
Women ii Devel,,).',ent 
, . .,A ..... ',, J).T. n .±K7' [ L Ti vel opment 

\V- h - "- - -- ---'­
(2C2) ,.-: - .:. 

Women in Agriculture:
 

American Farm Women in, Ciobal Perspective
 

A Paper for the Off ic,., of Women in l)evelopm nit, 
Agency for International Developm.nent 

Frances Hill . 

Department of Government 
University of Texas--Austin 

The views and interpretations
 
inthis publication are those
 
of the author and should not

be attributed to the Agency

for International Development.
 

...............
. . . .. 



Women's roles in agricultre vary over an ,Almos0t limitless iange. The same
 

may be said of the cendiLtions in whic I hey live and work. Yet, this diversitv
 

co-exist-s with some imthporttlant c.rmmntalit ics; that sha pe wotmnet's roles:- as farmers;.
 

These commnaltoa ies link American farm women with 
 women in very diff-arent irciom­

stances in other areas of 
 the world. These commontlit ies g'ow out of their common
 

fe leness. lowever, two other 
 factors shape the impl ications ot that: femalaenes.; 

First, the social relations of production in agr-,icu lt ure are curren ty undergoing 

a transformation from rplatinns determined by ki n :hip to re1lations determined by
 

contr-ct. Secondly, women's riles aind 
conditi[ts ir- affected v gpintral changes
 

in the stroe tutre of agricultural production, 
 espec illy, ti e xpane ion of scale, the 

tretnd toward capi til-In tensive operations , and liet in'ros i u sepailation betweell 

ownership (or other forms of controi) of land and the operation of aigricultural 

enterprises. 

These chang-s are global in two senses. First, similar processes are underway 

to varying degrees throughout the world. Scom lyv, these pattern. of ..change are 

sha,,ed by shared as sumpt iotis abouit modernity, produ t-ivitv , the mst appropriate 

roles of lahor, capital and la d,. These assumpt ions have been based prmimarilv on 

U. S. agricrt ture since World War 1i. t might be more accurate to describe 

agriculture as Americanizing rather than global ii/.ig. Most of the:;e technological 

and economic assumptions have been appilcd to, not tested in, the ecological, 

economic, and culi tuadl. cendit ions of oher countrits. Ameri can fa rut women are 

affected as profoundly by these processes as are woten in the si-ca led "modernizing''
 

countries. 
 in examining women's cross-cultural experiences in agriculture, it 

soon becomes clear that Amer icon farm women do not represent a model for women in 

the rest of the world. American farm women are as vulnerable to marginal[ty within 

their occupation as are women elsewhere. Only the forms of this vulnerabili ty,
 



-2­

not the vu nerability itself, vary. It is always a shock for Americans to real ivc; 

that thev are not necessarily a model for the world. The realization that America,
 

farm women face mo ny of th, same problems as do farm women initi developing
 

1
count ries requ I res a new lonk a t Anpr ican fi rm wom. J paper f oc uses on.'his 

American women in an attempt to show that women's special problems are inherert in 

agriculture's virtually unique blend of k inship And business. 

Women's Access to Agriculture: Kinship and Contract 

Agriculture is one of the few remaining oicupat ions to which access is monitored 

by kinship rather than by individual qualifications. This is not to say that most 

farmers -- male or female -- are unqualified for their work. Rather, it is to 

point out that agriculture enmeshes idivida15 in kin-delined groups while most­

urban occupations provide acEIS to individuals. This essential difference is 

crucial to understanding roes in agriculture.uom.n'n e, Manv quest ioins of equality 

under law are made In nensurably m r, diffic'ult 0w the kin-.',roups basis of agri­

cultural enterprises. Since agricuitu ral nterprises ire not defined by simple 

individual rights, the problem ,, equity for women is far more complex than simply 

guaranteeing them the same rights that are held by men. There is much in 

agriculture that could he remedied by this expedient. Howver, there are other 

problems that require a new approach to defining individua-l roles in "in enterprise 

previously assuming collective activity. The area of individual rights in kin-based 

enterprises is a virtually uncharted area of law. 

Women have historically irn most cultures been the least likely to have their 

individual rights recognized within these property-controlling, occupation-defining 

kin groups. This has been as true of the American "family farms" as of African clan 
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vil lages Even when the land passed tlroug h tlhe fema Ie kinship line, it passed 

to men or men were soon recognized as the ''far mar- 1 " , ra tor of the fann, 

The general situation left women with indirct ac'ess Io land and thus to
 

the occupation of 
agricu lture. They cold protc.,0 this indirect a('ess only 

througl informa1 infIuenco, operating th1rough kinship links. There might have been
 

a time when thv:s, kinship obliga tion s were rega rded as 
so binding by individuals
 

and had such logit iiv a y In the 
 lIa mw " s,,' i al "nit Ih.t t inf-o rma l 11) Iltnci, liid In
 

fact protect wom'n. 
 That is no 1lnger true. Two' processes ha,.', rodnced the efficacy
 

of informal influence. First 
 has been the legal- dmin st rativo thust to regularize 

title to Iland. This'I does not al,., :a.Ysmean priv. te owne rship but it does involve 

des.,. gtat-iog in individual as the r,:ponsiiolo "operltIor". In this way the ;phere 

within which informal. influ en0c can oppirat, r'ff,'t ivelv has been ried"cud by the
 

riec:essi .' ty ; .' Lhe internatl ,opuration i the agvriuIl tra] unit o'nffrrm to i the
 

]i'gal-adminisn at ye cxpectations of the larg.r 
 no( Luty. Secondly, land has been
 

comm.eriialized. 
 This has been a powerful incentI ve to individiial ,ain, even at 

the expense of the kin group that has been asociate,,d with a particular agricultural
 

unit. These strains are most intense in an inflationary economy landwhen usually 

appreciates more rapidly thin Ihe inflation rate and thus serves as a "safe" real 

asset. Srruggles among kin for control of the "family farm" have becore even more 

intense durint, the recent appreciation of land values in an inflationary economy. 

These two (h.anges explain why kirnship and the public r'enlm have become 

increasingly incomp;atible ways of managing acr.ss to land and of manag-ng the 

operation of a business. Thev do not expla n why women should be partic iularly 

disadvantaged relative t(, men dlring th[is proL;; of chane. Women's posit ion 

in the agricultural econo)v and in hie !legal-administrative matrix of the larger
 

society is conditioned not by their actual roles in labor or management nor by 

their kinship statuses hut by general cultunral as;sumptions about the role of women. 
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These assumptions have, in most cultures. includin- those shaped by ludaic-Chri.stian 

ethics, placed women in a subservient position. This is clear when one considers 

the roles , American wamen in "family farms" 

Th'le ideal of a "family IaV n' sitt gIII t; a simple correspondence between one farm 

and One oUCLw'ar family. This is rarey n) a,'lra t description of ac tital Conditions. 

The fa rm fani v is not "l1ways thle silipl Ie niCl1.,I r i 1it port raNved in Amr i can ( t, ic.t 

Tit may be any of these "families" -- the nuc lear flmi Iv, the st em fanmi ly, or the 

extended family. Each form of the "faimi Iy" def i nes a partictil,ir phase of Lhe farm­

family ( The family of wife pros siblvycle . nuclear consists a i:;band, and children. 

The ;tem family consists of the parents and an adult child and his or her nuclear 

family joined together as a me'lhanism of prepel t y transfer. The extended faimily 

refers to the parents, their adult chi1 d ren and their families. The nuclear familv 

Is a component of the stem family, which becorm, s embedded in the extended family. 

Tle problem of determining which child should become, the member of the stem family 

and thus inherit the farm is the e:;sential proIl n, of sepnrating the stem farmily 

from the exti.nded family. This in inyuiv iye- of sepairating the nuclearturn problems 

family from the stem fanilv illways tIihat re cocnCi1C the needs of buiisi ness and tile 

3 
ties of family affection. 

Tlhese phases of the farm-family cycle reflect the changing blend of 1abor and 

capital characteristic of agriculture. At various 

phases in the farm-family cycle, particular components of the relevant form of the 

family tend to act either as labor or capital. Tr these various phases, the two 

generations involved will be distinguished by their degree of control- over th: 

property and their roles in actu,il production. iin some phases, a fami .y functions 

as capital and at other phases it functions as labor. The stem family thus 

encompasses two different functions performed by people linked together in complex 



kinship relations. Kinship does not prevent the expression of capiLal-l o r 

hostilities related to control of property, all ocat ion of labor contributionp, and 

the share of the rewards. Stem families tr-, to resolve the difficult ques tion of 

whether property, he expressien of past labor .nd inuvestnent, shouldl he rewarded 

more or less or equally with curret labor. Onlv when cthe nuclear famil-y both 

contrln the property and provi des the 1,obor is Whi S issue resolved. Oin ly then, is 

the farm that blend of capitAl nd labor implied by tile idea of theI Wl ilV farm. 

L.inking of property transfers to kinship moans Mot the two gonratl ons of 

the .stem familv are operating with incongruent nicle r familv phases. Inter­

generational ;tr: ins are nuavoidable,. The y enilcr couple will be ready to take 

over long before the older couple is readv to retire. Biological reproduction will 

put the business partners only twnty-five years apart when smooth business relations 

may welt require a difference of at least thirty-five years. 

These relationships between kinship and capitalism have a clear impact on 

womenis roles in the farm. There Is still a marked tendencv for property to pass 

down to sons rather than to daughters. Thuref-v, ;a woman be coime s tle one menber 

of a stem familv that is linked only by contract (marriage) and not bv kinship. 

This puts women in a peripheral position in the kinshitip nexus. ( 11ltur. I biases 

that obscure perception of tlhe important labor And minagement roles of women mean 

that their cont ributions to tli farm will not nicessarli ly overcome hs marginal i ty 

based in the lack of a kinrslhIp link. When tie property is passed down through the 

wife, the husband will be in a stro,ger pos it i oecluse he will e seen as a 

"farmer" whose labor is necessary to the operat ion of the farm. His lack of kinship 

status will be offset by his actual rle and by the cul tural evaluation of that 

role. 
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Strains arising out of 
the blend of kinship and capitalism often lead 
to
 

poor business arrangements. People cannot stop being relatives. They uan M v
 

try to avoid the problems of 
rWating kinshipI to capirlism. There is tt'idency 

rely on kinship to organize capiti ism, to rely on to verbal underst ondinogs r:ather
 

than on writt,,n agreemeints. lie problens that arise by seking t" ,vold pribleIms 

in thi s manner are legend in fairm ioiunin irs. Ulntfort natelv, th v .re I 'ge ds
 

based on fact: kinship is io siibstitute for 
 . it:1l i:m in making airraingemients for
 

property transfers.
 

The strains growing out of the link hotwoen kinship and capttiitIaIm do not
 

simply divid, the two nuclear fanili es 
 along general lenal and capital-labor lines.
 

They ia o c;uIis problema wi thin each ucltear 
 Wamiv, especially the v\ninger one. 

In a stem family of four people three o'f them cont itute a previous family, a 

residual 
kin group binding the individiils by special ties of affection and shared
 

experien, e. 
One person Is included in the stem family only on the basis of 

contract, i.e., marriage. This Is usually the voung wiLe. At critical points inI 

business negoti[ations or during tie never-endil, ilnformiai coilversat ions over ('offee,
 

this contractual member of the stem familyl feels, and is made to fee I, marginal . 

Pa terns of kinship-based propprry transfers vaiy greatly, hut sons are more commonly
 

heirs to proprty than are daughters. Tills makes 
the young wife marginal to 

decision-making within tihe stem f;,mily. She is probably 
an "equal" partner in her
 

own nuclear family and may well be 
a co-laborer on 
the farm with her husband. In 

such a situit in, resentments over hr ducis in-akink m mar.' inal itV fociised on he 

in-Iaws may a]so be directed titward the Iiishad who semns relc.int t" transgress the
 

unwritten codes of the residual kin.ship unit to demand forbith oa more equal role 

his wiN and to pursue more vigirouislv the busielss arrangements needed to protect 

the rights of his own nuclear fa:;ily. 
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At: the same time, a young wife may feel thnt she is competing with her mother­

in-law for the respect and affection of hier htsiand. Manv women, even those on the 

verge of retirement themselves;, speak bitterly of their young husband's tendency to 

"visit" in his mother's house on the farm rather thin coming "home'' for supper or
 

to help put. the -hItidren 
 to bed or even t, do Iis fair share of the chores. A
 

wife who assertea the primacy of the conjugal bond risked seeming 
 to attack the
 

bond b(,t'w'cen parents and child. 'Ther, young wives were equal 
in work but not in
 

fnmily stat us, 
fanlly affect ior or de uisf on-m kinq..
 

Whren he property is t ransfelrred 
 through the w ife's fam[ly, similtar strains 

become a f,'Uture of family life. The husbarnd ftuels hi Is "the famer'' but his labor 

contribution Nloy- nt give him, control ,vi r property,y the control that the cultuire
 

leads him to ':-:peet on tht, hasis of hoth 
 labor And gender. Yet, tlile husband will 

not bh is perilphe ral as t he wi fe in tie in-law role {Thc reasonst or this diftel'eiice 

rel.atted to ho th faniJy sex role arnd t o farm se>: role. The man is always presumed 

to be the head of his household. TIe wife's tendency to put her parents in a com­

pe.titive positio with,, her husband finds less so'iai l-c;itural legitimacy than the 

tendency for .n.'lgoirs behavior by the htusband. Pa tri archIal nuclea r family norms 

separate women from their kin-group t, a greatL'r d'gre''_ than they separate tihe 

husband from his. Even though a wife is expected to follow Biblica1 injunct iorns to 

put her husband before her parents, she Is still expected to be the peacemaker in 

the larger kin group. 

As if the inter-generational strains involved in stem fanmi ly were not enough, 

property transfers are made more complex and kinship-based tensions exacerbated by 

prob]ems of detaching the stem family from the extended f'milv in which it is 

enmeshed. Most farmers have more tian one child. That child who st avs on tire farm 

and becomes part of the stum family has to define his/her relations with his/her 
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brothers and sisters and their nuclear families , all of whom can revsonab ly ,×pett 

to be the parents'/grandparents' heirs to some e tent. Parents feel a re.s ponsibility 

to all of their children and even grandchildren and seek to est blishl "equivalency" 

In the estate suttlemenu. This is particiularIv difficult for farm fatmilies. The 

land is the rajor .asset and this Is dn indivi it, e , non-liquid asset. Tho land 

doe- not. earn enough in annual profits to i,,ilI armers to make cash settl.ements 

for thoN childrn who do not inht,,rit the land. Th, child who takes over the farm 

must usualv take it all for an economiu a]]y vablp c enterprist under current factor 

costs and commodity prices. The problem of compensating the other chilIdren is
 

especially diffir'ult. 'Tlh.y tel, thav have a claim to A part of th, ,:;tat. tdu, hoth 

to kinship and to their labor contriboutions as clildren. T'le childr.n of thes" 

membtrs of the extended family may also be conside rci to lave a claim equal to that 

of those children actually living on the farm. These problems were never particularly
 

easy to resolve. But, when urban occupations could provide more lucrative alterna­

tives to agriculture, those children who left the farm did not: look upon the farm 

as an economic resource or asset. This has changed with the dramatic inflation in 

land values during the past fifteen years. Now, agricultural land is valuable and 

control of such laVnd can he an economic .asset to ;'nv famil1,. As inflation has 

reduced real Incoreo for most Americans, land becomes especiallv valutabhle. This only 

intensifies strains over the transfer of farm land. The nuclear family on the land 

resents and fee ls threatened by pressure to sell the farm to the highest bidder 

and divide the proceeds equallv among tie membu. s of the extended family. The 

ire equally b itter about demands that tlny purchase the farm at tr, wairket value. 

The family on the farm may counter wit: demandy that th,. be compeny;.aLed foc their 

labor. Feelings about the illegitimacy of the claims made by the extended famLly 

are more freely expressed than feelings about the strained 
....tions with parents.
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A person's relations with brothers and sisters does 
not fall into tle same realm of 

duty and fealty as does that between parents and child:en. tndey't, feel n.rgs ag_, nst 

the e t idpd family areo s trong that indignat ion is txpressed even by trhose, with 

nlo 5 )1 ingn with whomli ttlhv dyiv o'wet. fo t nt I oft' the lari propert y. A 

young \,,+rn vIto, withI her huisbaind, was asu tred ohf I ting iil r mlther's farm since 

there were no other children spoke pa:ssiinately, a-out peoople she had known who were 

impovcrished by tleir brothers and sisters who had lct the farm.
 

A fa rm ":,,i h s, the g retatest potntiaI fo, mo-"in uiigful tari 
 er as a farmer 

onco the farm is linked with a nu,.clar family. The constraints of the stem family 

have been resolved and business rel ations with .,he faiI' l-l,, Ic:zn defined,etended 

The husband, wife and children are now free to farm as they decide. The wife may
 

find that she does even more f;arm work tLhan she did when other relatives were there 

to help, but. she will prolbla ly feel that ste plays a larger role In farm decision­

making. She may also try to reduce patriarcha l control within her own nuclear 

family, but this is usually less stressful than dealing with stem and extended 

fami ies. 

The nuclea r family phase Is like-,ly to be brief if a farm couple has a child who 

a.:ints to farm. They will form a new stem family. 

This new phase combines, ftor tie hypo theti val farm family, the first two. The 

woman will no longer be marginal in the new stem faminlv illbut ,w, be perhaps the
 

emotional core of the residual . in group within the st em and extended families. 

'rhce woman who began her lif e as a daught er-in-law in a stem family, will end it, or
 

that portion of it linked to thne farm, as 
a mother and mother-in-law. Given the
 

longer life expectancy of women, the farm wife may not 
have the business and emotional 

support of her husband in this phase. Either as wife or widow, she will again 

experience, but from a different perspective, the strains of doing business with 
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relatives. If anything, the emotomal straLins may be intensified by negotijating
 

with her own children. When she was a daughter-in-law, "he feared leing ieft
 

desLtitute, of hav.ing her family 
 laI r exploitcd with no guarantee of thu property
 

transfer. As a mother-in-law, she concre ,bu
is less hlo" h"in.g left dest itute
 

booiust n cnn rls th.. propertv i-it th emootio lu strains 
 'n.c\be 'von greater.
 

In th,w li erV ph ase , her kicn--lsved m:i nality was al1oa'in emo. in., hiafer.
 

Wo n '5 longer ] HN: e.:p._.':ncv mleans 
 many firm woeni will ,be.'wed dlirin ,
 

tlis second stem family phase. [If she can pay th 
 '"widow 's tax" and rota in control 

of the farm, her heir will m;,ain have to pay inheritLance tax at her death, unless 

the mother his sold the Fa rm durino her lfetime to her heir. Few farms are so 

profitable trhi.t they can:support :unch a tax burden. Farnilies have hov;iin to circum­

vent tho vtlcowts by traisler:rio i roporty dirtctly from the farih Lbco the 

next gene:ation, iaving the mother in the ponit:ion of never having owned the farm. 

The land contract in such cases usually specii tho type And level of support 

due each pa ront for life. "Busin,.,s:;like" as this sounds in tie abs)t riot , it leaves 

some women concerned about theiIr ld age. They ar, , rced to t-rust Ln kinship in 

a world run ol the a ssumpt: ions of capttalism. What, they ask, will be their recourse 

if the ir children do not take care of TheM? Could a .soevcntv-y,.ar old woman sue her 

cl: ld? Why should she have to he dependent tnin her dying day? The crvel dilemma 

of farm families is tha: ouch generation feels that it should trust the other 

Imp]iicitIv, hut 
earh knows that there ar: l imi ts tt o m yilydl v and trust.
 

The incol'nslAg size and inicreas i-ng caIi costs 
of even a modet, commercial 

farm ine-an that the pure nuclear family farm i; becoming increasinglyIless common. 

Tlese lairger land nntts are not nccss;ri Iv ir cc efficient or more. profitable. They 

exist prim rily to support: the incre;iseid costs of product ion -- especiaolly machinery 

and the ptro--chemical herbiclides, ferti izers, aind Fue ls that are tie basis of 

http:evcntv-y,.ar
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contemporary production teclhniques, In tho. Middl e West, most pi.r r hip:s seem to
 

be among brothers. In such arrangem:nts, tihe extended famninlv repl ices the 
 st em
 

fimilv and thus rne nucleur family will n ever cont rol the farm. Even if the wife
 

Is very L- e she he
int i ariculture, will maargi na to the firm 's operation.
 

She cannot interfere 
 in reltions among thec partners .vven ihough she is maerrie(d to 

one nf ci-cm. A; a partner's wife, she will he oxp rtd to show clite same involvement 

in the fir.m as her -istirs-in-l;,.r so th-at other c:poentn of the extended faNi lv 

do not begin to fear tha: one nuclear famil is trying to increa se its rplative 

role, An "overly Interested" wife wouild disequilihrate a partnership based on kin­

ship, 

The American "family farm" is a kinship unit- through which women have had only
 

inI rel: :ceoss c-ia land. Women lve been forced 
 toirveiv on kin;hip :ildton ilnlt'rial' I 

influence. This reitat jonship to property does not necessarily reflect women's 

contributions to their farms. 

Women and Farm Work 

Women's rol es as food produc,rs have been hiddet from histo rv by a screen 

of cultural myths about male gallantry and female delicacy. Eveun wen it is acknow­

ledged that wnmen have roles in agi-.lic -nlturp, it is usual to s:, that men farm and 

women only help. This help ht bm estima ted to produce 44 7, of tie world's Food. 4 

Such an estimate can be suggest ive only. But, in cLhe current state of lack of 

reliable researh on wnmen's roles, such estimAto. are valuable. They are the 

beginning of replacing the assumed certainty that women do not farm ,ith,at the 

very leasn, uncertainty.
 

There are several reasons for the failure to recognize women's contributions 

to food production as work. Women have farmed within kin groups, not as individuals. 
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With Linthbst. kin groups, t heUe was no perce ived ll.ced to d,cinenlL, or even to, 

re(,i~i z,., cont:ribut ions of particular individua ls. Se-ondlv, WOM.I have not been 

paid a.s individiuails for their labor, .o there was little Impet-us to think in terms 

of thci r irndivtdua contributions. Third, the farm and the house a mre usually close 

together. 11 11ich k [rcurn.-tances, it Is dtffi.ult to d[:tinguish far;n work from 

t,-e lit: t.le ;on make s di. Li Fon is nothcu. ewerk. T1I i s er to thi II't . oI r t II, there 

net.:e,;sari!y .i rigid sexua! divi'hit of labor ,, ;e lal ,,wtit 11a-il1 work M1uch of 

what women do, such as carin,, for yW'un l aII s or inilking uEenstls orI CcI eanting 

growing food for tl'e family, can be seen as us tct sions of their nurtring roles 

is wives and lnotie ro 

Tht C-(mlql1(,e of the non-reeognit ion of WIflll s ,or( -ire grIve. Bectalse 

W ,i('Il 'o:l not r u lt tldt(,dLr 1a I I I y hav(e, brll priptrty ;U, lwim ;m ii b 1k,i *imon, 

the farm ",)porat t s", the prob !cui f living t Il ir Coilt ribut ions rec .. ilized intensifies 

the difficul ties in assert fng thir rihts as fI rm operators. Men do not have to 

bIlt Ores: t-heir c laimm to be In, farmers wi Lh prof of their actual labor contribut ion 

Uomen still do because of the prevailing Cu, tunral ;issuniptions that they contri bute 

little or riothi ng to production a 1( to the actI,,l peration of the farins themselves. 

Work Is lik( 1y to be women's mni 0 atin to legal riOCoginition Is a tIer on stIdcie 

of the sphere of kinship and inf;rmal influence. 

The experience of American farm women suggests that the cultural barriers to 

the recognition of women's work are difficult to overcome. These b;rriers do not 

aiI;o from the actual Situltioll 'm Lirls. T non1-rtCCoglit:ton iF WOnio1s work in 

agriCUIrture persists contrary to fict. and [s likely to pers ist unilss tLhe larger 

cul tiiral sett:Jlng of' these myths is rocognized iild confronted. 

PiOetl woinelln were cxp:.cted to ,,ork v Ical ie needed to be done.sinip the work 

The labors they routinely perftrni.d e-xcied Commenll0tsIL only from visitors. Tales if 

male indolence and female drudgery are the Cvomfnon fLiire of travellers' tales of tile 

early Middle West . Eliza Farnhani's encounter with a newly ma rried couple is 
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typical of these accounts. The author, a teacher from New England going West to 

vis it her sister, chided the groom for his failure to help his bride move a heavy 

trunk. 'Thv new husband replied: "I don'It think a woIain's of much account anylw, 

6 
if she 'an't hcelp herself a little and me too." In the portrait of farm Ufe that 

emerges from the travellers' tales, this might be raken as the credo of the male 

farmer Specifications for such a wI fe we're summed up by the same man , who entered 

the marriage market guided by tie idea thmat "women arc some like horses and oxen, 
7
 

the biggest can do the most work, and that's waL.lt . want one for." No one 

knows whether most pioneer men wolld ivu expressed t lumsv Ivus qu it , so candidl y, 

but it is clear that farm women were expetcted to 'rk. 

At one time such toil conferred a certain digtIv ULupon farm women. In both 

home and fields, thuy were valuab nd valued ar ianisj. Their h.b.ajds exercised 

absol ute control over property and the return from women's labor, but the women 

themselves were, at the very 1tWast, awarded statius and respect for conforming to a
 

social ideal. The same was true of women in towns whose household m'esponsibilitiLs 

were similar to those of their sisters on the farms. Faim and citv women alike were 

conforming to the role defined In the "cult of doesti,'itv". 'ihi.s was on ideal of 

useful work performed within the home on behalf of the familv. As both farmers 

and housekeepers, Farm women conformed to this larger social deaO. 

This began to change as American i ndust ri a I zed, urb;niIzed, anid commercia lized. 

All of these changes led to increasmed different iat ion among Americans. These dif­

ferences related not simply to how people mude their living nor even to the amount 

of money they accumulated, but to their way of life and at titmdes toward work. 

These atti tud os toward work begam ts home .ind 0 it:! Ie and fema Ie.epa rate.para work pin!, 

Ile cult of domesticity gave way to the cult: of Lhe ladv. Wumen were no longer 

9supposed to work and were no longer r-espe-, ted for doinmg so. 
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Farm wol,,Qn could not adjust their lives r:o f I th, new ideal ,of the "l:dy". 

As hired men moved to the cities for jobs in 'atories, wom-.n workd even hrder on 

the farms . Yet, women's work was devalued. It became a sourv' of hlame to [arill 

families. 

One of the first serious attempts to study women's roles in forming incame 


a 1919 survey of approximately 10,000 farms in 33 Northern and Western states. 
The
 
!:)
 

data ref le:ted "connditions rather above the avera ," and the period itself was
 

one of general agricultural prosperity compared to t hie agricultural de pression of 

the 1920's and 1930's. Yet, even for this relativelv prosperotus str:ita during a 

period of reasonable farm prices, the study concluded:
 

Fn Industrcies, where love and service arc not the ruling motti'ves, a 
walkout might be foreshadowed hv condit ions brought out in 'l';h 1e I, 
which ShOWs that th aVerage woirk(in' liv, summer aih winter, for over 
9,000 farm women i:;I1 .3 hourP', and th at 87 Z of 8,773 women -lreportlii 
regular vacation during the year, although a large per centag( tell of 
scattered 'days off' in the family ,iuto oh[1,,l. 

This long work day involved wnwn In firm produ tion. The srvOV fotund that 36 

of all the woi:iten responding hltpod milk, 81 cared !or chickens, 25 7 helped in 

other ways with livestock, and 24 7 worked in the fiulds an average of 6.7 weeks 

12 
per year. Middle Western women equll ed or exc eeI ud thpse aggregat- fi',ures. 

Forty-five percent of Middle Western women helped milk, 
 93 % of the Middle Western 

respondents washed the milking uten:;ils, 89 '1of the Middle Western respondents 

reported that they regularly cared for pou ltry. tI 

This high level of participation did not give women a commensurate share 

in the economics rewards of .ieir labors. In the Miudle West, 66 Z of the women 

made butter, 33 % sold bc'ter, 30 % kept records of the butter money. but only 9 % 

14 
kept the money that they had earned. The same was true of the egg money. While
 

89 Z of the Middle Western women kept an average flock of 102 hens and 51 % kept 

5
records of the egg money, only 16 % controlled the egg money? Women's labor did not 
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provide "luxuries" for themselves but was 
an integral part of the farm enterprise
 

and the tarn ilv eonomy. A innsota woman 
said of her egg money:
 

When we were married, five years ago, it was distinctly understood 
I was to have all the Inucome from the eggs if I took care of the 
chickens, and, :s a result, my husband hardly knows that there is 
such a thing as a grocery-bill, or that he has a wife and baby to
 
dress. lk" 

The sca rity of data on women's I' tlla roles in farm productin is matched by 

the paucity of data on wanwn'; as:;essment s of thei r ris. Few peopie thought of 

asking farm women what they felt about their lives since the pioneer pattern of
 

family--orIented toll seemed such a natural part of 
the rural American landscape. 

One of the first sources of questions was, snrprisingly enough, the Department of 

Agriculture. In 1913, when the prospect of increased funds for the Department under
 

the Smith Lever Act stimulated an interest in farm women, the lDepartment sent :1 

letter to the wives of USDA's 55,000 crop corresponuents. The letter to these 

women, wives of farmers considered to rank "amo rn the most progressive farmers in 

.7
 
their communities", asked women to comment on a11 aspects of their lives and their
 

feelings<; aboit them, what 
they ,,uld change If thv co"I.d, and how the Department
 

could assi ;t them. The letter eli ci.ted 
2,241 r,.cpli e:, which formed the basis of 

four reports on farm women's pt'rcep _ion of their own lives. is The repl.ies shocked 

the DeparLm-.nt: and the agricult ur:, press. Fam.women were not content with over­

work and low' rewards. loweve- m'nch they might enjov forming, the joy was diminished 

by the Ion+l [ness aid islation, lack If unde'r,,.r anditug and :ppreci at ion by their 

husbands as well as by the l'argcr society. F"a rm women were fed up with unrewarded
 

goodness.
 

Most women wanted respect for the vital work that they performed. An Iowa
 

woman wrote that "Women have an innate longing for appreciation and a feeling that
 

they are partners in fact with their husbands and not looked upon as subordinates.,,19
 

http:DeparLm-.nt
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From the ISDA reports, few farm women felt Lhat their husbands appr.,'ia:ited, or ev'en 

real lv not ied, their contribut ions. A Missouri WOalnil suggested thait "The men 

needud Lo be educated up, as s, ma nV men thb[i wom'e"Ii's work doeis no t aiountt to much 

and consequently has no commerrial valuattin." A New York farm wife wrote that 

"Most farmers' wives have no share in anything on tiii. farm but Lhe libor. They are 

expected t: do their own work and as much or the out-&F-door work an t:hev can, hut 

none of the income Is theirs." Anothler New York womin concilded tha t "'he men 

don't care hciw hard the women work to do their tasks if only they themselves are
 

provided with food regularly and their own comfoirt is looked aftor." 2 

Women noticed that in imiany cases they were not treaLed as well as the hired 

men. As an Oregon woman observed, "The hired mA ,:4er-s paid for his work, but the 

tired houisewi fe on the farm merely ger:s her board and ,lothing, the same as the 

farmer's work ainimials.'' 

The presence of hired men did not relieve women of farm work in addition to 

their hou sework. Iired men were hired to help the farmer, not the farm wife. even 

with her fan chores. 

Th is situat ion was seen by several women as not s imply burdensome but as inequl­

table. Women complained that this male callousness did not simply make their work 

more burdensome but actually denied women and children essenti[als. A Massachusetts 

farm woman declared: 

I would work to have a law passed whereby no man should be allowed 
to own a farm unless he would provide for his wife as wel.l as he 
did for his stock -- plenty of water, and easy to get, good drainage, 
and other sanitary conditions about the farmhouse which go to make 
life healthy and cLmrortah l,.24 

A Kansas woman urged USDA to "Make it illegal for a man to make his wife work I Ike 

a slave Lo cook for from two to te rrgir lar wo rkmen." 2 A Missourli flrn wife urged 

USDA to "Put a bill before Congress r" allow thc farmer's wife $1 per day for her 
26
 

own money, to be used by her for her own expenses."
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No similar record of farm women's views of their work has been made for the 

current era. My reset.rch among Middle Wes tern farm women suggests that a largor 

percentage of women is doing more actual farm work now than during the early twentieth 

century. 

Census data on Contemporary women's lab roles are almost as scarce as 

data on the roles of their ances tres es,. The 1)64 t Census included a sample survey 

of farm women's labor contributi ons to th.eir farms. The a lmo;t two maill1ion women 

surveyed natilona lly contributed li Z of the totdi hours workod by all members of 

farm-operal or households While husbands in Lh Es sample averaged forty-one hours 

of farm work per weel, wi.ves averaged twenty hours. This did not include housework. 

Virtually all of this was unpaid labor. 
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'The survey suggested that most farm women worked steadily on the farms. They 

were not simply "helpers"' Their contribut tit ,s were cruc[;tl to tie op:r; tion of 

family f;irms. As one anallyst of these 1904 data concluded: "farm work by farm 

wive, c ntribtit,s significantly to farm output." 

A 1948 ,;tudy in Wicsons in presents much tHit, .sme picture. 9 The farms were 

primirily divers ifled dairy farms -iith yeiar-round work with iiainials plus , heavy 

sea,)i (,f fiel d work. Long conicluded thiat these farmis operated more efficiently 

whuni husband and wife worked toguther. Ilis data show that the wife'.s: work decre.sed 

if the husd)and were disabled becaiue thle stCale and/or intensity of thie farm operation 

would be redtce(d. Likewise, a husband's work ICeC-ea-ed if his wife iheILd a joh off 

the farm. L.ong concluded that the wife's labor was not likely to be either episodic 

or periphJera I . 'The work performed by farm women was seen as arn integral. part of the 

farm operation. 

Survey data give the same p1etuire of farm women's devoting much of their time 

to farm work and making significant contribut ions to the farm by doing so. 30 

It is impossible to determine how tie work done IW contemporary farm women 

compares with that done by their ;iuiccestrestes. M1inv )f the women iiitrviewed felt 

that they did more actual farm work tlia litad 1.hlir motlers. They a l o tended to 

feel that their overall burdens were less b 'e:t 's e , f sunal le r familes, more 

conveniences in the home, and mnechani,:ttion of many il;pects of farm production. 

Wallace Huffman cnnjec tured after anaivlyzinig tle [it a f rom th1e 190t, (enSu of 

Agr icl tnre: 

Data on the participation of farm wives iiifarm work for other years are 
unavailable. Thus, a trend canIL't be L.,ta, Iished . But one could hypo­
ths i7c that the long-,ti trend in wi \.s' painIicipation in farm work 
has been upward, although not as rapid :I; the labor force participation
for all women, with cycles about. tiLe tren-ld ,'u.,sed by dist urbances -- major 
wars, business cycles, and cycles in farm profits -- in the farm and 
non-farm labor markets. The increasing mechanization of agriculture -­
especially size, versatility, and power accessories of tractors -- and 
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mechanization of livstock feeding have made phys ical .strength less 
important for many farming activities. Tr'ctors with radion and air-­
conditioned cabs have improved the (ual itv of working conditions , es pe.­
cally in crop production. The ste.dlv fal ling 'nmbor of hired workers 
and teenage chi](ien In farm hous.ho lds ,leaves only wivt'v; n many farms 
to provide human assistance with two person farm ing act ivit ies. 

Long, writing in 1948, noted the same lack of dwLt;i but su.gestd t it same htypothesi. 

For cottemporary farm women, the satisfaction of farm work is linked with 

the opportunity for individual acomp lishment within the family eterprise. Women 

have responded with ovenwlielming interest and cnthusiassm to opportunities to increase 

their technical knooledge of farming. The UnwivvrsLtv of Wisconsin's dairy producLion 

seminars for women and the Unwiversity of M isqouri ' hog production seminars alwavs 

have more applicants than places. Women also report that tLhey read the fiarm na;gaz:IInes 

and mark relevant articles for Ltheir husbands. For most women, eqalitLy means not 

just equality in work but equal recogniLion and respect for It. 

Women and Farm Minagement 

Women's roles as farm managers are, if anvthing, even less well-perceived than 

their roles in farm labor. Decision-making is a less observable activity than
 

weeding or harvesting. Again, women's contributions are obscured by the group­

family nature of agricultural enterprises.
 

It has been estimated that one-thrd of the world's rural households are
 

headed by women.3 It. is difficult to estimate the number of viable agriculturall 

enterprises headed by women, given the tendency of most censuses to give information 

for urban and rural and Pot to separate rural-fnrm from non-farm-rural. Nevertheless, 

there are significant numbers of farms headed by women throghoLt tLhe world. Many 

of these seem to be widows or women whose husb ands htave moved to the uirban areas 

for their entire working lives. In most cultures, including the United States, 
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divorce seems to deprive women of their occupat[ons in agriculture. Single women 

also seem to have difficulty gaining accs to loand and capita l on their own to 

hegin their own farms. Inhertance patterns in most cultures seem to leave the 

land to a son rat-her than to a daughlter. 

Available data Suggest that farms operated by women tend to be smaller, on 

average, than those "operated" by men. There is also evidence that .omen's farms 

are as well-run and as economically.sccesytult Asicomparable male "operated" units. 

Sta 'jt found in Kenya that women farmers had farms as successful as those operated 

by men even without the same level of aid from the natLona l extension service or 

34 
similar levels of credit. 

le lack of women who opvra t c their own farms arises fromornformation ;ihiit 

the culturally-hased assulpti on that such farms a re few in number or Insignificant 

in their contrihution to overall agriculural production. Lt also reflects the 

urban bias of much researh on women and the conc'omri tant assumpt ion Lhat agricultore 

is an occupat ion that offers women only a drudg,,rv that they lecek to flee at the 

first opport unity. 

These s;am e assumptions help explain why wonen',s role In managing "family farms" 

is so little studied or recognized. Farming in assumed to be a burden imposed by 

men upon their families. The Idea that women se themselves as professional farmers 

and their self-images are linked to this occipationNil identification is new. It is 

emerging only slowly for th l nitpd States and ev/en more slowiv for women In other 

parts of the world. Certainly, not all 1 women who farm see agriculture as a meaningful 

occupation. Yet, many probably do. In Lhe l'nited States, the tendency to identify 

as a "farmer" and to fi[nd sel f-grat if i cat ion thiugh this occupat i.ono identi f [cation 

are linked with the opportunity to play a role in farm decision-making. American 

farm women now tend to ie the farm bookkeepers. Thiis control of information gives 
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them a role in decision-making not enjoyed by Lheir mothers and grandmothers.
 

Hiowever, access to information and actual influence over decisions are two 

different things.
 

Survey research can give dat:a only on articulated percept ions at that time. 

Any study of male-female decision-making roles confronts the difficulty of saying 

who makes decisions when roles are as indifferentiated and as enmeshd in family 

relations as they are on farms. The more important point may be that women want 

to be considered both wives and farmers. In response to a question about how they 

list their "ccupation, 19 Z said they write "farmer", *7 % 1ist themselves as 

"housewife", but 30 %checked both or wrote in s:omt hing like "farm housewife". 

4 checked "other" and li sted non-fa rm occupat ion -- like teraher. Even among 

more active [arm women, those suficiu-tly intursted in agriculture to attend a 

meeting or a farm women's orgrnization, both the imil role and the occupa tional 

designation are important. This be nd of work Jnd tamiLy attracts people to farming 

and Is an aspept of 1iP the, wi Iho presrve. 

Conteinporary farm women have micn g reaUer access to the economic rewards of 

their lahor than did earlier generations of farm women. Joint checking accounts 

are the norm. Yet, the income, In the form of chucks for the farm commodities, are 

made out to the husband only in 62 , of cas;es .;rveved. Woment who have arranged for 

joint: payment have done so for recognition of their contribution by both their 

husbands and the legal system. tOne wife toldIi her husband if he did not agree to 

having both their names on Hlie milk checks she would stop doing chores. Her husband 

decided she had a valid point. 

Farm women emphasize the family fotus of agriculture hut it is clear that they 

are not referring to an unreformed patri a rcha l fain iy., Women want a consensual 

decision-making process about their fan il ies aind farms. Responses to survey 
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questions show that women claim that they ,ilready p!av suc'h a role. Sixty-one
 

per cent of the respondents said that major farm d'r'isinos like 
 the purchase of
 

machinery or land were made jo in'tly, HI Z characterized dec isions :ihcbot major
 

I fl'Sm ,tsstntori tie house as c,nsisal, arnd 
7S , said decis ioens about ra ising he
 

children were conselnsua lI. it 
 is IlIIposs ible. to tell if the rtsp tnses; rrt'sennt 

actualitv or aspirations. In either case, partilarchal rule is neither seen as a 

norm ni r s imply ,C'epted as f i . 

ResponseLn; to attitudinal questions reveal a similar propens-,itv to lion-patlrir­

chal, or perhaps modified patriarchal, famili.s. Sixty-nine per cent agreed with the 

proposition that "A farm husband should help with the housework is his wife helps 

with the farm work." Fifty-three per cent agreed and .45 Z disagreed with the idea 

that "If a wife is going to be away at a meeting , Te should fix meals for her family 

before sihe gotes," Sixty-three per cent disagreed wit h the idea that "A farm husband 

active in farm organizations shold fuel entitlcd to leave the chores for his wife 

wlenevtr he fe ls it is n('essarY." (o t empo ri ry Ami rican fa irm women see themselves 

as managurs and decision-make rs, not is "unpaid family labor'". 

Access to Arti ,ltural Or ni!z.t ions 

In every region of the world most ag riculturl organizations are men's clubs. 

This has an adverse effect tn WoleCn.'s posit iOn .is !,ott producers since these organi­

zations sh;ipe government pol iic it and are oft i th l e chanlis;I m I hrugh W ebili'lifarmers 

gain access to national markets and to government rredit. 

Wi ien real ize the importance of thlis.. organizitions and often seek to join hut 

are denied memhborship. For example, a dai ry co-operative in Peru admtted women 

only if they were single heads of households even though Peruvian women do most of
 

the work in dairying.
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Women oft en have their own a.ssociations t hrough which they exchainge agriculturaI 

informat io. However, Llies-v iiformal groups do nit givye wotnlI accessLo gov.'rnment 

programs. 

N rLh American women have become so,,; f tistrated ;at being Ignored by government 

and denied menniugful roles in Agricultural organiz'at-ions that thvy have formed 

their ,wn groups fousd on pol i .cy issues. 

Insteald of slaying home and loing t he workas th, husband deeides, 94 Z of 

the respondents agreed that "Women should pla .ij more active ro le in farm organi­

zations." Seventy-threv per vinlt di sagreed w ith te ;sscL on that '"Woman's place 

is in the home." 

These att itudes have found c mcrte expression in incr'eased activism In farm 

organizations. Women are demanding an equal rol]e in the ,stablishued farm orga niza­

tions. Sixty per cent of the women surveyed agreed t:hat current voting rules in 

farm organizations unflir women. liethanare L Rathr conc'ntrati [ eug olcxclIusive]y 

a long-teimn strategy of reforminr thuse organi;ations, farm women arc rev[tal izi.t', 

auxiliaries or founding new organiz ations. American Agri-women ;and Women Involved 

in Farm Economic s are the l eading .x;nmples of the new, policy-frocnsud organizations. 

Farm Women and Public Policies 

The eut.ura biases aga inst recognizing women as farmers, especi ally as 

farmers with their own distinctive prob]ems and needs, have re percussions In puhl ic 

policies that affect agricultuLre. These cultural bulses shape public po licies that, 

in turn, intensify women's marginality in agricuiltue. Public policies with the 

most direct impact on women include the provision of agricuItural, credit, the availa­

bility of technical advice from the extension service, and discriminatory tax 

policies.
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Credit avatlable through publ ic agencies noes to the recognlzed owner or "pHrator 

of the fa n Women's ambiguuus psitions in kin-defined enterprises often disqlalif ii,: 

thom from applying for .s;ucl c redit In the Unittd t t:es the myriad forms of prlpurty 

ownership compounded by tMe different aw in each of the fifty Mtate's on women's
 

individual ri ghts; associaled withI each form of 
 proplrtv ownership mean that no one is 

sure when wolien ara or are not eligible unider I., Or part iii pation in vartous publ ic 

progra ms t hat provide credit for agr Icultur] pruduction. There is ittje evidence
 

that the intricacies of th, propurty 
laws ar, the maor factor in determining access
 

to such credit. Although 
 there h;as never been ,astudtv of somen'. pirticipation in
 

agricultural I'redit, programs, there 
art' numerous rvpor. s of individual situuat ions
 

suggest ing that- such agencies as Farmers' home Athz, inistrat ion prefer to 
deal with
 

men and that- they make this prtu'-oen'e abtridt Iv' t, ear to womien who seek 
to apply
 

for credit. Even some single 
wonrn farmers repritI t hat they are told to bring their
 

fathers along to 
sign the ,ippi inat ion Forms. In Ke.r,,,., women with large. siccessfrlI 

farms are less likely than m-n witih si aller Foirmns to re-i'ivo credit
 

Women are not the only fMod producers p0 orI,,, served 
by th, o.x tml; ion services 

they pay For. Despite the 1ss-tlhan-impress iv performanct'es or m;inv Mxte tnion 

services in all regions of tho ,, rld, women ar- mi :i: a relative lisadvantage by 

being denied access to potent ir ly useful iMrn-Li,on. 'rere is considerable 

evidence that women are denied access to e:;tersion assistalice primar.ily because 

they are women. In Kenya, even tie large ard il ''c-qasFN women farrmers had less 

contact with the extension agents tl;n did men with smaller and less productive
3 7 

farms. In Liberia, the government paid men to attend a demonstration of new tech­

niquest of rice production. Unemployed, landless men came, but the women rice 

producers remained at work in their fields. 38 
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Denial of access to extension service Ln wo~men also impoverishes the qua] ity of
 

the advice that extension agents van offer. 
 Woven have rich pr e il'u experienc s 

in vari u:; techniques of food p'roduction. TIhis pract iou experiutnc, could usvefully 

he incourporated into national research and ,xt ens!i", efforts. SSIiCe women have been 

denied acess to credit, their techniques are morn likvlv to he eff icient in terms
 

of capital 
 and energy. They are al so [1.0,lY to be techniques that manig rLsks Ho 

that food is almost always availlable even if thi.s mean; foregoing ihe hi gh-co l, ligh­

risk strategies for maximum production. 

Mlinn km en are not,: consol idal d iahut tiheir experiences and Lti' r needs , much 

research and extansion effort mm.v e wasted. One West Afr can countrV devoted time 

and resources to developing a ma i ze sheller that worked more slowl v than women could 
30 

she]l ma ize by hand. 

Women may be more highly motivated to participate in programs than are men. For 

exampl.e, women responsible for collecting household water would be interested in 

maintaining water pumps. With some 80 Z of the water pumps in Less Developed Countries 

(LDC's) out of order, it would seem to be in the general interest to train women to 
40 

maintain them. Currently, men are given such trainin, . But, if the pumps break 

down, the man will not have to walk for water. At 

When extens1o-i sorv ic es do Iire female office rs or design pro gram ms fur women, 

it is usually In the unproducriw, field of home economics . These programs put women 

at an even greater di sndcvanire .l olive to men. 

"The experiences of Amrican farm wtmen , th hoe economics should caut lon women 

in countries just beginning to tund a home economics "establishment". 

Through the home economisis, ray!ori.;m invaded American farm homes. Farm women 

were told that good management would solve their problems. Undoubtedly, there was 
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a great dval toa le learned from hiime economin;rsts about better methods of housekeeping. 

However, the home eonomics IIoveme.nt of fered not so much teclhn i cal ,'assistance as anl 

ideology. Women were told that- human fulfillment Iv in making lace curt ains for 

the home of the nuclear family presided ver lv a wise and beneficent patriarch. Home 

economics tLaught women to se rvt their huofd',bss and families within the hiomie, It did 

not e',nt toll ;womn to serve teir iuishAnd, and familes by doing, e' onoinically pro­

ducti .i( ft rm work or supplv,me Ir, g O c c t r c sh a o I it ri sarln g thronglh 

orff-frirm !iby. Women were to be sep. ritcd from both rile larger economy ,and from 

the ir own )usinesscs by the nw duties of full-t Lime domlestic busy work. 

Th i ,tto t otnomi cs ideloIy .4a1. , of oour;e,, cii rio lu:. I ca.me at a t ime when 

women's work in the homes was becoomin rg tnc'reasi ily .'rvivial , when I:he cash economy 

was supplying many ocf tLe servicess,rcvi oculv performed by the homemnaking art isan. 

In the face of this fundament, ci'liang.e, the women '; ]IArgt'r socio-economitc ,an1d 

pol itlcal subservience cnuld n iv be maint:ained by an ideology ,f tihe womanliness 

of domes-tic triviality. At the same time tiha I mro and more women were entering 

the rash economy as factory workers, off te wo rkers, t each rs , thlit ho'e econoIIists 

were perpetuating the patr iarclh:al faifly by offe.ring a vision of hosekeeping as a 

catreer.o 

This dlid not, of course, mean that wfomen should be left to do their housework 

either as they had done it in he pa;t or as they preferred to do it in light of 

their own values. Ratler, hrous 'wor-k was to become do testic science. Hormie economists 

bullt an ideology of their own indis pensabi!iv in guinditng women into this new age 

of scientific servi tude. '11w, hcae cconomi.si,; ,quickly moved into the a'gricultural 

extension service and heldL, s.:,rgat , woimen's,; issues from agriculture. In the 

process they perpetuated tli mvth.s thit women di d not farm and should be shielded 

from the physical burdens and m:nageri;l sLrains or1" farming. 

http:cconomi.si
http:IIoveme.nt
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One if the first products of these puhl iclv-slpptrtd devotees of ''Lvlorism il 

the hom wan a series of time-use studieus dw's-ipdtt! show tha t ittv oeltt.r m nagin o f 

rime Wars A citca li need of farm wmWleft . Thn-o A;[td es were funded inder the 142' 

Pirn,, I A, t , wl ich provid e fdl o r ;lpport for resatrch on a uLmb, r or io ics, 

Icludinrig hiom, 'conomics. With this money, rhe home econonists orga:.nized :a National 

C ninitct.e on Rural IHome Managermnt St die;. The study in Idaho showed a marked
 

host ility to woe)lnlil who worked ,outide the homn And who sought il t rn;tives to the 

.ireer'' of holl,skepilg. The riport arg ed: 

TIe statemenlt is of ten heard that- 'omn keep house not Kr oml 'hoice, It 
heca se they can do nwtint , erse. 'l1P answers obtained in this invest ga­
tion do not confirm such A statipnt.... (in t e other hand, there are a 
few wLomenit who woul d prife goi ng hack to thir olii position:, leaving ' 
ma~id tin t t'eare ii ioid tiok for tilt Q111 \'. t'st IIi hive' niot beein 
taliled in look uI[,nn hlnlmelikj hg 1s pritfes;ion. (no Io t e ma in uhji'c­
tLives in the pres;,nt mth, ; of tic nin H Eco nomics:, 
 !o, insi0t ill into 
the minds if girls tanii idea thit no o1lor artft. :;w ,ln uiii ; 1 Lhii Iliat of 
the homemraker. Tiere Are t1w c']lttt'i iew Wit have a npuit' ]ti tlent Itit are 
not gifted or tra iln K Airt f homelimakig,, '',,thoprtf r to leLve. th' 
iit:tsuhold respomsi!rII ii ii " ;,'rvan d:il re.nder their :c,r5,i\' t th,.no .
 
family b-v colatinu irl in the(ir frrmcr,, pro!f nsv>ions.
 

Any idea of wo , 1
rking, f i -et ;lfilmttt 1iihi en hinut! I ,fthini ,; ve i" kIla i the 

ideo)logy o:f do~mesti," iuinc,. h h.i!
A w tingl) l loi 
 t'onl c{s indicte d a| fltdalMelLal]
 

failure of wo)m;anhood and wifuliN,ss.
 

Die elipalis on1iminag'eimt ini the house n r'vI ranisferred ti he lping women assurmt 

a role in mani' ing the farm . The time ,pont ont fai'm work was gtossed over in these 

studies or tri.;,tud.' as an utnfori tntet div'rsion from hioisekeepinfg. The Oregon 1tnme-nse 

study noted thiat wm'oilen gen eralIIIv tended tt do [,oe work as their an0(drunmu rl hotselhold 

family responsib i lit-ies decrea.sted. This stud evein Loted that 

Most farm women find outdoor work intcrt'. tig. it: is likely that the 
time whih they give to farm work will incltrease as homemaking time 
is set free by the ext('nsil 0 f 'ofm iv lities antitommit commercial
 
services into rural districts.
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Women wer. given no ideology or their role as farm.rs. Farm work was to lerated 

bectuse it was, in a sense, within the home. lh is sNme study said of the trade-off 

between farn work and housework: 

Tie iocrnose in l ivir i ritnd ard. cn. ,; "'d' members of other orcnpalt ol ; 
had had the &.[fec _ of incrPas i g the Mhj:r'ed sta nda rd among frim peopl e. 
The width of the ra![, is in a sense a Leaisture of the farm homemaker's 
problem. She usallv have fillcinot ., the berilit ofImodern facilitie.s 
for cuting time co:t. In the lKiNscholId. She is morie api to give part 
of her working tine toa adding tr Family income. 

The domesti.c science ideology spreid through I it' foirms of America palrtly through 

the farm press. 'Ite Country Gent lemen carried a r g lar rolunr between 191.2 and 191 6 

from Nellie Kedzie Jones, foundmher of the domes! i" conomv department at Kansas St:a te 

University, and later a resdent of Wisconsinii. "Aunt Nellies" letters to lini 

" niece" Janet, a young wife on a Wisconsin farm, were at least leavened by common 

sense and ioumor. Her Tayilorism was restrain ed A thc understanding that she was 

writ rig about hliman bein s in htmes , not about ext ens ions of machinies in factories. 

N.Ver-lielI.,.;s, h. rs was a meSSagl of planning f or greater effiti -ci "n of theency behalIf 

part iarcl f am ily. 

The oroh .1cm nosed for f arm- w:omen bv tihe ideol,,ogy of domest ic c . nomv was that 

it imposed ne. b,,rdens without providin g re listic of coping with them. Themeans 

betterment of farm women ' s lot is hLh fmie rs aind as housekeepers came not :hrough 

the home economists bu t through advanntageo'us firm prices, tihe extensioi of rural 

electrific ation, and the rebellion ",f irban nmiddle class women against the feminine 

mystiqie. The ideology of domestic scnc, was Another produlct of tle land giant 

colleges and the extension service. Women's tax money was used to try to convince 

them that they were homemakers, not farmers. The colleges of agriculture were giving 

men professional traninng in agr i.vul Lure, while the women were segregated into home 

economics courses. The logic of tie ideo] ogy of domestic science contained a eentral 
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flaw: if homemaking were Indeed such a challenging, fulfilling career, why did 

women have to be warned against and ecl.uded from management in other fields, even
 

their cwn frarms, the farms on whiclh their houses wur locat id? The ideology of 

domestic science wanted women in the house and men in charge of the farm. 'l'his meant 

that women were to be cut off from the larger worlds of politics and economics. 

They couold uinderstland economics only wh en that relit ed to the home. 'Thev ('Ol1d Imniiage 

kitchens but not farms. 

lhe problum with domestic scienice was not that it tried to provide useful methods 

of housekeeping but that it raised this advice to the level of an ideology that 

denied women' s capacity for work ai: managemiient in aiiv setting other than the home. 

Women wore not encouraged to learn about and part: ic ipate in that bus i ness which 

supported thir home. This was unfair to both nin aind women. It was inconsistent 

with the realities of family farms. On thesc count s, one can parapirvase John Kenneth 

Galbraith',A remark about agriculturalI econon isiq ".If aIll domestic scluntists were 

laid end tn end, it would he a good thing." 

Discri[minatory taxation se,<i.s a particula r problhem of Uinited States women. The 

current controversy over the estate tax, or w[dow's tax, has shown women the grave 

economic consequences of the prevailing cultural assumptions that men farm and women 

merely help. Unuer current state and federal laws, women's labor on the farm does 

not constitute a claim co ownership. When the husband dies, the wife has to pay 

inheritance tax on the farm even if she can prove that she operated the farm while 

her husband held an off-farm job. Women whose husbands were invalids have been 

similarly confronted with the law that-s vs they have no claim to the farms they 

have run. This issue became crit icl in th early 1970s as the rapid appreciation 

in land valis due, to speculat ive pressures Imenit t hat mariv more farms now exceeded 

the exemption limits. A nunber of widws have been forced to sell their farms in
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order to 
pay the estate taxes; women now say tliat men pay for a farm once, but a
 

widow has to pay for it twice.
 

This issuie mobilized farm women 
to political action. This was a perf:'ct issue
 

for farm women because it was seen as fanmily maintaining. Women could show that
 

discrimination against women was a threat to 
 the entire family. 

Women and Rural Development
 

Changes in the structure of agriculturai priduction together with the increa­

singly marginl position of women in agriculture mike womern seekers of non-farm 

employment. This is as true of the UnitLed State,s 
as oi the less ,h'vulopd countries. 

In this qlest women are a dis;advant;aged group ! job suckers for several reasons. 

First, thev aie less likely than m n to have hai aInv previous work experience. 

Second, thmuy Are less likely than men to have had nY voc;mtonal graining or as 

much relevant formlot] education. 'i~ii-d, few women have ny arrangements for child
 

care. The need for a job away from t he home does not gmarimtev that tither the 

employer or the kin group will help in this area. Fourth, rural women, like rural 

men, are a captive labor force. Tlheir ow(.arshi p of small amounts of property limits 

their mobility without at the saNme time providing an adequate standard of living. 

he rural labor force is constrained from being a class-conscious proletariat by its 

character as a marginal petit bourgeoisie. These rural workers wil1 
be less inclined
 

to demand the minimum wage or to organize labor unions. They rely on their small
 

amounts of property to grow food to support themselves and to supplement their meager
 

wages. These rural laborers are marginal In both sectors of the economy.
 

Examples of women in this situation of dual marginality are legion. Women do
 

most of the work in the food processing industry in the United States. Since this
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is Seasoln;l Work, they receive no heail th or retirmeit benefits and rarely earn the 

minimum wagc. Unionization is out of the quest ion. Women sort and pack cranberries 

in Wiscu ns in aid Massachusetts, they pluc* turkeys and pack vegetables in Minnesota. 

Women rarely fill the much better paying jobs in packilg houses -in the United States. 

These ;ire reserved for men. 

The main issue is not simply one of equal access for women to jobs in slaughter 

houses . It is rather the sot of ma rket and pol IIcv constraints t:hat force women to 

seek such jobs Ln addition to their wurl on their own farms. This is a question 

of the stru-ture of agri cuI tura I )roduct ion and the meaning of "rural development'. 

In many areas of the world, Iwllid iiig tht, Ienit'Iel St;ateS*, It Is Cl:;o a q ti n1 O oft 

a priv;atc sect or that takes aidvajit age of this it nat ion of the rural Iabor force, 
part:icularlywomen. The Stnbe t llccss story in t.he Inited States is built on 

Lhi:- combinatio;n of public financing (if a pr i v:to sector that operates through the 

subemployment of ,aLarge part of the rural work force. 

virtually r ILThis is a ng, ltd a rea of i.nquiry. raises questions about the 

adequacy of equal access as a f ramework for the :inalysis of women's positions as 

well as for the preparation of polficy recommendatimls. IL is not clear that: nything 

but a demand for equal access is politically possible. On the other ]land, there is 

always the risk that denmands for eqlA[ access wI I1 retard the emergence of more 

fundamental change of even greater benefit to women. 

Policy Recommenda t ions 

Women's roles in agriculture, like those of men, are increasingly determined 

by public policies. These policies have had an adverse impact on many farmers during 

the past thirty ye-ars. Small farmers have been put ;,t an increasing disadvantage 

relative to large farmers in many reg ions of the world. Women have suffered from the 
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additional burdens of cultural assumptions and expl icit policies that have indlrectly 

or directly discriminated against tlhiem as women and intensified their margln ality as 

farmers. Even if al. the proh Iems of tie She' I at1nd medium sized fiarmer were to 1) , 

solved, farm women would st il face problems a:; women. lThe fllowing policy recom­

mendations addrss this specIa position of womvn in agricu lture. These recommendations 

reflect th, t convict ior equil is- that access inilulFficipmint. 

1. Women's individua:l righlts witliin kin.ni np-linked enterprises must be clari­

fied in law and aidministrat ive procedure if women art to derive benef its from the 

incorporat ion of agricul ture Into to , log'.i--h nucri'it fe realm repiresented by 

a gricultural 1 nlicces and d, velop nt progr ims a round the w'orld. Without explicit 

recognition of this issuu, ti 0 trusent ULL'IdtliV to exclude woten t tonIaCCesS to 

land and thus to all other .:sso tinted rights will b intensified. There is no 

reason that the del imitation of individual right s should exclude any member of a 

kin group. Ti e present situation results from a lIack of insi ght, not from any 

inherent or necessary rigidity in laiw or administrative practice. 

2. All publicly funded prioigrams, whtLher from national government resources 

of from external sources, sh ould hie xa,1ined fo r their dirc't or Indirect impact oil 

women. Efforts to Include women as project co-operators and project staff should 

be intensified.
 

3. Educa tional opportunities in agriculture should be extended to women. 

The current tendency to train men in agricultural and women in home economics 

should be stopped. The Mt re role of hIome cc,;,i:'-Pics training in developing 

countries should be re-evaluated to tnsur that hump econolilcs programs are not 

used to separate women from meaningful roles in agriculture. 
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4. Pol icies that enco ragi large-sca I e, cap! al- inLensive agr ic"I ture should 

be carefully examined for their impact on both farmers and consumers. Women are 

likely to be even more adversely affected than men by 1 chianige from agricultural 

systems based on small-holders to an agricult lre based on government ,orcorporate 

control of land. Women might well be at a disadvantage in seeking jobs a, agri­

cultural workers. Separating wome n from even a mar gi.nall rn ie in the production 

of their own food might well increase hunger for themselves and their chiIdren. 

5. Policies that link "rural development" to a publicallv-finanved private 

sector that depends on sub-employment, especially of women, for naximumn pro fits 

should be carefully studied. Ar the very least if such policies are to cantinue, 

they might be endo.rsed less enthrnslastically and less uncrfticallv as a positive 

benefit to rural people, including women. 

6. Governments and agr;cultueal Irganizations shrould facinitat:e contact among 

farm women from many parts of the warld. New pol icy options might well he generated 

by a sharing of experiences, successes, probl ems, fail ures, and aspi ;it ions. In 

such sharing, Americ an farm women have much to con t ri bute ad toa much gain. 
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