on 
Wheels service as they, at least, still had the 
physical ability to leave their homes.

Those who were still married typically 
attended the group due to push factors, 
again related to stereotypical gender roles in 
the household. Men described the house-
hold as being the ‘woman’s space’ and a 
typical sentiment coming from the group 
was that they were constantly ‘getting 
underfoot’ in the home. In some cases, their 
wives were looking after grandchildren and, 
again, the men felt that they were constantly 
in the way of the women’s ability to care. 
There was a very clear gendered split here: 

the men in this situation were attending this 
group not from the desire or need to be in 
attendance, but from the feeling that they 
were ‘in the way’ at home. This will have 
come from a lifetime of leaving the home to 
go to work, creating the idea that the male 
sphere is  outside the home, and the female, 
inside (Mowl et al., 2000).

The Arts and Crafts group, however, 
while providing a physical space for men to 
be outside the home and no longer ‘under-
foot’, was not successful in creating a male 
space for the participants. The men there-
fore still did not feel like they truly belonged 
there, any more than they did in the home. 
The gap left by retirement, and the male 
space and identity created during the work-
ing life, was not being filled by the activities 
offered by this project. The types of activi-
ties on offer at the Arts and Crafts group 
were considered to be typically female 
activities. Essentially, the group replaced 
one female sphere for another. It was evi-
dent that the men involved did not particu-
larly enjoy taking part in the activities, 
especially those deemed very feminine, 
such as flower arranging. In this instance, 
the men collected the material and left it in 
front of them, not actually taking part in the 
activity and using the time to chat among 
themselves. When men did take part in 
activities deemed overly feminine, the 
group tended to attempt to correct this, 
through gentle mocking. On one occasion, a 
participant picked a picture of a butterfly to 
paint and was mocked by the rest of the 
group for wanting to take part in ‘girly’ 
things. While the men did attend the Arts 
and Crafts group, they were very careful 
to distance themselves from anything that 
could potentially be deemed ‘girly’. This 
was observed by the organizers and female 
participants, but there appeared to be no 
impetus to tailor the activities to suit the 
male attendees. The general attitude was 
that men generally don’t want to get 
involved in social and group activities, and 
that women were ‘just naturally better at 
joining in’. Comments such as ‘sure, they 
just prefer sitting and talking among them-
selves anyway’ were made repeatedly by 
female members of the group, essentially 
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blaming male lack of participation on a 
 stereotypically male attitude as opposed to 
considering that the choice of activity on 
offer may have been related to non- 
participation. This was not the attitude of 
the men, who discussed among themselves 
the types of activities they may have 
enjoyed. The idea of a walking club would 
be discussed, then quickly dissipate, as 
someone would remind the group that not 
all male participants would be physically 
able for that. These conversations were held 
internally at the small male table and not 
generally discussed with the wider group, 
perhaps because of the overwhelmingly 
female nature of the group as a whole; again, 
symptomatic of the men not wanting to 
interject into a female space.

It is important to note also that while 
transport was provided to enhance social 
inclusion and well-being, on the day of the 
Arts and Crafts session, this may have had 
the unintended side-effect of trapping the 
men in an activity that they neither enjoyed 
nor would have elected to take part in other-
wise. Those who came for the daily lunch 
did enjoy the food and certainly appeared 
to enjoy the social contact with other men 
that provided here. They discussed the 
essential role of the transport provided by 
the project in collecting them from their 
homes, in order to be able to come and 
spend time with their friends. On the day 
that Arts and Crafts took place however, 
the transport had a different interpretation. 
Rather than being a positive means of 
enhancing social contact, it became a means 
of trapping participants at the activity. 
Comments around having to stay and wait 
for the bus were repeated by male partici-
pants; this was in contrast to their attitude 
on other days and, indeed, to the attitude of 
the women on all days of how positive it 
was that they had a mode of transport to be 
able to take part in activities.

In the cases of both widowers and 
spouses, the group did provide a means of 
social contact for the participants; however, 
in not tailoring the work to the needs of 
men, it did not have the effect of providing 
male space outside the home, often leaving 
the participants feeling peripheral to the 

overall experience of group participation, 
creating a small subgroup which did not 
take part in most group activities.

Men’s Shed

The Men’s Shed project has some areas of 
similarity to the rural Arts and Crafts group. 
Again, it is based on the assumption that 
social isolation is generally a negative lived 
experience and that particular groups are at 
high risk of being socially isolated. In this 
case, its focus was on men, who, it was 
noted, had often lost many of their most 
crucial identifying roles, particularly that of 
worker. Like the rural group, the men were 
from a mixed background in regard to mari-
tal status, with some widowed, some still 
married and some lifetime bachelors. Due to 
this, participants did acknowledge having 
some of the same push factors in feeling that 
the domestic space was the woman’s sphere 
and wanting to give their wives space in 
their home. Very similar sentiments were 
discussed in both groups, with a typical 
sentiment expressed being:

Well, I think one of the things about men, 
certainly from talking to the chaps, is 
they’ve been out all their life in work . . . 
if you’re lucky enough to be employed and 
then all of a sudden that stops, and you’re 
in the wife’s way, the partner’s way and . . . 
because she’s not used to you being in the 
house so you all of a sudden have to find 
some other things to do to get out of . . . 
because that’s her space.

(M, Men’s Shed)

Here the dual difficulty for many men is 
clearly expressed: the male sphere is out-
side the home, and when work ends, they 
take up space in the feminine sphere, and 
are essentially just in the way. The Men’s 
Shed, like the rural group above, provides 
an outlet for this particular push factor 
in giving participants a physical space to 
remove themselves from the home. Unlike 
the rural group, however, this project also 
creates a positive, male space for the partici-
pants. They are able to feel both like they 
have given their partners the space at home 
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that they desire, while also having a place 
that is truly theirs to attend, so moving them 
out of the female domestic space and into a 
male, working space. This has significantly 
more positive impacts for the participants 
than the mixed-gender project.

The pull factors involved in this group 
were quite different from those in the rural 
project, as the Men’s Shed project provided 
a post-work masculine space that allowed 
for a more positive environment for the 
 participants and, as a consequence, created 
a space in which they were able to fully 
address emotional issues that otherwise 
they may have deemed too female. In some 
ways, the activities on offer were not 
entirely dissimilar to those on offer in the 
rural group, in that they were based on arts 
and crafts projects. However, the arts and 
crafts involved were more tailored to a male 
group, with them more closely related to 
physical DIY-style projects. Rather than 
painting and flower arranging, projects on 
offer here involved wood carving, metal 
work and pyrography, all of which involved 
the use of heavy tools and some sense of 
physical prowess. This was an essential and 
crucial difference between the two groups. 
There was no consideration that taking part 
in any of the activities could be considered 
overly feminine and the men encouraged 
each other to attempt all aspects of the proj-
ects, rather than the gentle mocking seen 
when participants attempted to involve 
themselves in the rural setting. This allowed 
the men a sense of pride in their completed 
projects, often taking them home as pres-
ents for family members, about which they 
happily boasted:

B: ‘You’re buzzing, as I say, at the end of 
the day, I brought my wee wood carving 
home one day and her and the daughter 
were fighting over it and we have a wee 
shelf and she said “put it up there”, so they 
all want a wood carving.’

I: ‘That real sense of pride, that you’ve. . .’

B: ‘That’s it! You’re getting that . . . you’ve 
brought it home.’

(B and Interviewer, Men’s Shed)

The act of creation and manufacture was of 
crucial importance to the men, as it allowed 

them the sense of pride and usefulness that 
employment had brought during their work-
ing life. Many of the men described being 
able to use skills they had accumulated over 
a lifetime of work in activities provided by 
the Men’s Shed. Primarily, this was related 
to physical tasks; members who had been 
bricklayers or in any type of crafts work had 
directly transferable skills, and often used 
these to guide and support other members 
of the group. However, even when employ-
ment skills were not directly transferable, 
participants discussed the ways in which 
their working life experience enhanced 
their experience in the Men’s Shed or how 
they could use their experience to contrib-
ute to the project. One member, for exam-
ple, had been a project manager, and 
discussed using his skills at managing 
teams of workers to help create small work-
ing teams for larger projects in the Men’s 
Shed. Another had worked in information 
technologies, and discussed creating simple 
Excel files to monitor attendance and orga-
nize future planning. It was very evident 
that continuing to relate to their working 
identity was of significant importance to the 
men. This finding is supported in the litera-
ture about ageing through ideas around con-
tinuity theory, in which people attempt to 
maintain aspects of their working life activi-
ties post-retirement, in order to maintain a 
sense of identity (Atchley, 1989). This is 
particularly important for men, who tend to 
place more importance on their working 
identity than their female counterparts 
( Forret et al., 2010).

While it is clear that both groups were 
successful in combating social isolation, by 
quantifiably increasing the attendees’ num-
ber of social contacts, the urban Men’s Shed 
group was significantly more successful 
in reducing emotional loneliness than the 
rural Arts and Crafts group. Men were freer 
in discussing emotions and issues of per-
sonal importance. This they related directly 
to the masculine nature of the work involved 
in the project. There was an acknowledge-
ment that women were significantly more 
open in their ability to talk about subjects 
that are difficult and sensitive, and due to 
this, talking about these emotional issues, 



 ‘Masculine’ Spaces, ‘Feminine’ Emotions – Male Social Inclusion 219

in and of itself, was seen as a feminine 
activity. In providing this masculine space, 
however, the Men’s Shed was successful in 
creating a space in which men could talk 
about traditionally ‘feminine’ topics, such 
as emotions, health and well-being, without 
fear of being deemed a ‘sissy’. The physical 
space, and the masculine nature of the tools 
being used in the Men’s Shed, could be 
used as physical props to emphasize mascu-
linity, while taking part in a feminine 
activity:

And another thing about it is, you talk to 
people easier when you’re doing something, 
especially men. It’s okay when you’re 
whacking away [imitates hammering] and 
can chat to people. Women can sit like this 
[gestures at us sitting over a table] and talk 
about all sort of things but men, would 
maybe talk about football [laughs]. That’s it.

(J, Men’s Shed)

Conclusion

Comparing these two social groups has illu-
minated the needs for older men in the con-
text of isolation and loneliness. The rural 
Arts and Crafts group rightly identify the 
increased risk of isolation for older people 
in rural areas. The dispersed nature of rural 
dwelling, along with decreased mobility 
associated with ageing, creates a high risk of 
isolation in older people, supporting the 
findings of Walsh and O’Shea (2008), who 
noted the spatial dimension in isolation in a 
rural context. The group’s approach to 
countering this was simple: remove the 
issue of mobility and transport through pro-
viding a door-to-door pick-up service and 
combat isolation by bringing older people 
together, which addressed transport needs 
identified by Heehan (2006). This approach, 

however, does not consider the more com-
plex needs of older men, specifically when 
it comes to dealing with emotional bonding 
(de Jong Gierveld et al., 2006; Bennett, 
2007). The entrenched gender norms evi-
dent in older rural people became preven-
tive in allowing men to fully take part in the 
activities involved, due to the feminine 
nature of the activities offered. The conse-
quence of this was that the male partici-
pants in this group did not actually 
participate and instead sat separately from 
the main group.

In contrast, the urban Men’s Shed 
group was successful in both reducing iso-
lation and increasing emotional social 
bonds through creating a masculine space 
for men that allowed them to discuss femi-
nine emotions. Creating a space which did 
not denigrate their masculinity in any way, 
but rather fostered and celebrated masculin-
ity, in fact allowed a space for the feminine, 
because masculinity could not be called 
into question in any way. Being able to 
identify strongly with masculinity in the 
Men’s Shed was crucial for the participants 
as they were able to use this to fulfil an emo-
tional need that otherwise would have been 
unavailable due to their understanding of 
gender roles. This research emphasizes the 
importance of masculine spaces for older 
men as a major pathway to reducing isola-
tion and loneliness, leading to benefits for 
emotional and mental well-being.
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Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to analyse the 
causes and consequences of the process of 
gender resegregation in the role of the vil-
lage representative (soltys), the institution 
of local government in Poland that is closest 
to rural residents.1 ‘Village representative’ 
is a traditional liaison between village resi-
dents and higher levels of local authorities. 
Historically speaking, this role was a male 
domain, as men were the main public actors 
in communities. However, in the last few 
decades the number of rural women serving 
as village representatives has increased 
 significantly. In 1958, women amounted 
to only 0.8% of village representatives in 
Poland, whereas in 2014 this percentage 
was 35.9% on the national level and 
exceeded 40% in some provinces.2

Searching for answers, the chapter also 
deals with a fundamental underlying ques-
tion. Is this change a step towards breaking 
the male dominance in the sphere of local 
politics, or is it the opposite – does it pre-
serve the weaker position of women com-
pared with men? The analysis presented in 
this chapter allows us to develop a better 
understanding of the transformation of 

gender roles under the conditions found in 
rural areas, which are peripheral in relation 
to Western countries. The predominance of 
traditional gendered norms and values 
seems to be particularly strong in these 
places. However, at the same time, social 
changes often take place spontaneously, in 
a manner that is not motivated or required 
by official pro-equality programmes or pub-
lic policies (Bock, 2014). The analysis con-
ducted in this chapter also contributes 
greatly to the debate on political representa-
tion of women in general.

This analysis is based mostly on the 
outcomes of a qualitative study conducted 
in ten municipalities located in different 
regions of Poland, and supplemented with 
secondary data. First, a brief overview of 
the literature on rural women and politics is 
presented. Next, a short description of the 
main changes in Polish rural areas pre- and 
post-1989 is provided, as well as details 
about the function of the village representa-
tive. The subsequent section presents the 
theoretical framework: the process of gen-
der desegregation and its relationship to 
the institution of the village representative. 
After that, the research problem and meth-
odology are discussed. The final parts of the 
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chapter are devoted to presenting and dis-
cussing the results of the analysis.

Background and Context

Rural women and political power

In the Western European literature, under-
representation of rural women in politics 
has particularly been underlined. In the 
case of rural areas, male domination in poli-
tics in general overlaps with male domina-
tion in the fields of agriculture, forestry and 
rural development, which are perceived as 
‘male fields of expertise’ (Bock, 2010). As a 
result, rural women are often excluded from 
decision-making processes regarding poli-
cies targeted at the development of rural 
areas. In the case of EU Member States, the 
situation was not made any better by imple-
mentation of new mechanisms and struc-
tures for the governing of rural areas, which 
were supposed to operate from the bottom 
up and assumed participation of various 
social actors on the local level (Bock and 
Derkzen, 2008). For instance, the available 
data show that women are rarely repre-
sented equally in Local Action Groups oper-
ating in the frame of the LEADER programme 
(Bock, 2010). Gender mainstreaming regard-
ing the Common Agricultural Policy and 
rural development exists only on paper, or 
is limited to random projects addressed to 
specific groups of women, and has not led 
to systemic improvement of the situation of 
female rural residents or increases in their 
participation in political decision-making 
processes (Bock, 2014; Shortall, 2014).

The historically and structurally condi-
tioned male domination in politics is 
 maintained by various social and cultural 
mechanisms (cf. Bourdieu, 2002). For exam-
ple, research conducted in the Netherlands 
indicates the exclusion of women from 
political decision-making processes by use 
of specific language practices underlining 
the importance of technical and scientific 
language and depreciating language and 
knowledge based on experience (Bock and 
Derkzen, 2008). Research on women in local 

government structures in Australia indi-
cated open sabotaging of female mayors by 
local male politicians: ‘these [types of sabo-
tage] include minimising women’s power as 
mayor, excluding women from networks, 
knowledge and information, denigrating 
women and sexualising women’ (Pini, 2008, 
p. 300). As shown in Little’s (1997) work, 
due to the persistence of  traditional gender 
roles and division into the private and pub-
lic sphere, in Britain women often fall into 
the trap of performing informal social activ-
ities on behalf of their villages. Altruism is 
attributed to them as a ‘natural’ concern and 
thus they are expected to engage in various 
voluntary works for free. Involvement of 
this kind can be a source of a sense of 
belonging and of some influence in their 
communities. However, voluntary work is 
perceived as ‘non- professional’, ‘apolitical’ 
and less important than paid work (Little, 
1997). Because of the hard-to-grasp mecha-
nisms of male dominance (Bourdieu, 2002), 
the social and economic resources of women 
in rural areas still rarely translate to politi-
cal power. Oedl-Wieser’s (2008) research in 
Austria has shown that the growing number 
of women among farm managers does not 
mean they are becoming better represented 
in the structures connecting farmers and 
institutions that co-create agricultural and 
rural development policies.

This chapter contributes to the debate 
on the mechanisms that shape male domi-
nance in local politics in rural areas, 
explaining how they change and the  reasons 
for these changes in the Polish context.

Changes of rural areas in Poland

In Poland, a relatively high share of the 
 population resides in the rural areas of the 
country: 39.2% in 2011 (Central Statistical 
Office, 2012, p. 47). The Polish agriculture 
sector is characterized by a great number of 
small family farms. In 2010, the average 
area of a farm was 9.6 ha (Poczta, 2012, 
p. 84). In contrast with many Western 
 European countries, the Polish countryside 
is covered in a dense network of rural 
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settlements. Another special feature of rural 
areas in Poland is their spatial diversifica-
tion. Regional differences pertain to many 
aspects of life, including the size and pro-
ductivity of the farms, degree of urbaniza-
tion, demographic structure, access to 
communication infrastructure, voting pref-
erences, economic performance, types of 
local organizations and even types of social 
capital (Nowak et al., 2000; Zarycki, 2002; 
Bartkowski, 2003; Halamska, 2007; Herbst 
and Swianiewicz, 2008). This diversifica-
tion is due to the historical background of 
how the regions were shaped or consoli-
dated in the partition period (1795–1918). 
Separate regions of Poland were under the 
control of three partitioning powers (Russia, 
Prussia and the Austro-Hungarian Empire), 
which each implemented different state, 
social and cultural policies. The effects of 
the partition period then overlapped with 
later change processes that took place in the 
interwar period (1918–1939), as well as 
after the Second World War.

After the Second World War, Poland 
was included in the Soviet sphere of influ-
ence and a communist regime was imple-
mented in the country. Under communist 
rule, reforms were made which led to the 
liquidation of large private land estates and 
the establishment of state farms. However, 
attempts to collectivize agriculture and 
 create production cooperatives failed, and 
Poland remained the only country in the 
Eastern bloc that retained individual 
 farming. In general, the communist policy 
towards farmers resulted, among other 
things, in the perseverance of a large  number 
of small family farms and excess workforce 
in rural areas. It is also worth mentioning 
that Poland’s borders were changed at the 
end of the Second World War. The loss of 
its eastern territories, which were incorpo-
rated into the Ukrainian, Belarusian and 
Lithuanian Soviet Republics, was ‘compen-
sated’ for by the addition of formerly 
 Prussian lands in the west and north. These 
territorial changes contributed significantly 
to the spatial diversification of rural and 
urban areas observed today.

In 1989, a major political and economic 
transformation was implemented in Poland. 

The communist regime was replaced with 
democracy and state-controlled economy – 
with a free market. The key processes of 
these systemic changes included develop-
ment of the dual agricultural model leading 
to the creation of a group of large-scale pro-
duction farms on the one hand, and social 
(no production or small-scale production) 
farms on the other, while maintaining the 
generally unfavourable agrarian structure 
(Bukraba-Rylska, 2011; Rosner, 2011). At the 
same time, the social structure of the rural 
population has also been changing. Due to 
the de-agrarianization of employment, the 
percentage of rural households that depend 
on farming only for their livelihoods has 
dropped below 10% (Wilkin, 2011, p. 117). 
The educational aspirations of the rural pop-
ulation are growing and the migration flow 
from the cities to the countryside – in par-
ticular, into the suburbs – is increasing. 
Halamska (2013) indicates that, as a result of 
all these changes, a rural middle class con-
sisting of white collar workers and special-
ists is emerging. Also, due to the availability 
of EU funds, the quality of the rural techni-
cal infrastructure (including things like 
roads and sewage systems) has been improv-
ing, as well as the social infrastructure – for 
example, public utility buildings (schools, 
community centres, etc.). It should be 
 underlined, however, that the developmen-
tal changes in specific communities differ 
greatly in terms of their intensity, depending 
on the characteristics of the local context.

Consequently, rural areas in Poland are 
spaces where legacies of longstanding tradi-
tions interact with processes of dynamic 
social, economic and cultural changes of a 
global nature. These surely affect, among 
others, gender roles and perceptions of 
women’s participation in local politics. 
However, the spatial diversification of 
 Polish rural areas indicates the significance 
of regional and local factors.

Function of the village representative

The function of the village representative 
(soltys) is rooted in the processes of 
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settlement under German law in the Medi-
eval Age. In the following periods, the obli-
gations of village representatives and the 
nature of their role changed repeatedly as 
political and economic conditions shifted. 
Today, village representatives are included 
in the structure of local government, recre-
ated after decades of state centralization 
under the communist regime (Matysiak, 
2014a,b).

Poland is divided into 16 provinces, 
several hundred districts and almost 2500 
municipalities. The latter are the strongest 
entities in the system in terms of the scope 
of competences and financial indepen-
dence. Municipalities located in rural areas 
(rural and urban–rural municipalities) are 
further divided into rural sub-municipal 
auxiliary units (solectwo) operating at the 
level of a village.3 According to the concept 
of decentralization, there are separate exec-
utive and legislative bodies at each level 
(see Table 17.1).

Village representatives are the execu-
tive officers of rural sub-municipal auxil-
iary units. The other institutions of these 
units include a village assembly (zebranie 
wiejskie) – the legislative body – and a vil-
lage council (rada solecka) – the advisory 
body to the village representative. It has to 
be emphasized that, in terms of the struc-
ture of power, rural sub-municipal auxiliary 
units are dependent both financially and 

institutionally on municipal authorities; 
they have neither their own full legal iden-
tity nor an independent budget.4

Village representatives and members of 
the village council are elected by the resi-
dents of the village. The election involves a 
secret, direct voting method, which mostly 
takes place at the village assembly. All resi-
dents can present themselves as a candidate 
for village representative or village council 
member.5 The term of office for the village 
representative is usually 4 years. Village 
representatives embody the interests of the 
residents and are expected to manage the 
daily problems of a given village, such as 
issues associated with the local infrastruc-
ture. They also perform administrative 
tasks, such as informing the residents about 
the local authorities’ plans and decisions or 
organizing village assemblies, and they are 
expected to mobilize the residents for col-
lective initiatives. In fact, the scope of activ-
ities of the village representative differs 
from one municipality to the other, as these 
activities are not strictly defined by the legal 
regulations, but rather become determined 
by the expectations and needs of the resi-
dents, the attitudes of particular municipal 
authorities and the intentions of the village 
representatives themselves. In general, the 
impact of the village representative on 
local decision-making processes consists of 
‘backstage’ activities, or exerting informal 

Table 17.1. The organs of local government entities in Poland in 2013. (From Central Statistical Office, 
2014, pp. 38–39.)

Entities Executive bodies Legislative bodies

16 provinces (województwa) Province executive board (zarząd 
województwa) chaired by province 
marshal (marszałek)

Province regional assembly (sejmik 
wojewódzki)

314 districts (powiaty) District executive board (zarząd 
powiatu) chaired by starost (starosta)

District council (rada powiatu)

66 cities with district status 
(miasta na prawach 
powiatu)

City president (prezydent miasta) City council (rada miasta)

2479 rural, urban–rural and 
urban municipalities 
(gminy)

Mayor (wójt/burmistrz) Municipal council (rada gminy)

40,583 rural sub-municipal 
auxiliary units (sołectwa)

Village representative (sołtys) supported 
by village council (rada sołecka)

Village assembly (zebranie wiejskie)
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influence over the local government. It has 
to be noted that village representatives can 
participate in municipal council meetings, 
but they do not retain the right to vote. Four 
times a year, many village representatives 
collect local taxes from the residents of the 
village on behalf of the municipal authori-
ties and receive the equivalent of a small 
percentage of the collected sum as a gratuity 
for their efforts (Matysiak, 2014a,b).

Analytical Framework: Processes of 
Occupational Gender Desegregation

Basically, occupational gender segregation 
is understood as the tendency for women 
and men to work in different occupations 
and job positions. Such a tendency is 
observed in many countries, especially 
the wealthy and industrialized ones (e.g. 
 Blackburn et al., 2002). The research litera-
ture distinguishes between two different 
forms of occupational gender segregation: 
horizontal and vertical (Anker, 2001). The 
former refers to the distribution of men and 
women across occupations. For example, 
occupations associated with women in 
Europe and America in recent decades 
include nursing, primary-school teaching, 
hairdressing and other beauty work, 
whereas men tend to concentrate in occupa-
tions such as mining, driving, plumbing 
and car sales (Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 
2015). Vertical segregation, in contrast, 
refers to the distribution of women and men 
in the same occupation focusing on a lower 
proportion of women than men occupying 
managerial positions (Renzetti and Curran, 
2005). Job and workplace segregation are 
also distinguished as any job, in terms of 
function and level signals among other 
things, is characterized by a particular con-
ception of gender (Tienari, 1999).

Occupational gender segregation con-
tributes significantly to inequality on the 
labour market. Predominantly female jobs 
and occupations command lower wages 
compared with those that are predomi-
nantly male, even when controlling for 
required skills and experience (Skuratowicz 

and Hunter, 2004). Moreover, women are 
more likely than men to work in occupa-
tions which provide few or no benefits, have 
shorter career ladders and undertake part-
time work (Gatta and Roos, 2001;  England, 
2010). Occupational gender segregation is 
explained by theories of human capital and 
rational choice, and feminist and sociologi-
cal theories of patriarchy. The former focus 
on women’s lesser employability due to, 
among others, their lower skills and load 
with household responsibilities, while the 
latter emphasize the gender  discrimination 
(Blackburn et al., 2002) and the persistence 
of gender stereotypes ( Hesmondhalgh and 
Baker, 2015). According to the preference 
theory (Hakim, 2006), women and men pri-
oritize professional or family roles depend-
ing mostly on their lifestyle choices.

However, occupational gender resegre-
gation is also observed; that is, changes in 
the proportion of women and men in given 
occupations or jobs over time. In fact, these 
changes have largely taken the form of 
women moving into male-dominated fields 
(Gatta and Roos, 2001). For example, in 
recent decades an increase in the concentra-
tion of women in public relations, systems 
analysis, bartending, advertising and insur-
ance has been noted in many countries 
(Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 2015). Accord-
ing to the literature, the process of occupa-
tional gender desegregation may lead to: 
(i) genuine integration, which means that 
women achieve equity with their male 
counterparts; (ii) ghettoization, which indi-
cates that women and men in the same 
occupations perform different jobs and/or 
are employed in different companies; or (iii) 
resegregation, which refers to the situation 
when persons of one gender replace those of 
another in a given trade or profession (Gatta 
and Roos, 2001; Charles and Grusky, 2004).

According to the well-known queuing 
theory (Reskin and Roos, 1990; Reskin, 
1991), women’s entry into male occupations 
can be explained through the idea of job 
queues and labour queues. Labour markets 
function on the basis of queuing of the 
potential employees and employers: the for-
mer aim at getting the best available posi-
tions, the latter at hiring the best possible 
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candidates. Gender constitutes one of the 
most significant lines of identifying employ-
ees as more or less desirable in the eyes of 
employers. Reskin (1991, pp.  174–180) iden-
tified the main factors that condition the pro-
cess of women’s entry into so-called male 
professions. The most powerful one was job 
deterioration; that is, a decrease in a job’s 
attractiveness due to lowering of salaries and 
limitation of additional benefits, technologi-
cal changes and transformation leading to 
deskilling, or limitation of promotion and 
development opportunities. The other fac-
tors, however less significant, included: 
quick development of a given trade, result-
ing in demand for more employees; demand 
for female employees, enforced by anti-
discrimination provisions; and changes of 
social attitudes towards gender roles.

The main lines of criticism of the 
 queuing theory refer to its focus mainly on 
one vertical axis, in which men dominate 
the best jobs (Charles and Grusky, 2004). 
According to Blackburn and Jarman (2002, 
p. 291), the queuing theory overestimates 
male agency and underemphasizes wom-
en’s ability to resist or support the circum-
stances in which they have an unequal 
status. Gatta and Roos (2001) indicated that 
not only does gender shape the patterns of 
occupational desegregation, but class and 
race also play a part in these processes. 
Women tend to enter into traditionally male 
occupations at the upper levels of the occu-
pational hierarchy, while men – blacks, His-
panics, immigrants and low-skilled workers 
– tend to move into traditionally female 
occupations. Other researchers claim that 
the structural changes of labour markets 
(e.g. deindustrialization) (Blackburn et al., 
2002), dynamics of local labour markets 
and cultural factors (Charles and Grusky, 
2004), as well as the impact of expansion 
and contraction of the labour supply 
( Blackburn and Jarman, 2006), should also 
be taken into account while explaining 
occupational gender desegregation.

Despite these legitimate reservations, 
the queuing theory provides inspiration in 
terms of explaining gender desegregation 
occurring in particular occupations or posi-
tions, including political ones. Like in the 

labour market, in the sphere of political 
activity, the pool of positions that are attrac-
tive due to prestige, power, finances or other 
benefits is limited (e.g. parliament seats, 
state institution jobs, etc.). Gender segrega-
tion in politics is observed, for example, in 
a much smaller number of women involved 
in prominent decision-making positions 
than men (Epstein Fuchs, 1981). Also, 
female members of municipal councils, 
more often than men, are members of com-
missions dealing with problems perceived 
as being ‘female-related’, such as education 
and health care (Dzieniszewska-Naroska, 
2004; Fuszara, 2006). However, an in-depth 
analysis of changes in terms of gender 
desegregation should not be focused only 
on the ‘men’s flight’ theme, but must incor-
porate other factors as well, including ones 
related to the cultural and local context.

Polish women officially acquired the 
right to run in various elections in the year 
1918. However, women living in the rural 
areas were not expected to even take part in 
village assemblies, as the role of represent-
ing the voice of a given family was tradi-
tionally ascribed to men. The discrepancy 
between women’s formal rights and the 
societal reality was also an aspect in politi-
cal institutions at higher levels such as the 
Polish Parliament (Siemienska, 1990).

According to the existing literature, 
women were not really present in the insti-
tutions of rural sub-municipal auxiliary 
units either before the Second World War 
or shortly after (Jakubczak, 1976). However, 
the available data indicate a significant 
increase in the percentage of women among 
village representatives in Poland in recent 
decades. In 1958, the share of women per-
forming this function amounted to only 
0.8% of all village representatives; how-
ever, in 1967, the percentage had already 
reached 2.8%. A survey of a representative 
sample of Polish villages, conducted in the 
mid-1990s, showed that the share of female 
village representatives was 11.0% at that 
point (Ostrowski, 1995). Currently, as of the 
end of 2014, the percentage has increased to 
35.9% (Table 17.2).

It is worth noting that the share of 
women among village representatives is 
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clearly higher than among municipal coun-
cillors (25%), district councillors (19%), 
province regional assembly members (25%), 
members of the Lower House (24%) and 
Upper House of Parliament (13%), and also 
mayors and city presidents (9%).6 In gen-
eral, this confirms the well-known observa-
tion that women are more likely to be 
present in the lower positions of political or 
business structures (Fuszara, 2006).

Interestingly, the process of gender 
desegregation among village representatives 
seems to be related to the spatial diversifica-
tion of Polish rural areas. The percentages 
of female village representatives are visibly 
higher mostly in the north-western part of 
Poland and lower in the south-east (Fig. 
17.1).

In the available data, the spatial distri-
bution of the share of women among village 
representatives seems to be constant. As 
early as the late 1960s, the highest number 
of female village representatives was found 
in the western and northern parts of Poland, 
and the lowest in the east. Women more 
often became village representatives in 
areas that were more developed economi-
cally and less agricultural (Central Statisti-
cal Office, 1968, p. xvii). These observations 
also indicate that contextual factors must be 
taken into account while analysing the 
determinants underlying the increase in 
female village representatives.

The aim of this chapter is to address 
questions about the possible reasons for and 
consequences of the observed gender deseg-
regation among village representatives in 
Poland. In addition to factors that condition 

women’s entry into professions dominated 
by men, it looks at changes in the attractive-
ness of the village representative role in the 
context of the benefits that are achievable 
by the position holders, as well as the asso-
ciated social prestige and scopes of compe-
tences and tasks. This analysis also includes 
changes in social attitudes with regard to 
gender roles. The remaining factors listed 
by Reskin (1991), such as fast development 
of a given trade, increase in the number of 
positions and impact of antidiscrimination 
legislation, are not included, as they are not 
directly associated with the function of the 
village representative.7

It may be assumed that the growing 
number of women among village represen-
tatives is caused by the low prestige and 
importance of this office; that women are 
more often elected as village representatives 
due to the fact that this position is not 
attractive for the local men. Alternatively, 
the mechanisms underlying the increasing 
share of female village representatives 
could be related more to changing gender 
roles and ideas of women’s and men’s par-
ticipation in private and public spheres in 
Polish society generally. In other words, 
women become village representatives 
more often due to cultural changes and 
changing perceptions of the position, which 
are defined as more adequate for women or 
men (Inglehart and Norris, 2003).

As discussed previously, in the case 
of some provinces in Poland, the share of 
women among village representatives is sig-
nificantly higher than in other parts of the 
country. As a result, this chapter attempts to 

Table 17.2. The share of women village representatives in Poland for the years 1958, 1967, 2009, 2012 
and 2014. (Data from Central Statistical Office, 1968; Central Statistical Office, Local Data Bank (www.stat.
gov.pl.).)

Year
Village representatives  

(total number)
Female village representatives 

(total number)
Share of women among village 

representatives (%)

1958 40,589    317  0.8

1967 39,822  1,099  2.8

2009 40,254 12,144 30.2

2012 40,402 14,192 35.1

2014 40,365 14,491 35.9

http://www.stat.gov.pl
http://www.stat.gov.pl
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Fig. 17.1. Share of women among village representatives in Poland in 2012. The intervals refer to the 
share of women among village representatives in a municipality; the numbers in parentheses represent 
the number of municipalities characterized by a given share of female village representatives. (Data from 
Central Statistical Office, Local Data Bank (www.stat.gov.pl.).)

Share of women among 
village representatives in 2012
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0.6–0.8 (135)
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grasp the impact of context-related factors on 
women’s entry into the position of the village 
representative. The spatial diversification of 
Polish rural areas is conditioned by the com-
plicated history of Poland, on the one hand, 
and recent development processes, on the 
other. Therefore, the aim is to verify which 
factors are more significant regarding the 
gender desegregation of the function of the 
village representative: the specific history of 
a given region and its  cultural traits, the 
changes in gender roles, or the actual charac-
teristics of the local context.

As for the consequences of the growing 
number of female village representatives, 
the question is whether women perform 
this function in a different way from men. 
According to the literature on women in 
politics, it is assumed that female politi-
cians, due to their particular experiences 
in both the private and public spheres, 
‘make a difference’ in legislative processes 
and political leadership by expressing 
greater concern about childcare, health, 
education and women’s presence in politics 
( Lovenduski and Norris, 2003). Therefore, it 

http://www.stat.gov.pl
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can be hypothesized that female village rep-
resentatives are more eager to engage in 
activities in such areas compared with men.

Methodology

The analysis presented is based primarily 
on qualitative data collected from ten 
municipalities located in different prov-
inces of Poland. The municipalities were 
chosen because of their different propor-
tions of women serving as village represen-
tatives and municipal councillors. Two 
municipalities – one ‘feminized’ and one 
‘masculinized’ – were examined in each of 
five chosen provinces of Poland (Table 
17.3). A ‘feminized’ municipality was 
defined as one where the percentage of 
women among village representatives and 
municipal councillors was close to 50%, 
whereas ‘masculinized’ municipalities 
were those where the percentage of women 
serving as village representatives and 
municipal councillors did not exceed 30%.8

Fieldwork was completed between 
November 2009 and December 2010. In 
total, 108 individual in-depth interviews 
were conducted in ten municipalities. The 
respondents consisted of 51 village repre-
sentatives and 57 interviewees from local 
authorities, public institutions and organi-
zations. Among the village representatives 
interviewed were 28 women and 23 men. 
They were most often 40–70 years of age 
and working on their own farms, retired, or 
receiving disability benefits. The remaining 
interviewees consisted of 34 women and 23 
men: representatives of municipal authori-
ties (mayors, councillors) and leaders of 
local organizations, as well as local public 
officers.

The qualitative empirical material is 
supplemented with select quantitative data 
from national representative surveys used 
to describe the overall trends in redefinition 
of gender roles in Poland. As well as that, 
Central Statistical Office and National Elec-
toral Commission data from 2005 to 2013, 
obtained through the web service Local 
Data Bank9 and the non-governmental 

portal My Polis,10 were included. These 
data have been used to perform multiple 
regression analyses aiming to identify the 
strength and direction of the relationships 
between the share of women among village 
representatives and selected contextual 
factors.

Research Findings

‘Attractiveness’ of the function of the 
village representative

Benefits, prestige and competences

According to the interviewees, the village 
representative’s role does not entail any sig-
nificant material benefits; it is perceived as 
a voluntary activity: ‘It is very important, 
but it is unprofitable and impossible to 
make a living out of it’ (Z.D.9_f.v.).11 Annual 
income from collecting local taxes in vil-
lages and for taking part in meetings of the 
municipality’s council is minimal: ‘I get 
3400 PLN [about ?850] per year from the 
local tax collection. A laughable sum’ 
(M.K.6_f.v). Some municipalities’ authori-
ties introduce telephone and petrol cost 
allowances for their village representatives, 
but such arrangements were not mentioned 
in the ten municipalities studied.

Due to the aforementioned strong insti-
tutional and financial dependence of rural 
sub-municipal auxiliary units on municipal 
authorities that is embedded in the current 
regulations, the function of the village rep-
resentative is perceived as being deprived 
of power and significance. According to the 
constitutional principle of subsidiarity, 
the local authorities of each municipality 
are free to decide what range of responsi-
bilities should be passed to the rural sub-
municipal auxiliary units within their 
administrative territory. However, in fact, 
often they are not eager to pass them any 
significant tasks, because they perceive it as 
a weakening of their own field of power. 
Individuals performing village representa-
tive function cannot formally request any-
thing from the municipality’s authority; 
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Table 17.3. Characteristics of municipalities subject to research, Poland, 2009. (Data from Central Statistical Office, Local Data Bank (www.stat.gov.pl).)

Province Zachodniopomorskie Mazowieckie Lubelskie Wielkopolskie Podkarpackie

Municipality Dobra 
Szczeci4ska

Mielno Kałuszyn Wyszogród Serniki Ryki Murowana 
Go5lina

Czerwonak Lutowiska Ła4cut

Type Rural Rural Urban–rural Urban–rural Rural Urban–rural Urban–rural Rural Rural Rural

Population 15,569 4,935 6,086 5,939 4,876 20,505 16,248 25,300 2,195 20,849

Share of women among 
municipal councillors 
(%)

53.3 33.3 53.3  6.7 40.0 19.0 53.3 28.6 13.3  9.5

Share of women among 
village representatives 
(%)

66.7 12.5 75.0 11.8 46.2 23.3 25.0 36.4 66.7 11.1

http://www.stat.gov.pl
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they can only attempt to influence it in such 
a way that the needs of their residents are 
reflected in the commune’s budget:

The village representative can’t do much. 
. . . The ideas have to be presented to the 
municipality’s authorities to convince the 
councillors to vote for a given investment to 
be carried out in this year and not in two or 
three years.

(Z.D.10_f.v)

The village representative’s function is per-
ceived as less prestigious than before the 
system’s transformation, which began in 
1989. As one interviewee stated: ‘In general, 
village representatives do not have the same 
esteem in the eyes of the society as they 
had, let’s say, 20 years ago’ (P.L.2_m.l). Dur-
ing the period of state socialism, village rep-
resentatives could access limited resources, 
such as fertilizers, construction materials 
and farming machines, more easily than 
ordinary residents of the village: ‘In the past 
. . . it was hard to get anything, under com-
munist rule, and this position [of village 
representative] allowed us to deal with 
the[se types of] matters more easily’ 
(M.W.6_m.c). It seems that, at that time, the 
function of the village representative was 
more strictly associated with politics in 
terms of relations to local administration 
and the ability to benefit from those 
relations.

Scope of responsibilities

Interviewees pointed to increasing social 
expectations with regard to the activities of 
village representatives. First of all, the 
demands of rural inhabitants are growing: 
they expect a high standard of local infra-
structure and quick solving of reported 
problems. In particular, the female village 
representatives indicated being treated by 
the inhabitants as a 24-hour emergency ser-
vice for everything. Moreover, village repre-
sentatives are increasingly expected to act 
as local leaders, building the social capital 
of the village and committing people to par-
ticipate in joint projects for local develop-
ment: ‘there is [a] demand, rather, for an 
activist, a leader’ (L.R.4_m.c). Some inter-
viewees pointed out that it is expected of 

them to possess the skills to fundraise from 
external sources, the EU included, in order 
to implement local initiatives.

At the same time, changes in the scope 
of obligations and tasks assigned to village 
representatives can be analysed also in the 
context of various activities that are 
regarded as ‘male’ and ‘female’. Activities 
directly associated with investing in local 
infrastructure were perceived by the inter-
viewees as more masculine; that is, more 
appropriate for men than for women. On 
the contrary, activities related to integration 
of the residents of the village and cultural 
initiatives were perceived as more femi-
nine. During the period of socialism, repre-
sentatives were often responsible for the 
coordination of so-called ‘voluntary social 
work’ (czyn spoleczny). Many local roads 
and municipal buildings were constructed 
by village inhabitants, and local authorities 
delivered the construction materials. In the 
opinion of some respondents, a recent satis-
faction of the most urgent needs in this 
regard raises expectations that other types 
of initiatives will take place. They said that 
village representatives should focus more 
on integrating the residents and motivating 
them to participate in the life of the 
community:

The man, who was [the village representa-
tive] here, he contributed to construction of 
the gas supply network in the village, we 
appreciate this. These were important 
matters, surely, but they did not integrate 
the inhabitants . . . there was no such work, 
like, we’d do something for ourselves or for 
others.

(Z.D.10_f.v)

This shift in expectations does not mean 
that all needs concerning local infrastruc-
ture are satisfied completely. Today, the 
inhabitants often engage in some work on 
behalf of their village (e.g. small repairs, 
painting or cleaning of public spaces). How-
ever, heavy work, such as improvements to 
the conditions of the local roads or snow 
removal, are outsourced and paid for by 
the municipal authorities. Therefore, these 
heavy projects, which used to be done by 
village residents, no longer require village 
representatives to supervise them, which 
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means that male authority is no longer per-
ceived to be necessary to be successful in 
the role.

Men’s interest in the function of the 
village representative

Many interviewees explicitly stated that 
there are more women among village repre-
sentatives now because men are less inter-
ested in taking on this role: ‘Maybe it is due 
to the fact that men no longer want this sort 
of job . . . because it is voluntary activity, 
not really well paid’ (Z.D.8_f.v). The grow-
ing expectations of village representatives 
and lack of benefits mean that many men 
consider it no longer worth their time to 
take on that role.

In many interviews, it was indicated 
that for young and middle-aged men, the 
priority is professional work which gener-
ates income, and not the voluntary work 
of a village representative: ‘Young men, 
between 30 to 50 years old, travel to work, 
and women stay home, locally and have 
time for this [dealing with the village’s 
affairs]’ (L.S.5_m.v).

Men. . . they go to work in the morning, 
they return home very late, and the ladies, 
those who get involved, these are usually 
not working women. They simply have 
more time in the afternoon, which they can 
dedicate [to village activities].

(P.L.8_f.v)

In the case of some localities, it was indi-
cated that men looked for jobs further away 
and they often visit their village only on the 
weekends: ‘So this is a specific village, 
because there are a lot of men who work 
outside of the village. A guy doesn’t have 
the time for the village stuff, he is not here’ 
(M.W.8_f.c). While internal migration for 
income and work commutes were men-
tioned more frequently, migration abroad 
was mentioned only sporadically – specifi-
cally in the context of seasonal migration 
for fruit-picking (for men and women). Of 
course, in Poland, it is possible to indicate 
regions in which women tend to leave their 
village more often than men to look for 
work elsewhere in the country or abroad 
(Slany, 2008). Nevertheless, it should be 

noted that the division of paid work, seen as 
more suitable for men, and voluntary work, 
considered to be more appropriate for 
women, continues to be maintained (cf. 
 Little, 1997).

Attitudes towards gender roles

Redefinition of gender roles in Poland – 
overall trends

According to Siemienska (2011), Poland, as 
a country undergoing systemic transforma-
tion, constitutes a specific mosaic of tradi-
tional and non-traditional systems of values 
and behaviours. However, as in many other 
countries, Poland is witnessing a redefini-
tion of traditional gender roles which have 
assumed that family life is women’s respon-
sibility. Increase in the level of education 
attained by women, and their growing aspi-
rations, motivates them to become more 
involved in the public sphere, and they are 
becoming more accepted in such roles 
( Siemienska, 2011). These trends are highly 
present in Poland, despite a concurrent 
backlash in the form of the growing visibil-
ity of conservative public discourse and 
conservative public policy implementation 
(Gerber, 2011).

Results of the World Values Survey and 
European Values Survey indicate that in the 
years 1980–2005, acceptance for profes-
sional work and political involvement of 
women increased markedly in Poland, as 
well as acceptance for transformation of 
the family model, which makes it possible 
to reconcile work with family duties 
( Siemienska, 2011). According to the 2012 
World Values Survey results, only 31.4% of 
Poles (39.4% of men and 28.3% of women) 
agreed with the statement that ‘generally 
speaking, men are better political leaders 
than women’ (WVS, 2012, unpublished).

Similar changes in social attitudes 
towards gender roles are also observed 
among inhabitants of rural areas, although 
to a lesser extent in comparison with cities. 
According to a representative 2013 national 
study, 50% of Polish women preferred a 
partnership family model, 19% a traditional 
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one and 23% a so-called un-proportional 
one (husband/partner spends more time on 
salaried work, while wife/partner in addi-
tion to salaried work also takes care of the 
household duties). Among the rural female 
population, 43% were in favour of the 
 partnership model, 28% the traditional 
model and 20% the un-proportional one 
(Public Opinion Research Center, 2013, 
p. 5). According to the Polish General Social 
Survey, in 1992 57.4% of men and 45.0% of 
women agreed that ‘governing the country 
is best when left to men’. The respective 
percentages among rural men and women 
agreeing with that statement were 68.3% 
and 57.1%. By 2010, only 35.7% of male 
respondents and 23.0% of female respon-
dents agreed with this statement; in rural 
populations, however, those percentages 
remained much higher, with 46.4% of 
men and 32.2% of women agreeing that it 
would be best if only men governed the 
country.12

In 1970, just 0.2% of rural women had 
a university degree and 5.7% of them had 
completed secondary education. For rural 
men levels of educational attainment were 
similar, at 0.6% and 4.9%, respectively 
(Central Statistical Office, 1981, p. 45).13 In 
2011, 12.1% of rural women had achieved a 
higher education degree and 27.9% were 
educated up to the secondary level. Among 
men, these percentages were 7.7% and 
23.1%, respectively (Central Statistical 
Office, 2012, p. 60).14 Thus, the low level of 
education among rural women is no longer 
an argument against entrusting them with 
local public functions.

Female village representatives’ social resources

According to this qualitative research con-
ducted in ten municipalities, women taking 
on the role of village representative had a 
slightly more favourable educational attain-
ment level when compared with their male 
counterparts. However, it needs to be noted 
that, irrespective of gender, individuals 
with higher education were very rare to 
come by (Table 17.4).

Nearly half of the interviewees, women 
and men alike, were involved in various 
kinds of local social activity before taking 
on the village representative role. Activity 
within formal structures was more typical 
among men than women; there was also a 
trend of gender segregation in the types of 
activities they engaged in. In the case of 
female village representatives, the domi-
nant types of activity were those perceived 
as typically ‘feminine’; that is, activities 
relating to parental committees and coun-
cils at local schools, rural women’s organi-
zations and informal activities. Men more 
often were previously engaged in local 
 government structures such as village or 
municipal councils, or were involved in tra-
ditionally male-dominated organizations, 
such as the voluntary fire service, farming 
associations and sports clubs. Despite the 
fact that the majority of the interviewed vil-
lage representatives were farmers or benefi-
ciaries of old-age or disability pensions, 
most of the interviewees (both female and 
male) had some experience in professional 
work outside agriculture. It also transpired 
that among those who had little or no expe-
rience in social activity prior to taking on 

Table 17.4. Level of education of village representatives interviewed according to gender, Poland, 
2009–2010.

Education Women (n = 28) Men (n = 23)

PhD – 1
Higher  2 4
Secondary (including vocational secondary) 19 7
Basic vocational  5 6
Elementary – 2
No data available  2 3
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the village representative role, some of the 
interviewees – men slightly more often than 
women – pointed out they had been elected 
as village representatives mainly thanks 
to their professional experience, which 
 warranted them ‘visibility’ in the local 
 community and extensive possibilities of 
establishing relationships with people.

It needs to be noted that roughly half of 
village representatives in this study contin-
ued family traditions of involvement in 
local public life. Family role models were 
most often male figures; women mentioned 
tended to be involved in a smaller array of 
activities. Interviewees mentioned their 
fathers, who were municipal council mem-
bers, village representatives and members 
of village councils, involved in the farmers’ 
organizations (kólka rolnicze), voluntary 
fire services (ochotnicze straxe poxarne), 
and folk ensembles and theatres; some 
interviewees also mentioned their grand-
parents and uncles active in the interwar 
period or earlier (council members, peas-
ants’ movement activists, village represen-
tatives). Mothers or mothers-in-law who 
were mentioned were mostly involved in 
rural women’s organizations (kola gospo
dyn wiejskich); only few persons spoke of 
female council members, village representa-
tives or librarians.

It can be said then, that contemporary 
rural women, like men, have various social 
resources which enable them to take on 
local public roles. The comparison of their 
experiences with the previous generation of 
women depicts the process of an increasing 
female involvement into various local struc-
tures and activities.

Gender roles in different local contexts

This research pointed to clear differences of 
opinion with regard to gender roles, as well 
as women’s involvement in local public life 
between the ‘feminized’ and ‘masculinized’ 
municipalities. According to the interview-
ees, women perform public or decision-
making functions mostly in educational and 
cultural institutions, and they comprise 

more of the employees in the local public 
service. Particularly in the ‘masculinized’ 
municipalities, local politics were per-
ceived as the domain of men, and social and 
cultural work was that of women. In some 
municipalities it was stated that there is an 
inherent ‘glass ceiling’ within the local gov-
ernment structures, according to which 
women take good care of issues at a village 
level but not when deciding about munici-
pality-scale investments: ‘Women are suited 
better for a village representative than for a 
municipal councillor. . . . Councillors [deal 
with] investments, financial matters, the 
municipality’s budget’ (P.L.3_f.c).

It is interesting that in the ‘masculin-
ized’ municipalities, traditionally male 
organizations, such as the voluntary fire-
fighting service, were listed as the most 
active and visible in the local public sphere. 
This decreases the chances of women gain-
ing social support and different experiences 
which could strengthen their position in 
the local community. In contrast, in the 
‘feminized’ municipalities, the number of 
active local organizations, including male- 
dominated ones, was smaller, in general. 
Thus, it can be expected that the lower den-
sity of social capital, especially in terms of 
‘masculinized’ local structures, contributes 
to greater openness of the local public 
sphere for women. An illustrative example 
of this is given by statements from one of 
the municipalities, in which the most visi-
ble local organization was the volunteer 
firefighting service and the local labour 
 market was based on ‘male’ professions 
associated with work in the woods:

Our [municipality’s] council was set up 
with 13 [men] to two [women], chiefly 
because there was a firefighting service 
electoral committee, which is made of men 
mostly, and the firefighting service and the 
forest district were involved in the making 
of councillors.

(P.L.5_m.l)

In the ‘feminized’ municipalities, the 
greater share of women among village repre-
sentatives and municipal councillors was 
accompanied by more positive and compar-
ison-oriented opinions on gender roles and 
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women performing local public functions. 
In these ‘feminized’ municipalities, the 
interviewees tended to point out changes in 
the general way of thinking about the equal-
ity of men and women: ‘It seems to me that 
social awareness has increased . . . women 
no longer fit the stereotype of only taking 
care of the house, children, cleaning, 
 cooking’ (L.S.8_f.l). Apart from that, so-
called gender-specific traits, such as 
 sensitivity, scrupulousness, serenity and 
self- composure, as well as a sense of respon-
sibility and discipline, were acknowledged 
here as particularly useful in performing 
the functions of the village representative 
or municipal council member. Moreover, 
according to the interviewees, women were 
more sensitive than men regarding social 
problems, such as issues relating to chil-
dren in deprived families. Emphasis was 
also put on the greater readiness of women 
to cooperate with local organizations and 
engage in activities on behalf of the com-
mon good: ‘They are more committed, more 
willing to cooperate. And men tend to go 
their own ways. Unless they’re party mem-
bers already . . . and they know there are 
benefits in it. Women are more focused on 
cooperation, on giving’ (Z.D.6_f.c). In those 
municipalities, women performing the ser-
vices of a village representative or munici-
pal councillor were perceived as competent 
and well prepared for such tasks.

In the ‘masculinized’ municipalities, 
the majority of interviewees, including 
women, tended to point out the persistence 
of more traditional gender roles: ‘With 
regard to female village representatives, for 
ages women have not been allowed to par-
ticipate in power, only hearth and home. A 
guy was more able to attend to everything, 
representing outside of home and outside of 
the village’ (M.W.8_f.c). Some of them sug-
gested that there is a strong fear of failure 
and humiliation which prevents local 
women from having social commitments, 
and that a lot of women may be afraid: ‘Why 
should they bad-talk about me?’ . . . like 
“You are not up to it!”’ (P.L.2_m.l). Interest-
ingly, in the ‘masculinized’ municipalities, 
the particular attributes described by inter-
viewees as ‘female’ ones were, in many 

cases, the same as previously mentioned. 
However, they were more often assessed 
negatively or vaguely by both men and 
women. Moreover, the declarations of the 
few women serving as village representa-
tives or municipal council members in the 
male-dominated municipalities indicated 
the presence of the phenomenon of token-
ism (Kanter, 1977). First of all, these women 
experienced a sense of uncertainty and per-
ceived themselves as outsiders. For many, 
the sense of isolation was associated with 
the classic situation of being excluded from 
male social networks: ‘If there’s a group of 
men, they gather together, after the session, 
they go to have a drink together or some-
thing’ (M.W.7_f.v).

These outcomes support the statement 
that the visible presence and activity of 
women performing public functions signifi-
cantly influence the perception of gender 
roles in a given society and increase the 
acceptance of women’s entry in politics (cf. 
Siemienska, 2005).

Influence of contextual factors

As previously discussed, in the case of 
some provinces in Poland, the share of 
women among village representatives is sig-
nificantly higher in comparison with that in 
other parts of the country. Differences are 
particularly visible between south-eastern 
Poland (mainly the region of Galicia15 and 
some parts of the former Congress Poland16) 
versus the north-western territories added 
after the Second World War.

According to the literature, the territo-
ries added to Poland after the Second World 
War are characterized by greater openness 
to innovations, such as women serving in 
local government roles. Their primary 
inhabitants fled during the war or were 
forced to leave shortly after it ended. After-
wards, these territories were settled by peo-
ple from different parts of pre-war Poland. 
In this process, new post-migration local 
communities were created which, accord-
ing to the literature, are less ‘rooted’ and 
have loosened traditional norms and social 
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control. It results in, on the one hand, a 
higher level of pathological behaviour but, 
on the other, greater acceptance for the 
new and uncommon. In comparison, in the 
southern and eastern regions of Poland, 
local communities are characterized by 
 conservatism and preserved continuity of 
traditions (Gorzelak and Jalowiecki, 1998; 
Bartkowski, 2003).

The multiple regression analysis was 
conducted in order to verify the hypothesis 
that the historical differences between 
 Polish regions, especially the specificity of 
the territories added to Poland after the Sec-
ond World War, are related to the process of 
gender desegregation among village repre-
sentatives more strongly than other factors 
related to socio-cultural traits and actual 
characteristics of the local context. The 
multiple regression analysis used allows 
checking in what way a specified rural 
municipality’s characteristics tie in with the 
share of women among its representatives, 
after taking into account the influence of 
other factors on the variable being explained.

Based on public statistical data avail-
able on a municipality level (NTS-5), this 
research analysed the strength and direc-
tion of relationships between the dependent 
variable – the share of women among vil-
lage representatives in a rural municipality 
in 2013 – and the independent variables 
which can be described as:

1. Location in a given historical region 
(Galicia; the areas of the former Prussian 
and Russian partitions; the territories added 
after the Second World War);
2. Cultural traits (types of local organiza-
tions: traditional, indicated by voluntary 
firefighting services; modern, indicated by 
non-governmental organizations, progres-
sive voting preferences);
3. Gender roles (the share of women 
among municipal councillors; the share of 
men among working population);
4. Characteristics related to local develop-
ment (proportion of households with 
income from agriculture; the quality of local 
infrastructure measured by the water-sup-
ply system; the wealth of the municipality; 
migrations).

The analysis confirmed a relatively strong 
relationship between the dependent vari-
able and the municipality’s location within 
a given historical region – in particular in 
the former Austrian partition region 
( Galicia) and in the western and northern 
territories.17 The analysis also showed sig-
nificant, but relatively weaker relationships 
between the dependent variable and the 
share of women among municipal council-
lors, types of social/voluntary organizations 
and the share of households with agricul-
tural activity income (Table 17.5). The 
model does not include statistical values or 
significance levels because the sample is 
exhaustive; that is, it includes all rural 
municipalities in Poland.18

The analysis showed the importance of 
the impact of historical factors on the differ-
ent Polish regions with regard to the process 
of gender desegregation among village rep-
resentatives. This process is the most 
advanced in the territories added to Poland 
after the Second World War, described in 
the literature as the areas most willing to 
accept innovations, and the slowest in the 
conservative region of Galicia. At the same 
time, the significance of other contextual 
factors related to culture and gender roles 
was also shown. As discussed already in 
terms of qualitative data, the types of local 
organizations and the presence of women in 
local politics are significant as well. These 
factors seem to be much more relevant for 
understanding gender desegregation among 
village representatives than the actual eco-
nomic and developmental characteristics of 
rural municipalities.

However, the regression model 
explains 21% of the variance in the share 
of women among village representatives. 
This means that, on the one hand, the 
structure of available statistical data may 
not provide an exhaustive picture of the 
current situation of rural areas in Poland.19 
On the other hand, it can be assumed 
that taking on the role of village represen-
tatives by women is linked with some 
 phenomena or processes present at the 
lowest local level – rural settlements – for 
which there are no detailed public statisti-
cal data.
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The consequences of women taking on the 
village representative function

Types of village representatives’ initiatives

In the light of the qualitative study’s find-
ings, the actions implemented by both men 
and women as village representatives 
turned out to be quite similar. Most often 
they included the improvement of local 
technical infrastructure (roads, sewage and 
water-supply systems, gas networks, Inter-
net networks, etc.), the improvement of 
local social infrastructure and public spaces 
(rural community centres, playgrounds, 
sports fields, village centres, caretaking and 
village aesthetics overall), establishing 
 residents’ integration–building initiatives 
(fairs, special occasion parties, etc.), and 
coordinating philanthropic and charitable 
activities (food collections, helping the 
elderly and disabled). It seems that both 
female and male village representatives 
tried to address the most urgent needs in a 
given locality.

However, an in-depth analysis of the 
interviews allowed the capture of some 
interesting differences. Men were more 

focused on the improvement of the local 
road infrastructure, sewage systems and so 
forth, while women tended to more often 
prioritize the livening up of local social life. 
Women found the integration and public 
spaces building initiatives (rural commu-
nity centres, playgrounds, etc.) to be espe-
cially important: ‘Last year we did this park, 
we have benches, you can have a rest there. 
Even with kids – moms are meeting up and 
this is so nice’ (Z.D.1_f.v). Men also take on 
such activities, but they tended to list them 
later, giving more focus in their interviews 
to solving problems regarding local techni-
cal infrastructure. They did not pay as much 
attention as women to the social or integra-
tive functions of a well-managed and main-
tained local public space. The female village 
representatives slightly more often than 
their male counterparts initiated the setting 
up of local social or voluntary organizations: 
‘Caritas’ branches20 (one female), village 
associations (four females, one male) and a 
voluntary fire service (one male, one female). 
Only female village representatives initiated 
philanthropic and charitable initiatives – 
visiting the elderly and those living alone 

Table 17.5. Multiple regression analysis: independent variables and linear model coefficients predicting 
the share of women among village representatives in a rural municipality in Poland in 2013.

Independent variable Coefficient

(Intercept) 37.210
Proportion of households with income from agriculture (2010) –0.125
Share of the municipality’s residents using the water-supply system (2012)  0.014
Share of women among municipal councillors (2013)  0.330
Value of EU projects per resident – Human Capital Programme (2013)  0.002
Share of men among the working population (2013)  0.035
Number of residents migrating for work per 1000 residents (2006)a  0.024
Number of men opting out from the residents’ register per 1000 residents (2013) –0.070
Historical region – Prussian partition area versus Russian partition area  1.863
Historical region – Austrian partition area (Galicia) versus Russian partition area –7.638
Historical region – western and northern territory versus Russian partition area  2.691
Non-governmental organizations per 1000 residents (2013)  0.214
Municipality’s income per resident (2013)  0.000
Share of votes for D. Tusk in the second round of presidential elections (2005)b  0.006
Number of voluntary fire services per 1000 residents (2013) –2.431

aMore recent data are not available.
bIn the 2005 presidential election D. Tusk strongly attracted voters of a progressive hue.
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during Christmas or Easter, helping people 
in difficult circumstances – whereas men 
tended to engage in such actions organized 
by other local actors. The women were also 
more patient and open in contacts with resi-
dents. More often than men, they pointed 
out that residents of the village were confid-
ing in them with private problems: ‘It is just 
that this role [of the village representative] is 
very needed, because sometimes you just 
have to listen to them, because something 
happened, and you have prick up one’s ears 
and be a psychologist’ (Z.D.9_f.v).

The position of village representative 
as a ‘springboard’

According to statements by both female and 
male village representatives, performing 
this function allows them to increase their 
social capital: broaden their contact net-
works, gain or strengthen support in the 
local community. Women and men became 
public personas, being recognizable by the 
municipality’s residents and authorities. 
What is significant is that half of the male 
and female village representatives pointed 
out that, while already in office, they had 
also taken on another function within pub-
lic life or got involved in some activity of a 
local organization. Most often these were 
either a municipal councillor position or an 
involvement in social or voluntary organi-
zations, also as a member of their manage-
ment boards: ‘I managed to [get elected as 
municipal councillor] because as a [female] 
village representative I have close and 
direct contact with people’ (P.L.8_f.v). 
‘Firstly I was a [male] village representative, 
then a municipal councillor. . . . People 
noticed my activity’ (W.MG.5_m.v). These 
types of experiences were slightly more 
often mentioned by men than women, but 
the differences were small.

The results indicate that performing the 
functions of a village representative exerted 
a positive influence on women. Only 
women described personal development 
and increasing self-confidence as being 
 benefits of the position:

Now I am more confident because, initially, 
it was difficult for me to talk to them 

[municipal councillors and local officials] 
at all. It’s different when you talk to your 
family or friends and different when you go 
to an office to deal with an issue.

(M.W.11_f.v)

Benefits of this kind were mentioned by 
women in the context of self-development, 
self-esteem boosts and a sense of well-being 
associated with receiving inhabitants’ 
appreciation for their work.

Conclusions

The process of gender desegregation among 
village representatives is partially explained 
by the devaluation of this position. The 
function of village representative is now 
perceived more as a voluntary activity 
deprived of any formal power and, there-
fore, as being more appropriate for women 
than in the past. However, in practice, it 
requires a lot of political involvement (the 
ability to negotiate and gain the support of 
others). Compared with the period of the 
socialist rule, the village representative role 
requires quite a substantial commitment 
today but no longer brings calculable finan-
cial or material benefits. At the same time, 
the nature of activities undertaken by vil-
lage representatives has changed in recent 
decades: the coordination of ‘heavy’ invest-
ment projects, such as local roads or 
 communal buildings constructed by the 
inhabitants, is less frequent, whereas a 
greater emphasis has been put on ‘soft’ 
activities aimed at integrating the residents 
and getting them involved in the social and 
cultural life of the village. Heavy projects 
are described by the respondents as being 
more ‘masculine’, whereas the soft initia-
tives are perceived as being more ‘femi-
nine’. Such interplay between socio-cultural 
factors regarding the nature of the village 
representative role and its social perception 
has resulted in its increasing availability for 
women. It can be said that the village repre-
sentative role is becoming less and less 
‘masculinized’; that is, less associated with 
characteristics attributed to men, such 
as political authority, physical strength, 
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‘specialist’ technical knowledge and practi-
cal skills in construction, or the necessity to 
‘manage’ the male workforce. The analysis 
conducted herein has also shown that 
women do not lack social resources, such as 
formal and informal social involvement, 
that provide the competencies necessary to 
perform public functions. However, these 
resources are clearly marked by gender seg-
regation. The male village representatives 
who were interviewed more often got 
involved in the local government structures 
and the ‘male’ local organizations, and the 
female village representatives in structures, 
organizations and informal social initiatives 
perceived as important, but distant from the 
sphere of local politics, and specifically 
those dealing with perceived ‘female’ 
issues. This confirms the strength of the 
impact of the mechanisms of increasing 
male dominance, discussed in the literature 
presented above.

Interestingly, when it comes to the con-
sequences of gender desegregation among 
village representatives, the results of these 
analyses suggest that being a woman or a 
man does not make a significant difference 
in how this role is performed. However, 
women more than men seem to emphasize 
initiatives aimed at increasing social cohe-
sion. It can be said that women bring to the 
rural local government a particular ‘added 
value’, but all in all gender is not a strong 
factor differentiating the types of imple-
mented activities. It transpires, from the 
majority of female village representatives in 
the qualitative study, that the benefits 
related to holding this office were more 
likely to take the form of personal develop-
ment. However, some of them, although 
slightly less often than men, were able to 
use their skills and experience to take on 
relatively more formal and influential roles, 
especially the role of municipal councillor 
(cf. Lowndes, 2005, p. 214). Therefore, it is 
not that ‘random’ women fill in the gap left 
by men, who simply prefer to be involved 
somewhere else. It seems that the role of the 
village representative has been deprived of 
formal power, but not necessarily of social 
prestige. However, this function does not 
provide prestige automatically – it depends 

on each of its holders’ ambitions and 
engagement in local affairs whether its 
potential will be used in terms of pursuing 
any further career in local politics.

Therefore, it is possible to consider the 
increase of the number of women among 
village representatives in Poland as a mani-
festation of slow but inevitable processes of 
socio-cultural change. As has been noted by 
Inglehart and Norris (2003), a prerequisite 
for real redefinition of gender roles towards 
equality is a far-reaching cultural change. 
The great significance of culture is due to 
the fact that both men and women accept 
the attitudes, values and beliefs associated 
with division of gender roles that are domi-
nant in their society. Wherever traditional 
values prevail, women are limited not only 
by the society – they limit their chances on 
their own. In the case of Poland, the reasons 
for spatial distribution of women among vil-
lage representatives should be sought also 
in the specific regional and local cultural 
traits resulting from historical circum-
stances. A special case in this context is rep-
resented by the western and northern parts 
of the country, comprised largely of post-
migrant communities that have looser social 
ties and local roots, and which, at the same 
time, are free from the burden of tradition, 
known to hinder the acceptance of social 
behaviours that are not typical in a given 
society.

Notes

1This text either develops or complements the 
issues discussed in other publications, in particular 
Matysiak (2014a,b).
2Central Statistical Office, Local Data Bank (www.
stat.gov.pl).
3A rural sub-municipal auxiliary unit usually covers 
one village, but in some cases it may cover the terri-
tory of two small villages or a part of a larger village.
4Since 2009, the municipal councils have had the 
ability to create a village fund (fundusz solecki), 
used to provide financial support for the rural sub- 
municipal auxiliary units. However, it should be 
noted that some municipalities implement their own 
mechanisms of providing financial support for their 
rural sub-municipality auxiliary units, independent 
of the village fund.

http://www.stat.gov.pl
http://www.stat.gov.pl
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5All persons who are Polish citizens, aged 18 years or 
older, permanent residents of the village and having 
all public rights.
6Data from the Central Statistical Office. With regard 
to the local government’s structures, these refer to the 
2010–2014 governing period. Gender breakdown 
tables for the last local elections (2014) were still not 
available at the time of the writing of this text.
7The number of village representatives in Poland has 
changed only slightly in the last 50 years. In 2011, 
the 35% quota for the national and local election 
lists with the recommendation of placing at least 
one woman among the top three candidates was 
introduced. The introduction of the electoral quota 
regulations in Poland definitely contributed to pub-
lic debates on gender equality. However, the quota 
regulations do not apply to the rural sub-municipal 
auxiliary units.
8The sampling criteria for municipalities used were 
determined by the aims of the author’s PhD study, 
funded by the Ministry of Science and Higher Educa-
tion (N N116 433 237).
9http://stat.gov.pl/bdl/app/strona.html?p_name= 
indeks
10http://www.mojapolis.pl/
11Labelling of interviews: the first letter indicates the 
province (‘Z’ = Zachodniopomorskie, ‘M’ = Mazow-
ieckie, ‘L’ = Lubelskie, ‘W’ = Wielkopolskie, ‘P’ = Pod-
karpackie), the second letter(s) refers to the first 
letter(s) in the name of the municipality where the 
interview was conducted; the number identifies 
which of the interviews from that location is being 
referred to; the letter ‘f’ or ‘m’ refers to the respon-
dent’s gender, female or male; and the last letter 
indicates the category of the respondent (‘v’ = vil-
lage representative, ‘l’ = local leader, ‘c’ = municipal 
councillor, ‘o’ = public official or representative of 
another local institution).
12The Polish General Social Survey (PGSS), which 
began in 1992, is a permanent programme of statu-
tory research at the Institute for Social Studies of the 

University of Warsaw. The details on the PGSS, the 
data and surveys can be accessed through the Social 
Data Archives website (http://www.iss.uw.edu.pl/
pgss/).
13To compare with the urban Polish population: in 
1970, 6.4% of men and 3.1% of women had uni-
versity degrees, and 20.7% of women and 19.2% of 
men completed secondary education (Central Statis-
tical Office, 1981).
14Again comparing with the urban Polish popula-
tion, in 2011 in that group there were 23.2% female 
university degree holders and 37.3% women with 
secondary education. For men, it was 19.4% and 
33.1%, respectively (Central Statistical Office, 2012).
15Galicia is a historic and geographic region in East-
ern Europe, which straddles the border between 
present-day Poland and Ukraine. As a result of 
the partitions of Poland (1772–1795), Galicia was 
granted to the Habsburg Empress Maria-Theresa.
16The Congress Poland was created in 1815 within 
the territory granted to the Russian Empire in the 
course of the partitions of Poland (1772–1795).
17The municipality’s location within the historical 
Russian partition region is the reference category here.
18So-called urban–rural municipalities (where there 
is a town as well as rural areas within the borders) 
have been excluded from this analysis, due to lim-
ited availability of the urban–rural breakdown of the 
public statistical data.
19The data on the structure of the labour market, 
employment and household income sources on 
municipality levels (NTS-5) are incomplete and out 
of date; this prevented inclusion of such factors into 
the multiple regression model. Up-to-date data on 
migration are based on information regarding opt-
ing out from the residents’ register; it does not reflect 
the complete scale of mobility, including the circular 
type.
20‘Caritas’ is a confederation of Catholic charity, 
development and social service organizations oper-
ating in over 200 countries and territories worldwide.
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 Halamska, M. (ed.) Wiet jako przedmiot badan naukowych na początku XXI wieku. Wydawnic-
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Introduction

Gender equality has gained a prominent 
place on the agenda of international devel-
opment during the early decades of the 21st 
century. Rising concerns about food insecu-
rity, in combination with increasing worries 
about the effects of climate change, other 
natural disasters and political conflicts, 
have contributed to this change. Criticism 
of the impacts of the structural adjustment 
programmes of the 1990s and a drastic ques-
tioning of the efficiency of investments in 
development have led to a re-examination 
of many obvious development routines. 
Attempts to secure pathways to fair and 
 sustainable development induced the for-
mulation and ratification of the United 
Nations’ (UN) Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) in 2000, which were to be 
reached by 2015. In 2015, the MDGs were 
followed by a new initiative of the UN: the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Develop-
ment, in which sustainability, social justice 
and gender equality are featured promi-
nently. Moreover, the SDGs emphasize that 
sustainable development is a target to be 
reached everywhere in the world and not 
only in the global South.

Worldwide, funding agencies, top 
research institutions and governmental as 
well as non-governmental development 
agencies have reformulated their missions 
and reframed their efforts to contribute to 
these goals. An inherent challenge of the 
UN goals was to overcome thematic and 
 disciplinary divides and renew more inte-
grated approaches accordingly. This all 
shaped the context for a renewed interest in 
gender studies expertise. As a consequence, 
many longstanding debates separating 
transformative idealists from hands-on 
pragmatists seem to be converging into 
shared commitments according to the 
 slogan ‘Promoting gender equality is not 
only good for women; it is also good for 
agricultural development’ (see, for example, 
FAO, 2011; Quisumbing et al., 2014; 
 Haddad, 2015).

The following offers a brief overview of 
these new lines of research and develop-
ment. First the theoretical development 
of the field is addressed, after which the 
research topics that have been considered 
most relevant in recent research on gender 
and international development are pre-
sented. Finally, the chapters included in 
this section of the book (Chapters 19–23) 
are introduced.
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The Theoretical Development of the Field

Intersectionality, femininities and 
masculinities

The first feminist studies in international 
development focused on the role and posi-
tion of women. In time, the focus shifted 
gradually from women in/and development 
(WID and WAD) towards gender and devel-
opment (GAD) (Razavi and Miller, 1995; 
Bock, 2006; Moser, 2014). In the early 
decades of the 21st century, it became com-
mon to consider the intersection of gender 
with other social dimensions, such as gen-
eration/age, class/wealth, race, ethnicity, 
religion, global or geographical locality, 
health status and sexuality. This has been 
increasingly taken up in gender studies 
research and practices. According to Cho 
et al. (2013), there is no single definition of 
an intersectionality framework; but, in their 
introduction to a special issue of Signs 
(2013) on intersectionality, they stress the 
common cause in the objective ‘to spark fur-
ther inquiry into the dynamics of intersec-
tionality both as an academic frame and as a 
practical intervention in a world character-
ized by vast inequalities’ (Cho et al., 2013, 
p. 807).

This new approach to interrelated 
social complexities also helped to reframe 
gender equality efforts within other pro-
grammes, for instance around poverty erad-
ication. By taking into consideration how 
gender intersects with, for instance, age or 
generation, both women and youth can be 
seen as marginally positioned in relation to 
a dominant-adult-male-based standard or 
model. This recognition also pushed us to 
acknowledge that neither men nor women 
are homogeneous groups and that mascu-
linity as well as femininity should be 
addressed in plural. Wanner and Wadham 
(2015), however, stress that although men 
and masculinities are increasingly men-
tioned in policy documents, this rarely 
goes beyond paying lip service and is 
 seldom integrated into the programmes 
themselves.

Transnationality and translocality

Acknowledging complexities, diversity and 
differences around gender equality also 
deepened the question of whether universal 
claims – such as human rights – can be 
upheld and actualized without imposing 
the values of the global dominant model on 
‘others’. Since Mohanty’s criticism (1986, 
2013) that Western feminist values had 
been imposed on women in the South, a 
feminist post-colonial perspective on global 
relations made space to interpret develop-
ment programmes critically and to encour-
age the acknowledgement of local and 
situated circumstances and voices. Com-
bined with the growing attention to global-
ization and geopolitics, this led to a critical 
analysis of the nation as a constituent insti-
tution, to which Patil (2013) added an 
 analysis of intersections of state and family 
in which patriarchal values have been 
anchored, both in colonial and post- colonial 
contexts.

This acknowledgement allowed cen-
tring the focus on initiatives separate from 
the policies of nation states or international 
governing bodies such as UN institutions. 
Seen as a source of empowerment, initia-
tives from below – particularly those that 
increasingly transgress national borders – 
received renewed attention. It is commonly 
acknowledged that increased use of infor-
mation and communications technologies, 
combined with expanding and accelerating 
migration, has enlarged the potential of 
transnational movements. Women’s trans-
national solidarity has been newly 
 presented as a sustainable pathway to 
 alternative development patterns (see also 
Harcourt, Chapter 20, this volume; Bock, 
Chapter 2, this volume).

Especially in the context of agriculture- 
based development, the environment and 
the use of natural resources have been cen-
tral to debates on sustainable livelihoods 
and well-being. Gender studies contributed 
to that debate by foregrounding how access 
to natural resources differed according to 
gender, while also intersecting with other 
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dimensions of social difference and inequal-
ity. Most academic gender studies scholars 
now use the feminist political ecology (FPE) 
approach as an entry point to uncover and 
unravel such differences and to promote 
inclusive sustainable development, which 
aims at both safeguarding environmental 
and natural resource potential as well as 
advancing social constellations that allow 
its sustainable and fair management and 
use. Geoforum (2012) gives a good overview 
of the points under debate in its special 
issue, which is well introduced by Elmhirst 
(2012) and updated by Harcourt (Chapter 
20, this volume).

The Thematic Development of 
Gender Research

Food security and food production have 
always been important subjects of research 
in the field of gender in international devel-
opment, and this has remained true into the 
2000s. Whereas research has tended to 
focus on questions of farm-based agricul-
tural production, we now see research that 
includes the whole value chain from pro-
duction to consumption, studies that con-
centrate on urban food production and 
consumption, and research into food policy 
and food governance in relation to food 
safety and food security among different 
citizen groups. Increasing emigration from 
rural to urban areas, for instance, has 
changed the organization of production in 
rural areas in terms of production size, 
crops and production methods. It has also 
supported the attention to and growth of 
organic and urban agriculture and the trad-
ing of food between rural and urban areas, 
with women playing an important role in 
both (see Sachs and Garner, Chapter 19, this 
volume). Foreign investments and so-called 
‘land grabbing’ promote a shift towards 
plantation-based production, and with it a 
shift towards growing wage labour among 
the rural population, in turn affecting gen-
der relations as well (Sachs and Garner, 

Chapter 19, this volume; Canning, Chapter 
21, this volume). Looking into such ques-
tions immediately evidenced the need for 
integrative approaches and gender-specific 
information (for example, Centrone et al., 
Chapter 22, this volume).

The organization of food production at 
the level of the farm – with attention to the 
gender-specific division of labour, decision 
making, time allocation and access to 
resources such as land, water, seeds and 
machinery – has been further researched in 
relation to the above-mentioned ongoing 
challenges. Margreet Zwarteveen opened 
the field of research into masculinities in 
the irrigation sector (Zwarteveen, 2008). 
The themed issue ‘Global Geographies of 
Gender and Water’ of Gender, Place & 
 Culture (2009), introduced by Kathleen 
O’Reilly, Sarah Halvorson, Farhana Sultana 
and Nina Laurie (O’Reilly et al., 2009), 
shows other interesting new ways in which 
this more integrative approach has been 
taken up in relation to water issues. Another 
special issue, ‘Land, Gender, and Food 
Security’ in Feminist Economics (2014), 
introduced by Cheryl Doss, Gale Summer-
field and Dzodzi Tsikata (Doss et al., 2014), 
expands on land issues and food security. 
New research regards land titling and inher-
itance as matters of (inter)national legal 
regulation (Jacobs, Chapter 23, this volume). 
Another trend is the growing attention to 
gendered aspects of the use and impact of 
new technologies, such as new varieties 
engineered by biotechnology or genetic 
modification (Gouse et al., 2016; National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and 
Medicine, 2016). Some studies stress the 
positive effects of these technologies in 
terms of quality of life, as new varieties 
require fewer chemicals, thereby reducing 
negative health effects, or can increase pro-
duction size or quality; others stress reduced 
manual labour and engagement in other 
more gainful activities as positive results 
(Subramanian et al., 2010). Critiques note 
that new technologies may be difficult to 
access and may enhance gender inequalities 
(Gouse et al., 2016). For organic agriculture 
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and conservation agriculture, the specific 
gender aspects were outlined to support the 
research and development agendas of those 
fields (Farnworth and Hutchings 2009; 
Farnworth et al., 2016). Technologies can, 
however, also lead to unintended conse-
quences. There is much more to uncover 
and integrate concerning gendered impacts 
on health and bodies, for instance from the 
chemicals used by labourers or ingested by 
consumers, or from growing workloads if 
some but not all tasks are mechanized.

The realization that not only the farm 
but the whole agrifood system is gendered 
became evident when looking for ways to 
enhance food security along all stages of the 
vertical chain of food production, often 
phrased as ‘the pathway from farm to table’. 
Research on new partnerships and market 
relationships included gender issues in 
agricultural associations and cooperatives, 
and along the whole chain from seed selec-
tion to planting, maintaining, harvesting, 
postharvest processing, storage and market-
ing (see, for example, Sachs and Patel-
Campillo, 2014; Mayanja et al., 2016; Sachs 
and Garner, Chapter 19, this volume). This 
led to studies that unravelled the gender 
aspects of trade laws and licence agree-
ments and of access to external farm inputs 
and institutional support extending beyond 
agriculture-specific services, such as that 
provided through education/extension, 
associations and organizations, auctions, 
storehouses and transport facilities (see also 
Shortall, Chapter 7, this volume). These 
new research interests reflect the change in 
the organization of food production.

Under the slogan of ‘closing the gender 
gap in agriculture’ (for example,  Quisumbing 
et al., 2014), new research and development 
initiatives have aimed at combining the 
advancement of gender equality, food secu-
rity and climate resilience through gender 
mainstreaming. For instance, mainstream 
research institutes of the Consultative 
Group for International Agricultural 
Research (CGIAR) agreed on making gender 
an overarching theme, developed a firm 
and integral Consortium Gender Strategy, 
and established a focal point. CGIAR’s strat-
egy entails overarching cross-programme 

cooperation in specific and integrative 
research programmes, including all of its 
centres, while including gender budgeting 
and monitoring mechanisms throughout its 
research processes and research program-
ming. Two overarching gender programmes 
were developed, of which the Women’s 
Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) 
has attracted the most interest and has led to 
many discussions and adjustments. This 
effort pushed women in farming into the 
world of Big Data in its attempt to quantify 
indicators and measure the gradual achieve-
ments of empowerment (Alkire et al., 2013; 
Centrone et al., Chapter 22, this volume). 
The GENNOVATE research programme 
addresses how gender norms and agency 
influence men, women and youth to access, 
adopt and benefit from innovations in agri-
culture and natural resource management. It 
uses qualitative research to address hidden 
norms within societies, especially in the 
field of gender and agriculture, that intersect 
with other dimensions, particularly wealth, 
generation, ethnicity and religion (Badstue 
et al., 2014).

The objective of mainstreaming is to 
understand the relevance of gender rela-
tions in order to support and monitor the 
more efficient production of food, partially 
by addressing inequality in access to 
resources (Quisumbing et al., 2014; Russell 
et al., 2015). However, this objective has 
also been criticized. One might argue that, 
on the institutional level, gender empower-
ment has become instrumental for  achieving 
other goals, even beyond specific pro-
grammes that underscore the importance of 
a transformative dual approach to feeding 
one another. Feminists have criticized such 
an approach before and continue to do so, as 
reflected in a recent publication by  Cornwall 
(2016). She underscores that the transforma-
tional approach that characterizes feminist 
research gets lost when strengthening wom-
en’s economic position does not coincide 
with a fundamental change in gender rela-
tions and ideologies. Gammage et al. (2016) 
point to the problems arising when mobiliz-
ing women into more productive work or 
entrepreneurship does not converge with a 
redistribution of household labour and 
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redefinition of norms and values (see also 
Sachs and Garner, Chapter 19, this volume; 
Canning, Chapter 21, this volume). They 
also underline the importance not only of 
focusing on women but also of considering 
the whole complex web of social relations 
in which – in addition to gender – genera-
tion and class play an important role. Other-
wise, existing social inequalities can be 
easily reinforced and increased or new 
inequalities produced.

The Chapters

In Chapter 19, Carolyn Sachs and Elisabeth 
Garner show that agrifood systems have 
undergone significant transitions in recent 
decades. Family farm operations have been 
reorganizing, large-scale commodity pro-
duction has been increasing and new mod-
els of agriculture have been emerging. To 
illuminate these trends from a gender per-
spective, they review new literature in light 
of shifting masculinizations and feminiza-
tions of agriculture in both the global North 
and South contexts. Such shifts are related 
to changes in family farms and large-scale 
commodity agriculture, with a specific 
focus on labour and on new trends in agri-
culture, such as new partnerships in organic 
and urban agriculture. In this way, they 
show how gender identities shift across 
scale and geographical contexts in the pro-
ductive spheres of agriculture while also 
illuminating the need for more integrative 
research on the socio-cultural contexts that 
are obstructing or restricting changes in, for 
instance, the fair distribution of family 
income or the redistribution of household, 
family and care work.

Chapter 20 by Wendy Harcourt 
addresses glocal networking as a way of 
moving toward more interactive policy 
making that respects and values diversity. 
She illustrates this with case studies in rural 
India, Tanzania and Italy. In glocal network-
ing, Harcourt connects advocacy, inter-
mediators and action research within the 
feminist political ecology (FPE) framework. 
This includes purposely engaging with local 

actors and having their situations and voices 
echoed in national and international insti-
tutions. She stresses the role of so-called 
‘interlocutors’ in representing local voices 
at the intersection between the ‘sidestreams’ 
of women’s knowledge and experiences and 
the ‘mainstream’ of gender and sustainable 
development policy. By labelling local 
voices and activities as ‘sidestreams’, Har-
court locates their ‘otherness’ in juxtaposi-
tion with ‘mainstreams’, allowing her to 
value them as constructive alternatives 
rather than as acts of resistance or opposi-
tion. Because local actors are influenced by 
global-scale actions, these intermediators 
can also help by safeguarding local ‘side-
streams’ through vertical upscaling and can 
help bolster their space and sustainability 
through spreading and interconnecting 
 similar activities horizontally.

Megan Canning explicates in Chapter 
21 how plantation systems shape workers’ 
lives and rural communities in a gendered 
way, based on her case study of the sugar-
cane industry in Malawi. Interviews with 
both male and female workers and commu-
nity members reveal that traditional gender 
roles are redefined as both men and women 
are increasingly entering wage work. 
Although women have been entering only 
the lowest levels of the workforce, they 
have increased their bargaining power at 
home and some have even achieved finan-
cial independence from men altogether. 
Canning also notes the persistence of gen-
der ideologies. At the plantation, women 
were particularly vulnerable to super-
exploitation by male-only supervisors, 
including sexual intimidation and assault. 
At home, most women workers lengthened 
and intensified their total labour time, while 
only some could hire additional labour at 
home or rely more on their daughters. Plan-
tation labour was largely associated with 
the masculine values of physical strength 
and hardship, which sustained the status of 
men as the ‘breadwinners,’ caused them to 
be hired most often, and enabled them to 
keep controlling the family income and 
avoiding household and care labour.

In Chapter 22, Francesca Alice  Centrone, 
Bettina Bock, Angela Mosso and Angela 



250 B.B. Bock and M. van der Burg

Calvo address how gender  indicators can 
help optimize research and development 
project design. Their chapter first reviews the 
main recent multidimensional gender indi-
ces with a focus on the inclusion of indica-
tors doing justice to rural women. The 
authors stress that these multidimensional 
indices enrich analysis beyond the use of sta-
tistics as such, allowing us to move beyond 
unilateral interpretations and to have various 
types of information combined in a single 
number. However, these indices are usually 
developed at the national level and therefore 
often hide important diversities at regional 
or local levels. This is why the authors pres-
ent and discuss their experimentation with 
these same indicators to support practitio-
ners – especially small and local actors – in 
rural gender projects at the local level in 
three diverse rural regions in Senegal.

Susie Jacobs explores the impact of 
agricultural land titling on women in 
 Chapter 23. Jacobs defines land ‘titling’ as 

the formalization of land tenure law prac-
tices, which gives full or partial property 
rights to users. It has been presented as aim-
ing at gender equality because it supersedes 
customary tenure practices. Jacobs observes 
that the customary law offered relative 
security to women, particularly with regard 
to rights of access and food cultivation. Yet 
in practice, such customs have proven to be 
fragile and often violated. Jacobs argues that 
the new approach has dismantled common 
property regimes advantageous to women’s 
access to land. Jacobs found that current 
research assesses both joint and individual 
titling as positive to women’s lives but also 
argues that this recent development is diffi-
cult to assess. She also warns of the effect of 
a ‘Trojan horse’, causing further privatiza-
tion and loss of land to increasing state and 
corporate land acquisition. She calls upon 
the state, women’s rights organizations and 
public bodies to exercise their key roles in 
support of these women ‘on the ground’.
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Introduction

Along with the liberalization of interna-
tional trading regulations, agrifood systems 
have seen significant transitions in the flow 
of goods and services. These shifts are shap-
ing agriculture not only on a global scale but 
also in local contexts. As a result, family 
farm operations are reorganizing, large-
scale commodity production is increasing 
and new models of agriculture are emerg-
ing. Gender transitions in agriculture and 
food systems are occurring globally with 
these shifts but they take different forms, 
including different feminizations of agricul-
ture and shifting masculinities. Despite 
these shifts in agricultural spaces, care work 
and subsistence responsibilities still fall 
heavily on women.

Women’s participation and recognition 
in agriculture are increasing, in particular 
in the global South where men’s migration 
and employment takes them off the farm, 
and in the global North where women are 
entering farming at faster rate than men. 
The term ‘feminization of agriculture’ iden-
tifies women’s increased responsibility for 
agricultural work, but also is attentive to 
the barriers to agricultural production that 
women face. In order to enlighten the 
emerging trends in gender and agricul-
ture, this chapter looks at the shifting 

 masculinizations and feminizations of agri-
culture in the following six contexts that 
span scale and geography: family farms in 
the global North and global South; large-
scale commodity agriculture, focusing on 
labour, in the global North and global South; 
and emerging trends in agriculture in the 
global North and global South. By position-
ing these trends together we see how gender 
identities shift across these contexts in the 
productive spheres of agriculture, while 
recognizing that care work remains a pre-
dominantly feminized space.

This chapter explains shifts in gen-
dered responsibilities, work and identities 
in the global North, with a focus on the 
USA, and in the countries of the global 
South. The following section reviews the 
literature on food regimes and the transi-
tions in the global agrifood system, the mul-
tiple feminizations and masculinizations of 
agriculture in different spaces, and the con-
tinued role of women in care work. Next, 
the reasons for using the different contexts 
are provided, before presenting the results 
and discussion of the analysis of the shift-
ing gender identities on family farms and 
on large-scale agriculture, focusing on 
labour, as well as on the new models of 
agriculture. The chapter concludes with 
possible directions for more just agrifood 
systems.
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Background and Context

This literature review frames the relation-
ships between the current transitions in the 
global agrifood systems and the emerging 
masculinizations and feminizations of agri-
culture. It is evident that food system 
dynamics are (re)shaping gendered identi-
ties in the productive spaces of agriculture, 
while these transitions are not as dynamic 
in the reproductive, domestic spaces that 
are still considered feminine. By aligning 
the concepts of food regimes, shifting gen-
der identities and care work, the chapter 
analyses agriculture at different scales high-
lighting the linkages between global food 
systems, the farm and the family.

Food regimes: transitions in the global 
agrifood systems

Since the 1990s, the liberalization of trade 
policies has increased the mobility of food, 
both within regions and between nations. As 
a result, scholars and policy makers devote 
increased attention to the relationships 
between countries and actors in agrifood 
markets, specifically through international 
value chains. This results in a ‘dual market’ 
system where export-oriented, high-value 
products characterize one flow of the sys-
tem, bringing high returns on crop yields to 
those who are connected. Local food pro-
duction and sale characterize the other, low-
value, market in this dual system.

This liberalization of policies has 
resulted in what many refer to as the ‘third 
food regime’, in which decreased political 
regulation and increased consumer influ-
ence characterize the demand for and 
 transportation of food (McMichael, 2009b; 
Pechlaner and Otero, 2010). As Otero et al. 
describe, food regimes are ‘grounded in 
 relatively stable (albeit typically uneven or 
asymmetrical) international trade relations’ 
(2013, p. 270). Given the international con-
text and power differentials, this mobility 
does not necessarily create mutually benefi-
cial transactions or stable economies 
(McMichael, 2009a).

Further, the emphasis on high-value, 
export-oriented food production, coupled 
with decreases in public spending, has 
decreased livelihood options in rural areas. 
The global market offers substantial oppor-
tunity and resources for agricultural pro-
ducers in the global South, but it also comes 
with limitations and unequal distributions 
of resources (Weinberger and Lumpkin, 
2007). Local markets are less profitable than 
the markets agro-exporting industries often 
access. In the global South, this has resulted 
in increased migration from rural areas, in 
particular among men (Broughton, 2008), 
and surplus labour for large-scale agri-
culture, in particular among women (ILO, 
2010). Because of these shifts in agriculture, 
women’s and men’s participation in agri-
food systems involves shifting gender roles 
and identities, the result of which varies 
across different spaces and different scales 
of agriculture.

The liberalizing of global markets has 
created a space for food chains to interna-
tionalize and has increased the importance 
of the supermarket within these chains 
(Busch and Bain, 2004). Due to this process, 
the role of the consumer, consumer 
demands and the supermarket have become 
strong forces in shaping this production– 
consumption system (Busch and Bain, 2004). 
The oligopolistic nature of this market has 
not decreased competition, but rather shifted 
from ‘price competition to nonprice compe-
tition where variety, convenience, quality, 
and year-round supply are as important or 
even more important than price’ (Busch and 
Bain, 2004, p. 329). As part of the competi-
tion surrounding quality, labelling has 
become an important piece of marketing 
food products, particularly those from inter-
national markets where consumers have 
increased awareness and concern surround-
ing labour practices and fair pricing.

Shifting gender identities: feminization and 
masculinization of agriculture

Women’s responsibility for agriculture is 
increasing, especially in many countries in 
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the global South, as men migrate or seek 
other forms of employment. This phenom-
enon, referred to as the ‘feminization of 
agriculture’, involves the increasing ratio of 
women to men participating in agricultural 
production and the increasing proportion of 
women who are employed in agriculture. 
Globally, the best data available suggest that 
women comprise 43% of the workforce in 
agriculture (FAO, 2011), but even this num-
ber under-represents women’s unpaid work 
on farms. The Food and Agriculture Organi-
zation of the United Nations (FAO) did not 
report similar data for the USA, but wom-
en’s participation in agriculture in the USA 
has also increased. The percentage of US 
farms operated by women almost tripled in 
a similar time period, from 5% in 1978 to 
14% in 2007. As can be seen in Fig. 19.1, 
the proportion of women in agriculture 
increased in all regions except Europe from 
1980 to 2010, resulting in what many refer 
to as the ‘feminization of agriculture’. De 
Schutter (2013) argues that the feminization 

of agriculture is not one thing but actually 
the result of three very different phenomena 
that do not necessarily empower women as 
either farmers or farm workers.

As De Schutter (2013) notes, each form 
of the feminization of agriculture results in 
different sets of gender relationships, that 
are also driven by transitions in global agri-
food systems. In the first case, women take 
over farming when male adults on farms 
migrate or take alternative employment, 
leaving women to provide for household 
food security or the subsistence needs of 
their families. In the second instance, 
women take over farming the family land to 
produce primarily for the market rather 
than the subsistence needs of their house-
hold. The third type of feminization of agri-
culture involves women’s employment as 
farm workers, typically in large-scale corpo-
rate agriculture enterprises.

Adding to de Shutter’s categorizations, 
we argue that there is a fourth type of femi-
nization of agriculture occurring in the USA 

Fig. 19.1. Female share of the agricultural labour force. (From FAO, 2011.)
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and Europe which takes a different form 
from the agricultural transitions that are 
happening in much of the global South. On 
smaller-scale farms in the global North, we 
see a feminization of agriculture with 
women choosing the role of farmer, moving 
towards more gender-equitable relation-
ships in agricultural households and com-
munities (Sachs et al., 2016).

As global structures construct feminini-
ties and masculinities simultaneously 
( Connell, 1998), it is also important to con-
sider the transitions of masculinities in this 
third food regime. Along with rural ideals 
of femininity, constructions of masculinity 
also work to distinguish and enforce gender 
roles that exclude and marginalize women 
from agricultural production in farming 
families (Saugeres, 2002b). Traditional con-
ceptions of farming masculine identities 
include a control over nature (through 
machinery), physical strength and one’s 
occupation (Brandth, 2002; Little, 2002; 
Saugeres, 2002a).

Barlett and Conger (2004) identify 
industrial and agrarian as two well- 
established masculine ideologies in the 
rural USA; however, these ‘older visions of 
masculinity are being altered in accord with 
a new paradigm of systems thinking and 
 sustainability’ (Barlett and Conger, 2004, 
p. 207). These masculine identities often 
correlate in the definition of success and 
how power is identified within the different 
forms of agricultural production; perfor-
mance and interactions with other men 
(homosocial) are continuously shaping 
these identities (Bell, 2000; Peter et al., 
2000;  Barlett and Conger, 2004). As such, 
transitions in daily responsibilities, man-
agement of farms, geographically located 
socio- cultural histories and agrifood mar-
ket structures link directly to shifts in 
 gender constructs in rural contexts. Accord-
ingly, along with the emergence of sustain-
able agriculture comes a new form of 
masculinity.

In addition, a fourth masculinization is 
occurring in relation to large-scale commod-
ity farms. For example, in the USA, large-
scale corporate farms are increasingly 
employing men (primarily from Mexico) as 

hired farm workers. In many countries in the 
global South, as agriculture shifts from sub-
sistence, small-scale production to larger-
scale production for commercial markets, 
men are assuming the primary role in deci-
sion making. In addition, many programmes 
of land tenure reforms re-entrench men’s 
ownership of land, a phenomenon which 
Archambault and Zoomers (2015) refer to as 
‘the masculinization of rural space’.

Additional shifts in masculinity are 
occurring in the rural global South; how-
ever, further research is needed to illumi-
nate this trend. Changes in labour markets 
can tie to men’s feeling of loss of power 
within their families and challenge existing 
masculine identities defined through men’s 
labour and position as breadwinner (Chant, 
2000). The emphasis on the identity and 
responsibilities of men as the primary 
breadwinner uniquely situates them as 
responsible for leaving the home to find 
work either in urban centres or by migrating 
abroad. Yet, migration for employment is 
not unique to men. As women also migrate, 
this can challenge gender identities as well 
(Preibisch and Encalada Grez, 2010).

Subsistence and care work

Attention to the new scholarship on subsis-
tence and care work bolsters our under-
standing of shifting masculinities and 
femininities in agriculture. Recently, devel-
opment institutions and feminist econom-
ics have focused on valuing caring labour 
(Esquivel, 2014) and confronting women’s 
heavy and unequal responsibility for care 
labour (Kidder et al., 2014). Food-related 
work comprises much of the care work per-
formed in households. Women perform the 
majority of food-related work throughout 
the world including subsistence produc-
tion, obtaining firewood, acquiring food, 
processing food, planning meals, cooking, 
serving food, cleaning kitchens and wash-
ing dishes (Allen and Sachs, 2007).

Esquivel (2014) argues that the mean-
ings of care are contested where a narrower 
understanding of care focuses only on 
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caring for dependants, work frequently per-
formed by women. Tronto exemplifies the 
transformative approach defining care as 
the activities ‘that we do to maintain, con-
tinue, and repair our “world” so we can live 
in it as well as possible’, including care for 
people (ourselves, dependants and others), 
objects and our environment (Tronto, 2012, 
p. 33). A more transformative approach 
seeks to lighten women’s care burdens and 
redistribute care work while also challeng-
ing the idea that care work is exclusively 
the domain of females and of less impor-
tance than productive or paid work. Redis-
tribution of care labour must go beyond the 
household level and consider the role of the 
state and the market in lessening caregiving 
burdens, especially of poor families (Elson, 
2008).

The position of women within the con-
text of domestic responsibilities provides 
important insights into both the opportuni-
ties and vulnerabilities faced by rural 
women in the North and South. In looking 
at women in England, Stalford et al. (2003) 
identified that domestic violence was a 
more acute problem for farming families 
due to the limited services in rural areas 
and the social isolation. In the global South, 
care work is a time burden that acts as a gen-
dered barrier to improving women’s agri-
cultural production (FAO, 2011). Further, 
the gendered responsibility for ensuring the 
dietary needs of the family also leave 
women more vulnerable to negative shocks 
due to the gender gap in rural development 
as well as the gendered responsibilities of 
home and food-related care work (De la O 
Campos and Garner, 2014).

Methodology

Looking at food production at multiple 
scales is essential for understanding 
 gendered differences (Sachs and Patel-
Campillo, 2014) as different compositions 
and organizations of agriculture correspond 
to different forms of masculinities (Barlett 
and Conger, 2004; Peter et al., 2000) and 
feminizations (De Schutter, 2013; Sachs 

et al., 2016). In order to analyse the impacts 
of shifting international food regimes on the 
composition of agriculture, this chapter 
uses conceptual framings of feminization 
and masculinization of agriculture to look 
at gendered divisions of labour across the 
following agriculture/rural spaces: family 
farms; large-scale commodity farming; and 
emerging challenges to the global industrial 
food system. The analysis also looks at the 
different contexts between the global North 
and global South. By discussing these six 
contexts in conjunction, the chapter 
responds to the current gap in analysis that 
typically positions these shifts and spaces 
in isolation.

Research Findings

Family farms

Family farms in many regions of the world 
have historically been characterized and 
organized by patriarchal relations, with the 
oldest men owning land, controlling labour 
of other family members and making deci-
sions about agricultural production (Sachs, 
2015). Women have long been involved in 
growing crops and raising livestock on 
family- operated farms, but the extent of 
their labour and their contributions have 
been undercounted and undervalued. As 
agriculture changes and gender relations in 
the non-agricultural realm shift, women are 
often taking more responsibility on farms 
and are increasingly recognized as essential 
to food production. However, women in 
both the global North and global South con-
tinue to face gendered barriers to agricul-
tural participation, often lacking access to 
key resources for farming including land, 
credit, inputs, technology and agricultural 
education.

Family farms: USA and Europe

On family farms in the USA, males still 
comprise the majority of farmers (70%) who 
self-identify as principal operator (USDA, 
2014). However, women are increasing in 
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agriculture in the USA at a faster pace than 
are men, where they tend to operate smaller 
and have lower sales than farms with men 
principal operators (Hoppe and Korb, 2013). 
Between 1982 and 2007, the number 
of women-operated farms in the USA 
increased from 121,600 to 306,200, while 
the number of men-operated farms declined 
(Hoppe and Korb, 2013). This could be for 
two reasons: more women are identifying as 
farmers or more women are entering farm-
ing (Brasier et al., 2014).

In part because of rising economic 
 pressures, many family farms in the USA 
have increased their participation in off-
farm employment for additional income to 
 support the family and continued farm 
operations. Both women and men principal 
operators have increased their off-farm 
work: between 1982 and 2007, women 
operators working off the farm increased 
from 42 to 59%, while men increased from 
53 to 65% (Hoppe and Korb, 2013). Farm 
factors are more likely to influence men’s 
decision to work off the farm, while demo-
graphic characteristics of the women and 
other household members are more likely to 
influence women in this decision (Caillavet 
et al., 1994). The presence of young chil-
dren is more likely to limit women’s off-
farm participation in ‘traditional families’; 
however, the husband’s inheritance of the 
farm positively correlates to women work-
ing off-farm, as her husband is more likely 
to stay and work the farm (Bharadwaj and 
Findeis, 2003).

Further contextualizing gendered roles 
on family farms, women in the USA do the 
majority of household food-related work 
(Bowen et al., 2014). While the responsibil-
ity for making food-related decisions and 
preparing food still falls largely to women, 
women have felt both burdened and 
empowered by this position (Cairns and 
Johnston, 2015). Men do participate in food-
related work, but to a lesser extent than 
women. On an average day in 2009, 40% of 
men did food preparation or clean-up com-
pared with 68% of women (Bureau of Labor 
Statistics, 2010).

In Europe, family farms make up 
the overwhelming majority of farming 

operations, where women constitute on 
average 41% of the family labour force, are 
more likely to hold very small holdings and 
are less likely to inherit the farm (Shortall, 
2010). Farm diversification, or ‘pluriactiv-
ity’, and women taking off-farm work 
 characterize the shifts in rural landscapes. 
Funds from the EU Rural Development 
 Programme have encouraged many farms 
to diversify their activities and women are 
active in this diversification (Gorman, 2006; 
Brandth and Haugen, 2010, 2011). However, 
women often do small-scale diversification 
activities that fit their other caring and 
domestic commitments, thereby reinforcing 
rather than transforming gender relations on 
the farm (Brandth and Haugen, 2010).

In working off-farm, many women are 
the principal breadwinner or contribute 
 significantly to the survival of the farm 
(Shortall, 2014, 2016). However, women’s 
contributions to the household and farm 
through off-farm work have done little to 
change domestic work and gender expecta-
tions (Kelly and Shortall, 2002). In more 
recent work, Shortall (2014) argues that 
women may have more economic status 
from their off-farm work, but they perform 
gender identities that reinforce men’s mas-
culine identities as farmers and decision 
makers. As a result, this transition has two 
contradicting tendencies: a retraditionaliza-
tion of gender roles, on one hand, and the 
improved socio-economic status of women, 
on the other (Asztalos Morell and Brandth, 
2007).

Family farms: global South

For female farmers, the barriers to equal 
participation in global value chains stem 
from unequal access to land and capital, 
credit, information and agricultural educa-
tion (FAO, 2011), as well as their limited 
ability to hire labour, purchase inputs and 
access marketing channels (Razavi, 2009). 
Land in particular is a crucial resource for 
food security in rural areas; women tend to 
manage smaller plots of land than do men, 
often of inferior quality and with insecure 
tenure (FAO, 2011). Women also tend to 
have unequal and inadequate access to 
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financial resources (credit, savings and 
insurance), not hold bank accounts and lack 
collateral (FAO, 2011; Fletschner and 
 Kenney, 2014). Differences in access to 
inputs and participation in farming organi-
zations influence a farmer’s ability to 
upgrade farm operations and maintain mar-
ket participation (Rubin and Manfre, 2014).

Women may face additional burdens 
to participate in high-value markets due to 
time burdens associated with their dual 
roles in productive and reproductive labour 
(Jiggins et al., 1998). Housework in the 
global South can be an extremely time- 
consuming activity, where collecting water 
and food production depend on cultural 
 tradition and household maintenance (Lee-
Smith and Trujillo, 1992, p. 79). Women’s 
traditional roles in society and the house-
hold can exacerbate the gender gap in rural 
development (De la O Campos and Garner, 
2014) as women spend more time in unpaid 
labour than men (Antonopoulos, 2008).

Access to land is essential for agricul-
tural production and evidence from across 
the globe shows that large gender inequities 
exist in land ownership and control 
(Archambault and Zoomers, 2015). World-
wide, the FAO estimates that 20% of land-
owners are women (FAO, 2010). Table 19.1 
demonstrates the great range in women’s 
land ownership across the global South. 
While these data reveal gender disparities 

in land ownership, Doss et al. (2015) warn 
that these data should be interpreted with 
caution and are sceptical about using a 
 single measure of women’s land rights.1 
They warn that ownership is often not 
clearly defined, joint-title to land may be 
counted differently in different contexts, 
and communal land and land owned by 
tribes,  institutions or governments, and not 
by individuals, are not included in individ-
ual-level measurement of land ownership.

Women’s rights to land often come 
from secondary rights to land, in which 
they rely on others (primarily men) such as 
husbands, fathers or traditional authorities 
to gain access to land. In these instances, 
women are vulnerable to losing their rights 
to land through widowhood, divorce, male 
migration or decisions to sell the land. 
More secure land rights for women bring a 
 number of benefits including access to 
credit to purchase inputs, improving house-
hold bargaining power, and increasing 
entrepreneurship and household income 
(Fletschner and Kenny, 2014).

Labour on large-scale farms

Within the third food regime, large-scale 
farms have come to dominate food 
 production, outcompeting small farms and 

Table 19.1. Disparity of women’s land ownership in the global South. (Data from FAO’s Gender and Land 
Rights Database.2)

Region Country Percentage of women’s land ownership

West, Central and Northern Africa Mali  3

Senegal  9

Lebanon  8

Saudi Arabia  1

Southern Africa Botswana 35

Malawi 32

Lesotho 31

Asia Bangladesh  5

Thailand 27

Latin America Guatemala  8

Peru 31
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changing rural contexts. As small farms 
become less viable within this context, 
larger farms increasingly depend on wage 
labour in general and migrant labour in par-
ticular. This transition is reshaping agricul-
tural labour in rural contexts in the global 
North and South.

Labour on Northern large-scale 
commodity farms

The rural context in the USA and Western 
countries is experiencing shifts as family 
farms fade in place of large agricultural 
 corporations and production operations. 
Despite the increased value of agricultural 
products sold, the exit of family farms and 
the growth of large-scale commercial agri-
culture continue to shape the agricultural 
production landscape in the USA (USDA, 
2012). Although there has been an increase 
in small-scale farms, the disappearing mid-
dle has resulted in the decline of medium-
sized farms (MacDonald et al., 2013; Guptill 
and Welsh, 2014). The top 2% of farms in 
the USA supply 47% of the agricultural 
products and 55% of all farms account for 
only 1% of agricultural production (Hoppe 
et al., 2010). In contrast, only 4.4% of hold-
ings in the EU are not family farms (Shortall, 
2010, p. 11). The increasing cost of farm 
operations and the value of farms, lack of 
access to government commodity payments 
and market power, as well as the ageing 
population of farmers are some of the rea-
sons for farm exit among non-corporate 
farmers (Guptill and Welsh, 2014).

In the USA, the industrialization of the 
agrifood system has also transitioned food 
processing from the once mainly home-run 
operations to primarily commercial facto-
ries (Sachs, 1991). Women make up the 
majority of the labour ‘on the line’, directly 
handling the processing of the food, while 
men hold jobs as supervisors or drivers. 
These jobs are labour intensive with high 
injury rates and also one of the lowest pay-
ing occupations for women in the USA, 
with median earnings less than US$400 per 
month (US Department of Labor, 2014). In 
2005, women comprised 75% of graders 
and sorters of agricultural products (US 

Department of Labor and US Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2005). The intersection of 
race and gender is particularly important as 
black women disproportionately hold jani-
torial positions and perform the ‘dirty work’ 
in the factories and as processing plants 
increase recruitment efforts to immigrants 
from the Americas (Gray, 2014).

Migrant labour

Agrifood market shifts directly influence 
the structure of labour in farming. While the 
majority of farm workers in the USA are still 
family farm workers, both family-operated 
and corporate farms have increasingly 
relied upon day- and seasonal-field labour 
(Martin and Jackson-Smith, 2013). In 2007, 
the US Department of Agriculture estimated 
that 22% of US farms hired a worker (USDA-
NASS, 2009). In contrast to the global 
South, agricultural wage workers in the 
USA and Canada are overwhelmingly men. 
Clearly ethnicity, citizenship and gender 
intersect in the preference for workers on 
corporate farms. In 2012, 82% of hired farm 
workers in the USA were male. The major-
ity, 68%, of agricultural workers were born 
in Mexico, 41% were not US citizens, and 
many were undocumented workers. Aver-
age hourly earnings of farm workers are 
low, at $US10.80 per hour in 2012 (USDA, 
2016).

Many attribute the increased reliance 
on and presence of immigrant labour in 
commodity farming in the USA and Canada 
to the North American Free Trade Agree-
ment, implemented in 1994, which sped 
up rural-to-urban migration in Mexico by 
both emphasizing industrial exports and 
 decreasing support to rural communities 
( Broughton, 2008; Pechlaner and Otero, 
2010). The emphasis on decreasing trade 
regulation between Mexico, Canada and 
the USA increased agricultural commodity 
competition as cheaper food from the USA 
entered Mexico and Mexican industrial 
agriculture expanded (Broughton, 2008). 
Broughton (2008) argues that a reinvention 
of masculinities surrounding work, family 
and place occur through this physical 
 relocation. In addition, masculinity is 
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 reconfiguring where workers are often in 
vulnerable living conditions and states of 
residential status in the USA.

Migrant labour in Europe is also mostly 
male, with the majority of short-term/ 
seasonal labour coming from Eastern 
Europe to work on family farms, as 
 documented in Norway (Rye, 2014; Rye 
and Andrzejewska, 2010), Greece (Kasimis 
et al., 2003) and Southern Europe 
( McAreavey, 2012). These studies also posi-
tion migrant labour in response to shifting 
trends in agriculture. Outmigration from 
small farms in rural areas in the face of 
increased competition from large-scale agri-
culture and transnational shifting of goods 
creates space and need for migrant labour 
(Labrianidis and Sykas, 2009; Rye and 
Andrzejewska, 2010; McAreavey, 2012). 
While the literature interrogates relation-
ships of migrant labour with international 
trends, little research on migrant agricul-
tural labour in Europe forefronts a gendered 
or intersectional analysis.

In 2012, while women made up 47% of 
all US wage and salary workers, they com-
prised only 18% of all hired farm workers 
(USDA, 2016). Despite evidence that women 
are a growing proportion of migrant farm 
workers in North America, little is known 
about the unique experiences these women 
face. By tracing women’s migration from 
Mexico to Canada through state-created 
programmes as temporary farm workers, 
Preibisch and Encalada Grez (2010) give 
visibility to a population on which Cana-
da’s family farms are increasingly reliant. 
The power relations based on race, gender 
and citizenship shape women’s vulnerabil-
ity as applicants as well as workers and are 
reinforced through state and employer treat-
ment of these workers.

Additional research demonstrates that 
women farm workers are at high risk of sex-
ual assault due to the masculinity surround-
ing migrant farm labour, the environment in 
which the labour takes place (e.g. the lack of 
visibility due to shrubs or distance between 
employees) and the vulnerable position of 
women immigrants (Waugh, 2010). Women 
are particularly vulnerable to sexual assault 
and violence from labour contractors and 

supervisors upon whom they depend for 
jobs, housing and transportation (Southern 
Poverty Law Center, 2010). Further, women 
face uncertainty regarding their labour 
rights, in particular their right to report 
harassment, and the norms of the US work-
place (Waugh, 2010). Despite the attempts 
to regulate the behaviour of female farm 
workers, migrant workers have found points 
of advocacy by developing personal rela-
tionships and navigating citizenship regula-
tions (Preibisch and Encalada Grez, 2010).

Labour on large-scale commodity farms 
in the global South

In the global South, the history of colonial-
ism has shaped much of the large-scale, 
export-oriented agriculture. With capital-
ism replacing colonialism as the hegemonic 
market structure, the emphasis is on 
 export-oriented, high-value market chains 
( McMichael, 2009b). Transnational corpo-
rations now control most of the agricultural 
production, due to the shift of influence 
from nation-states to institutions to trans-
national corporations (Busch and Bain, 
2004). For the international food market, an 
increased demand for fresh produce year-
round has encouraged a switch from tradi-
tional export crops such as bananas, coffee, 
cotton and sugarcane to non-traditional 
high-value crops such as fresh fruits and 
vegetables (Friedmann, 1999), as well as 
livestock and fisheries such as poultry and 
shrimp farming.

Women’s employment as farm workers

As agricultural production shifts away from 
traditional products, off-farm employment 
and wage labour have become essential to 
supporting family agricultural practices 
(Smith and Stevens, 1988). Employment 
also diversifies risk and substitutes for the 
frequent lack of formal finance opportuni-
ties in rural settings (Hernandez et al., 
2010). The feminization of agriculture is 
rampant here; women are often the pre-
ferred workers in the harvesting, processing 
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and packaging of these new crops. These 
products are typically grown for export 
markets and sold through value chains 
operated by large international firms to sup-
ply fresh produce to developed countries. 
Table 19.2 shows the percentage of women 
workers in selected value chains in flower 
(range: 65–87%), vegetable (70–95%), fruit 
(45–53%), poultry (90%) and shrimp  
(36–62%) production and processing in 
various countries (ILO, 2010).

Women often comprise the majority of 
workers in these value chains, but have less 
favourable employment conditions than 
men. Women are more likely to be employed 
as casual, temporary workers compared 
with men, who often have longer-term 
employment. While these value chains offer 
possibilities for better-quality and higher-
wage jobs than traditional agricultural 
 production, the verdict is still mixed on 
whether value-chain employment improves 
women’s lives and household well-being 
(ILO, 2010).

The justification of gender segregation 
often entails stereotypical descriptions of 
women’s and men’s capabilities, resulting 
in occupational segregation. Women are 
perceived as possessing dexterity, the abil-
ity to work with their hands, and care in 
handling easily damaged fruits and vegeta-
bles. Men, on the other hand, are perceived 
as more capable in operating machinery and 
equipment. Thus, men’s occupations are 
defined as more highly skilled and this 

gender segregation is used to legitimize 
lower wages for women workers (ILO, 2010).

The difference in men’s and women’s 
wages varies by country and crop. In India, 
women’s wages for casual agricultural work 
are 30% lower than are men’s (World Bank, 
2007). In Pakistan, women’s wages are 50% 
of men’s wages in sugarcane production 
whereas in Mexico women’s wages are 80% 
of men’s wages in flower production (ILO, 
2010). Barrientos (2013) analyses how 
global production networks in agriculture 
exploit women workers. Global production 
networks demand increased flexibility from 
workers, which includes compulsory over-
time and the use of casual day labourers, 
often women, who can be hired on a daily 
basis depending on the demand. Women’s 
responsibilities for both productive and 
reproductive work leave them with weak 
bargaining positions in which they often 
must accept these low wages. Consequently, 
they are ‘exploited as a low-cost source of 
value enhancement’ (Barrientos, 2013, 
p. 46).

New models of agriculture in the global 
North and global South

In response to the liberalization of govern-
ment regulation and the corporatization of 
the food system of the third food regime, 
many producers and consumers seek to 

Table 19.2. Percentage of women workers in selected value chains. (From ILO, 2010.)

Value chain Country Percentage of women workers
Percentage of women  

casual workers

Flowers Kenya 75 65
Columbia 65 n/a
Zimbabwe 70–87 42

Vegetables Peru 70 field
95 processing

65–75

Fruit South Africa 53 65–75
Chile 45 55–70

Poultry Brazil 90 Majority
Shrimp Bangladesh 36 90

62 processing
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create and facilitate alternative food market 
systems. The push towards alternatives to 
global industrial production may open new 
opportunities for women in agriculture and 
flexibility in masculine farming identities.

New models of agriculture in the global North

In the global North, many women farmers 
manage or co-manage agricultural opera-
tions that produce for organic, sustainable 
and local markets (Liepins, 1998; DeLind 
and Ferguson, 1999; Hassanein, 1999; 
Trauger et al., 2010; Sachs et al., 2016). 
These types of operations provide a chal-
lenge to the global agro-industrial food sys-
tem, but represent a small although growing 
proportion of agricultural production. 
Women comprise 50% of organic farmers in 
the UK, 33% in Canada and 22% in the 
USA (Jarosz, 2011). These percentages far 
exceed women’s representation on conven-
tional farms. Women’s involvement in more 
environmentally conscious agriculture such 
as organic and sustainable agriculture paral-
lels women’s greater concern for environ-
mental issues in general (Barbercheck et al., 
2012; Sachs et al., 2016). Women consis-
tently express more concern about environ-
mental issues and risks than men across a 
wide range of issues (Zelezny et al., 2000; 
Goldsmith et al., 2013; Xiao and McCright, 
2015).

The recent surge in the local food 
movement involves an increasing number 
of farmers’ markets, direct sales of farm 
products to consumers and restaurants, 
and community-supported agriculture. 
Although limited demographic data exist 
on characteristics of ‘local’ farmers, a recent 
study in Washington State found that 
women outnumbered men as vendors and 
managers in farmers’ markets (Ostrom, 
2014). Another study in Washington found 
that women predominated as farmers in 
community-supported agriculture (Jarosz, 
2011). Jarosz (2011) expresses concern that 
many may dismiss women’s work as merely 
urban gardeners rather than farmers, but she 
argues that they have chosen this type of 
agriculture because it nourishes their 
 families and communities. Research from 

Michigan further adds that participation in 
community-oriented, or ‘value-added’, agri-
culture does not automatically result in a 
more empowered position or in a shifting 
feminine identity (Wright and Annes, 
2016).

The growing interest in new agriculture 
models has also created space for new farm-
ing masculinities. Through interviews with 
sustainable farmers in Iowa, Peter et al. 
(2000) describe the associated farming 
 masculinity as dialogic masculinity that 
involves caring for the land, sharing ideas 
and knowledge with other farmers, and 
moving towards more equitable gender 
 relations in their households. Barlett and 
Conger (2004) contrast this masculinity to 
the more established ideals of industrial 
and agrarian agriculture in their compari-
son of farming communities in Georgia, 
 Illinois and Iowa in the USA. They found 
that demonstrations of successful masculin-
ity for sustainable farmers emphasize exper-
imentation and use of test plots in contrast 
to financial status as breadwinner and abil-
ity to support their wives as homemakers 
(Barlett and Conger, 2004). In addition, 
masculine identities shaped and were com-
plemented by the roles and expectations of 
the women in the household, regardless of 
their own expectations or measurements of 
success.

New models for agriculture in the global South

Challenges to the global industrial food 
 system also come from the Fair Trade move-
ment and the food sovereignty movement 
in the global South. Fair Trade relies on 
 labelling and certification of commodities 
to improve the position of small-scale pro-
ducers while encouraging consumers in 
the North to focus on ethical consumption. 
Food sovereignty is a rights-based approach 
that calls for a redefinition of food and agri-
culture that corrects for the marginalization 
of smallholder farmers in the control over 
production and consumption. Further, 
there is increasing awareness of women’s 
efforts in very small-scale agriculture, 
including in urban spaces, that fosters con-
nections between people and food, and to 
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one another (Sachs and Patel-Campillo, 
2014). These movements demonstrate a 
response to the third food regime that calls 
for more equitable ownership, compensa-
tion and regulation of agrifood production, 
with particular attention to gender.

One of the goals of the Fair Trade move-
ment is to empower women (Lyon et al., 
2010; Le Mare, 2012). This is addressed by 
including standards of non-discrimination 
in recruitment, inclusion and benefits, as 
well as requiring adherence to national 
or collective bargaining agreements (FLO, 
2011). Research on fair trade and gender 
empowerment has found mixed results. 
Lyon et al. (2010) document in South Mex-
ico and Guatemala that women’s increased 
involvement in coffee production and also 
how the confluence of both fair trade prac-
tices and organic certification requirements 
has increased women’s role as farm opera-
tors and landowners, as well as improved 
their access to organizations, property and 
income. However, women moving into this 
value chain as prices are low could take up 
labour-intensive, poorly remunerated work 
as men turn to other income-earning strate-
gies including migration. Research by Jones 
et al. (2012) on fair trade collectives in 
Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, India, Nepal, 
Nicaragua and Mexico finds that collective 
learning and pooled resources were among 
the benefits of participation. However, fair 
trade collectives do not automatically lift 
women out of poverty without strong sup-
port to improve their access to capital and 
markets and efforts to improve gender 
equity and equality.

In the mid-1990s, a coalition of peas-
ants, farm workers and small producers 
formed La Via Campesina to challenge the 
global neoliberal food regime (Wittman 
et al., 2010). At the heart of La Via 
 Campesina is the push for food sovereignty, 
which is ‘the right of nationals and people 
to control their own food systems, includ-
ing their own markets, production modes, 
food cultures and environments’ (Wittman 
et al., 2010, p. 2). Peasant women and 
women farmers participated in the food 
sovereignty movement from the outset. 
Women in the food sovereignty movement 

insist that their work in production for the 
market, for the family and in social produc-
tion be recognized and valued.

Very small-scale, especially urban, 
women producers’ contributions to house-
hold and community food security are often 
overlooked and underestimated (Sachs, 
2015). In many cities in the global South, 
women play key roles in producing vegeta-
bles and livestock in kitchen gardens and 
small plots of land, as the FAO documents 
in India, the Philippines, Ghana, Kenya and 
Peru (FAO, 2011). Much of this work in 
food production goes unrecognized and 
more efforts by city planners and local gov-
ernment officials could provide land and 
other resources to support these endeavours 
(Sachs and Patel-Campillo, 2014).

Discussion

Transitions in gendered roles work differ-
ently across the global North and global 
South and the different scales and opera-
tions of agriculture. By looking at these six 
contexts, we see how the changing global 
systems of agriculture connect with shifts 
in women’s productive labour on family 
farms, industrial farming, as well as emerg-
ing models of agriculture.

Family farms are making great transi-
tions in both the global North and global 
South as the character of the third food 
regime increases competition and chal-
lenges the viability of family farms in rural 
contexts. In response, off-farm employment 
has come to hold greater importance in sup-
plementing the income of these farm opera-
tions. In both contexts, despite women’s 
increased participation and recognition in 
family farms, the identity of farmer remains 
masculine and women in both spaces still 
face barriers to entry and authority in 
agriculture.

In response to consumer demands and 
decreased regulation, large-scale commod-
ity farming has become essential in the dis-
tribution of food. As a result, the majority of 
agricultural production in the global North, 
especially in the USA, occurs on large-scale 
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farms that depend on migrant and seasonal 
labour. In the global South, increased reli-
ance on female, temporary workers shapes 
export-oriented agriculture. While men and 
women both face difficult labour conditions 
in both contexts, women are disproportion-
ately marginalized and undervalued in their 
labour in terms of wages, job security 
and even physical safety. Intersectional 
approaches further characterize the experi-
ences of women in these value chains, as do 
discussions of men as ‘breadwinners’ and 
their mobility and value as labourers.

Emerging models of agriculture are 
responding to the decreased regulation in 
the third food regime and the call for greater 
accountability in and control over food sys-
tems. This rising interest in the global North 
positions women at the forefront of diversi-
fying farm activities that reconnect farms 
and their communities. In the global South, 
Fair Trade and food sovereignty movements 
are also responding to smallholders’ lack of 
voice in global value chains. In both con-
texts, agricultural models are contesting 
the expanding, global nature of agrifood 
systems, while challenging the traditional 
models of gender.

Women’s labour is moving into spheres 
that are more public across these contexts as 
it is gaining greater attention and visibility. 
While there are noticeable impacts on men’s 
labour and challenges to traditional ideals 
of masculinity, care work and private/
domestic responsibilities still fall largely to 
women. While this is true to a certain extent 
within emerging models of agriculture, 
global responses to the decreased govern-
ment regulation and increased inequality 
demonstrate a demand for more equitable 
agricultural practices.

Conclusion

This chapter demonstrates that the transi-
tions in the global agrifood system result in 
identifiable feminizations and masculiniza-
tions of agriculture, while gendered care 
responsibilities remain largely unshifted. 
As current food regimes include increased 

pressure for farmers to produce for global 
value chains and corporate organization of 
agricultural production, we see transitions 
in gender identities vary across the different 
contexts of family farms, large-scale com-
modity farms and emerging models of agri-
culture in the global North and South. This 
demonstrates that research must situate 
men and women within their historical, 
cultural contexts to account for race, class, 
age and citizenship. Further, the manifesta-
tions of these identities continue to transi-
tion as food regimes change and policies 
seek to address or redress discrimination of 
women in agriculture.

More studies on shifting masculinities 
in agriculture, especially in the global South, 
and their intersections with the feminiza-
tion of agriculture would provide deeper 
insights into how households adjust in food 
regimes, improving policy and development 
interventions. So far, the emphasis has been 
on the integration of women into agrifood 
market systems, as well as the potential for 
and barriers to women’s increased capital 
gains. In the meantime, women’s care labour 
and responsibilities still go largely under-
valued and unrecognized. Masculinizations 
are also still strongly shaped by the public 
spaces involving market participation and 
market goals. Therefore, expanding under-
standings of shifting gender identities incor-
porate the relation between transitions in 
intrahousehold divisions of labour and agri-
food systems.

Sachs and Patel-Campillo argue that a 
feminist food justice requires revaluing 
‘women’s social reproduction work with 
food’ (Sachs and Patel-Campillo, 2014, 
p. 406). The authors envision that involving 
men and boys more in food preparation and 
nutritional concerns will reframe traditional 
gender relations by reinstating the fluidity 
of gender roles. We must also re-evaluate 
the hiring practices and labour regulations 
that place women in vulnerable working 
conditions because of their assumed ‘need’ 
to fulfil social and domestic responsibili-
ties. Scholars, development agencies and 
agricultural institutions must study and 
push for gender justice and broader social 
justice within agrifood systems.
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As presented here, the current conver-
sations regarding shifting women’s and 
men’s gendered identities and participation 
in agriculture occur in parallel. While our 
analysis contributes to the literature on mas-
culinizations and feminizations within the 
context of shifting agrifood systems, a new 
framework is needed to unpack the relation-
ships between gendered identities at differ-
ent scales. This may provide greater insight 
into how these identities shape and reshape 
each other, as well as the potential for fluid-
ity and flexibility in their performance. This 
could also address the gap in previous 
research that analyses the emergence of new 
feminizations of productive spaces without 
simultaneously interrogating the shifts in 
reproductive, feminine spaces.

Notes

1Also, the primary source of FAO data for land 
 ownership comes from national-level agricul-
tural censuses which are usually conducted every 
10 years and often date back to the 1990s, so the 
data are often dated. In addition, agricultural 
 censuses  collect information on landholders who 
make  decisions about the operation rather than 
landowners.
2The FAO’s user-friendly Gender and Land Rights 
Database provides country-level statistics from 83 
countries on the percentage of men and women 
landholders, information on women’s tenure rights, 
customary laws and practices, and civil society 
organizations engaged in gender equitable land 
tenure reform (http://www.fao.org/gender-landrights-
database/country-profiles/en/, accessed 22 February 
2017).
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Introduction

In this chapter a feminist political ecology 
(FPE) framework is elaborated and applied 
to an analysis of glocal networking for gen-
der equality and sustainable livelihoods. 
The chapter examines case studies of rural 
women’s organizations in India, Tanzania 
and Italy in order to look at the interface 
between the ‘sidestreams’ of women’s 
knowledge and experiences of their envi-
ronment and the ‘mainstream’ gender and 
sustainable development policy.

The chapter is divided into five sec-
tions. The first section reviews the literature 
informing FPE approaches. The second sec-
tion explains the methodology of the chap-
ter and in what way an FPE approach will 
be applied to the cases. The third section 
sets out three cases looking at: gender and 
sustainable livelihoods in rural India; 
women mobilizing for sustainable commu-
nity livelihoods in Tanzania; and women’s 
place-based global struggles for food sover-
eignty in Italy. The fourth section discusses 
the findings that emerge from the analysis of 
the cases, exploring: the contours of rural 
women’s glocal networking; the role of 
interlocutors; lived feminist political ecol-
ogy; and the connection between grassroots 
experiences to dominant development dis-
courses. The fifth section proposes how the 

findings on women’s glocal networking 
could contribute to the sustainable develop-
ment policy framework (i.e. the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs)).

Analytical Framework: 
Feminist Political Ecology

The chapter builds on the FPE framework 
that emerged in the 1990s in order to 
broaden political ecology to include femi-
nist critiques of how gender relations shape 
power and knowledge (Rocheleau, 2015). 
The following literature review highlights 
the main concepts that are being developed 
in contemporary FPE research. FPE brings 
together scholars and activists working in a 
variety of fields – geography, anthropology, 
geography, gender studies, critical develop-
ment studies, environmental justice and 
agrarian studies (Nirmal and Rocheleau, 
2015). FPE comes from both academic 
endeavours and a stream of feminist activ-
ism that emerged in the wake of the United 
Nations’ Conference on Environment and 
Development (UNCED) held in September 
1992 in Rio de Janeiro, popularly known as 
‘Rio’. In the preparations for Rio, a global 
coalition of women’s networks was formed 
to bring feminist issues on the environment 
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to the governmental debates. These con-
verged in the Women’s Action Agenda 21 
that came out of a global women’s meeting 
held in Miami – ‘World’s Women for a 
Healthy Planet’ (Harcourt, 1994;  Dankelman, 
2011) – and the women’s tent ‘Planeta 
Femea’ in the forum for non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs) held alongside the 
government deliberations. The Women’s 
Action Agenda 21 critiqued the mainstream 
approach of the environment and develop-
ment agenda and argued for a new ethics for 
economics and nature and for sustained 
livelihoods (Harcourt, 1994; Wichterich, 
2015). This advocacy-based analysis merged 
with gender and development environment 
scholarship in a series of publications in the 
early 1990s (Braidotti et al., 1993; Harcourt, 
1994). In response to these activist debates 
post-UNCED and the spate of academic pub-
lications, the first FPE text (Rocheleau et al., 
1996) set out a critique of the women and 
environment debates in policy and aca-
deme. In this classic 1996 text, the FPE 
opens up political ecology to include gen-
dered power relations. It underlines the 
structuring nature of gender in environmen-
tal knowledge and women and men’s differ-
ential access to, and control over, resources. 
It also points to the importance of under-
standing social movements as part of politi-
cal struggles at the community level to (re)
gain resource control and environmental 
protection in interventionist development 
processes. FPE, in looking at the political as 
well as the technical, presents ecology as 
inherently bound up in political processes 
that structure nature and gender relations. 
FPE sees its own knowledge production as 
part of a political process and undertakes 
research in order to find alternatives to envi-
ronmental policy that it perceives as not tak-
ing into account adequately gender power 
relations (Harcourt and Nelson, 2015).

Building on that first FPE text learning 
and engaging in different women’s environ-
ment movements, FPE in the 2000s explored 
more deeply how gender relations are 
shaped by interactions with ecological, 
technological and political-economic pro-
cesses (Di Chiro, 2008). FPE research 
inspired by Judith Butler (2006), to look at 

how gender is ‘performed’, examined how 
meanings of gender are embedded and con-
tested in people’s actions and experiences 
in the environment. Gender was perceived 
as entangled in landscapes, bodies and live-
lihood strategies (Elmhirst, 2011, 2015; 
Hawkins and Ojeda, 2011). In these studies 
of how gendered power relations are per-
formed in ecological, technological and 
political-economic processes, FPE looked at 
how gender ideologies and identities are 
produced, contested and employed in the 
governance of livelihoods and environ-
ments. FPE in the last years, under the loose 
banner of ‘new feminist political ecology’, 
has deepened these studies to explore the 
materiality of environmental practices and 
the emotions that produce gendered subjec-
tivities, ideologies and identities (Elmhirst, 
2011; Nightingale, 2011). In this new FPE 
research, a ‘lived feminist political ecology’ 
approach examines gendered ‘embodied 
interactions and labours’ along with the 
‘emotional and affective relations’ (Harris, 
2015, p. 158) in different environments and 
natures in different places, networks and 
political processes. Lived feminist political 
ecology looks at issues of care, emotion, 
bodily health and environmental health 
(Hawkins and Ojeda, 2011; Harcourt and 
Nelson, 2015). This interest in the well-
being of the body, community and culture 
in environmental struggles is described as 
‘the interconnectedness of all life and the 
relevance of power relations including gen-
der relations in decision making about the 
environment’ (Nirmal and Rocheleau, 2015).

Complementing this brief review on 
how FPE has evolved, the chapter now 
takes up four main concepts that are cur-
rently being explored in the FPE framework: 
place, glocality, sustainable livelihoods and 
gender equality, which also require review 
in order to understand their importance in 
the analysis of the case studies that follow.

Place

The feminist geographer Doreen Massey 
defines place as inevitably inflected by the 
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global (Massey, 1991). Understanding place 
as ‘meeting places’ of different cultures, 
knowledges and practices enables us to 
analyse place as fluid and changing where 
the lived, experienced, felt glocal realities 
co-constitute place and people as local 
 contexts are a manifestation of transna-
tional connectivity. As J.K. Gibson Graham 
suggests:

[p]lace is a site of becoming and the ground 
of a global economic politics of local 
transformations . . . [and the] possibility of 
understanding local economies as places 
with highly specific economic identities 
and capacities rather than simply as nodes 
in a global capitalist system.

(Gibson-Graham, 2007, p. 39)

J.K. Gibson-Graham contributed to an FPE 
research project from 2000 to 2004 on 
‘Women and Politics of Place’ (WPP) 
( Harcourt and Escobar, 2005) that examined 
how women enter into political struggles 
through different levels of place – around 
the body, home, local environs and commu-
nity. WPP aims to analyse the interrelations 
created in women’s struggles around diverse 
embodiments, diverse ecologies and diverse 
economies (Escobar and Harcourt, 2005). 
The WPP work has led to several case 
 studies that have examined women’s role 
in place-based struggles in defending the 
safety and well-being of their community 
and environment (Florez et al., 2016; Gloss, 
2016). These and other scholars have looked 
at how struggles in different places have 
been linked through networks in what has 
been identified as ‘place-based globalism’ 
(Osterweil, 2005). These struggles are for 
the right to live and work in a healthy envi-
ronment and the right to take responsibility 
to protect ecologies, livelihoods and natural 
resources from overuse, extraction and 
destruction. In these struggles ‘in place’, 
women experience how global forces of 
neoliberal capitalism are deeply impacting 
their lives. The WPP research focuses on 
describing and analysing how gendered 
political struggles against neoliberal global 
capital are anchored in the bodies, environ-
ments and economies of communities. The 
focus of the research has been on rural wom-
en’s (and indigenous women’s) political 

organizing in marginalized, economically 
poor, neocolonial ‘developing’ nations in 
the global South. Although there are diverse 
impacts specific to place, there are also 
larger global processes that connect women 
through their shared connections and polit-
ical actions. WPP has looked at how these 
women’s diverse struggles are connected in 
ways that allow rural women to challenge 
interventionist development discourses and 
practice. Working with the women’s move-
ments it looks at how to re-imagine and 
 connect different forms of lifeworlds within 
and outside hegemonic neoliberal capital-
ism (Gibson-Graham, 2006).

Glocality

The term ‘glocality’ emerged in the WPP 
project to describe how the global and local 
co-constitute each other as women act ‘in 
place’ to protect and conserve, enhance and 
modify livelihoods and create connections 
with other places (Dirlik, 1998). Glocality 
helps to describe a lived feminist political 
ecology as rural women live through 
changes in agriculture practices that impact 
on their livelihoods not in isolation but con-
nected to other environments and places. A 
glocality is formed by networks of relations 
among rural women’s groups in their own 
place and environment that, via different 
interlocutors, stretch connections to other 
women’s groups and places. The term 
‘interlocutor’ is used here to describe the 
individuals or ‘actants’ who address social 
dilemmas via ‘networked relationships’ in 
transnational social movement advocacy 
groups (Fowler, 2016, p. 53).

Loosely speaking, the glocal network-
ing by women working on gender and live-
lihood issues in the context of development 
processes builds on the webs of connection 
that have been formed since the 1992 
Rio Conference. These connections can be 
traced in the monographs and edited collec-
tions on women local and global organizing 
in environmental  politics (Braidotti et al., 
1993; Seager, 1993;  Harcourt, 1994, 2012; 
Basu, 1995; Wanyeki, 2003; Ricciutell et al., 
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2004; Desai, 2009; Dankelman, 2011). They 
are also evident in the ‘grey literature’ of the 
background documents and reports that 
make up official United Nations (UN) policy 
documents (UNEP, 2008; FAO, 2011; UN, 
2015).

Sustainable livelihoods

The term ‘sustainable livelihoods’ also has 
a history in the FPE research via debates 
on mainstream sustainable development 
policy (Dankelman, 2011; Krishna, 2012b). 
Sustainable livelihoods has seen many 
 permeations since the 1970s (Kothari and 
Harcourt, 2004).1 Sustainable livelihoods 
has been an important concept for FPE 
because it takes a community- and people-
centred approach to environment and 
resource management and the economy. 
Sustainable livelihoods views environmen-
tal concerns from a political perspective 
with a focus on the lives and resources of 
rural and marginal urban people, perceived 
as the poor and vulnerable objects of 
 development programmes. In the 1990s it 
emerged both as a framework of analysis 
and an advocacy strategy by researchers, 
UN agencies and NGOs.2 Sustainable liveli-
hoods aimed to counter the mainstream sus-
tainable development focus on economic 
growth with a focus on the participation of 
people and communities in their own eco-
nomic and environmental management. 
Robert Chambers, a world-renowned cham-
pion of both sustainable livelihoods and 
participatory development, defined live-
lihoods as, ‘the means of gaining a 
 living, including tangible assets (resources 
and stores), intangible assets (claims 
and access), and livelihood capabilities’ 
( Chambers and Conway, 1991, p. 5). What 
FPE adds to this definition is that sustain-
able livelihoods is also concerned with 
 gendered knowledge, power and politics, 
engaging with women’s and men’s local 
knowledges in order to understand and 
 support community coping strategies in the 
face of ‘the violence of development’ 
(Kothari and Harcourt, 2004).

Gender equality

As stated above, gender is central to FPE as 
a social category that informs and shapes 
societal and relations in nature. Men and 
women have different ‘experiences of, 
responsibilities for, and interests in “nature” 
and environments’ which ‘vary by culture, 
class, race, and place and are subject to 
individual and social change’ (Rocheleau 
et al., 1996, p. 3). Gender relations deter-
mine the different productive and repro-
ductive tasks and responsibilities between 
men and women and their different knowl-
edges of nature and cultural relations.

In the 1990s and 2000s as FPE was 
developing analytically in policy, gender 
equality and women’s empowerment 
became the central strategic approach to 
development and environment policy 
 concerned with gender equality. Gender 
equality and women’s empowerment was 
enshrined in the Beijing Fourth World Con-
ference on Women in 1995. For the last 20 
years the Beijing Declaration and Platform 
for Action of 1995 is seen as ‘the current 
source of guidance and inspiration to real-
ize gender equality and the human rights of 
women and girls, everywhere’ (UN Women, 
2015a).3 In this post-Beijing era, gender and 
development policy examines how gender 
power relations affect men and women 
 differently and determines who does what 
and how resources are allocated (Cornwall, 
2007). The World Development Report 
2008: Agriculture for Development (World 
Bank, 2008) recognizes the importance of 
women’s role and the problems of gender 
inequality in agricultural practice and 
 policy (Rao, 2012; Tsikata and Awetori 
Yaro, 2014; Verma, 2014). The UN report on 
sustainability states that, ‘policies should 
ensure women’s effective participation in 
and equal benefit from sustainable 
 development projects and actively address 
entrenched discriminatory stereotypes and 
inequalities’ (UN Women, 2015b, p. 29).

In academic research, the analysis of 
gender power relations has intersected with 
sustainable livelihoods through the analysis 
of gendered decision making in family and 
communities, as well as looking directly at 
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power and conflict around sustainable 
 livelihoods. The Indian economist Bina 
 Agarwal (2003) has looked at how gender 
power relations inform the struggle of men 
and women to sustain ecologically viable 
livelihoods and community well-being. 
Agarwal’s studies of rural women’s gender 
power struggles in India illustrate how 
environmental rights and justice are deeply 
enmeshed in and determined by gender 
relations.

These four concepts – glocality, place, sus-
tainable livelihoods and gender equality – 
help us to analyse how rural women have 
been engaged in different actions to protect 
their community’s rights through women’s 
organizations engaged in political struggles 
over ecological health, landscapes and 
 livelihoods, and environmental decision 
making across the planet.

Methodology

The main methodological approach of the 
chapter is to use the FPE conceptual frame-
work reviewed above to explore rural 
 women’s organizing in three geographical 
contexts: India, Tanzania and Italy. These 
examples have been selected from a multi-
country study on women’s community 
organizing on environmental politics at the 
International Institute of Social Studies 
(ISS) of Erasmus University in The Hague.4 
The study is researching women’s commu-
nity organizing in local and global arenas in 
order to map out different facets of environ-
mental politics from a gender perspective, 
looking at the knowledge and power rela-
tions that determine women’s access to and 
control over environmental resources.

This chapter uses an FPE framework in 
order to explore four questions:

1. How are glocalities being formed by 
women’s groups connecting within and 
across environments and across places and 
scales?
2. How do the interlocutors (researchers 
who are recording and supporting rural 
women’s responses and political organizing 

to changes of traditional resource manage-
ment, ecosystems, rural community  cultures 
and landscapes) make these connections 
across place and scale via ‘networked 
 relationships’ linking community groups to 
transnational social movements and NGO 
advocacy groups?
3. What does a lived feminist political 
ecology approach reveal about the emo-
tional and affective relations of communi-
ties with their environments?
4. How do these women’s experiences 
and engagement in glocal political actions 
feed into dominant development discourses 
and practice around gender and the 
environment?

The research uses feminist standpoint and 
feminist participatory action research meth-
odology. Feminist standpoint theory exam-
ines the experiences of women as a way 
to understand knowledge production and 
power relations, beginning with the lives of 
women on the margins of political and eco-
nomic power. Such research describes and 
analyses the effects of power on women’s 
understanding, emotions and lived experi-
ence of the environment while at the same 
time advocating ways for change. Feminist 
participatory action research aims to do 
research that in itself is taking action to 
improve the situation being studied. Like 
feminist standpoint theory, it reflects on the 
nature of knowledge and power and sees 
experience as a legitimate form of knowl-
edge that can lead to new practices and 
 create possibilities for social change. The 
interlocutors who undertake the research 
live and work with the local women’s com-
munity organizations and are engaging in 
the research as part of their political engage-
ment and commitment to the community. 
Their role as interlocutor contains power 
and influence as they are themselves 
engaged in struggles for social, gender and 
ecological justice. The narratives that are 
analysed in this chapter focus on processes 
that are aiming to produce societally rele-
vant research that supports local communi-
ties’ partners and feeds directly into policy 
debates around gender equality and sustain-
able development.
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Research Findings: Three Case Studies

Gender and sustainable livelihoods in 
rural India

The first study is on the impact of the 
 liberalization of the Indian economy on 
women’s livelihoods in north-eastern and 
central India and the change in traditional 
resource management systems and prac-
tices (Krishna, 2012b, 2015). Feminist 
scholars have pointed to the increasing fem-
inization of agriculture (Srivastava and 
Srivastava, 2010). A case study by Sumi 
Krishna describes how:

Iniquitous resource exploitation . . . geared 
for speedy growth and productivity, have 
encouraged private and corporate exploita-
tion of natural resources, with minerals and 
water now being the most contentious. The 
brunt of this is borne by women because of 
the patriarchal division of labour and 
responsibilities related to family 
provisioning.

(Krishna, 2012b, p. 137)

In her research she documents how women 
in Apatani villages in Arunachal Pradesh 
have responded to these developments 
by searching for livelihood alternatives 
through collective self-organizing. The goal 
of her study is to recognize how these ‘side-
streams’ connect and shape the ‘wider 
socio-political and cultural contexts’ of 
rural economies (Krishna, 2012b, p. 126).

The study looks at how grassroots 
women’s groups, whose livelihoods have 
been threatened by economic change, are 
supported by women’s NGOs to form small 
community collectives that connect differ-
ent rural villages, and then to state-wide 
 initiatives. Among the examples in the 
study are women in forest-dwelling com-
munities who breed indigenous Aseel poul-
try. With the support of ANTHRA, an NGO 
of women veterinarians, the rural women 
work together to rebuild their livelihoods 
in a collective, Tholakari Adivasi Mahila 
Vedika, that links women in 80 villages. 
The activities not only create new markets 
in which to sell the poultry but also impor-
tantly give value to the women’s knowledge 
of handling chickens and established the 

possibility for the women to give support to 
one another, as, in the process of organizing 
the collectives, the women leave their 
homes and villages, forming new networks 
of care and support. According to Krishna, 
these activities have shifted gender power 
relations in the home with an increase in 
women’s own sense of self-worth and deci-
sion-making capacity with the men in the 
family and community. Being able to work 
collectively and to move from village to vil-
lage has created a wider community of sup-
port that challenges traditional patriarchal 
attitudes towards women.

Another example is the rural Jhansirani 
Women’s Self Help Group, aided by the M S 
Swaminathan Research Foundation, that 
supports grassroots women’s groups to form 
new bio-enterprises (such as paper making) 
that allow village women to take the lead in 
the enterprise and benefit both from the 
money raised and again from the connec-
tions with other women, as well as self-
value in their capabilities. What is important 
in the organizing of these collective net-
works is not so much the economic gain but 
the ability to tackle ‘the socio-cultural prac-
tices and gender ideologies that restrict 
women’s autonomy, mobility and capacity 
to participate in decisions’ that enables an 
‘unravelling of the gendered structure of 
patriarchal attitudes and institutions’ 
(Krishna, 2012b, p. 138).

The responses of the women’s commu-
nities to major economic changes reveal a 
layered nature of glocal organizing. It is 
through interlocutors such as the NGOs that 
the lives of the rural women are changing. 
Through participatory action research by 
people like Krishna, the lives of these rural 
women become known and linked into 
other collective struggles in the social 
 justice movement in India and further 
afield.5

A second very different example of 
 glocal networking in India is the NGO 
 Navdanya. Navdanya means ‘nine crops’, 
symbolizing biological and cultural diver-
sity and the seeds as commons. The NGO 
was founded in 1984 by the Indian activist 
and eco-feminist Vandana Shiva. The NGO 
promotes biodiversity and organic farming 
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and seed saving in order to protect 
 biological and cultural diversity. As well 
as creating community seed banks across 
the country, Navdanya centres provide 
training for women (and men) farmers in 
sustainable agriculture along with direct 
marketing and fair trade organic network. 
Its main learning centre for biodiversity 
conversation and organic farming run by 
local women farmers is in Uttranchal in 
North India.6

As in the earlier study by Krishna, 
Navadanya connects women’s grassroots 
groups horizontally within the same geo-
graphic context. In addition, Navadanya 
works on a national and global scale. It is 
linked to several global networks via the 
‘diverse women for diversity’ network 
(known at the local level as Mahila Anna 
Swaraj (Women’s Food Sovereignty)). In 
these connections the productive and repro-
ductive work of peasant Indian women 
farmers is linked to the social movement 
Earth Democracy and other groups such as 
La Via Campesina (see below).

For the last 30 years Vandana Shiva 
has engaged in environmental politics as a 
writer and as an activist and interlocutor at 
the global level. Shiva and those who work 
with her have done pioneering advocacy 
work on biodiversity, food sovereignty, 
seeds and farmers’ rights in UN interna-
tional meetings, expanding glocal connec-
tions among rural communities. There are 
many examples of how such glocalities 
have been able to intervene in UN debates. 
For example, in 2013, Shiva along with 
other activists brought the issue of wom-
en’s food sovereignty to the UN Conference 
on Nutrition. Illustrating her argument 
from her knowledge of the lives of rural 
women farmers in India, Shiva argued that 
nutrition has deep implications on peo-
ple’s rights, livelihoods and health. The 
outcome of the debates was the ‘CSO 
Vision Statement on Nutrition’ which pro-
posed a vision of rural sustainable liveli-
hoods based on small-scale and family 
food production systems – food sover-
eignty, women’s empowerment, biodiver-
sity, ecological principles and economic 
self-sufficiency.7

Women mobilizing for sustainable 
community livelihoods in Tanzania

The second case study is the Tanzania 
 Gender Networking Programme (TGNP), 
one of the earliest feminist networks in Tan-
zania (Mbilinyi, 2015).8 Since the 1990s, it 
has brought together academics and activ-
ists who have questioned the inequality of 
gender and economic relations of neoliberal 
capitalism as experienced in Tanzania’s 
transition from a socialist economy. Majorie 
Mbilinyi, one of the founders and activists 
of the TGNP, has written about the glocal 
organizing of the TGNP for over two decades 
(Mbilinyi, 2015). She describes how TGNP 
actively participated in the Fourth World 
Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. 
In following up the government promises, 
TGNP saw that there was little space for 
small-scale women farmers in Tanzania’s 
post-Beijing gender and development pro-
grammes. Mbilinyi explains that TNGP 
decided to develop with rural women farm-
ers a transformative and locally grounded 
set of activities. The Network worked with 
rural women’s grassroots organizations in 
order to create exchange programmes 
among rural women’s self-organized collec-
tives. They shared their activities and 
 analysis beyond Tanzania to other African 
women’s groups through the quarterly 
newsletter, Ulingo wa Jinsia, published in 
English and Kiswahili. The Network spon-
sored a ‘transformative feminist movement 
building study’ in 2008, leading to a 
 campaign for ‘economic justice: making 
resources work for marginalized women’ 
based on a series of workshops held in rural 
communities across Tanzania (Mbilinyi, 
2015, p. 511).

The TGNP facilitated political and eco-
nomic literacy workshops that provided the 
space for rural women to vocalize their 
experiences of gender inequality, social 
oppression and economic hardship. In the 
workshop dialogues the knowledge of the 
everyday lives and vision for grassroots 
women’s future is merged with that of 
TNGP interlocutors. The participatory 
methodology used by the TNGP facilitators 
is for the rural women to assess their own 
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situations using animation tools that sup-
port the women’s critical assessment of the 
conditions determining their livelihoods. 
From this analysis, the workshops under-
take problem-solving exercises set by the 
participants. One of the most powerful 
tools, according to Mbilinyi, is the use of a 
pictorial code based on rural women’s anal-
ysis of their dreams, what they see as the 
root causes and what actions they imagine 
in order to overcome them. This process of 
participative creative listening led to the 
exposure of different problems ranging from 
land grabbing/investment to the high level 
of corruption and incompetence among 
government workers. Another powerful 
tool is visits and exchanges of different 
rural women’s groups, connecting women 
at the ward and village level across the 
country.9 Such glocal networking based 
on the knowledge of grassroots women 
and horizontal networking and movement 
building is upscaled to national and conti-
nental-wide campaigns that challenge state 
and agro-industry land grabbing as well 
as international NGOs, donor governments 
and UN organizations. Mbilinyi operates as 
an interlocutor in this process, connecting 
the work of TNGP with various donors (e.g. 
Oxfam, UK Department for International 
Development) and UN processes at the 
Food and Agriculture Organization of the 
United Nations and UN Women.10

Women’s place-based global struggles for 
food sovereignty in Italy

The last case study is on different move-
ments for food sovereignty in Italy. The 
global Slow Food movement was founded 
in Rome in 1986 to protest at the opening of 
an outlet of the international fast-food 
chain, McDonald’s, in Rome. Slow Food 
is now an international association and 
describes itself as ‘a global, grassroots orga-
nization with supporters in 150 countries 
around the world who are linking the plea-
sure of good food with a commitment to 
their community and the environment’.11 It 
is a quintessential glocal network which 

connects local knowledge with this broader 
networking in order to ‘counter the rise of 
fast food and fast life, the disappearance of 
local food traditions and people’s dwin-
dling interest in the food they eat, where it 
comes from, how it tastes and how our food 
choices affect the rest of the world’.12

Slow Food aims to connect producers 
with socially invested consumers. The 
political aim of Slow Food is to protect and 
support small producers, and to link them 
with those who are making decisions high 
up in the food production chain – the con-
sumers, educational institutions, chefs and 
cooks, and agricultural research institu-
tions.13 Glocal networking includes bring-
ing people from around the world to Turin, 
Italy, in a biannual global meeting Terra 
Madre (Mother Earth) that since 2004 has 
brought together the slow food network of 
food communities and producers. Since 
2007 there are now regional Terra Madre 
meetings in Ireland, Tanzania, Brazil, 
Spain, Argentina, South Korea, Armenia, 
Russia and Japan. The aim is to assist local 
farmers and ‘farming families’ by creating a 
network of self-sufficient local economies, 
connecting local producers and consumers 
through this glocal network. Many women 
are part of the local associations of Terra 
Madre and Slow Food, where women’s role 
in family life rather than women’s empow-
erment and gender equality is promoted by 
the movements’ activities (Counihan, 2014).

La Via Campesina is another global 
 network that is mobilizing the resistance to 
a global bioeconomy. La Via Campesina is 
made up of 164 local and national organiza-
tions in 73 countries from Africa, Asia, 
Europe and the Americas. It claims to repre-
sent 200 million farmers (Shawki, 2014). A 
group of farmers’ representatives – women 
and men – founded La Via Campesina in 
1993 in Mons, Belgium when agricultural 
policies and agribusiness were becoming 
globalized and small farmers needed to 
develop and struggle for a common vision.14 
La Via Campesina brings together peasant 
and indigenous movements in the struggle 
for territorial recognition and rights, 
addressing inequities in access, ownership 
and control of resources. Its statements call 
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for food sovereignty, or the right of self-
determination of local communities to pro-
duce their own food in their own territory 
and to govern, manage and care for their 
ecosystems and natural wealth. La Via 
Campesina is an important example of a 
network that recognizes women’s agency 
and the need for rural women to advance 
their economic, cultural and social claims to 
equality. In its activities, La Via  Campesina 
has promoted a ‘female peasant’ political 
identity linked to land, food production and 
the defence of food sovereignty in opposi-
tion to the current agribusiness model. The 
political ecological struggle of women is 
situated on two levels: defending their 
rights as women within organizations and 
society in general; and the struggle as peas-
ant women, together with their colleagues, 
against the neoliberal model of agriculture.

The women of La Via Campesina see 
their politics also as cultural when they ask 
for a revalorization of their traditional 
 wisdom regarding the production of food, 
the selection and management of seeds, the 
breeding of animals, and the care of the 
earth and nature. In a highly symbolical 
 gesture at La Via Campesina events, women 
perform the opening mística – a ceremonial 
act that recognizes peasant and indigenous 
values and ideals, seen as nourishing the 
spirit of struggle. The preparation of the 
mística is the tangible expression of peasant 
culture and represents a challenge to and 
defiance of the modern economic systems 
that oppress and marginalize such 
traditions.

La Via Campesina in Italy is an exam-
ple of how glocal networking links small 
farmer and rural communities throughout 
regions in Italy, Europe and globally. One of 
the local rural communities in Lazio, Italy 
connected to La Via Campesina is Punti di 
Vista (PdiV), a small community-based 
organization based in Bolsena.15 Founded 
in 1992, PdiV runs training sessions and 
workshops on local and global environmen-
tal issues in consumption and ecologically 
responsible waste reduction and manage-
ment; gender and globalization; and sus-
tainable local economies. The organization 
engages with the local La Via Campesina 

group in nearby Orvieto as well as with 
international, European and national orga-
nizations engaged in food, agriculture, 
social justice and gender issues.

PdiV connects family-run enterprises, 
such as goat herders, beekeepers and sheep 
cheese producers, many of whom came to 
the area in the 1990s with a vision of 
 sustainable farming practices and a health-
ier, better quality of life for their families. 
PdiV represents a new generation of Italian 
women who, with their partners, are 
 challenging agribusiness and globalization 
 processes in their aim to reconnect to nature 
and find clean spaces for themselves 
and their children. PdiV runs a campaign 
around organic soap in an effort to halt 
environmental degradation around Bolsena, 
where waste and chemicals from agricul-
tural production over the years are poison-
ing the lake and, more recently, soils added 
to the lake area to allow for new housing for 
tourists have changed the watershed.

The connection to La Via Campesina is 
important in the vision of new values in 
agricultural life reflecting on degrowth and 
alternative lifestyles based on environmen-
tal politics that put care for the Earth ahead 
of economic gain. The members of PdiV see 
connecting to other rural communities as 
important in the search for less-extractive 
forms of agricultural and consumer life-
styles in Italy and the broader human 
responsibility for the global commons.

Discussion

The contours of rural women’s glocal 
networking

The case studies show how, through glocal 
networking among very different contexts, 
rural women’s groups are connected within 
and across environments and across places 
and scales. The examples illustrate how 
local conditions are informed by global 
impacts but not in a simple top-down resis-
tance of authority, governmental or indus-
trial power. Rather there is a co-constituting 
of the global and the local in these glocal 
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resistances. The organizing of the women at 
local levels is not only about sustainable 
livelihood strategies for economic survival, 
but also about finding opportunities to 
change social, environmental and cultural 
relations. The responses of the village 
women in north-eastern and central India in 
the case study by Krishna show how liveli-
hood strategies were able to shift traditional 
patriarchal practices that confined women 
to their homes and created networks that 
could benefit the women and also link to 
advocacy for change at a state political 
level. The detailed studies of village women 
provided evidence on the impact of agricul-
tural policies and how the lives of rural 
women need to be taken into account for 
sustainable livelihoods and state develop-
ment. On another scale, glocal networks 
that are formed around Navdanya link the 
knowledge of organic farming by local 
women farmers in rural Uttranchal to 
global-level campaigns, knowledge sharing 
and advocacy on biodiversity. La Via 
Campesina operates as a huge glocality that 
links the work of peasant farmers around 
the world as the global interaction of flows 
of information support local mobilizing. 
The example of Italy shows how both La Via 
Campesina and the Slow Food campaign 
begun in Rome are part of these glocal 
changes feeding into changes around envi-
ronmental and gendered knowledge within 
it. Such glocal networking for food sover-
eignty has contributed to changes in high-
level food consumption in restaurants 
around the world as well as promoting 
alternative agricultural practices such as 
permaculture and organic food production 
to counter water pollution. The case of 
 Tanzania is an illustration of how a highly 
political glocal networking process over 
time has linked grassroots women’s  survival 
strategies to national and continental-wide 
campaigns to end state and agro-industry 
land grabbing via national and international 
NGOs, which use the stories of the rural 
women to inform policy demands at gov-
ernment and UN level.

These examples represent just a few of 
the many nodes of rural women’s organiz-
ing that, in a meshwork of connections, 

creates a strong glocal political presence in 
the sustainable development discourse. 
From an FPE perspective they show how 
place-based organizing cannot be confined 
or explained by looking only at the local 
environmental, political and social context. 
The larger global context in which groups 
are operating also informs and shapes the 
local conditions. As the diverse stories 
travel from place to place they make visible 
connections of rural women’s lives to  policy 
changes in both planned but also incidental 
ways.

The role of interlocutors

Key to the process of connections and there-
fore possibilities for change is the role of 
the interlocutor. Interlocutors are part of the 
landscape of change, who, as in the exam-
ples given here, deliberately undertake 
research with the women in order to bring 
about action. The interlocutors play an 
important role in recording and writing 
about the knowledge of the environment, 
the production of place and the lives of 
rural women. In adopting participatory 
action research methods, the interlocutors 
foster the pathways through which rural 
women’s responses to changes of traditional 
resource management, ecosystems, rural 
community cultures and landscapes can be 
noted and acted upon.

The role and responsibility as well as 
the research ethics of the interlocutors are 
constantly under scrutiny, particularly if 
they are outsiders and when, as can often 
happen, it is the interlocutor rather than the 
rural women’s group who is recognized or 
rewarded. In the case studies discussed 
here, the interlocutors are consciously mak-
ing connections across place and scale via 
‘networked relationships’ linking commu-
nity groups to transnational social move-
ments and NGO advocacy groups. Vandana 
Shiva stands out as a the most well-known 
example of an interlocutor who has person-
ally connected many rural women’s groups, 
campaigns and advocacy concerns in inter-
national multilateral settings as well as in 
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transnational social movement fora and 
 academic meetings. Her writings, digital 
presence on social media and speeches in 
international arenas have championed visi-
ble rural women’s livelihoods, struggles 
and concerns. Similarly, Majorie Mbilinyi 
has written widely and engaged in many 
policy debates on gender power relations in 
industrial agricultural policy and in partic-
ular the recent land grabs (Leach, 2015). 
FPE recognizes the role of these interlocu-
tors as part of the knowledge–power nexus 
that is informing our understanding not 
only of gender and environment practices, 
but also of how power operates through 
writings and advocacy and personal com-
mitments to change. The work of these 
interlocutors is not only descriptive but also 
makes visible the power relations in gen-
dered political ecological struggles of which 
the interlocutors are also embedded.

A lived feminist political ecology

As explained above, the concept of lived 
FPE aims to draw attention to processes that 
are often not commented upon in research 
and politics. By naming the role of inter-
locutors, the importance of networking, the 
personal commitments, the way research 
informs policy and is about action, FPE sees 
the researcher as closely connected to the 
political struggles being described. FPE sees 
the research process itself as part of the 
lived and emotional responses to the strug-
gles, resistance and resilience of rural 
women who are often perceived as living in 
marginal or out-of-the-way places. It brings 
to the centre the knowledge and practices of 
women which are often not recognized as 
political. For example, analysing the mística 
ceremony of La Via Campesina as important 
to the political identity of the organization, 
helping to build community and redefining 
political behaviour takes into account the 
gendered role of women as spiritual leaders. 
Political research could well not notice or 
dismiss such practices as ornamental or 
irrelevant to the real power plays. Such per-
formative practices are important in gender 

power relations and are part of the emo-
tional and affective relations of communi-
ties with their environments. The use of art 
and theatre performances of the Tanzanian 
women’s groups acknowledges and works 
with the emotions they feel at the changes 
in their lives. Recognizing the rural wom-
en’s analysis of their dreams and what they 
see as the barriers, helps to create strategic 
knowledge that combined with the knowl-
edge and connections of the leaders of the 
TGNP can build a stronger resistance and 
possibilities of change for the rural women. 
This is not to romanticize either la mística 
or the difficulties of change for rural women; 
rather it is to acknowledge these types of 
performances and emotions as part of the 
process of change. Lived FPE can also be 
seen in the creation of Terra Madre as a 
 celebration of slow food at a multicultural 
and transnational level that connects many 
different lives in an emotional appeal to the 
Earth as mother and the need for recogni-
tion of place-based indigenous knowledge 
in the production of a fair food culture. 
Such a celebrated well-funded event does 
suggest some troubling questions around 
the power differentials among the people 
participating and who ultimately benefits. 
But it also illustrates how emotions and 
 celebrations around food and indigenous 
cultures inform the lived politics of food 
sovereignty and how, in the face of fast 
food, such events raise awareness of the 
importance of preserving diverse food cul-
tures where rural women are playing an 
increasingly visible part.

Connecting to dominant development 
discourses

The glocal networking of Vandana Shiva 
around biodiversity, Slow Food events and 
the food sovereignty campaigns of La Via 
Campesina are all ways in which glocalities 
are operating to connect rural women’s 
experiences into development policies on 
gender and the environment. Such popular 
events, known through traditional and 
increasingly social media (websites, blogs, 
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Twitter, Facebook, etc.), feed into policy 
debates. Research such as the case studies 
discussed here, along with the so-called 
grey literature by NGOs, provide the analy-
sis and knowledge taken up by government 
officials who are engaged in the policy 
debates around gender and environment. 
In addition, there are the professional 
 channels where scholars are invited to give 
advice in expert panels, write background 
papers for UN reports and present at social 
movement discussions. These knowledge 
production processes at the popular, aca-
demic and policy levels are how narratives 
from the sidestreams merge into main-
stream environment and development prac-
tice. The work of FPE is done in these 
different exchanges of information – in aca-
demic hallways, in UN and government 
rooms, in NGO events, in social movement 
campaigns and marches. These activities 
have become so much a part of broader 
political knowledge production that they 
are normalized and as a result not scruti-
nized enough as pathways for influencing 
and changing dominant discourses. These 
changes and influences are hard to measure 
directly, but the recognition of gender 
power relations and rural women’s lives 
and the work in the current discourse on 
SDGs indicate that shifts have occurred.

Conclusion

Glocal networking for gender equality and 
sustainable livelihoods, then, is part of the 
gender and environment debate informing 
the SDGs launched in September 2015 (UN 
Women, 2015a). The huge question remains 
about how these sidestreams via these  glocal 
networks will ultimately transform gender 
inequalities and sustain livelihoods. As the 
above suggests, there are no clear rules by 
which rural women’s networks and inter-
locutors engage in policy arenas, or how 
promises made by the state are carried out. 
To be blunt, just pointing out there are 
unsustainable production and consumption 
patterns, unfair agricultural and trade 
 agreements, gender-blind and unjust policy 

is not enough for change to come about. The 
current policy approach of eco-economic 
management, based on a commodification of 
nature and geopolitical inequalities, North 
and South, does not seem a likely a space for 
alternatives to flourish and regenerate emerg-
ing diverse place-based practices of rural 
women’s cooperatives and organizations.

Nevertheless, after many rounds of con-
sultations with members of governments, 
academia and civil society, the SDGs recog-
nize the need to ‘investigate the structural 
causes of poverty and inequality challeng-
ing the neoliberal economic model’ 
( Easterly, 2015; McCloskey, 2015). They 
also speak of the need for a fair, sustainable 
economy where gender equality is one of 
the 17 goals and part of the other economic, 
social and environmental targets of the 
remaining 16 goals (UN Women, 2015a). At 
least in terms of the agreements, the SDGs 
provide a global mandate for gender equal-
ity, sustainable livelihoods and social jus-
tice. What can glocal networking add to 
these discussions?

Glocal networking presents a different 
way of understanding how change happens 
compared with the evidence- and goals-
based SDGs. Glocal networking points to 
the connections across place and scales that 
build on people’s lives, emotions and needs 
that cannot easily be measured or captured 
in more rational and bureaucratic dis-
courses. Understanding the different ways 
glocalities are operating and mesh together 
requires continual attention to context and 
to connections that might not be able to 
be repeated in other places or be upscaled. 
This means there cannot be blueprints for 
sustaining livelihoods and gender equality, 
but there can be processes that set out to lis-
ten to and work with these different knowl-
edges and ensure that the sidestreams are in 
conversation with these mainstreams. The 
process around the SDGs is a step towards 
trying to recognize different knowledges 
and experiences, as the breadth of the 17 
goals suggests. The SDGs offer a particular 
political moment, but as the case studies in 
this chapter suggest, it is important to recog-
nize there are different forms of political 
networking that are not directly linked to 
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governance structures but are part of civic-
driven change that can interlink. These 
civic innovation processes are defining live-
lihoods, food sovereignty, changing gender 
power relations and environmental strate-
gies in small and large glocal events that do 
not always interweave with official pro-
cesses. Those steering the SDG process have 
to work out how best to recognize and learn 
from these sidestream events, which for 
many civil society groups are where their 
experiences, voices and knowledge are best 
heard. The role of the interlocutor is impor-
tant in this process as people who are able 
to move between different places translat-
ing across the borders of the UN, academia, 
social movements and community-based 
organizations. For example, the role of FPE 
interlocutor is evident in the World Survey 
on the Role of Women in Development 
2014: Gender Equality and Sustainable 
Development (UN Women, 2015b) which 
drew on feminist writers, researchers and 
activists in the preparation of the report. 
Even if all the conversations could be 
reflected in the restrictions required of a UN 
report, it does recognize the many different 
pathways to sustainable development for 
rural women.

This chapter captures only partially 
what glocal networking is being done 
around the broad themes of sustainable 
livelihoods and gender equality. It is writ-
ten as one of the many conversations that 
FPE is engaging in about how to bring 
about change where sidestreamed women’s 
knowledge is at the centre, not on the 
peripheries. It aims to suggest rather than 
empirically prove how these glocal net-
working practices are informing the main-
stream sustainable development policy. 
More detailed research is required that will 
involve deeper conversations based on 
 further engagement and experiences, ethno-
graphic studies undertaken over time and 
self-reflection. Such research will be able 
to map out more systematically the types 
of glocal processes that interweave rural 
 women’s organizations, glocal networking 
practices and political organizing to govern-
mental and UN environmental policies and 
agricultural practices.

Notes

1For an extensive description of the history of the 
term sustainable livelihoods, see Krishna (2012a).
2Agenda 21, the non-binding ‘Plan of Action’ of the 
Rio UNCED, first mentions sustainable livelihoods: 
‘While managing resources sustainably, an envi-
ronmental policy that focuses mainly on the con-
servation and protection of resources must take due 
account of those who depend on the resources for 
their livelihoods. Otherwise it could have an adverse 
impact both on poverty and on chances for long-
term success in resource and environmental conser-
vation’ (UNEP, 1992).
3Sustainable livelihoods was not a high priority in 
the Declaration although it is mentioned in relation 
to women and poverty and women and econom-
ics. Declaration Chapter A on ‘Women and poverty’ 
asks, in paragraph 60(g), for governments to ‘cre-
ate an enabling environment that allows women 
to build and maintain sustainable livelihoods’. In 
Chapter F on ‘Women and economics’, paragraph 
156 underlines the need for women ‘to achieve 
economic autonomy and to ensure sustainable live-
lihoods for themselves and their dependents’. In 
Chapter K on ‘Women and the environment’, article 
246 states: ‘Women have an essential role to play 
in the development of sustainable and ecologically 
sound  consumption and production patterns and 
approaches to natural resource management’ (UN 
Women, 2015a).
4As part of the ISS civic innovation research initiative 
is a network called ‘Women’s environmental global/
local organizing for community health and well-
being’ (WeGO). The Civic Innovation Research Ini-
tiative (CIRI) is one of the four research themes at the 
ISS exploring academic and activist concerns around 
citizenship struggles in relation to generational and 
gender equality, democratic rights, economic justice 
and sustainable development.
5See for example the study of Soma Kishore Par-
thasarathy (2012).
6See http://www.navdanya.org for more information 
(accessed 5 February 2016).
7See Shiva’s article and other discussions in Devel-
opment 57(2) special issue on Nutrition (http://link.
springer.com/journal/41301/57/2/page/1, accessed 
24 February 2017), produced in the lead-up to the 
Second International Conference on Nutrition, 
which explores the relationship between nutrition, 
food security and sustainable agriculture.
8For more information on TNGP, see http://www.
tgnp.org (accessed 23 February 2016).
9Tanzania is divided into regions, districts,  divisions, 
wards and then in rural areas into villages, see https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subdivisions_of_ Tanzania 
(accessed 23 February 2016).

http://www.navdanya.org
http://link.springer.com/journal/41301/57/2/page/1
http://link.springer.com/journal/41301/57/2/page/1
http://www.tgnp.org
http://www.tgnp.org
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subdivisions_of_Tanzania
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subdivisions_of_Tanzania
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10Information gathered from personal conversations 
and correspondence with TNGP (2010–2015).
11See http://www.slowfood.it (accessed 20 October 
2015).
12See the description of Slow Food International at http:// 
www.slowfood.com/ (accessed 20 October 2015).
13Slow Food’s motto is that ‘eating is an agricul-
tural act and producing is a gastronomic act’  

(http://www.slowfood.com/, accessed 20 October 
2015).
14http://viacampesina.org/en/index.php/ organisation-
m a i n m e n u - 4 4 / wh a t - i s - l a - v i a -  c a m p e s i n a -
mainmenu-45 (accessed 30 October 2015).
15The section on PdiV is based on the author’s three-
year study, the results of which are published in 
 Harcourt (2016).
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Introduction

Africa has been identified as ‘the region of 
female farming par excellence’ (Boserup, 
1970, p. 16) and it is estimated that more 
than 60% of all food produced on the conti-
nent is grown by women (Maman and Tate, 
2001, p. 127). A rich literature on gender 
and agriculture in Africa has documented 
women’s contributions to domestic food 
production, cash-cropping and informal 
marketing of foodstuffs, and many scholars 
have framed gender as a central category 
shaping hierarchies in production and 
reproduction. Comparatively less, however, 
has been written about gender and planta-
tions in Africa, with a few notable contribu-
tions forming a narrow literature (for 
example, Vaughan and Chipande, 1986; 
Konings, 1998, 2012; Norris and Worby, 
2012). Indeed, the global scholarship on 
gender and plantations is very small when 
compared with a more substantial literature 
on gender and labour in other sectors of 
production such as export manufacturing. 
Jain and Reddock’s (1998) edited collection 
on women plantation workers explores the 
ways in which gender relations, norms and 
the division of labour manifest differently 
in a variety of countries and historical 
 periods, and ethnographic contributions 
from Asia (such as Chatterjee, 2001; 
Gunewardena, 2010) provide rich descrip-
tions of the gendered nature of plantation 

labour in different cultural contexts. How-
ever, the need is great for nuanced empiri-
cal research focusing on the particularities 
of women’s and men’s experiences, and the 
gender dynamics between women and men 
in African contexts.

In Malawi, a country where 64% of the 
country’s labour force is engaged in agricul-
ture (NSO, 2014) – and where the planta-
tion system has dominated agriculture-led 
development policy throughout the colo-
nial period as well as the five decades since 
independence (Chirwa, 2004), the impor-
tance of understanding the impact of this 
economic model on rural gender relations is 
critical. Plantations are a powerful mecha-
nism through which the incursion of global 
capital into rural African contexts is 
 mobilized, and can bring about structural 
changes which strongly shape gender 
dynamics in plantation enclaves. The cur-
rent political climate in Malawi has encour-
aged such incursions, as, in recent years, 
the country has adopted a number of out-
ward-facing economic policies that encour-
age the expansion of its plantation sector1 
(Chinsinga et al., 2013, pp. 1066–1069; 
DFID, 2013; Patel et al., 2014). One such 
example of recent growth is that of Malawi’s 
sugar industry, where industry expansion 
through the establishment of new planta-
tions, cooperatives and outgrower schemes 
linking smallholders to sugar estates, as 
well as the enlargement of existing 
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plantations, has helped cement sugar as 
Malawi’s second most important export 
commodity after tobacco.2 The gender 
implications of sugar cultivation are enor-
mous, where production in Malawi draws 
on a predominantly male workforce, and 
thus understanding the gender implications 
of such expansion is important.

It is against this backdrop that this 
chapter addresses the following key ques-
tions: What is the impact of the commercial 
sugar production on rural gender relations 
in Malawi, both in the home and on the 
plantation? And, to what extent are the 
industry’s economic processes, structures 
and values articulated through gender? The 
chapter draws on ethnographic research 
undertaken on a Malawian sugar plantation 
at a site of recent industry expansion and 
traces the experiences of women and men 
drawn into plantation wage work, many for 
the first time. A gender and development 
approach is employed that considers the 
experiences of both women and men 
and how production shapes relationships 
between them, and the analysis is contextu-
alized with empirical and theoretical schol-
arship from within the fields of feminist 
economics and gender and development 
studies. First, the chapter provides an over-
view of the history of sugar production in 
Malawi, followed by a description of the 
methodology and selection of the field site. 
Next, an outline of the production of sugar 
and the ways in which labour is organized 
on a sugarcane plantation is provided. Then 
the discussion turns to the gender division 
of labour and how gender norms shape the 
sugar labour market in Malawi. Next, the 
chapter analyses the ways in which inclu-
sion in the plantation workforce impacts 
gender relations in the home, looking at 
changes to bargaining power, time alloca-
tion and the gender division of labour in 
worker households. Following this, atten-
tion turns to the ways in which gender 
 manifests in relationships of power between 
workers and management on the plantation. 
The changes experienced as workers move 
into the plantation workforce are analysed, 
the importance of patriarchal power in the 
control of labour is examined, and gendered 

forms of worker exploitation are identified. 
Ultimately the chapter concludes that plan-
tation agriculture has a differential impact 
on rural gender relations; challenging local 
gender norms and opening up opportunities 
for increased bargaining power in some 
instances, but also increasing women’s vul-
nerability and subordination vis-à-vis men 
by exposing them to new forms of patriar-
chal control.

Background and Context: The History of 
Sugar Production in Malawi

The history of Malawi is inextricably linked 
with the development of its plantation 
economy, as the production of cotton, 
 coffee, tobacco and tea formed the basis of 
early settler engagement in this former 
 British colony (McCracken, 2012). Capital-
ist penetration into pre-colonial subsistence 
and trading communities was the catalyst 
for the emergence of new patterns of labour, 
livelihoods and land tenure in the country 
(Mandala, 1990; McCracken, 2012). The 
competition of these early plantations with 
peasant agriculture – including rivalry for 
the land and labour to support each – led 
to the formation of three distinct sub- 
economies in Malawi: the plantation econ-
omy, the peasant cash-cropping economy 
and the labour reserve economy (Kydd and 
Christiansen, 1982, p. 356). These patterns 
of production shaped gender roles and gen-
der relations in rural communities, as plan-
tation work in Malawi was almost the total 
preserve of men (Vaughan, 1987, p. 128), 
and in some areas nearly 60% of able- 
bodied men were absent from home 
as migrant labourers (McCracken, 2012, 
p. 185). The legacy of this economic history 
can still be seen in Malawi to this day and 
agricultural policies have favoured planta-
tions throughout each decade in the 
 country’s lifespan, despite the majority of 
Malawians engaging in smallholder produc-
tion (Chirwa, 2004).

Sugar was introduced to Malawi rela-
tively late and was an artefact not of colo-
nialism, but of direct foreign investment by 
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a British multinational corporation at 
the time of independence (Amer and 
 MacGregor, 1966). The first sugar plantation 
and factory were established in Nchalo in 
the Chikwawa District in southern Malawi 
in 1965, with a second plantation and fac-
tory being built in Dwangwa in Nkhotakota 
District in central Malawi in 1976. Both 
sites were part of the Sugar Corporation of 
Malawi Ltd (Sucoma), owned by Lonrho, 
before being bought over by Illovo Sugar, 
Africa’s leading sugar producer. For years, 
these plantation sites and the outgrowers’ 
schemes which fed into them encapsulated 
almost the entire commercial sugar sector in 
Malawi. However, in recent years, industry 
expansion has seen the foundation of 
 several new sugar companies in Malawi, 
including the establishment of smaller 
plantations, cooperatives and outgrower 
schemes, as well as expansion of Illovo’s 
cane fields at both their Nchalo and 
Dwangwa sites (Chinsinga et al., 2013). 
Today, sugar is one of Malawi’s most lucra-
tive export crops and has overtaken tea to 
become Malawi’s second most important 
export commodity after tobacco (NSO, 
2012).

Despite the importance of sugar to 
Malawi’s economy, little attention has been 
given to Malawian sugar production by 
social scientists. Indeed, almost all scholar-
ship on plantation agriculture in Malawi, 
across any commodity, focuses on the colo-
nial period. Of these limited publications, 
very few have included gender as an impor-
tant consideration in their analysis and only 
a single publication addresses the experi-
ences of women plantation workers in 
Malawi (Vaughan and Chipande, 1986). The 
author’s own research represents the first 
academic analysis of gender and sugar pro-
duction in the country. However, planta-
tions in Malawi are deserving of much 
greater attention from gender scholars, not 
only because they remain an established 
economic model, but because the mode of 
production which relies on the labour of 
thousands of people who live and work in 
a way dictated by plantation management 
gives rise to particular social, economic and 
cultural conditions that strongly shape 

gender dynamics in plantation enclaves. 
Plantations are defined by a hierarchal, cen-
trally controlled, class-structured and most 
often male-dominated system of labour 
(Reddock and Jain, 1998, p. 4) and gender is 
an important factor in how labour is orga-
nized and controlled. Gender norms (which 
intersect with race, class, ethnicity, nation-
ality and age) still strongly shape the planta-
tion labour market to this day. The sugar 
industry in Malawi is an interesting case 
study for gender analysis because of the 
masculine mode of production involving 
the employment of a mostly male labour 
force, the hierarchal and ‘factory-like’ orga-
nization of labour within the plantation 
workforce, the unique context of the indus-
try as a mostly ‘tropical’ export commodity 
produced by developing countries3 and the 
significant implications for rural gender 
relations for workers and communities in 
sugar enclaves.

Methodology

This chapter draws on the author’s ethno-
graphic research conducted between Febru-
ary and April 2014 on a commercial sugar 
plantation in Malawi. The research included 
semi-structured interviews with 42 sugar 
workers, focus group discussions with 63 
community members, and semi-structured 
interviews with community representatives 
including four Village Headmen, one Tradi-
tional Authority, one Malawian MP, two 
representatives of the Direct Labour Office, 
and senior management of the sugar 
 company. Throughout, the research also 
involved non-participatory observation on 
and off the plantation site. The author’s 
vantage point on company premises and 
within neighbouring communities allowed 
the process of sugar production to be 
observed first-hand, as well as the behav-
iour of the workers in relation to their work, 
managers and each other. The choice of 
field site was influenced primarily by the 
ability to obtain permission to conduct 
research within company premises. How-
ever, the recent industry expansion at the 
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selected site afforded the perfect case study 
to analyse changes brought about for work-
ers and communities as a direct result of 
sugar production.

The research methodology employed a 
gender and development approach which 
moves beyond the study of women, or the 
study of gender, to conceptualize the study 
of gender relations – between and among 
women and men – to understand the gender 
dynamics that exist in the social and 
 economic structures, processes and values 
manifested in the commercial production of 
sugar in Malawi. Scholars note that the hall-
mark of a gender and development approach 
is that gender-aware conceptualization is 
built into the core of the analysis (Elson, 
1995, p. 11) in an effort to ‘build gender into 
the analysis of production rather than mak-
ing the position of women the central focus’ 
(Guyer, 2005, p. 110). A mix of women and 
men were selected as informants and the 
interaction between them was observed as 
part of the methodology; the position and 
experiences of both are considered through-
out the discussion in this chapter.

Interviews with sugar workers were 
staged in a sheltered resting area deep 
within the cane fields. Interviews were 
undertaken with company permission, 
 during working hours and without recourse 
to workers’ salaries. Despite the interviews 
being held on company ground, the 
 relatively secluded nature of the outdoor 
shelter facilitated a candid exchange. The 
workers interviewed were all field labourers 
working in the same position, for the same 
pay. The gender breakdown of informants 
was 26 men and 16 women, varying in age 
from 18 to 60 years. The gender ratio of 
informants was not reflective of the gender 
ratio of workers in the field, but rather a ran-
domized selection of workers available for 
interview on any given day, in accordance 
with their excusal from work for this pur-
pose. The company mediated the selection 
of sugar workers on a daily basis so as not to 
disrupt the highly integrated task system at 
work on the plantation. Despite the compa-
ny’s role in the selection process, no restric-
tions were experienced in speaking with 
key employees whom the author requested 

to interview. During the interviews, a 
detailed account was taken of people’s live-
lihood strategies and questions asked about 
the social and economic impacts of the 
sugar industry to individuals and commu-
nities, the impact of economic restructuring 
on patterns of land use, gender norms and 
expectations, the valuation of women’s and 
men’s work at home and in paid and unpaid 
labour, the felt experience of work, the com-
plexities of gendered power hierarchies in 
spaces of production, and the aspirations 
of workers and their families. In contrast 
to worker interviews, elite interviews took 
place off site, in the private homes and 
offices of the individuals concerned.

To capture the perspectives of those 
outside the plantation workforce, commu-
nity focus group discussions were orga-
nized in three different villages adjacent to 
the plantation. Groups were organized with 
permission from Village Headmen, all of 
whom extended the invitation to conduct 
the research in or directly outside their 
homes as the recognized meeting place for 
community discussions. While this com-
promised privacy, the author was warmly 
welcomed by the communities who partici-
pated actively. Each group was asked ques-
tions about the impact of sugar production 
in their area, local gender norms, gendered 
power at work and home, and the impact 
which work and income has on personal 
relationships and community standing. 
Sixty-three community members formally 
participated in nine different groups, com-
prising a total of 38 men and 25 women of 
various ages. However, given the semi- 
public location of the discussion groups, 
many more contributed in passing as they 
were called away to attend other responsi-
bilities, particularly women whose partici-
pation was sometimes interrupted by their 
role in preparing lunch for their families. 
Initially, groups were separated into men’s 
and women’s groups, but the participation 
in passing of additional individuals led to 
the adoption of mixed groups for the 
remaining five discussions. It was pleasing 
that the mixed groups were the most suc-
cessful, and methodologically consistent 
with a gender and development approach 
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that allowed gender relations between par-
ticipants to be analysed as they spoke.

The work was supported throughout by 
a female research assistant who helped with 
translation. The choice was made not to 
record the interviews, and instead utilize 
the gaps in between translation to allow 
enough time to take detailed notes and cap-
ture quotes verbatim. Where the informant 
was comfortable using English, the inter-
views could be conducted without the help 
of the assistant. The author’s positionality 
was positively affected by the pairing: 
where the assistant’s elevated position as an 
older educated woman helped when speak-
ing with senior officials, our gender as 
women and the author’s younger age made 
interaction with younger female informants 
possible, particularly when discussing sen-
sitive topics. Although an outsider to the 
community, the author was able to draw 
on pre-existing knowledge of the local 
 language, customs and dress garnered from 
previous fieldwork in order to demonstrate 
respect in presentation and demeanour, 
which were felt to aid rapport. Further, the 
author’s residence in a neighbouring village 
as well as basic use of the local rather than 
national language was a talking point met 
with positive affirmation. The assistant’s 
position as a member of a neighbouring but 
unconnected village was an advantage as 
her perceived neutrality, but also inclusion 
in the wider community, helped gain trust 
and access to key informants. This position-
ality was particularly relevant during this 
research because it expedited the quality 
and quantity of interviews in an otherwise 
short space of time.

Research Findings

The production of sugar

Most of the employment generated by a 
 sugarcane plantation happens in the field 
and thousands of workers may be employed 
at a single site. The level of mechanization 
in the field varies across global contexts 
(Frank, 1965; Coote, 1987; Abbott, 1990; 

Haraksingh, 1988; Bosma and Knight, 2004; 
Gunewardena, 2010); however, in Malawi, 
production is organized not through the use 
of technology, but rather a carefully inte-
grated task system that exploits the most 
efficient use of workers’ manual labour. 
Workers are assigned a regimented task of 
clearing, planting, weeding, fertilizing or 
cutting which they perform using simple 
hand tools such as hoes and machetes; 
much in the way that sugarcane has been 
cultivated for hundreds of years (Dunn, 
1972). Labour is organized according to the 
principles of discipline, time management 
and specialization, and task work is inte-
grated across shifts of workers in a way 
‘associated more with industry than with 
agriculture’ (Mintz, 1985, p. 47). Cane cut-
ting is the most demanding task and work-
ers require great upper-body strength to 
make a clean diagonal cut through the dense 
cane. Even weeding, considered to be the 
least strenuous job, requires workers to 
position themselves bent over their tools for 
hours at a time.

The gender division of labour

Sugar production in Malawi remains pre-
dominantly male. The upper echelons of 
corporate management, skilled factory posi-
tions, watchmen and operators of machin-
ery are almost invariably men, and 
recruitment for such posts is often predi-
cated on formal qualifications such as a 
driver’s licence, completion of secondary 
school and other types of formal training; all 
of which a woman in Malawi is less likely to 
have attained than a man. However, a strong 
preference for male labour also exists in 
the recruitment of field workers and cane 
cutters, the latter of whom largely work sea-
sonally during the annual nine-month har-
vesting period beginning in April each year. 
Women are drawn into sugar work in the 
lowest-paid positions as field workers, as 
well as the lower levels of office administra-
tion; however, office jobs are minimal.

Gender norms in Malawi strongly 
 influence the labour market in the sugar 
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industry. In interviews, male sugar workers 
and male company management cited the 
physical nature of sugar cultivation as 
necessitating a male labour force, and com-
munity members too described sugarcane as 
a ‘man’s crop’ due to the strength required 
to cut and carry it. Managers also employed 
local gender norms in the assignment of 
gender-specific tasks, comparing cane cut-
ting to slashing (clearing); considered to be 
‘men’s work’ in the gender division of 
labour employed in Malawian smallholder 
production. It is notable however, that lit-
erature from other global contexts, such as 
the Philippines and Sri Lanka, shows 
women to be very active in all aspects of 
fieldwork in sugar production, including 
cane cutting (Coote, 1987; Gunewardena, 
2010). In some global contexts, where 
 better-paid work is available outside the 
agricultural sector, fieldwork on sugar plan-
tations has been shown to be almost entirely 
female (see Gunewardena, 2010, who writes 
about gender and sugar in Sri Lanka). Of the 
women workers interviewed, the few who 
were included in the labour force were just 
as active as men in all aspects of fieldwork 
and received the same pay for their work. 
However, the sugar industry is still inher-
ently male in the Malawian context and this 
highly gendered labour market shapes the 
gender dynamics on sugar plantations, the 
opportunities for wage work and the way 
income is distributed between women and 
men.

Wage work, income and decision-making 
power in the home

Access to income is an important factor 
shaping gender relations in sugar enclaves 
in Malawi. In much of the country, women 
play an active role in food production; and 
particularly in the matrilineal–matrilocal 
areas of southern and central Malawi where 
land traditionally passes through the female 
line, women have comparably greater secu-
rity over land resources than women in 
other parts of southern Africa (Peters, 2010; 
Berge et al., 2014). However, sugar 

 plantations put considerable pressure on 
available land resources in adjacent areas 
and where people have had to give up their 
land for the purpose of plantation expan-
sion, alternative income-earning opportuni-
ties are of paramount importance where 
there is limited access to land to grow food 
to supplement a sugar wage. Some of the 
workers interviewed balanced wage labour 
with smallholder farming and other off-
farm income-generating activities, but many 
others such as landless or migrant workers 
and their families were totally dependent 
on the sugar wage alone. Where a sugar 
wage is synonymous with a male wage, this 
puts the majority of all income earned on a 
sugar plantation into the hands of men, 
which strongly shapes power dynamics in 
worker households.

Feminist economists have argued that 
the welfare of a household cannot be judged 
solely on the tracking of male income, as it 
may be unlikely to ‘trickle down’ to others 
in the house (Elson, 1995, p. 11). This is 
especially true in African contexts, where 
gender scholars have problematized con-
structions of African households as  cohesive 
economic and social units that collectively 
pool resources in the way often assumed by 
Western economists and social scientists 
(Spring, 1995, p. 1; Benería, 2003;  Cornwall, 
2005, p. 7; Vaughan, 2005, pp. 119–120; 
Behrman et al., 2012, p. 51). Spring (1995, 
p. 16) notes that in most parts of sub- 
Saharan Africa women and men operate 
separate income streams, and found in 
Malawi that while women were responsible 
for purchasing items for the family such as 
food, household items and clothing, men 
rarely contributed to such household sta-
ples and instead spent money on produc-
tive investments, entertainment and items 
for their own use. Examined in the context 
of a Malawian sugar plantation, the implica-
tions for gender relations are significant, 
where women are placed structurally in a 
position of economic dependence on male 
wage-earners and culturally have limited 
bargaining power in their bid to gain a share 
of that income.

Of the male workers interviewed, 
almost all retained full control over the 
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decision of how much of their salary to give 
to their wives, even for those men who 
engaged in joint household decision making 
about how the family share should be spent. 
One man explained openly that he regularly 
lied to his wife about the value of his earn-
ings so that he could retain a larger portion 
of his wage for himself, using the vagaries of 
the casual labour system as his explanation 
for the regular discrepancy in his monthly 
salary. Many workers said they never dis-
closed the value of their income to their 
wives at all, preferring instead to allot them 
a lump sum to manage for the family. Most 
felt that family money should be spent on 
food, groceries, school fees, health care, 
transport and agricultural inputs for subsis-
tence plots, such as fertilizer and ganyu 
(casual) labour. Personal (male) money 
could be spent at will and while few men 
would speak openly about their own pur-
chase of intoxicants such as alcohol and 
tobacco, everyone cited the prevalence of 
these substances among ‘other men’, as well 
as paying for transactional sex with girl-
friends and sex workers.

This contrasts greatly with the experi-
ence of the women sugar workers inter-
viewed, where access to their own 
formal-sector income had a transformative 
impact on their autonomy and decision-
making power. Of the male workers spoken 
with, few were strangers to wage work, as 
many had dipped in and out of formal-sec-
tor employment throughout their lifetime. 
However, the majority of the women work-
ers interviewed had only entered wage 
employment for the first time due to recent 
industry expansion in their immediate 
 community and identified empowering 
changes in their relationships at home as a 
direct result of their new income. Women 
described how their salary conferred more 
power in discussing how that money should 
be spent and changed the nature of the 
exchange between themselves and their 
partners:

Whenever a woman is working and earns 
money, nobody can come and control that 
money. But the money a man is earning, 
sometimes he can come and not even give 
a single tambala. Some men know the wife 

has been paid and force the woman to just 
give the money. But the woman they can 
feel independent. A woman whenever she 
is working is different than a man who is 
working. A man can say, ‘I’ve got the 
money, you need to do this, this, this, this.’ 
But when women gets the money, they sit 
down together to discuss.

(Woman sugar worker)

In other cases, the opportunity to accumu-
late capital enabled women’s financial inde-
pendence from men altogether. Some young 
women cited the ability to support them-
selves as the catalyst for leaving unhappy or 
abusive marriages. For such women, regular 
formal-sector income was the determinant 
in ensuring they could run houses of their 
own rather than move back in with parents 
or rush into second marriages.

The limits to the liberating effects of 
capital accumulation

While wage work in the sugar industry may 
enable some degree of liberation for women 
able to independently support themselves 
without the necessity of a male kinship tie, 
and while income may confer a greater 
share in household decision making, the 
women interviewed still maintained a sub-
ordinate position vis-à-vis men. Even where 
women earned more than men, men still 
identified themselves as ‘breadwinners’ 
and household heads. And while women’s 
income guaranteed them a greater share of 
decision making, men’s wages, in contrast, 
did not necessitate the same concept of joint 
ownership. Only in female-headed house-
holds did women retain total control over 
their earnings.

Understanding the limits of the liberat-
ing effects of capital accumulation in this 
context is an important empirical contribu-
tion to a broad theoretical concern by 
 feminist scholars around the extent to 
which wage work can challenge patriarchal 
oppression (Lim, 1983, p. 70). Ester  Boserup 
(1970) first theorized that women’s sub-
ordination in Africa stemmed from their 
exclusion from opportunities for capital 
accumulation, as European development 
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initiatives favoured men in wage work, 
cash-cropping schemes and urbanization 
models. However, when examined through 
an Africanist lens, later empirical work has 
shown a greater variety of gendered patterns 
of labour and production across Africa than 
the simple binary theorized by Boserup; 
and this scholarship has rendered her 
understanding to be generalizing (Guyer, 
2005). Benería and Sen (1997) note that 
while capital accumulation may have 
enabled some men in Africa to transcend 
their social position in indigenous class 
hierarchies, women were never privy to 
the same upward mobility. They argue that 
women’s loss of status results not from the 
difficulties of accumulating capital in isola-
tion, but from a complex interweaving of 
class and gender relations. A study of the 
Malawian sugar industry shows that while 
women’s employment may be a catalyst 
which opens up some opportunities and 
alters gender relations in more equitable 
ways, these changes are limited and, criti-
cally, represent the minority of women’s 
experiences. Many more are thrust into a 
position of structural inequality and finan-
cial dependence on men in areas shaped 
almost entirely by male-only employment 
prospects.

Further limits to the liberating effects of 
wage work for women are framed by the 
seasonal nature of employment required in 
the cultivation of sugarcane. Women have 
historically dominated the classes of casual 
and seasonal workers in commercial agri-
culture across global contexts, justified on 
the supposition of their competing respon-
sibilities in subsistence agriculture and 
household activities (Coote, 1987; Orton 
et al., 2001; Andrade et al., 2009; 
 Gunewardena, 2010; O’Laughlin and 
Ibraimo, 2013). This has been just as true in 
Malawi: plantations have historically 
shown a strong preference for male labour 
and called upon the labour of women, chil-
dren and immigrants (from Mozambique) 
only to make up a casual workforce when it 
suited a company’s needs, often at the low-
est possible pay (Vaughan and Chipande, 
1986; Vaughan, 1987; Chirwa, 1993, 1994). 
For the families met in Malawi who had 

fashioned their lives around the guarantee 
of a sugar income, seasonal employment 
and tenuous labour contracts provided a 
great deal of anxiety and instability in the 
planning of household livelihood strategies. 
This was especially true for many of the 
women workers interviewed, whose separa-
tion from ex-husbands and rejection of 
unwanted marriage proposals were secured 
on the financial assurance of their monthly 
salary.

Elson and Pearson (1997, p. 201) note 
that if a woman loses her job after reshaping 
her life on the basis of a wage income her 
only alternative may be sex work; a reality 
confirmed by one worker: ‘if we men lose 
our jobs we become thieves, when women 
lose their jobs they become prostitutes’ 
(man sugar worker). This is also a key find-
ing for Norris and Worby (2012), who note 
that widespread lay-offs on Tanzanian sugar 
estates as a result of privatization have gen-
erated a new sexual economy where women 
exchange unprotected sex for money. Femi-
nist scholars have identified a ‘gender para-
dox of economic restructuring’, where wage 
work facilitates opportunities for increased 
bargaining power and economic indepen-
dence in relation to men, but increasingly 
places them at the mercy of global market 
forces (Elson, 1999, p. 618).

The production of sugarcane as a mono-
culture crop, which continues producing 
new canes each year through the process of 
ratooning, thus ensures that production 
may be tied up for a very long time. How-
ever, the industry is still vulnerable to 
global market forces as well as variable local 
conditions that can have a perverse effect 
on production, and world sugar prices are 
notoriously volatile (Abbott, 1990). The 
position of plantation workers at the very 
bottom of the value chain means that 
employment opportunities depend on the 
success of sugar companies in turning a 
profit in a global market. As Haraksingh 
(1988, p. 279) remarks in the context of 
Trinidad:

for what eventually went to market was 
sugar, not cane [. . .] and the worker could 
do little about froghopper attacks, or 
transportation problems arising from 
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inclement weather, or a breakdown in 
factory machinery, or conversion ratios 
of cane to sugar, or still less about poor 
management practices.

Thus the plantation system itself denies 
workers control over the means of produc-
tion of sugar, rendering their labour contin-
gent on factors far removed from the cane 
fields. As Elson (1999, p. 618) so perfectly 
states:

it will be a hollow victory for women if 
greater equality within labour markets is 
achieved only to find that the real power is 
in the board rooms of multinational 
companies and on the trading floors of 
international capital markets, and that this 
is beyond their reach.

Time allocation and the division of labour 
in the home

Another change which employment in the 
sugar industry brings to the lives of workers 
is a change to the allocation of their time. 
Workers spend between six and eight hours 
a day, six days a week, labouring on the 
plantation. Notably, however, this does not 
result in a restructuring of the household 
division of labour between partners. Men 
who engaged in plantation work left the 
running of the household to their wives; a 
practice consistent with gender norms 
across Malawi which leave the responsibil-
ity of household tasks such as cooking, col-
lecting water and fuelwood, looking after 
children, washing and cleaning to women. 
Women engaged in plantation wage work, 
however, lengthened and intensified their 
total labour time between work and home to 
meet their new demands.

In a study of Ghana’s cocoa industry, 
Asare found that women’s increased partic-
ipation in commercial agriculture imposed 
three types of full-time chores on women 
as they balanced the responsibilities of 
employment, food production and domestic 
duties (Asare, 1995, p. 112). The author’s 
own research revealed a fourth dimension 
in the marketing of goods and foodstuffs in 
the informal economy. In the Malawian 

context, many of the women workers inter-
viewed had allocated every hour of their 
week to the balance of these four competing 
productive and reproductive responsibili-
ties, sacrificing not only the opportunity for 
active participation in their communities 
and social contact with their families, but 
also rest and sleep after the gruelling 
 experience of plantation task work. Floro 
(1995, p. 1921) highlights the difficult 
choice with which many poor working 
women are faced: either work to the biologi-
cal limit of the length of their working day, 
or cut back on one or more areas of produc-
tion and risk severe and even life- threatening 
poverty.

Floro (1995, p. 1925) also notes women 
may end up compromising the social and 
educational needs of their children in 
exchange for their assistance in meeting 
household demands. Indeed, the present 
research found significant changes not in 
the division of labour between partners, 
but in the outsourcing of ganyu (casual) 
labourers to fill in for family members 
( particularly men) on subsistence plots, as 
well as the utilization of children’s labour 
in family labour systems. Girls especially 
were expected to take over much of the 
cooking, cleaning and childcare required 
in households where their mothers were 
working on the plantation, and were often 
expected to maintain small businesses and 
trade in informal markets in the afternoons 
where plantation work kept their parents 
from marketing. What emerges is a picture 
of children raising children and the 
increased absenteeism of girls from school 
to offset the new time constraints faced by 
their mothers due to their incorporation 
into a new realm of productive labour. 
Thus a contradiction emerges, where 
 women’s employment in the sugar indus-
try may result in greater repercussions to 
their welfare and the well-being of younger 
girls in the household than that of men’s. 
However, the significance of the sugar 
wage to patterns of decision making, inde-
pendence and livelihood strategies may be 
much more important for women due to 
the other changes wage work can bring to 
their lives.
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Changing relations of power on the 
plantation

In addition to creating changes in the home, 
plantation wage labour is also an important 
structural change which shapes gender rela-
tions at work. In some ways, traditional gen-
der roles are redefined on the plantation as 
women and men become part of one prole-
tarian workforce: united by their class as 
workers in a particular taskforce, rather than 
separated by their gender in the traditional 
division of labour found in the home and in 
subsistence agriculture. Many of the women 
workers interviewed took pride in being 
able to manage the same task work as their 
male colleagues, and male workers felt that 
women and men were equals on the planta-
tion where they performed equal tasks for 
equal pay (despite women only being active 
in the lowest positions as field workers).

The positioning of women and men in 
the same productive capacities is a phenom-
enon completely different from the division 
of labour at home and in subsistence agricul-
ture, where scholars have argued that gender 
divisions in African agriculture have histori-
cally been defined by a distinct but coordi-
nated ‘reciprocity of effort’ (Sudarkasa, 
2005, p. 28). In Malawian subsistence agri-
culture, the gendered organization of sepa-
rate but complementary tasks offers women 
a relatively neutral space from which to 
escape the gendered power relations experi-
enced in the home and other forms of pro-
duction. In both the single-sex and mixed-sex 
focus group discussions, both women and 
men characterized the household hierarchy 
as dominated by men but had very different 
feelings about relations of power on family 
fields. One man said:

At home, I am the bwana [boss] but in my 
garden we can say that we are both the 
bwana. In fact my wife she may be more, 
but mostly, we are just working side by 
side, me making ridges and she planting

(Man sugar worker)

One woman joked in response: ‘The woman 
is the bwana! You men are just resting!’ 
(woman sugar worker), to which laughter 
ensued as women and men teased each 

other about the value of their work and 
position.

Such playful exchanges within the 
focus groups starkly contrasted with discus-
sions of power hierarchies in the interviews 
held on the plantation, where people spoke 
in hushed tones, looking around them cau-
tiously in fear their confession might be 
overheard by a boss or co-worker. Aside 
from the significant physical toll that task 
work exacts on workers’ well-being, the 
emotional experience of social isolation and 
the construction of new forms of gendered 
power in the hierarchy of plantation labour 
widely differentiate these two forms of pro-
duction. One worker stated:

I’m always happy when we are working 
together in the [home] garden. We can tell 
one another different stories. We can say, 
‘no my wife, you must do that,’ and she can 
say, ‘no my husband, you must do that’, 
joking. Just chatting together. Now these 
days, I’m spending time by myself at work 
on hard tasks. Always afraid the boss will 
come, shouting, shouting, shouting. It’s no 
good. It’s better to buzz off here [on the 
plantation] so we can spend good time 
together in our gardens.

(Man sugar worker)

The power relations extolled in the planta-
tion management hierarchy – characterized 
by the giving of orders by a male authority 
and the carrying out of orders by newly con-
stituted subordinates – is a sharp contrast to 
the relative equality inscribed in the power 
relations on subsistence plots.

Patriarchal power and the control of labour

On the plantation, the management struc-
ture extends from senior manager, to field 
supervisor, to foreman (all of whom are 
men) to workers (most of whom are men, 
but some of whom are women). The system 
is a relatively sparse chain of command 
given the large number of workers 
employed. On modern plantations, it is the 
wage system, rather than the primacy of 
supervision, which characterizes the con-
trol of labour (Gibbon, 2011, pp. 39–40). In 
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practice, however, it was found at the 
Malawi field site that the power vested in 
the plantation foreman through the giving 
and signing off of tasks cements supervision 
as a primary mode of control. The foremen 
reserved the right to give any task, to any 
person, at any time, and it is only after his 
personal satisfaction has been guaranteed 
that workers receive their pay.

The root of the authority vested in the 
plantation management system stems from 
the confluence of power and capital present 
in the production of a patriarchal model 
of control effective in ensuring the success-
ful execution of the capitalist labour pro-
cess. The authoritarian role of a male 
supervisor serves as a powerful tool in max-
imizing productivity (Gunewardena, 2010, 
pp.  387–388). Failure to control workers 
leading to a disruption in the production 
process has implications not only for prof-
its, but also in the deterrence of prospective 
investors (Frank, 1965, p. 10). For a country 
like Malawi, competitive advantage in the 
sugar industry is lost by the import costs of 
chemicals, metals, fertilizers and factory 
parts compared with competitors that man-
ufacture these components domestically. 
Competitive advantage is gained either 
through attaining a high sucrose content in 
the cane, or the systematic control of work-
ers through the task system. The authoritar-
ian control over workers is thus justified 
by the vital timing of cane operations 
(Gunewardena, 2010, p. 388).

Equally important is the reproduction 
of traditional power hierarchies in the con-
text of the modern plantation. The history of 
sugar production and the plantation system 
in general has its roots in slavery and exploi-
tation, associated most strongly with the 
colonization of the Caribbean (Dunn, 1972; 
Coote, 1987; Mintz, 1985, 1998; Abbott, 
1990). The patterns of control and depen-
dency which continue to structure super-
visor/worker relations in African agriculture 
to this day are in many ways the legacy of 
hundreds of years of legalized inequality 
through the institution of slavery and colo-
nialism (Orton et al., 2001, pp.  473–474). 
In the Malawian context, the institutional 
operation of power is not just a post-colonial 

reproduction of these historical labour rela-
tions, but an indigenous repackaging of the 
foreman’s role as village headman, or ‘chief’; 
utilizing traditional instantiations of power 
to confer authoritarian command in the cane 
fields. One  foreman interviewed character-
ized his management strategy as a reproduc-
tion of the power vested in traditional 
Malawian authorities:

Should a manager meet resistance he must 
know how to conduct himself. I can tell 
you I practice dictatorship in the fields. 
As the chief, I must dictate. We cannot do 
democracy in this work. You may as well 
employ a reverend, a collared man. The 
job won’t happen. Supervisors must take 
control over their workers. Yes my manager 
can decide the field strategy, but I’m the 
one who tells him, ‘so and so is fit to be 
capital, this one no. So and so is fit to be 
watchman, this one no.’ I inform him, as I 
know the workers. I am the most important 
in the field who knows his people best.

(Management interview)

Elson and Pearson (1997, p. 199) note a sim-
ilar phenomenon in global factory produc-
tion, where multinational corporations may 
deliberately utilize traditional forms of 
patriarchal power in the control of workers 
(in particular women) on factory floors. In 
Malawi, traditional power is patriarchal 
power, where women are positioned in the 
lowest levels of the social hierarchy at home, 
in the community, in local and national gov-
ernment, and in the global economy.

Gendered forms of worker exploitation

The reproduction of patriarchal power in 
spaces of global capital renders women par-
ticularly vulnerable to super-exploitation 
(Elson and Pearson, 1997, p. 197). Benería 
and Sen (1997, pp. 47–48) argue that the 
process of capitalist development exploits 
existing gender hierarchies to place women 
in subordinate positions at every level of 
interaction between gender and class. 
Thus, markets are structured by gendered 
 practices that are not only bearers of gender, 
but reinforcers of gender inequalities 
(Elson, 1999). The power manifested in the 
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relationship between management and 
worker flows through the conduit of gender 
and the plantation becomes the site in 
which the potency of patriarchal control is 
fully mobilized to facilitate the financial 
and sexual extortion of workers, not only on 
the basis of their poverty, but also of their 
sex. Elson and Pearson (1997, p. 202) con-
clude, ‘for women, it is gender subordina-
tion which is primary, capitalist exploitation 
secondary and derivative’.

In a system of control where favourit-
ism and punishment are the mechanism 
through which power is mediated – a prac-
tice witnessed widely during ethnographic 
observation on the plantation site – workers 
must realize their labour-power outside the 
capitalist labour process. At the field site, 
workers who brought bananas and gifts 
were often excused early; men who could 
pay 3000mk (US$7.60) were promoted as 
watchmen. Some workers reported they had 
been contracted to cultivate rice in manage-
ment’s personal gardens at the company’s 
expense. One male worker said to me:

That boss is practising dictatorship here, 
whether one likes it or not. To my side, 
dictatorship should be prohibited. He says, 
‘do you want your job? Buy your place. If 
you want a job, come with a chicken, or a 
duck.’ This is very, very bad and very sad 
to the community. Suppose you don’t have 
a duck, or even a kwacha. Can you have a 
job? No you cannot.

(Man sugar worker)

Yet this relationship of control is gendered:

Women are being harassed here because 
they are women. When it comes to 
recruiting, they say, ‘before I write your 
name, may I know you privately?’ Then 
they go to work. To some women this is an 
advantage, but to some they are also 
victims.

(Man sugar worker)

The interviews revealed that such harass-
ment continued throughout the period of 
employment with implications for both 
women and men, in different ways. While 
women struggled to avoid unwanted 
advances, men complained they had 
been marked ‘absent’ when one particular 
 foreman assumed they were having 

relationships with the women he was 
 targeting. Women said they were vulnerable 
to the foreman grabbing their breasts, but 
unable to speak up for fear of losing their 
jobs. Women’s subordination to the lowest 
realms of the plantation hierarchy was also 
reinforced through the act of begging when 
the burden became too great:

When we are given tasks, we work all day, 
and when we wake our whole bodies ache. 
Sometimes tasks take two days to complete, 
our body is tired and aching and we feel 
pain. When we are sick we are afraid to 
stop because we are marked absent. This 
one [points to scar on her leg] came from 
cutting, but I didn’t go to the clinic. I just 
worked. Some men are always talking to 
say ‘no, this is the big task, we cannot do 
this’ to the foreman. Then they are given 
something else to do, less work. When we 
make a complaint, we must sit down to the 
boss and say ‘Bwana, please, this is too 
much. Please, think of us.’ Like we are 
begging. A man can just tell the boss he 
can’t do something. Women, it is like we 
must beg to him. Some women do stand up, 
but then they are absent, even though they 
have worked the whole day.

(Woman sugar worker)

For women who do gain employment in the 
sugar industry, the institutional operation of 
power and capital in plantation manage-
ment hierarchies exposes them to new risks, 
challenges and gender dynamics that deepen 
gender inequalities and create conditions 
under which women are vulnerable to 
exploitation and sexual assault. These are 
social experiences which shape women’s 
lives and their experiences of wage work, 
just as men’s experiences of exploitation are 
gendered in different ways. In interviewing 
officials at the District Labour Office, a repre-
sentative said that abuses such as these were 
very common in Malawi, but few workers 
positioned at the bottom of the labour hierar-
chy were aware of their rights, and reporting 
carried the risk of dismissal for workers 
already teetering on the margins of economic 
survival. For men, but particularly for 
women whose economic position is uniquely 
precarious on a sugar plantation with few 
other opportunities for income, reporting 
such abuses may be an impossible choice.
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Conclusion

Plantation systems are a powerful tool 
through which global capital shapes the 
social and economic lives of workers and 
communities in rural areas. Production, 
organized around the principles of disci-
pline, efficiency and scale, gives rise to 
 particular social, economic and cultural 
conditions which strongly shape gender 
relations in plantation enclaves. In some 
ways, traditional gender roles are redefined 
on the plantation as women and men work 
in the same productive capacities as part of 
one proletarian workforce. Opportunities 
for wage work are an important catalyst for 
women in securing a greater share of bar-
gaining power at home, altering power 
dynamics between husbands and wives. For 
some women, their sugar wage was a key 
determinant in achieving financial indepen-
dence from men altogether.

However, global capital is also articu-
lated through gender relations, and the pro-
cesses of sugar production are fused with 
gender ideologies which exploit gender 
 stereotypes and exacerbate existing gender 
inequalities. The wage labour market in 
Malawi’s sugar industry still remains heav-
ily biased towards men, reinforcing the 
notion of men as ‘breadwinners’ and house-
hold heads. The gendered nature of income 
distribution within Malawian households 
results in minimal ‘trickle-down’ of male 
income to women and other dependants; 
and thus an industry grounded on a pre-
dominantly male workforce places women 
in a position of structural inequality and 
financial dependence on a massive scale. 
While wage work did enable some degree of 
liberation for the few women who were able 
to secure work, they still maintained a sub-
ordinate position to men overall. Income 
did not result in a restructuring of the 
household division of labour or time alloca-
tion between partners; women instead 
lengthened and intensified their total labour 
time to meet their new demands. Further, 

on the plantation, the root of the authority 
consigned in the plantation management 
stems from the union of power and capital 
present in the production of a patriarchal 
model of control. The authoritarian role of a 
male supervisor serves as a powerful tool in 
maximizing productivity, and while both 
women and men were exposed to new risks 
and challenges as they joined the plantation 
workforce, the reproduction of patriarchal 
power in spaces of global capital rendered 
women particularly vulnerable to super-
exploitation and sexual assault.

In the context of the Malawian sugar 
industry, global processes impact local gen-
der relations and norms, and gender rela-
tions and norms in turn shape these global 
processes. Expansion of the industry into 
rural spaces has brought about critical 
changes to the lives of workers and an alter-
ing of gender relations, which has both 
opened up opportunities in some ways and 
exacerbated gender inequalities in others. 
By placing gender at the core of an analysis 
of the impact of industry expansion, we are 
better able to understand the gendered 
power dynamics that are embedded in the 
industry’s economic processes, structures 
and values which so strongly impact many 
thousands of lives.

Notes

1The Land Reform Program Implementation Strat-
egy from 2003–2007, the Greenbelt Initiative in 
2010 and the New Alliance for Food Security and 
Nutrition in 2013 are all policy initiatives designed 
to open up borders to global agribusiness for large-
scale agriculture.
2Sugar and tea have flip-flopped over the last decade 
in the fight to become Malawi’s second commodity, 
but most recent statistics place export revenue from 
sugar on top (NSO, 2012).
3Sugarbeet produced in the global North is also 
 cultivated for sugar; however, sugarcane can only be 
grown in areas with high enough temperatures, rain-
fall and hours of sunshine – conditions found mostly 
in the developing world.
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Introduction

This chapter contributes to the debate among 
policy makers, development practitioners 
and researchers regarding the use of gender 
indicators in rural settings in the global 
South. It highlights both the main obstacles 
and the most recent attempts to develop 
novel and more insightful indicators.

Feminist researchers have repeatedly 
underlined the need for reliable gender- 
specific statistics to represent the position, 
relations and real involvement of women 
and men within rural development pro-
grammes. Currently, this area has also 
become a focal point for policy makers, who 
must demonstrate the necessity for targeted 
interventions and build alliances to sup-
port a specific approach and programme 
(because ‘what gets measured gets 
 managed’). Gender indicators may simulta-
neously be useful for development practi-
tioners in different stages of project 
management, such as for determining the 
feasibility of a project, monitoring its prog-
ress and evaluating its impacts.

Indicators are commonly defined as 
tools that summarize substantial amounts 
of data with the purpose of representing 
a dynamic and complex situation and 
assessing (the direction of) change. 

Investigating the lives of rural women, in 
terms of status and opportunities, comprises 
a complex issue that requires the analysis of 
several empowerment factors, such as access 
to health, education, governance, knowl-
edge and technology, the influence of which 
often varies considerably across different 
contexts and geographical scales (Calvo, 
2013). Moreover, these variables are interde-
pendent and interrelated in complex ways 
that are difficult to represent in an objective 
and understandable manner. Indicators may 
be useful in this context, particularly the 
most recent generation of multidimensional 
indices (originally applied to the more 
generic concepts of poverty and develop-
ment). Indeed, these indices are more valu-
able than ordinary statistics by virtue of 
their potential to reflect this complexity, 
summarize various information in a single 
number and thus increase the range of 
 analysis beyond a unilateral interpretation.

Many gender-sensitive indices have 
been developed in recent years. Several 
indices have been abandoned due to 
 tech nical and other substantial limitations 
(e.g. the lack of gender-disaggregated data 
at regional and local levels, range of analy-
sis, critical and difficult processing, lack 
of access to information, costs of the data-
gathering process). New attempts have 
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incorporated these experiences and lessons 
learned from previous failures, providing a 
better understanding of what an indicator 
cannot achieve and how to complement it 
with other instruments. These limits (but 
also the improvements) are particularly 
important when elaborating gender indica-
tors for rural areas, where there is an evi-
dent lack of information and recognition of 
women as ‘actual farmers’ and economic 
actors and where the difficulty for women 
of participating effectively in the formula-
tion and implementation of agricultural and 
rural development processes is most evi-
dent (Bock, 2016).

Multidimensional gender indicators 
are typically developed at the national level 
to support international comparisons. How-
ever, they provide an average image of 
national gender relations, which hides 
potentially quite substantial diversities at 
the local level. Several studies (Narayan, 
2005 in Vaz et al., 2016) have stressed that 
contextual factors often matter much more 
for women’s empowerment than individual 
differences (Malhotra and Schuler, 2005) 
(e.g. particularly in relation to marital vio-
lence, microfinance, fertility choices and 
political participation; see Mason and 
Smith, 2000; Koenig et al., 2006; Desposato 
and Norrander, 2009). Depending on the 
different contexts, a woman may be 
‘empowered’ in a particular dimension of 
her life but not in another; moreover, 
according to each particular status, origin 
and culture, ‘what empowers one woman 
might not empower another’ (Cornwall, 
2016, p. 344). This statement indicates that 
contexts differ with respect to the relevance 
of empowerment criteria, and studies may 
reach different conclusions depending on 
the aspects of empowerment and relative 
indicators examined (Haile et al., 2012).2 
Thus, it is important to develop indicators 
that are sensitive and adaptable to differ-
ences in context.

This chapter discusses the importance 
of gender indicators based on experiences 
in three rural regions in Senegal, an area in 
which we developed multidimensional gen-
der indicators to support practitioners, par-
ticularly small and local actors, in project 

management issues and to inform policy 
makers. This chapter raises the following 
main question: how can we translate the gen-
der indicators applied at the (inter)national 
level into context-sensitive indicators that 
are useful for rural development programmes 
at the regional level? First, a general over-
view of the major multidimensional gender 
indicators is provided; these clearly reflect 
the changing ideas regarding gender issues 
in rural development. Second, our attempt to 
develop indicators that can support rural 
gender projects at the local level is presented 
and discussed. Subsequently, the next steps 
in the process are stressed; in particular, the 
need to test these proposed indicators in the 
field, as well as to discuss the empowerment 
criteria and indicators that are most relevant 
to include with local women, practitioners 
and beneficiaries. A brief reflection is ulti-
mately provided that highlights the main 
implications, constraints and challenges to 
overcome for the future development of rural 
gender indicators.

Gender Indicators: An Overview

The history of gender indicators began 
approximately 20 years ago, on the occasion 
of the Fourth World Conference on Women, 
which was convened by the United Nations 
(UN) in September 1995 in Beijing, China. 
Since that time, gender indicators have 
become more complex and manifold. More-
over, it continues to be difficult to transpose 
questions into indicators; for example, sub-
jects such as the contribution of women to 
so-called ‘care and reproductive activities’ 
typically remain outside statistics. Table 
22.1 provides a brief overview of several of 
the most relevant gender indicators pro-
posed to date and specifies their scale unit 
(national or intra-national) and the investi-
gated area (urban or rural). Far from being a 
completely exhaustive compendium, Table 
22.1 indicates the sub-indicators that com-
prise each indicator, aggregated according 
to nine selected empowerment dimensions. 
Furthermore, a footnote provides a syn-
thetic list that indicates the main concepts 
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Table 22.1. Summary of the most relevant gender indicators since the 1990s. (Authors’ elaboration.)

Index Year Developed by National Regional Urban Rural

Empowerment dimensiona

Gender
Life 

expectancy Education Labour Health
Political 

participation
Resources 

access
Decision 
making

Civil 
rights

HDI 1990 UNDP  Yb  Nb N N N Y Y Y N N N N N

GDI 1995 UNDP Y N N N Y Y Y Y N N N N N

GEM 1995 UNDP Y N N N Y N N Y N Y N Y N

RSW 2000 Erasmus University Y N N N Y Y Y Y N N N N N

AGDI 2004 UNECA Y N Y Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y Y

GEI 2007 Social Watch Y N N N Y N Y Y N Y N Y N

GGI 2005 WEF Y N N N Y N Y Y N Y N Y N

SIGI 2009 OECD Y N N N Y N N N Y Y Y Y Y

GHI 2006 IFPRI Y N N N N Y N N Y N N N N

GII 2010 UNDP Y N N N Y N Y Y Y Y N N N

MPI 2010 UNDP Y Y N Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y N

WEAI 2012 USAID, OPHI, IFPRI Y Y N Y Y N Y Y Y Y Y Y N

aLabour = earned income, paid employment, labour force participation, professional and technical work. Health = physical integrity, nutrition, maternal and child mortality, violence against 
women. Resources access = energy, water, sanitation, technology, land, loans, property, assets. Decision making = economic, professional and political decision making, access to means of 
production.
bY = yes (included); N = not (included).
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considered within some of the empower-
ment dimensions. Many of these indices 
were elaborated using databases supplied 
by UN agencies (e.g. International Labour 
Organization, World Bank, etc.), as well as 
by other national and statistical agencies.

With respect to the initial indicators, 
which may not be specifically gender- 
oriented, the Human Development Index 
(HDI) is also included in this list because it 
represents the starting point for elaborating 
a more accurate and gender-inclusive 
human development indicator. The inven-
tors of this indicator (Anand and Sen, 1995, 
2000) also contributed to the development 
of a greater gender vision by promoting the 
study of the Gender Development Index 
(GDI), with a focus on highlighting gender 
inequalities in the achievement of human 
development goals. The GDI was based on 
the same sub-indicators as the HDI (life 
expectancy, education and earned income); 
however, it was divided by sex.

In 1996, the United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP) published the 
Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM), 
which specifically referred to the participa-
tion level of women and men in the eco-
nomic and political life of selected countries 
(UNDP, 1996). The GEM used three vari-
ables to indicate the participation of women 
in terms of political presence, access to 
 professional opportunities and bargaining 
power.

The beginning of the 2000s saw several 
new proposals for gender indicators. In 
2000, Dijkstra and Hammer introduced the 
Relative Status of Women (RSW), which 
was calculated as the arithmetic average of 
the ratios between the female and male 
indices for education, life expectancy and 
returns to labour (Dijkstra, 2006).

In 2004, the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Africa (UNECA) processed 
the African Gender Development Index 
(AGDI), which aimed to estimate the size 
of the welfare inequality between African 
women and men (UNECA, 2011).

In 2005, Social Watch published the 
Gender Equity Index (GEI) to stress gender 
differences in political, economic and 
 cultural power (Social Watch, 2005).

Between 2005 and 2006, the World 
Economic Forum (WEF), in collaboration 
with Harvard University and the London 
Business School, introduced another indi-
cator, the Gender Gap Index (GGI), which 
was based on four domains: economic par-
ticipation and opportunity, realization of 
those goals related to education, political 
empowerment and health (Lopez-Claros 
and Zahidi, 2005; WEF, 2006).

In 2009, the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) pro-
duced the Social Institutions and Gender 
Index (SIGI) to indicate how social institu-
tions can influence gender inequality. This 
indicator also introduced a civil rights com-
ponent, which substantially influenced the 
status and empowerment of women ( Branisa 
et al., 2009). In particular, it considered the 
sub-indicators of different social domains: 
family, physical integrity, civil liberties and 
ownership rights (Jütting et al., 2008).

Another important indicator, despite 
the absence of gender in its calculation, 
introduced in 2006 by the International 
Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and 
still in use, is the Global Hunger Index 
(GHI); it is calculated using data collected 
by international agencies at the governmen-
tal level (IFPRI et al., 2012b). Although the 
mention of ‘gender’ is not explicit in its 
reports, the GHI represents a crucial indica-
tor for inclusion in gender analysis as at 
times the unpredictable current global cli-
mate and market (e.g. as a result of floods, 
droughts and the improper use of land for 
growing biofuel or products for the exports-
oriented market) may cause different types 
of shocks that affect the crops of both 
women (typically in the case of environ-
mental crises) and men (more often a result 
of market instabilities) (Carr, 2008).

Since 2010, within the most recent 
UNDP Human Development Reports, new 
concepts have been introduced in relation 
to gender disparities, such as vulnerability, 
resilience and sustainability. In particular, 
the most recent UNDP reports no longer 
refer to the GDI (Gender Development 
Index, described earlier); instead, the 
reports cite the Gender Inequality Index 
(GII). Basically, the GII of a nation reflects 
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the disadvantages caused by deprivation 
in three domains: reproductive health, 
empowerment and the labour market (Seth, 
2009).

Another apparently gender-blind indi-
cator is the Multidimensional Poverty Index 
(MPI), which was launched by the Oxford 
Poverty & Human Development Initiative 
(OPHI) and the George Washington Univer-
sity in 2010 and was designed to analyse the 
‘poverty’ level of a country and overcome 
the limits of the previous Human Poverty 
Index (HPI). The MPI measures the most 
serious forms of deprivation in the dimen-
sions of health, education and standards 
of living, with respect to both the number of 
disadvantaged people and the intensity of 
their deprivation. Despite the lack of gender 
specificity, mostly because of the unavail-
ability of gender-disaggregated data as 
described by several authors (see, for 
instance, Alkire and Santos, 2014), the MPI 
deserves to be included in this overview. In 
the presence of deprivations in education, 
health and public service access, particu-
larly in several countries in the global 
South, women are often the main disadvan-
taged subjects.

In 2012, during the 56th session of the 
UN Commission on the Status of Women, 
the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture 
Index (WEAI) was presented; this index was 
promoted by the US Government’s Feed the 
Future Initiative, led by the US Agency for 
International Development (USAID), in 
cooperation with the OPHI and IFPRI. This 
complex but exhaustive indicator measures 
the role, representativeness, empowerment 
and inclusion of women in agriculture, 
 taking into account five sub-domains: 
 production, access to and decision making 
over economic resources, control over 
income, leadership and time management 
(IFPRI et al., 2012a; Alkire et al., 2013). The 
WEAI is one of the few indices that assess 
the rural gender dimension; however, 
because it requires a robust methodology 
and detailed local surveys, which entail 
strong investments in human and financial 
resources, it may be relatively difficult for 
small local development actors to maintain 
or apply it.

From this long list, it can be deduced 
that gender empowerment comprises a 
 difficult and complex concept not only to 
define, interpret (see Syed, 2010; Kabeer, 
2011; Cornwall, 2016) and implement in 
practice, but also to measure and assess 
(Kabeer, 1999; Dijkstra, 2002; Charmes and 
Wieringa, 2003; Malhotra and Schuler, 
2005; Schüler, 2006; Klasen and Schüler, 
2011). Difficulties particularly increase 
when the empowerment analysis refers to 
the most immaterial aspects of life, such as 
decision-making power, autonomy over 
important life choices, self-confidence and 
awareness of women’s rights (Cornwall, 
2016). However, it is clear that many efforts 
and studies over the previous 20 years have 
improved the quality and scope of gender 
indicators, thereby making them more 
 precise and allowing them to address and 
measure multiple aspects of human – and 
women’s – lives. Nevertheless, there are 
several questions remaining. First, there is a 
lack of intra-national studies that propose 
gender indicators, which would be helpful 
for promoting local specific interventions 
(such as development programmes man-
aged by small non-governmental organiza-
tions or similar). Second, there is an 
insufficient consideration of rural areas. If 
gender biases are present at the urban level, 
they are often more evident in rural settings, 
which, after all, are the most favoured 
spaces of many international development 
interventions.

These constraints open the door to our 
specific research question: how can we 
overcome these problems by proposing 
rural gender indicators that can be applied 
at the local level by small development 
actors?

Two different options may be viable:

1. Via the use of specific/ad hoc surveys, 
applied case by case. However, these 
 surveys have several limits: they are not 
universally applicable, they are relatively 
expensive in terms of the economic and 
human resources involved, and they change 
over time.
2. Via the use of available local and/or 
regional databases to elaborate ad hoc 
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indicators. This second possibility also 
presents several limitations related to the 
lack of completeness, which is predomi-
nantly a result of missing/unavailable data 
and the lack of qualitative aspects.

Therefore, we elaborated three rural gender 
indicators applicable at the local level. As 
models and starting points for these 
 indicators, we use some of the previously 
described indicators proposed for interna-
tional comparisons, as well as data originat-
ing from national statistical surveys.

This research aimed to demonstrate the 
usefulness of contextual regional indica-
tors, the possibility of calculating them 
based on national data, and the ability to 
translate international and national data 
into regional information while ensuring 
that they are context sensitive. The overall 
idea is to propose regional gender indica-
tors appropriate for multiple purposes: first, 
as a baseline assessment; and then as a tool 
to track and evaluate progress and changes 
in empowerment over time and during 
the implementation phases of international 
rural development programmes. Further-
more, these indicators may be viewed as a 
means to foster and potentially (indirectly) 
promote inclusive rural development proj-
ects (through a greater effective participa-
tion of women).

Background and Context: The Study Area

The research was developed in Senegal, 
within an international development proj-
ect that aimed to improve the food security 
and agricultural production levels (through 
the use of drip-irrigation systems and tech-
nological tools) in three specific regions of 
Senegal.

The three research regions are situated 
in the central area of Senegal. Two regions 
(Fatick and Thies) are geographically and 
economically more advantaged (with access 
to the sea), whereas the third region 
( Diourbel) is more inland, drought-stricken 
and lacking an efficient infrastructure. 
Fatick comprises the more rural region 
(86% of the total population), whereas in 

Diourbel, a substantial portion of the popu-
lation (64%) resides in urban areas. In con-
trast, the Thies region is characterized by a 
more uniform distribution of the population 
between rural and urban areas (ANSD, 
2013a). These different pre-conditions are 
particularly important in sub-Saharan 
Africa, as well as in Senegal, where there 
are frequent, strong imbalances (Sahn and 
Stifel, 2003; Omigbodun et al., 2010), as 
well as interconnections (Tacoli, 1998), 
between rural and urban contexts; these are 
even more evident when examining wom-
en’s empowerment.

In these three regions, women are 
numerically slightly higher than men; how-
ever, it is not possible to determine whether 
they are more prevalent in rural areas, as 
might be supposed, because of the unavail-
ability of specific gender-disaggregated data. 
In the Diourbel region, the proportion of 
women of working age in the total popula-
tion is higher than that of men (77% of the 
active population). One potential explana-
tion could be the substantial number of male 
migrants in this region (2.5% of the total), 
which is greater than the national average 
(2.3%). Fatick has an increased rate of teen-
age fertility (153 births per 1000 women 
aged 15–19 years), which is likely a result of 
the increased density of the population in 
rural areas (86% of the total) compared with 
the other two regions (ANSD, 2013a).

Methodology

The gender indicator process

The selected development project involved 
approximately 3000 women. The project 
goal for the research was to identify signifi-
cant and easily obtainable regional and 
rural gender indicators that focused on 
three main empowerment dimensions 
strictly related to the project objectives:

1. Nutrition and food security;
2. Health and political representation;
3. Access to resources (with a specific dis-
tinction between rural, urban and agricul-
tural settings).
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First, on the basis of the wide selection of 
gender indicators developed to date (Table 
22.1), and in accordance with our specific 
goals and available tools, we identified the 
most suitable indicators for calculation at 
the regional level as the following:

 • Global Hunger Index (GHI);
 • Gender Inequality Index (GII);
 • Gender Economically Qualified Pres-

ence in Agriculture Index (GEQPAI).

Two of these indicators (the GHI and GII) 
have previously been proposed at the inter-
national level and are generally used to per-
form international comparisons between 
countries, whereas the third indicator 
(GEQPAI) was an original elaboration made 
by the authors. This latter indicator was 
conceived based on the research purpose, 
data availability and the observed con-
straints, but it was particularly designed to 
specifically address the gap in gender indi-
cators at the rural and regional levels, as 
previously discussed.

Second, we analysed and selected the 
main national statistical sources (predomi-
nantly the surveys conducted by the 
National Statistical Service of Senegal – 
Agence Nationale de la Statistique et de la 
Démographie du Sénégal (ANSD)), which 
enabled us to calculate the selected indica-
tors at the regional and rural levels. We sub-
sequently elaborated three indicators, one 
indicator for each identified dimension of 
empowerment, for each sample region, with 
necessary adaptations to allow comparison 
with the initially intended indicators (see 
the following paragraphs). Below, we dis-
cuss the main outputs, criticisms and poten-
tialities of these regional gender indicators 
and the next steps to be taken.

The Undernourishment Index (UI)

The initial intent was to calculate the GHI 
for each sample region. The GHI highlights 
the successes and failures in hunger reduc-
tion strategies and ranks countries on a 100-
point scale, where 0 is the best score (no 
hunger) and 100 is the worst. The GHI 

combines three sub-indicators, giving equal 
weight to each (the percentage of under-
nourished individuals, the percentage of 
underweight children under 5 years old and 
the mortality rate in children under 5 years 
old) (IFPRI et al., 2012b). However, in the 
current study, it was not possible to calcu-
late the GHI because the proportion of 
undernourished individuals at the regional 
level was not provided by the national 
 statistical agencies. Thus, the body mass 
index1 (BMI), which is a parameter used to 
discriminate the undernourishment of a 
population, was included. Specifically, BMI 
values of 18.5, 17.0 and 16.0 kg/m2 were 
proposed as universally valid thresholds 
below which an individual (male or female) 
could be suffering from mild, moderate or 
severe nutrition problems, respectively 
(Bailey and Ferro-Luzzi, 1995). For our spe-
cific elaboration, we selected the following 
scale: if 18.4 kg/m2 < BMI <17 kg/m2, chronic 
energy deficiency is present; whereas if BMI 
<17 kg/m2, the malnutrition is considered 
severe. We used the percentage of the popu-
lation of each region with BMI < 18.4 kg/m2, 
starting with data provided by the Demo
graphic and Health Survey with Multiple 
Indicators report published in 2012 (ANSD, 
2012).

For the GHI, our UI comprises a simple 
average of its sub-indicators: it ranges 
between 0 and 100 and indicates the per-
centage of the population that may suffer 
from nutritional and environmental prob-
lems (see Table 22.2).

The Adjusted Gender Inequality Index (AGII)

The second intent was to calculate the GII at 
the regional level according to the same cri-
teria adopted by the 2011 Human Develop-
ment Report (UNDP, 2011). It was nearly 
feasible, and we used the same method pro-
posed by the UNDP (2011); however, we 
were again obliged to make an adjustment. 
Instead of using the proportion of women 
who occupy seats in parliament (informa-
tion not provided within the national statis-
tical surveys), we considered the proportion 
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of women who occupy seats in local institu-
tions; these data were obtained from alter-
native statistical sources (see the subsequent 
description). Therefore, we refer to this 
index as the Adjusted Gender Inequality 
Index (AGII). Similar to the GII, the AGII is 
a measure that captures the loss in achieve-
ments as a result of gender disparities in the 
dimensions of reproductive health, empow-
erment and labour force participation. The 
values range from 0 (perfect equality) to 1 
(total inequality). The AGII is a composite 
indicator that involves two sub-indicators 
to assess women’s reproductive health (the 
maternal mortality ratio and the adolescent 
fertility rate), two sub-indicators to evaluate 
gender empowerment (educational attain-
ment of secondary level or above and the 
presence of women and men in local 

institutional posts) and the gender labour 
force participation sub-indicator (Table 
22.3).

Index of Gender Economically Qualified 
Presence in three different contexts 

(agricultural, rural and urban: GEQPAI, 
GEQPRI and GEQPUI)

At the regional level, the UI and AGII do not 
indicate gender differences in terms of 
active (and economic) presence in the coun-
tryside or in terms of access to resources. 
Thus, beginning with the available informa-
tion provided by Senegalese national statis-
tical surveys2 (ANSD, 2007, 2013a,b) and 
divided by sex, an indicator of the 

Table 22.2. Sub-indicators and parameters for calculation of the Undernourishment Index (UI) at national 
and regional levels, Senegal. (Authors’ elaboration.)

Sub-indicator

National Thies Fatick Diourbel

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Undernourished children, 
age < 5 years (%)

18 15 11 19

Child mortality rate, age  
< 5 years (%)

0.87 0.53 0.88 1.04

Population with BMI < 18.4 kg/
m2 (%)

28.2 22.0 24.2 20.8 25.3 16.1 40.9 29.5

UI (%) 15.6 13.5 13.4 12.2 12.5  9.5 20.3 16.5

Table 22.3. Sub-indicators and parameters for calculation of the Adjusted Gender Inequality Index (AGII) 
at national and regional levels, Senegal. (Authors’ elaboration.)

Sub-indicator

National Thies Fatick Diourbel

Men Women Men Women Men Women Men Women

Maternal mortality ratio (deaths 
per 100,000 live births)

– 392 – 544 – 381 – 296

Adolescent fertility rate (births 
per 1000 women aged 15–19 
years)

– 106 – 100 – 153 – 110

Seats in institutions (%) 71  29 75  25 85  15 96   4

Population with at least 
secondary level of education 
(%)

13.7  9.6  9.8 7.4 6.9  4.2 4.0  2.6

Active population (%) 78.6 57.0 67.0 50.0 86.0 67.0 74.0 77.0

AGII 0.557 0.577 0.611 0.624
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significant presence of women and men in 
agriculture was calculated for each study 
region. On the basis of two types of con-
straints, limited data availability and the 
desire to include only the most influential 
factors affecting the different levels of 
access to resources, we considered three 
sub-indicators. These sub-indicators (all 
divided by sex) used to calculate the main 
indicator (referred to as the Gender Eco-
nomically Qualified Presence in Agricul-
ture Index (GEQPAI)) are as follows: (i) the 
female/male adult literacy rate; (ii) the 
female/male ratio of the economically 
active population in agriculture; and (iii) 
the female/male proportion of resource 
managers in agriculture with respect to the 
women/men who are economically active 
in agriculture.

The same indicator was calculated at 
the rural (GEQPRI) and urban (GEQPUI) lev-
els, with the aim of investigating and high-
lighting as much as possible the local/
contextual gender differences within each 
sample region. In addition to other multi-
dimensional indicators (for example, the 
HDI), the GEQPAI (the GEQPRI and the 

GEQPUI) are averages that range between 0 
and 1. In particular, indicator values closer 
to 1 indicate smaller differences between 
women and men as qualified individuals in 
agricultural, rural and urban areas.

Research Findings

In relation to the empirical elaboration of 
the gender indicators, the main output of 
the UI concerns the Diourbel region (Fig. 
22.1), in which the UI is approximately 
20% for men and 17% for women; thus, it is 
consistently compared with the GHI of Sen-
egal, 13.8% (IFPRI et al., 2012), with worse 
values for both women and men. This find-
ing indicates substantial nutritional prob-
lems in this particular region. With respect 
to the sub-indicators (Table 22.2) as a means 
to understand the main factors that affect 
the final value of the UI, the indicators 
of child undernutrition (19%) and child 
 mortality (1.04%) are the most influential/ 
explicatory elements with regard to the 
Diourbel region.
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Fig. 22.1. Undernourishment Index (UI) of women (W) and men (M) at national and regional levels, 
Senegal. (Authors’ elaboration.)
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Moreover, a distinctive feature is 
related to the greater value of the UI exhib-
ited by men compared with women. This 
finding, which has been reported previ-
ously by other studies in reference to Ethio-
pia (Bailey and Ferro-Luzzi, 1995; Hadley 
et al., 2011), holds nationally and in all 
three regions of the sample, with the most 
dramatic differences between women and 
men being observed in the Diourbel region 
(almost 4%). In addition, nutritional and 
health studies (Macia et al., 2010; Duboz 
et al., 2012) have demonstrated signifi-
cantly different prevalences of underweight 
(BMI < 18.4 kg/m2) and obesity (BMI ≥ 30 kg/
m2) between women and men. In-depth and 
more disaggregated analyses should be con-
ducted at the local level to specifically 
understand at which ages, where and why 
these differences are present. Specifically, 
investigation should focus on local factors 
(distinguishing between rural and urban 
levels and making a cross-comparison 
between different age groups) and other 
 factors (such as education and marital 
 status) that may have greater effects on the 
nutrition of the target individuals.

Turning next to the second indicator 
(the AGII), the findings indicate that the 
regions exhibit values similar to those 
found nationally, which enhances the 

applicability and reliability of the AGII. 
There is a small difference in relation to the 
Diourbel region, in which the AGII confirms 
the worst situation (0.624), with increased 
inequalities compared with the indicator 
for the entire country (0.57) and the other 
sample regions (Fig. 22.2).

Furthermore, as shown in Table 22.3, 
we can observe that ‘our’ AGII calculated at 
the national level (0.557) is slightly higher 
than the GII (0.54) reported in the Human 
Development Report of 2013 (UNDP, 2013); 
our value is moderately higher in the Thies 
region (0.577) and more so in the Fatick 
(0.611) and Diourbel (0.624) regions (Table 
22.3). An upward shift of the AGII indi-
cates greater diversity and inequality in 
terms of opportunities for women com-
pared with men. In the Diourbel region, 
however, the proportion of women of work-
ing age in the total population is slightly 
higher than that of men; this represents a 
potential source of workers and suggests 
eligible targets (refer to ‘Active population 
(%)’, Table 22.3). One potential explana-
tion is the greater number of male migrants 
in this region, 2.5% of the total population 
(ANSD, 2013a), compared with the other 
regions. Focusing on educational attain-
ment, the main insight originates again 
from the Diourbel region, which exhibits a 
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very low education level (approximately 
one-third of the national average) com-
pared with the other regions.

The higher rate of teenage fertility in 
Fatick is likely justified by the increased 
density of the population in rural areas 
(86%; ANSD, 2013) compared with the 
other two regions. Finally, the Thies region 
globally appears to be a relative ‘best’ exam-
ple, particularly in terms of education and 
political representation. However, despite 
these positive results, this region exhibits 
the highest maternal mortality ratio (0.544), 
as well as the lowest proportion of economi-
cally active women (50%).

Concerning our third indicator (Index 
of Gender Economically Qualified Presence 
in agriculture (GEQPAI), rural (GEQPRI) 
and urban (GEQPUI) contexts), in both the 
rural and urban contexts the differences 
between men and women with paid work 
(who are therefore economically recogniz-
able and consequently ‘qualified’) are low 
(see Fig. 22.3); however, in all cases, the 
index of the economically qualified 
 presence of women is always lower than 
that of men. The worst situation, in terms 

of economic aspects, is again associated 
with Diourbel, with the exception of 
the index related to the rural sector (the 
 GEQPRI) which indicates that women 
in this region appear to be slightly more 
qualified and economically active in this 
dimension.

This GEQPAI clearly highlights the 
agricultural and rural vocation of the three 
sample regions in relation to both women 
and men. The proportion of women who 
appear to have increased possibilities to be 
economically qualified in agriculture is 
highest in the Fatick region, which com-
prises the most agriculturally oriented 
region in the sample. This positive result is 
likely explained by the heavy weight of the 
sub-indicator of agricultural resource man-
agers (which may include access to and 
management of financial resources, skills, 
inputs, technical training, extension ser-
vices and technology) in relation to the total 
indicator. In particular, in an independent 
analysis of the sub-indicator related to 
resource managers in agriculture (Fig. 22.4), 
the differences between women and men 
are drastically evident.

Fig. 22.3. Indices of Gender Economically Qualified Presence in three different contexts (agricultural, rural 
and urban: GEQPAI, GEQPRI and GEQPUI) of women (W) and men (M) at national and regional levels, 
Senegal. (Authors’ elaboration.)
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As clearly indicated in Fig. 22.4, in all 
three sample regions (despite their recipro-
cal general differences), women are largely 
under-represented in resource manage-
ment. Women are considered to be econom-
ically active in agriculture (Table 22.3), but 
they are not actually responsible for the 
resources; this indicates that women may 
act more as a general workforce than as 
skilled entrepreneurs. This reality evidently 
entails dependence and contributes to the 
randomness and unsustainability of a 
female presence that is economically active 
today, but may not be tomorrow. The 
resource management shortcoming implies 
several remaining questions. Is it a problem 
of land access and ownership or a failure of 
access and availability of inputs, machiner-
ies, skills and resources for farming activi-
ties? Or both? And to what extent? The 
multidimensional gender indicators may 
serve as a tool to achieve a relatively quick 
overview of particular aspects of empower-
ment and their relative differences; how-
ever, to adequately answer these open 
questions, further in-depth investigations 
(also more local participatory indicators) 
are required.

Discussion

This research promotes the fundamental 
importance of applying contextual gender 
development indicators to specific inter-
vention areas. The investigated regional 
indicators enable an explicit understanding 
of how and how much the three sample 
regions differ from each other, particularly 
in terms of nutrition, empowerment and 
access to resources. In our case, the role 
played by regional indicators is particularly 
evident when we examine the most vulner-
able areas (nutrition and general empower-
ment) and those areas with lower gender 
competences to manage agricultural 
resources, such as the Diourbel region, 
where few women manage paid work. The 
first direct implication in terms of policies 
and project management issues is related to 
the necessity of designing punctual inter-
ventions that can fill the specific gaps and 
deficiencies measured at the local level. 
This finding indicates for example, that in 
the most critical contexts that result from 
gender institutional and infrastructural fail-
ures, prior to implementing ‘advanced’ agri-
cultural development projects, it should 

Fig. 22.4. Distribution of resource managers (women (W) and men (M)) in agriculture at national and 
regional levels, Senegal. (Authors’ elaboration.)
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first be necessary to enhance the empower-
ment and education levels of women and 
girls and only then to progressively enforce 
the most appropriate economic and techno-
logical aspects. This recommendation is 
particularly valid with regard to the real 
sustainability and legacy of rural develop-
ment projects. In contrast, the areas in 
which the skills, potentialities and presence 
of women are more widespread and recog-
nized (such as the regions of Fatick and 
Thies in the sample) appear to comprise 
more suitable contexts for the effective 
implementation of more productive and 
technologically oriented agricultural devel-
opment programmes. We argue that in these 
latter areas, it may likely be easier for 
women to adopt enhanced technologies 
in order to efficiently improve the quality 
and quantity of their production. In any 
case, we suggest that it is necessary to 
 carefully select the goals, targets and 
 activities of ‘generalized’ food security 
 projects, conducting local surveys to 
 understand whether, where and the 
extent to which gender discrepancies are 
present. Otherwise, development practitio-
ners risk  implementing the same ‘package’ 
of  gender-oriented project activities in 
 territories with extremely different starting 
conditions.

As indicated by methodologists (see, 
for instance, Metso and Le Feuvre, 2006; 
Ritchie et al., 2013), in most cases the initial 
theoretical research design is subordinated 
to specific contextual and practical findings 
that require modification and adaptation 
of the initial methodological intent (for 
 indicator elaboration) along the pathway. 
Therefore, conscious of the limits and the 
necessary adaptations throughout the 
research process, as well as on the basis of 
available data and final outcomes, we sug-
gest that our translation of international 
gender indicators to the regional scale may 
positively contribute to the better discovery 
of local differences in terms of gender 
empowerment achievements (or lack 
thereof).

The main evidence for the importance 
of in situ gender indicators arises from 
the case of the Diourbel region, which 

exhibits the most different values or deep 
deficiencies in terms of empowerment (such 
as access and equality regarding education, 
inputs, socio-politic representation and 
financial resources) compared with the 
national situation. Furthermore, this study 
demonstrates that national statistical data-
bases allow the deduction and development 
of regional indicators with values very simi-
lar to the national indicators proposed by 
international agencies and institutions. 
Thus, these indicators may also be attain-
able for ‘small’ international development 
actors, whose aim is to obtain an ‘immedi-
ate’, global, comparable and easily attain-
able picture of gender equality at the local 
and regional levels. Consequently, although 
some scientific value and reliability may be 
lost, regional gender indicators can play an 
important role in supporting, from the 
beginning, the shape and implementation of 
most adapted rural development projects. 
Their use implies a decrease in the high 
costs required for the monitoring and evalu-
ation phases and contributes to the most 
effective ‘operationalization’ of gender 
empowerment in countries of the global 
South.

Conclusions

In answer to our initial question regarding 
how and whether it is suitable to adapt 
international indicators to regional and 
local contexts, we can state that yes, this 
attempt is useful because it highlights 
 punctual differences (i.e. ‘what, where and 
whom’) in terms of gender empowerment 
achievements and/or failures with respect 
to specific contexts. This knowledge may 
facilitate the better design and implementa-
tion of gender-oriented interventions within 
rural development and agricultural pro-
grammes. In particular, the translation 
of indicators from an international to a 
regional scale is effective and can be used as 
an intermediate (and more easily  achievable) 
monitoring/evaluation solution between 
international comparison operations and 
household surveys. Simultaneously, even if 
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this exercise has been valuable, additional 
information is still needed (such as that 
related to the most economic and produc-
tive aspects of agriculture, e.g. access to 
inputs, technical training, extension ser-
vices and decision making) to fulfil the 
technical requirements of the applied gen-
der indicators. This type of attempt may 
also contribute to overcoming the diffused 
lack of data, to the achievement of a more 
comprehensive expertise on gender indica-
tors, and to increased exchange, knowledge 
and awareness of gender issues and meth-
odologies between international, national 
and local stakeholders.

Furthermore, as a result of this research 
on gender indicators, we have become 
increasingly conscious of the necessity of 
considering and analysing the complete set 
of mechanisms and processes that underlie 
the elaboration of these tools. This implies 
knowing and documenting not only the 
data collected but also where the data origi-
nate, the scale at which the data are col-
lected, who collects the data, and how the 
data are interpreted and presented (Chant, 
2006). As Sen highlighted (Sen, 1987), there 
are often substantial discrepancies between 
subjective perceptions of empowerment, 
equality and well-being, and empowerment 
as measured by ‘objective’ indicators 
( Jackson, 1996), such as those previously 
discussed. Therefore, we are conscious of 
the future necessity of testing these indica-
tors in the field through the use of more 
qualitative (see Pradhan, 2003) and partici-
patory approaches or ‘self-rating’ poverty 
exercises (Chant, 2006), such as Participa-
tory Poverty Assessments (PPAs), as well as 
on the basis of previous positive attempts of 
field-based and participatory indicators (see 
Lilja and Dixon, 2008; Njuki et al., 2008; 
Xiaoyun and Remenyi, 2008). We are simul-
taneously aware of the controversial inci-
dences behind some participation struggles, 
including the Participatory Rural Appraisal 
(PRA) (Mosse, 1994; Mayoux, 1995; 
 Cornwall, 2003). Through the research, it is 
also possible, and in some cases potentially 
dangerous, that the role of indicators as (rel-
atively) new governance and power tools 
(Merry, 2009; Davis et al., 2012) will become 

progressively more substantial. They may 
be viewed as a ‘top-down’ construction, an 
expression of external and personal views 
and perceptions regarding the gender equal-
ity definition of the authors. Moreover, the 
increased attention towards impact/effect 
quantification and the subsequent (wished) 
better management of the development (and 
research) project risks critically influencing 
the answers of the ‘assessed’ individuals. 
This may occur through both their desire 
(and also potential fear) to comply (or not) 
with the expectations of the researchers and 
as a result of the risk/threat related to not 
obtaining further investments. These factors 
may ‘frustrate’ the final outputs and the 
desired greater subjectivity and quality of 
the collected information.

In the general debate regarding gender 
indicators, a main key point includes how 
to combine the attention to local values, 
perceptions and characteristics with the 
need for universal and shared tools. These 
two different directions have similar pur-
poses; however, they are accomplished 
through different means, including the 
 following: producing more effective and 
inclusive rural development processes, par-
ticularly in Southern contexts; and provid-
ing a specific and appropriate weight to the 
whole actors’ objectives and outcomes. In 
practice, this implies proposing, discussing 
and applying new interactive ways to 
achieve real ‘data for the people by the peo-
ple’, which provides the expected ‘empow-
ered’ individuals a meaningful role in the 
process and returns to them the importance 
and usefulness of the collected information 
(in an understandable and accessible man-
ner). Moreover, it also captures their per-
ceptions, level of interest and awareness to 
fill the gap between theory and practice, 
framework and field, and counted and 
unexpected.

Acknowledgements

This work was conducted in the framework 
of the PAPSEN project in Senegal, an inter-
national development project funded by 



318 F.A. Centrone, B.B. Bock, A. Mosso and A. Calvo

the General Direction of Development 
Cooperation (DGCS) of the Italian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and jointly managed with 
the Senegalese Ministry of Agriculture. The 
authors thank the DGCS, the director and 
the members of the Local Technical Unit 
(UTL) of Dakar (Senegal) and the PAPSEN 
staff, as well as the ANSD and all official 
national and international representatives 
met during the several field studies, 
 conducted between March 2013 and May 
2015, for their support, availability and 
cooperation.

Notes

1According to the World Health Organization, BMI 
is defined as an individual’s weight in kilograms 
divided by the square of the individual’s height in 
metres (kg/m2); it is an attempt to quantify whether 
an individual is underweight, normal weight, over-
weight or obese.
2Surveys consulted were: Situation économique 
et sociale du Sénégal en 2011 (SES 2011) (ANSD, 
2013a), prémière Enquête de Suivi de la Pauvreté 
au Sénégal (ESPS-I, 2005–2006) (ANSD, 2007) and 
deuxième Enquête de Suivi de la Pauvreté au Sénégal 
(ESPS-II, 2011) (ANSD, 2013b).
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Introduction

This chapter explores the impact of agricul-
tural land titling for women. Land titling 
has taken place in the context both of neo-
liberal policy making and of growth of 
demands for gender equality. ‘Neoliberal 
globalization’ is a complex phenomenon 
with contradictory implications for the 
lives and livelihoods of many women. This 
is particularly so for rural women, who are 
disproportionately among the poorest sec-
tors of many populations, often relying 
mainly or solely on agriculture and petty 
trading to survive. In many societies, the 
question of land is thus crucial to women’s 
lives, livelihoods and social standing 
( Agarwal, 1994; Mudege, 2008; Archam-
bault and Zoomers, 2015a).

Globalization’s dominant aspect is, 
arguably, a deep economic restructuring, 
enacted via the spread of versions of capi-
talism which eschew social welfare state 
provision and increase social inequality 
(Harvey, 2011). This restructuring also 
entails an increased emphasis on individu-
alization, which, in the context of ‘reforms’ 
of land tenure, often takes the form of 
strengthening statutory land tenure for indi-
viduals while simultaneously increasing 
pressures to dismantle common property 
regimes.

While being in many cases a negative 
development for women’s livelihoods, 
 globalizing trends can nevertheless have 
more positive outcomes, particularly within 
social movements (Keck and Sikkinck, 
1998). Transnational women’s and feminist 
movements have used the technological 
and political opportunities provided by 
 globalization to organize, especially since 
the 1990s. Thus, in recent years, non- 
governmental organizations (NGOs), wom-
en’s movements and, at times, global bodies 
have attended to some of the inequalities 
faced by rural women, urging that agricul-
tural land be titled jointly in both husbands’ 
and wives’ names or else individually.

The background to such discussions is 
now well explored. Women, globally, tend 
to have less direct access to land or else 
poorer ownership rights where such legal 
entitlements apply. This is particularly 
marked in contexts of patrilineal kinship 
systems. Moreover, women’s land is usually 
of lower quality than land owned by men 
(FAO, 2011). Even where kinship is 
 bilateral, as in much of Europe and the 
Americas, women none the less still often 
experience inferior rights and access 
(Brandth, 2002; Varley, 2010; Jacobs, 2014a).

Spurred on in part through neoliberal 
global policy, the main recent international 
trend in land and agriculture has been the 
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move towards privatization and titling of 
land. This trend, however, does not neces-
sarily affect men and women in the same 
ways. Where land is privatized and owned 
outright, women are significantly less likely 
to possess it formally (FAO, 2011; Doss 
et al., 2014c). Where land is held commu-
nally, as in much of sub-Saharan Africa and 
among some indigenous peoples elsewhere, 
women’s rights are usually mediated 
through a husband or father (Budlender and 
Alma, 2011). Customarily in sub-Saharan 
Africa, wives do have the right to hold a 
small plot allocated for food crops, and this 
and its products should be at her disposal. 
Where a woman is divorced or single with 
children, she should have access to her 
father’s lineage land to feed her family. 
However, in many patrilineal African sys-
tems,1 women’s rights are usually contin-
gent, even when customarily they should be 
secure. Budlender (2013) thus writes that 
the received wisdom concerning African 
land rights for women of different marriage 
statuses (i.e. married/single/widowed) is 
that they can usually access land but may 
lack rights of control over it. (Widows are 
meant to hold land in trust for sons, so do 
have rights of control, albeit temporarily.) 
Nevertheless, negotiation of such entitle-
ments can be arduous, with the rights often 
insecure in practice (Thorley, 2015).

According to the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations (FAO), a 
distinction should be made between land 
use rights, control over land and rights of 
transfer (FAO, 2002). Adding further nuance 
to the difference between ownership and 
control, Doss et al. (2014b) classify property 
rights as: access (the right to be on the land); 
withdrawal (the right to take something 
from the land, such as firewood or water); 
management (including cultivation); exclu-
sion (the right to prevent use by others); and 
alienation (the right to lease, bequeath or 
sell the land). Using this schema, women 
may have rights of access or withdrawal, 
and sometimes management, but they are 
less likely to have rights to exclude others 
or to sell or bequeath land.

African customary systems do never-
theless usually acknowledge the rights of all 

lineage members (and sometimes their 
dependants, including wives) to access land 
for food cultivation (Kingwill, 2014; Thor-
ley, 2015). Given current world trends of 
land ‘grabbing’,2 this safeguard should not 
be taken for granted. Nevertheless, women 
are likely to lack full decision-making pow-
ers, to be poorer than men in their commu-
nities and to enjoy only marginal control 
over land. They may also be subject to inti-
mate violence when asserting rights (Daley, 
2011; Jacobs, 2015).

With this background in mind, the 
remainder of this chapter explores some 
international trends concerning land, land 
tenure and gendered impacts. The discus-
sion is divided into two main sections. The 
first outlines current trends in land titling 
led by global agencies and focuses particu-
larly on the significant role of World Bank 
gendered policies. The second section sum-
marizes selected recent research pertaining 
to the impacts of both joint and individual 
land titling. This is followed by a conclud-
ing discussion and some brief recommenda-
tions on increasing the role of states in 
protecting women’s land rights.

Land Titling: Background, Institutions 
and Debates

Land titling (i.e. the formalization of land 
tenure law and practice) forms an important 
aspect of the economic liberalization of 
economies generally, and of the spread 
of capitalist relations into agriculture in 
 particular. Titling is a type of formalization 
that can give full or partial property rights 
to users, superseding customary tenure 
 practices and thereby giving statutory law 
authority over property. Titling usually 
strengthens the new owner’s rights, includ-
ing the right to exclude others (Stein and 
Cunningham, 2015). Although titling often 
occurs in conjunction with privatization of 
land rights, it does not always lead automati-
cally to full privatization. For instance, states 
can retain ownership while granting permits 
for use (often, these are long-term) and 
restricting rights to buy and sell (see below).
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Attempts to formalize land tenure have 
taken place in sub-Saharan African coun-
tries (see e.g. Manji, 2006), but also in South 
and East Asia and within former state 
socialist societies (Jacobs, 2010; Spoor, 
2012). This process has been promoted by 
international financial institutions (IFIs), 
and particularly the World Bank, for some 
years. More recently, bilateral ‘deals’ 
involving tenure formalization have been 
enacted by the G8 and other bodies (see 
below).

Rationales for titling

This thinking has been influenced espe-
cially by de Soto (2000), who saw formal-
ized property rights as the main cause of 
Western economic growth and develop-
ment. At least four main political and eco-
nomic benefits of land titling have been put 
forward (Hall, 2013). First, titling is meant 
to promote security by protecting land from 
predation or seizure by various social 
actors, including the state itself (Stein and 
Cunningham, 2015). Second, titling is 
thought to stimulate investment on farms, 
since cultivators have a greater stake with 
secure tenure. Third, titling makes it possi-
ble to use land as collateral when seeking 
loans. Fourth and relatedly, titling makes 
land much easier to buy and sell, in theory 
raising its financial value. (Indicating the 
deeply economic inflections of these argu-
ments, improving women’s rights is usually 
mentioned only as a secondary benefit of 
titling.) Such arguments are emphasized in 
varying degrees by different proponents. 
Combined, however, they constitute a pow-
erful discourse and central pillar of contem-
porary neoliberal development policy, 
which is claimed to prompt growth and 
reduce poverty (FAO, 2011; USAID, 2013). 
Yet, through this process the meaning of 
‘land reform’ also changes from its original 
sense of state-backed redistribution of 
land – particularly to the poorest people 
(Jacobs, 2013) – to the individualization of 
property rights and fundamental land law 
reorganization.

The World Bank and gender issues

Since the 1980s, the World Bank has been 
one of the most significant organizations 
urging changes in land tenure and titling 
policy (see World Bank, 2008, 2009). Gill 
and Cutler (2014) term this development a 
‘world market revolution’; that is, a global 
project to ‘liberalize’ economies and to open 
them to investment. Nevertheless, along-
side this economic agenda, the World Bank 
has also incorporated an explicit gender 
focus in recent years in its writings and pol-
icy briefs. One of the earliest mentions by a 
major global institution of improved rights 
for women as an outcome of titling appears 
in a World Bank report (Deininger, 2003), 
while the 2000/2001 and 2006 World Devel
opment Reports (WDRs) (World Bank, 2000, 
2006a) highlighted the close relationship 
between gender equality, economic growth 
and women’s paid employment (Elson, 
2012; Mahon, 2012; Razavi, 2012).

One rationale for concern over wom-
en’s land rights might relate to the World 
Bank’s less clearly articulated ambition to 
help form better functioning and more egal-
itarian families, albeit solely heterosexual 
families (Bedford, 2009). For instance, 
although World Bank policies encourage 
men to engage more with housework and 
childcare, Bedford (2009) notes that this 
ignores other possibilities that would 
involve public funding, most notably 
 nurseries. However, the main justification 
claimed for women’s land rights has been 
instrumental. The FAO estimates that the 
inequality or ‘gap’ in rural women’s access 
to land and other resources causes a 20–30% 
reduction in yields on woman-managed 
farms (FAO, 2011). It is argued by the World 
Bank and other organizations that granting 
women land titles will address this issue by 
prompting investment in agriculture, lead-
ing to improved farming practices (World 
Bank, FAO and IFAD, 2009; FAO, 2011). 
The World Bank termed such business-
focused approaches to women’s control 
over agricultural (and other) land ‘smart 
economics’, claiming that it was capable of 
raising productivity, reducing poverty and 
improving family welfare simultaneously 
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(World Bank, 2006b, cited in Wisborg, 2014; 
see Chant and Sweetman, 2012). The smart 
economics approach was taken up with 
 reference to agriculture and gender in the 
Gender and Agriculture Sourcebook (World 
Bank, FAO and IFAD, 2009) and particu-
larly in the FAO’s 2011 report on Women 
in Agriculture. Additionally, it has been 
acknowledged by the FAO (2011) that 
women are more likely to use income for 
the benefit of households, and particularly 
children within those households.

The World Bank’s WDR 2012, Gender 
Equality and Development, makes some 
advances on the, at times, simplistic claims 
of ‘smart economics’ (World Bank, 2012). 
The Global Social Policy symposium, which 
evaluated the contents of WDR 2012, thus 
welcomed this report’s acknowledgment of 
the intrinsic as well as instrumental impor-
tance of gender equality. WDR 2012 also 
recognizes that many initiatives continue to 
rely on women’s unpaid labour, and high-
lights continued discrimination in family 
and property law, plus the need for greater 
investment in water and sanitation – with-
out which legal reforms remain ambitious 
but impeded in practice (Elson, 2012; 
Razavi, 2012).

Despite serious gaps and a primarily 
instrumental approach to women’s rights, 
the World Bank has at least paid some lim-
ited attention to gender equity. A new draft 
strategy paper covering 2016–2023, for 
instance, offers a broader approach than 
WDR 2012, acknowledging the obstacles 
posed by women’s unpaid labour (includ-
ing caring work), their lack of sexual and 
reproductive rights, and gender-based vio-
lence (Bretton Woods Observer, 2016, p. 6). 
However, although such policy shifts are 
welcome, much is left out; and most notably 
the role of the World Bank itself (Elson, 
2012).

Extent of titling

Land titling is most likely to occur where 
land is becoming a scarce resource and 
where it attracts commercial interest, either 

from corporations or from the state and/or 
national elites. However, this is not a new 
programme. An early land titling project 
was enacted in Thailand from 1984 
( tellingly, for the globalized nature of this 
phenomenon, with the help of an external 
organization – the Australian aid agency). 
Reflecting the exponential nature of land 
titling, this project saw the number of title 
deeds issued increase from 4 million in 
1984 to 13 million in 1998 (Hall, 2013, 
p. 120). Land titling has since gathered 
pace, however. By 1996, such projects were 
widespread, covering many countries and 
world regions.

In sub-Saharan Africa, the predomi-
nance of customary law means that titling 
has given rise to much discussion and 
opposition. The idea that land is an ‘asset’ 
rather than a place to dwell, earn a liveli-
hood or cultivate food – not to mention 
often a site of identity rooted in ancestral or 
kinship ties – runs counter to many custom-
ary systems. Opposition to titling thus 
prompted, at least for a time, a grassroots 
reaffirmation that customary systems could 
be efficient in terms of production (Bruce 
and Migot-Adholla, 1994). There have also 
been moves to go further and codify cus-
tomary law, although this is not the domi-
nant trend.3 Communal tenure is often seen 
as both a barrier to investment and a site of 
traditional values, however, making ‘reform’ 
a particularly fraught issue.

Despite the risks, pressures to title land 
in sub-Saharan Africa have increased in 
recent years. Not only IFIs but also state 
development agencies such as the US 
Agency for International Development 
(USAID), the G8, the Australian Agency for 
International Development (AusAID) and 
the German Agency for Technical Coopera-
tion (GTZ) have promoted titling projects. 
Stein and Cunningham (2015) further note 
that, following the 2012 G8 summit, held at 
Camp David, President Obama’s New 
 Alliance for Food Security and Nutrition 
prompted the G8 member states to launch a 
number of African ‘cooperation frame-
works’, which also included commitments 
to ease access for private corporations. Sub-
sequently, and not by coincidence, the G8 
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focused on strengthening property rights in 
Africa. Bilateral partnerships were then 
established in Senegal (with France), in 
South Sudan and Niger (with the EU), in 
Namibia (with Germany) and in Tanzania 
and Nigeria (with the UK’s Department for 
International Development) (Stein and 
 Cunningham, 2015, p. 6).

The impact of titling differs, of course, 
where land is already privatized. Custom-
ary arrangements often exist alongside for-
mal legislation (Sikor and Lund, 2009); yet 
small farmers are likely to lack the legal 
documentation necessary to use such laws. 
Where communal land tenure does not 
obtain, and ownership is (as is often the 
case) held in informal arrangements, power-
ful individuals – who are more able to 
exploit the legal system – will often play 
key roles in regulating access (Wily, 2012; 
Hall, 2013; Wisborg, 2014). Hence, those 
with greater social power and capital are 
likely to prevail in land negotiations and 
disputes.

Pros and cons of land titling for women

A great deal of literature has critiqued the 
potential impact of titling in general and for 
women in particular. Three key strands of 
critique which emerge from this work are 
now considered.

Different perspectives exist concerning 
the potential impacts of land titling for 
women in agrarian households. Land titling 
might empower women by securing their 
rights and livelihoods given that most rural 
women are poor and face serious discrimi-
nation within families and communities. 
Property holding may also enhance wom-
en’s status within communities (Agarwal, 
2003; USAID, 2013) leading to indirect, 
beneficial impacts on their lives. However, 
instances where titling has resulted in the 
security, investment and productivity 
envisaged by proponents are probably most 
likely where land is already held privately.

Land titling is intended to encourage 
privatization and the spread of capitalist 
relations in agriculture (see Mandel, 1968) 

and is often successful in doing so. Like 
other commercializations, this process tends 
to benefit those who are better-off and there-
fore able to acquire more land, leaving the 
poor to face marginalization, accompanied 
often by loss of their land. Such losses par-
ticularly affect women, who are dispropor-
tionately poor. Moreover, such effects seem 
inherent to the process itself; poor landown-
ers are encouraged to use their property as 
collateral for loans in order to increase pro-
ductivity, yet if the borrower is unable to 
repay, the land is lost (Fortin, 2005).

Foreign land acquisitions have gained 
much attention. This is understandable, 
given that such acquisitions, or ‘grabs’, are 
reminiscent of colonial predations. How-
ever, many if not most acquisitions are by 
local actors, often linked with the state. 
This includes corporations, local elites and 
government agencies (Park, 2015). Be they 
local or global, however, those with more 
wealth and power are most likely to gain 
control over property of any kind, including 
land. This effect is exacerbated by the 
remoteness of many rural communities, 
plus the high costs of litigation and conflict 
resolution, both of which increase the 
advantages held by those with power and/
or capital (Askew et al., 2013). In particular, 
rural women who may need urgently to 
access litigation are unlikely, in most cases, 
to be able to do so.

A second critique of the gendered 
effects of land titling concerns loss of sec-
ondary rights. Although in most societies 
women’s property rights are often greatly 
inferior to men’s, many women do have 
some ‘secondary’ claims on land through 
marriage or kinship links, or else through 
community membership. Nevertheless, 
commercialization and redistributive land 
reforms have usually been based around an 
automatic assumption that husbands or 
fathers are ‘household heads’ who enjoy sole 
decision-making rights. Distributing titles or 
land based on this assumption has further 
reduced wives’ power within households 
and over agriculture (Deere and León de 
Leal, 1987; Lastarria-Cornhiel, 1997; Jacobs, 
1983, 2010). Titling can entail erasure of 
their secondary rights, as well as seasonal 
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rights (Chimhowu and Hulme, 2006). Some 
attempts have been made to offset this effect. 
In Rwanda, for example, the Succession Law 
(1999) does presume common property 
ownership within marriage (Polavarapu, 
2011), while the Organic Land Law (2005) 
ensures that women’s interests in land and 
agricultural decision making be respected. 
Nevertheless, Rwandan marriage law con-
tinues to consider men as household heads, 
undermining the egalitarian aspects of land 
law (Polavarapu, 2011).

This problem also occurs in other parts 
of the world, since the formulation of laws, 
and their enactment in policy, often reflects 
male bias (Elson, 1995). In Madagascar, for 
instance, civil servants, along with many 
rural people, assume a model of the 
 male-headed ‘unitary household’ (Widman, 
2015). A related phenomenon concerns 
contradictions between codified marriage 
laws and land laws. In Madagascar, mar-
riage law assumes a partial common prop-
erty regime. However, at present customary 
law in marriage contradicts land law. 
 Widman (2015) thus argues that mandatory 
joint titling for couples would harmonize 
these two sets of laws.

A third stream of critique questions the 
ability of titling to ensure security. Some of 
the problematic assumptions of land titling 
are clearly political rather than to do with 
the workings of financialized capitalism per 
se. Most significantly, the beneficial out-
comes of titling are predicated upon the 
existence of a state which is able to enforce 
laws and to make fair adjudications. How-
ever, the absence of such state capacity is 
one of the problems that land titling is 
meant to solve (Hall, 2013; Ossome, 2014).

Recent Research on Gender and 
Land Titling

The above critiques point to useful direc-
tions for analysis. However, the exact 
impacts and results of policy changes 
require detailed empirical investigation. 
Hence, the chapter now turns to a discus-
sion of several recent case studies.

Interest in, and research on, gender and 
land has greatly increased in recent years, 
with much of this material being sparked off 
by debates on land titling and its effects. An 
indication of the volume of recent research 
is now given. Google Scholar returns 
approximately 150 papers, articles, chap-
ters and reports on ‘gender AND land’4 pub-
lished in 2014 alone. This represents an 
exponential increase over previous years. 
Part of the explanation for this upsurge is 
that research in this area has won some 
notable support from major global institu-
tions, particularly the World Bank, the FAO 
and UN Women, as well as from aid agen-
cies such as USAID, Norad and Danida. 
Research institutions, such as the Interna-
tional Food Policy Research Institute 
(IFPRI) and the International Center for 
Research on Women (ICRW), plus NGOs 
such as Action Aid, Oxfam and Mokoro, 
have also contributed to the debate, often 
offering critical views. The global alliance, 
the International Land Coalition (ILC), 
which is notable for its ability to combine 
activism and research, has taken up gender 
issues, including holding difficult discus-
sions over gender relations within family 
farming.

However, despite this increased atten-
tion, detailed empirical studies of the 
impacts of land titling are fairly recent and 
are few. The next subsection provides an 
outline of such studies, particularly those 
which focus on gender. Although not a 
comprehensive review, this provides a fla-
vour of the key trends in current research. 
Some studies on this topic do not explore 
gendered relational processes but do 
address linked issues. For instance, 
 Newman et al. (2015) discuss effects of joint 
titling on productivity in Vietnam; the 
study finds that there exist no detrimental 
effects that could counteract an ‘equity’ 
argument.

Customary law and ‘traditional’ beliefs

Many studies have emphasized the diffi-
culty of obtaining women’s land rights, 
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 particularly where customary law pre-
dominates. For instance, in post-genocide 
Rwanda, civil law has been used to attempt 
vigorously to promote equal access to land. 
Yet the persistence of customary law 
remains an impediment to this objective: 
since most disputes are brought to commu-
nity courts, it is customary law that applies 
(Daley et al., 2010). Similarly in Vanuatu, 
although women enjoy property rights 
under the constitution, nevertheless cus-
tomary law is primarily recognized as the 
basis for land ownership (Nagarajan and 
Parashar, 2013). This places the effective 
control of land with fathers and husbands. 
Less often, customary law may form the 
basis of more egalitarian gender relations 
and decision making, as found in Wiig’s 
(2013) study of highland Peru.

Discrimination against women within 
customary land and marriage law is often 
accompanied by social attitudes and beliefs 
that curtail their access to land and ability 
to farm. In Limpopo, South Africa, for 
example, despite women’s widespread par-
ticipation in farming, Murugani et al. (2014) 
find strong negative perceptions of women’s 
agricultural capabilities. Furthermore, a 
number of studies report that wives who 
assert land rights are seen as disloyal, 
thereby threatening their marriage (see 
Tripp, 2004; Widman, 2015). Murugani 
et al. (2014) similarly find women empha-
sizing the need to maintain ‘harmonious’ 
marital relationships in order to retain 
access to land (see also Thorley, 2015, on 
the Acholi of northern Uganda).

That the impact of customary attitudes 
and beliefs can be considerably stronger 
than measures introduced to equalize 
land access is illustrated by the case of 
Orissa, India. Doss et al. (2014c) found 
that very strong normative prohibitions 
against any public displays of female 
authority meant that formal land rights in 
Orissa had had little impact on women’s 
ability to take decisions concerning 
 farming. Thus, customary and traditional 
law, practice and norms may form a power-
ful barrier, even where more egalitarian 
laws and norms have been proposed or 
introduced.

Women hold less land

While women usually hold much less land 
than do men, this is not only the case where 
married women are customarily forbidden 
from holding land on their own account, but 
also where such strictures do not apply. In 
Madagascar, according to the country’s 
Land Certification database, 21% of plots 
are held by women and 0.5% are held 
jointly by couples (Widman, 2015, p. 118; 
see also Widman, 2014). Less than 3% of 
plots acquired by couples were certified as 
‘joint’ holdings. In Vietnam, despite a 
strongly patrilineal culture, national laws 
since 2008 have attempted to provide for 
more equal gendered access to land. A large-
scale Vietnamese study of two sites, in the 
north and the south, indicated that most 
women still suffered disadvantage (albeit 
with geographical differences in this effect) 
(Alvarado et al., 2015). In Vietnam, land 
continues to be held by the state, with culti-
vators holding Land Use Rights Certificates 
(LURCs). In the southern province of Long 
An, only 1% of plots were registered in both 
names of couples, whereas over 70% of 
plots were held by men and 25% of plots 
were registered in women’s names. In con-
trast, in the northern site, Hung Yen, 35% of 
plots were registered as belonging to cou-
ples. Men held 53% of the remainder while 
women (alone or with other women) held 
9–10% of plots (Alvarado et al., 2015, p. 10). 
The study found, additionally, that the plots 
held by men were larger than those held by 
women or couples. Thus, rural women seek-
ing rights usually begin from a disadvan-
taged base in terms of landholding.

Law and policy

A number of practical and legal obstacles 
may inhibit women’s ability to make land 
claims, including lack of knowledge, male-
biased laws, contradictions between sectors 
of law and lack of implementation. Rural 
women, and particularly those who live in 
remote communities, may be unware of 
changes in legislation. This can be the case 
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even in a society with strong official reach, 
such as Vietnam. Alvarado et al. (2015) thus 
found that fewer Vietnamese women than 
men knew how to access LURCs. In their 
sample of some 841 households, there was 
general understanding that women could 
inherit houses and land, and that land could 
not be alienated without a wife’s consent. 
However, few people knew that widows 
should not lose land if they remarried, that 
husbands and wives were able to hold their 
own property or LURCs within marriage, or 
that childless women had the right to land 
and houses.

A further problem is that egalitarian 
laws may simply not be implemented. In 
Vietnam, despite land laws enacted in 2003 
and 2013, it remains commonplace for only 
the husband’s name to appear on an LURC. 
Moreover, women almost never acquire 
LURCs or shares of joint property upon 
divorce (Alvarado et al., 2015, p. 12).

Gaining land

A third strand of discussion concerns how 
women gain rights to land where these are 
available. In at least some contexts, married 
women may gain partial security within 
patrilineal customary systems, so long as 
their marriages are successful according 
to traditional expectations. In Murugani 
et al.’s (2014) Limpopo study, wives in mar-
riages of longer duration and with a number 
of children felt more secure in terms of 
access to land (see also Jacobs and Kes, 
2015; Thorley, 2015). In many societies, 
however, maintaining ‘harmonious’ mar-
riage relations often entails wives behaving 
compliantly and avoiding appearing to 
be demanding. Such ‘security’ is clearly 
precarious.

In South Africa, a number of women 
have avoided the dilemmas of customary 
law within marriage by ‘refusing’ to wed, or 
at least considering this option. In the Lim-
popo study, 36% of women in one site and 
12% in another felt that marriage weakened 
their claims to land and that they would 
have stronger rights remaining on their 

father’s property (Murugani et al., 2014, 
p. 215). This echoes Claassens’ (2013) 
research on the declining popularity of mar-
riage among rural women in South Africa, 
in which marriage was reported by many 
participants to offer numerous risks and few 
advantages.

Examining the institutional arena 
rather than individual agency, the most 
usual way for women to gain, or to be 
granted, land rights is ‘from above’, through 
mandatory legal or other changes enacted 
by a state. In China, for instance, land rights 
were granted to peasant women in 1950 
 following the 1949 Communist Revolution 
(Frenier, 1983). Yet, elsewhere, such rights 
have remained remarkably uncommon until 
recently. (An exception is Peru, where poli-
cies mandated by the authoritarian state 
have provided women with much stronger 
claims to land (Wiig, 2013).)

In the absence of state implementation, 
in some instances NGOs have attempted to 
link joint land or property titling to their 
funding grants (Widman, 2015), albeit with 
variable success. In other cases, there have 
been efforts to refer to international human 
rights instruments, particularly the Conven-
tion on the Elimination of all Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women (CEDAW). This 
was attempted in Vanuatu by rights activ-
ists. However, as Nagarajan and Parashar 
(2013, p. 101) note, ‘most women’s lives are 
lived in spaces that the CEDAW does not 
reach’. The existence of women’s move-
ments can also be of importance. Women in 
Budlender’s (2013) South African study 
thus felt that the reasons that single, 
divorced and widowed women were more 
able to access and control land in recent 
years was due to increasing ‘democracy’ 
and ‘women’s rights’. Conversely, absence 
of progress in ensuring women’s land rights 
is sometimes linked to lack of feminist 
movements (see Widman, 2015).

Individual versus joint titling: three studies

Two studies compare the impacts of joint 
versus individual titling. Doss et al. (2014c) 



330 S. Jacobs

compare the impacts of joint versus indi-
vidual land titling in three different African 
countries – Mali, Malawi and Tanzania – 
finding that both joint and individual titling 
within couples had positive impacts in each 
case. However, the effects for individual 
ownership were strongest, especially con-
cerning wives’ ability to make agricultural 
decisions.5 Individual landownership also 
gave women more influence over food con-
sumption, cash-crop farming and decisions 
regarding agricultural inputs and market-
ing, although somewhat less so over non-
agricultural decisions (Doss et al., 2014c, 
p. 13). Jacobs’ and Kes’s (2015) study of 
couples in central Uganda and Kwa-Zulu 
Natal province, South Africa, produced 
more ambiguous data. Spouses often dis-
agreed over the meaning of ‘joint titling’, 
with married women more likely to assert 
joint ownership than were their husbands. 
However, joint ownership was weakly asso-
ciated6 with coupled women being able to 
make transactions over land and housing, 
while the existence of documentation 
which included a woman’s name meant 
that husbands were more likely to recognize 
their wives’ claims to land.

A third study, conducted by Wiig 
(2013) in highland Peru, was able to report 
a clearer and more positive impact of joint 
titling. Peru is unusual both because joint 
titling has been strictly enforced from above 
for two decades, and also because gender 
norms among the indigenous Quechua are 
relatively egalitarian. Wiig (2013) compared 
‘old’ redistributive land reform dating from 
the 1960s with more recent titling reforms 
within the same area. The survey of some 
1280 households indicated a statistically 
significant ‘empowerment’ effect of joint 
titling for wives; again, particularly regard-
ing agricultural decision making.

Conclusion

Land remains a crucial subsistence resource 
for many. Several points emerge from the 
recent literature that provides gender-based 

contextualization to this need. First, where 
customary land law is adhered to, its influ-
ence is powerful, often due to patrilineal or 
otherwise male-dominated contexts. How-
ever, customary law does afford some rela-
tive security for women, particularly with 
regard to rights of access and food cultiva-
tion. Yet such customs are often breached 
(Murugani et al., 2014), particularly outside 
marriage, but also within it, at times making 
it difficult for women to activate their tradi-
tional rights. Another theme arising from 
the literature is that laws governing mar-
riage and land can be contradictory with 
regard to women’s rights. Where marriage 
or land law accords legal dominance to a 
husband or father, it generally remains the 
case that this will prevail. Moreover, wom-
en’s assertion of land rights within wedlock 
is often seen as a sign of ‘disloyalty’ or lack 
of commitment to the marriage.

Recent studies indicate that women 
within couples do receive some benefit 
from joint titling, for example improving 
household bargaining power. Individual 
titling or ownership gave coupled women 
clearer rights; although accessing such 
rights risked ‘payback’ in terms of how 
women were viewed by the family and/or 
community. More advantaged women, who 
faced fewer obstacles, or who were more 
able to weather community disapproval, 
were more likely to be able to assert owner-
ship or titling claims. Most women still 
remain at the ‘bottom’ in terms of income 
and assets, even within wealthier countries. 
Aggravating this problem, enforcement of 
gender-beneficial law entails recourse to 
formal courts. Only an elite of women are 
likely to be able to access such litigation.

Nevertheless, there remains a prefer-
ence for individual titling by many rural 
people (Hall, 2013), including women 
(Agarwal, 2003; Wanyeki, 2003; Jacobs, 
2004; Widman, 2015). This may indicate a 
general distrust among women of the pro-
tections supposedly entailed in customary 
land tenure.

Much of the current research notes that 
both joint and individual titling has some 
positive impact on women’s lives – for 
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example, improving household bargaining 
power. However, joint land titling is a recent 
development. The studies cited are not lon-
gitudinal, hence it is not currently possible 
to assess whether future market processes 
will lead to women losing land gained 
through titling. Is land titling a vehicle that 
can secure rights for women? Or alterna-
tively, does it serve as a ‘trojan horse’ for fur-
ther privatization (Monsalve Suárez, 2006), 
so that a vehicle for democratization of land 
rights may instead result in loss of the land 
itself through foreclosure and land sales?

How rural women’s land rights fare 
within the context of the major contempo-
rary trend of increasing state and corporate 
land acquisition7 has been the subject of 
some recent studies (see e.g. Daley, 2011; 
Behrman et al., 2012; Wisborg, 2014; Park, 
2015). Although the evidence remains 
sparse, there is at least some worrying indi-
cation that, rather than raising women’s 
rights to the level of men’s, rural women 
and rural men are both in danger of losing 
their existing and secondary rights.

Despite some positive developments, 
the pressure to introduce land titling for 
women can often be traced back to the 
spreading influence of IFIs. These institu-
tions, in pursuing neoliberal agendas, often 
undermine or destroy rural people’s liveli-
hoods (e.g. Bryceson, 2002; Gwynne and 
Kay, 2004; Li, 2010; Jacobs, 2014a).

It is thus likely to be states which hold 
the key to improving women’s land rights. 
The most effective and positive improve-
ments in women’s rights have previously 
occurred only through ‘top-down’ govern-
ment action. Neoliberal policies undermine 
states, particularly in functions supporting 
health, education, labour rights and social 
equality. And male-dominated local com-
munities have rarely been quick to reform 
women’s rights, either in terms of land or 
more generally. State bodies, with the 
power to enforce transformation, may be 
able to mediate between the opposing forces 
of patriarchal forms of customary law and 
untrammelled market forces, neither of 
which is likely to be positive for land and 
decision-making rights. The role of 

women’s rights organizations in this trans-
formation will remain key, as governments 
will likely remain pressurized by both 
external financial action and internal cul-
tural reaction.

As the matter stands, significant obsta-
cles remain. Much testimony indicates how 
difficult it is to put women’s land rights into 
practice, even once gained on paper. For 
instance, even the relatively straightforward 
change of including a space for two people’s 
signatures on contracts, thereby permitting 
easier joint titling, has proved notably 
intractable (Deere, 2003; Doss et al., 2014a; 
Widman, 2015). There exists no simple 
solution to this, given the dual challenge of 
external acquisitions that threaten to expro-
priate land and the ‘internal’ problem of 
the ‘family–land–sexuality’ nexus (Jacobs, 
2014b). One response could be to make 
women’s rights much more visible. For 
instance, Wiig (2013) notes that, in Peru, 
legitimacy (and potential cultural change) 
were gained by the public witnessing of the 
signing of land deeds. Campaigns against 
gendered violence (such as that of La Vía 
Campesina), whether within organizations 
or on peasant/smallholder farms (Jacobs, 
2015; Park et al., 2015), can assist women to 
gain a measure of security and autonomy.

In sum, the research reviewed in this 
chapter indicates that there have been some 
positive recent achievements for women’s 
land rights, not least that they are being 
highlighted in contemporary discussion 
and debates. In this complex terrain it is 
important to build on such achievements, 
including changes in community attitudes, 
and, perhaps most significantly, to resist the 
dismantling of state and other public insti-
tutions. These are the very bodies that might 
help to encourage, or where needed enforce, 
new rights for women ‘on the ground’.
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Notes

1Matrilineal systems also exist, particularly in the 
central ‘belt’ of Africa, and also in parts of South and 
South-East Asia, and these do afford greater rights for 
women, as they hold land through lineage member-
ship. However, the number of matrilineal societies 
has for some time been in decline.
2Land ‘grabs’ or land transactions are equally impor-
tant international trends and have given rise to a 
large literature. See, for instance, Borras and Franco 
(2012) and Archambault and Zoomers (2015b). 
Space does not allow discussion of land grabs and 
their gendered impacts here.
3Thus, the World Bank partially ‘backtracked’ over 
the insistence that all land be titled or privatized. 
There have been related moves to codify custom-
ary law – such as in Mozambique – and this has 
sometimes provided community protection ( Hanlon, 
2004; Sikor and Lund, 2009; Archambault and 
Zoomers, 2015b). However, this has not been the 
main direction of change.
4The search used ‘gender OR women and land’ as 
keywords. Some caveats and explanation are in 

order. The data accessed are by no means compre-
hensive, but do give some indication of publications 
that are relevant to gender, women and questions of 
agriculture and land tenure. However, many ‘results’ 
are irrelevant (for instance, ‘coronary disease among 
women in New Zealand’), while a larger number 
were only of marginal relevance. Examining notices 
over a 2-year period (June 2013–May 2015), lists of 
publications were sent on average nine or ten times 
monthly, with approximately eight or nine publica-
tions in each. Of these, usually two or three items 
contained some relevant information or data.
5Doss et al. (2014c) caution that increased female 
decision making does not equate with wives hav-
ing the ‘final say’; in most instances this is a male 
prerogative.
6Jacobs and Kes (2015) note that, in their study, clear 
and consistent advantages for women could not be 
demonstrated statistically.
7Both men and women are likely to lose land 
through processes of marketization and/or acquisi-
tion. However, women are likely to lose land dispro-
portionately as they start out as weaker social actors, 
without the ‘assets’ demanded by the market.
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Introduction

When we were asked to do an updated ver-
sion of Rural Gender Relations, we thought 
it an important task but were more excited 
by the idea of doing a new book. This book 
is new, in that all of its chapters are original 
rather than updates of the 2006 chapters, 
although some of the same contributors 
have participated in both volumes. Doing a 
new book has allowed us to extend the 
global reach of the contributors as we were 
particularly keen to include the global 
South and developing countries. The way 
in which we organized this book is the same 
as the previous one. It was very useful to 
have a number of thematic sections. As 
before, each of the four thematic compo-
nents of this volume – gender and mobility, 
gender and agriculture, rurality and gender 
identity, and gender and international 
development – addresses topical debates 
within rural studies and the social sciences 
more generally. All of the components begin 
with a theoretical overview that also pro-
vides a summary of the chapters, and to do 
this again in this concluding chapter would 
be repetitious. Instead, we have decided in 
this short conclusion to reflect on what we 
view as the key issues for rural gender 
 studies and some of the issues that need to 
be addressed going forward. We focus 

particularly on two issues that we believe 
are key issues for future consideration: 
greater reflexivity about gender research in 
rural studies and how gender is represented 
in professional rural academia; and com-
parative research that allows us to grasp the 
increasing global interconnectedness of 
gender relations across rural and urban 
places and across and within the global 
North and South that results from the glo-
balization of society and social relations in 
general.

Positioning Gender in Rural Academia

Ten years ago we said, and it remains the 
case, that rural gender relations research is a 
well-established specialist field within, 
among other disciplines, rural sociology, 
rural geography and rural economics. It has 
flourished over the last decade and has 
developed further in both theoretical and 
empirical sophistication. We quoted What-
more, who warned that the study of farm 
women was:

in danger of becoming isolated as a 
specialist field of research interest in a way 
which obscures the broader significance of 
gender and the analysis of farm women to 
key debates in rural sociology about the 

24 Conclusions – Future Directions

S. Shortall1,* and B.B. Bock2,3

1Newcastle University, Newcastle upon Tyne, UK; 2Wageningen University, 
Wageningen, The Netherlands; 3Groningen University, Groningen, The Netherlands

* Corresponding author e-mail: sally.shortall@newcastle.ac.uk



338 S. Shortall and B.B. Bock

survival of family farming in advanced 
capitalist societies and the nature of the 
farm labour process.

(Whatmore, 1988, p. 239)

Twenty-seven years later, we still have this 
concern. Rural gender studies remain an 
insulated research area within rural studies, 
and even more so within mainstream soci-
ology, geography, economics, politics, and 
even mainstream women/gender studies. 
We have in the past commented on the 
insular nature of the gender streams at rural 
conferences. While scholars doing research 
on gender and governance, power relations, 
agriculture, identity, social exclusion and 
so on were keen to go to the streams on the 
more general question, there were few from 
the sessions on governance, agriculture or 
social exclusion coming to hear the gender 
perspective on these more general ques-
tions. In many respects, we return to the 
age-old feminist question of whether exclu-
sionary or inclusive strategies are most 
appropriate and effective. If we wish to 
demonstrate the broader significance of 
 gender to rural studies, is it best achieved 
through an established sub-discipline of 
rural gender studies or through integrating 
aspects of rural gender studies with rural 
research questions? Our concern is that 
rural gender relations and those who do 
research in this sub-discipline are seen 
as ‘doing gender’, which is interpreted as 
being relevant only to research questions on 
gender and not to the wider programme of 
rural research. This problem though is not 
confined to rural studies, which in itself is a 
sub-area of a number of disciplines. It is our 
view that not only does research on rural 
gender relations need to be well informed 
about general debates in the social sciences, 
but the study of rural gender relations can 
also lend theoretical and empirical insights 
to more general debates.

Previously we discussed the more 
 general integration of gender as a factor 
in research programmes. This is currently 
encouraged by EU research programmes 
that oblige research teams to consider gen-
der issues. However this is often addressed 
in a nominal way, by increasing the number 
of female researchers involved in the 

research team, rather than a comprehensive 
integration of gender analysis into the 
research question. The Research Council of 
Norway is exemplary in this regard. Regard-
less of the quality of the science, if gender 
issues are not adequately addressed, the 
proposal is off the table. There is an under-
standing of the importance of gender per-
spectives and a commitment to ensure they 
are embedded in the research it funds.

We have also reflected more recently 
on gender within rural academia. We are 
currently the President of the European 
Society for Rural Sociology (ESRS) (Shortall) 
and editor of Sociologia Ruralis (Bock), and 
in these roles have discussed the gender of 
rural organizations and awareness of gender 
more generally. The gender balance of the 
ESRS is quite good now, but has not always 
been, and it varies across the regional net-
works. We were surprised to see a very 
unequal gender balance at the International 
Rural Sociology Association’s (IRSA) con-
ference, with some networks nominating all 
men to the IRSA Council. When we raised 
this as an issue, some people commented 
that it was not an issue for IRSA but rather 
the networks. However when we raised it 
at the Council, it was agreed that in future 
IRSA would advise networks to encourage a 
balance of gender, diversity and stage of 
career when nominating members. We do 
not believe there is a deliberate attempt to 
exclude women, but there is a gender blind-
ness – it is not noticed unless it affects you 
and in this way it is systemically perpetu-
ated. It is not enough to have a gender 
stream or a gender section in a book but 
remain blind to gender in other ways. We 
must reflect on the gender composition of 
panels, the gender balance of invitees to 
meetings, of our networks and of leadership 
positions as all of these send subliminal 
messages about the extent to which we are 
genuinely committed to gender equality.

Comparative Research

In some respects it is quite disheartening 
that some of our observations from 10 years 
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ago remain true. We noted then that rural 
gender studies have tended to rely heavily 
on qualitative, regionally specific studies 
and consequently comparative (quantitative 
and qualitative) research remains an under-
developed area within the field. This is 
still generally the case; nevertheless, this 
volume presents several examples of com-
parative research. Caoimhe Ni Dhonaill 
evaluates the responsiveness of social ini-
tiatives to elderly men’s needs and interests 
in urban and rural places (Chapter 16), and 
also Donatello Greco and Chiara Zanetti 
compare the experiences of migrant women 
in more and less remote rural areas as well 
as cities (Chapter 3). Several authors in this 
volume present research that is internation-
ally comparative. Majda Cernic Istenic and 
Chrysanthi Charatsari assess the effect of 
farm women’s participation in education 
and extension programmes in Greece 
and Slovenia (Chapter 10), whereas Janet 
 Momsen reflects on the effect of migration 
on rural gender relations in Mexico and the 
Caribbean (Chapter 6). Three chapters even 
cross-cut the borders between countries in 
the global North and South: Wendy  Harcourt 
does so when looking into glocal initiatives 
for gender equality (Chapter 20), Susie 
Jacobs when studying the gendered effects 
of land titling programmes (Chapter 23), 
and also Carolyn Sachs and Elisabeth 
 Garner approach their analysis of the gen-
dered effects of changing agro-food systems 
from a global perspective (Chapter 19). 
These chapters are important in adding to 
our understanding of the construction of 
gender relations and the circumstances 
under which more equality may be 
achieved, economically, socially and politi-
cally. They point to the fact that similar 
changes develop in similar ways in differ-
ent parts of the world and often in parallel 
to responses to global forces, such as 
increased mobility, privatization of land or 
changing agro-food systems. In doing so, 
they reconfirm the increasing interconnect-
edness of our societies which also includes 
the rural.

There are more chapters in this volume 
which unravel the growing interrelation 
and interdependence of places, such as that 

of Donatello Greco and Chiara Zanetti 
(Chapter 3), which demonstrates the depen-
dency of elderly rural citizens in Italy on 
care provided by migrants from Ukraine. Or 
the chapter about Uzbekistan by Nargiza 
Nizamedinkhodjayeva, Bettina Bock and 
Peter Mollinga which identifies the impor-
tance of migration experiences for shifting 
power relations according to gender and 
generation (Chapter 4). The chapter by Jes-
sica Duncan and Monika Agarwal provides 
testimony of the opposite: rising incorpora-
tion in global industries, and the resulting 
immobilization of rural men and women, 
may result in the deterioration of women’s 
socio-economic position (Chapter 5). In 
addition, the chapters that discuss singular 
case studies add to our ability to understand 
recent developments from a comparative 
perspective, given the fact that their assem-
blage in the different sections of this  volume 
facilitates the contemplation of differences 
and correspondences.

The book proves in our view the fruit-
fulness of comparative research and the 
comparative assemblage of case studies. 
Further development of comparative gender 
research is, hence, still important.

As existing research has shown, com-
parative research not only facilitates rigor-
ous analysis of existing research questions, 
but also enables a more critical analysis of 
less developed research questions, such as 
the impact of geopolitics, ideology, histori-
cal trends and culture on rural gender rela-
tions. While this volume has a much broader 
global reach than the previous book and 
includes many more chapters from the 
global South and developing countries,1 
there is scope for further, deeper, compara-
tive research. Difficulties accessing research 
funding has been one barrier. It will be 
interesting to see if the Global Challenges 
Research Fund (GCRF) announced in 2015 
by the UK Government will change this 
landscape. The GCRF is a £1.5 billion fund 
announced by the UK Government to sup-
port cutting-edge research that addresses 
the challenges faced by developing coun-
tries. It aims to grow the research base in the 
UK and strengthen capacity overseas to 
address research challenges informed by 
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the expressed needs of developing coun-
tries. Ten years ago we expected that within 
the EU, comparison between the ‘new’ and 
‘old’ member states would emerge. This has 
not developed to any great extent. It remains 
our view that the most important form of 
comparative research that needs systematic 
development is between developed and 
developing countries. Many of our debates 
and areas of research are mirrored in the 
 literature from developing countries. There 
is an elaborate and very thorough body of 
research on many of the research questions 
topical in Western studies: gender and 
 agriculture, governance, gender budgeting, 
migration, education, and additional areas 
such as women’s access to water and how 
they are treated by development agencies. 
For some research questions, developing 
countries have a far stronger body of knowl-
edge and lead the field theoretically and 
empirically. This is particularly the case 
for gender budget analysis, participatory 
 development and integrated resource 
management.

There is a need to develop both a frame-
work and an agenda for comparative 
research. Because of the tradition of singu-
lar, local research projects, comparative 
frameworks are hardly developed when it 
comes to rural gender issues. We need a sys-
tematic analysis of existing knowledge on 
relevant gender issues, identifying gaps in 
knowledge and understanding. Following 
this the design of a comparative research 
framework could be considered, and this 
could then be used as a starting point for 
developing comparative research projects.

Ten years ago we noted that a serious 
obstacle to comparative research is the 
 quality of baseline information on rural 
women. Many questionnaires for national 
surveys were designed 20 years ago and 
they provide information that does not take 
account of changed gender relations, work 
roles and economic situations. There is a 
need to ‘write’ gender into the collection of 
statistics, in order to provide information 
about rural women’s employment patterns, 
participation rates, types of activities, 
 educational levels, engagement with rural 
development programmes and other 

 important indicators. We both made this 
point in reports commissioned by the 
 European Parliament (Bock, 2010; Shortall, 
2010). Without comparable international 
statistics, comparative research is practi-
cally impossible. As well as statistics, how-
ever, there needs to be recognition of what 
can be learned from research conducted on 
similar questions but in situations radically 
different from our own.

While baseline information and compa-
rable statistics are essential tools to under-
take comparative research, it would be 
naïve to present the difficulties as only 
relating to the quality of our information. 
Comparative research is difficult and needs 
considerable commitment to ensure accu-
rate and useful research. The more different 
the places we wish to compare, the more 
problematic it is to compare them only by 
way of statistics or another quantitative 
methodology that may misrepresent the sig-
nificance of differences. A comparative case 
study approach can allow us to examine 
macro-sociological processes that contrib-
ute to similarities and differences in rural 
gender relations. Yet we need to be realistic 
about the difficulties of doing good compar-
ative qualitative research. It will require 
common frameworks and sets of definitions 
that are general enough to allow for com-
parison yet specific enough to be meaning-
ful in a specific situation. There is a need to 
develop a sound qualitative comparative 
research methodology that maintains the 
insights of in-depth case studies, but 
yet generates knowledge that can be 
generalized.

So, going forward, there are patterns of 
change and continuity. Some of the chal-
lenges remain the same, and greater reflex-
ivity as a profession may be one means of 
considering how to ensure gender issues 
and by extension gender studies are given 
the attention they need.

Note

1We are aware that these are contested terms but it is 
not a debate for this chapter.
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