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Abstract of Thesis

Farming Feminism: a glance at women farmers in Brazil, India and the United States

Farming began to greatly evolve at the rise of the Green Revolution, when a demand in high food
production rates, pesticides and neoliberal policies were introduced to farming. Farming has also
evolved due to the fact that most farmers today are women; farming is no longer a masculinized
occupation. I will write about how women farmers in Brazil, India and in the United States illustrate
the current-day plights women farmers face. Contemporary farming goals of women farmers include
the boycotting of neoliberal agribusinesses by farming organically or farming without pesticide or
genetically modified seeds. Other farming issues and feminist goals include gender discrimination,
achieving land rights and rebranding the derogatory notion of feminized labor. I argue that today,
women farmers are asserting a strong farming feminism that addresses such issues of agribusinesses,
neoliberal policies, gender discrimination and land rights. Farming feminism is possible through the
action of women farmers speaking out, scholars such as myself raising awareness and organizations

holding events for women farmers.
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INTRODUCTION:

The question of food and who produces it has long been lost on the industrialized masses
who, in the present day, do not rely on subsistence farming but on the one-stop supermarket. The
United States in particular has evolved from being a society where many people lived off the land to
one in which most food production is for profit, dominated by corporate interests. In the past,
farming and agrarian lifestyles, pre-agribusinesses, tended to focus on the importance of using the
earth naturally and without befouling the earth with chemicals. Traditional farming, which possessed
characteristics of organic and natural farming, has given the majority of the credit in the past (and
even sometimes today) to the male farmers or heads of households in the heteronormative,
traditional family. Women have rarely been seen as farmers, just farmers’ wives (Sachs xi) on family
farm settings.

Family farms, particularly in the U.S., continue on today but many farms have converted to the
agri-neoliberal model, meaning that most farms work in association with an agribusiness, which
supplies chemicals and genetically modified (GM) seeds. Farming for profit usually involves
producing much more in order to sell to markets or large companies, like said agribusinesses, while,
subsistence farming is solely for the use of farmers and their families to sustain themselves. On the
global scale, women farmers today almost always choose to farm for subsistence and not for profit
instead of participating in its opposite, by farming in mass quantities using agri-products and mass
producing their crops. Much of the general public do not realize that not only are most farmers
women, but also that most women farmers choose to farm in health and environmentally conscious
ways. It is through these examples one can see that a continuing problem is that many industrialized
populations do not make the connection between their food and where it came from because they

are only in contact with markets that sell food and do not grow it. Food in all its forms is extremely



essential because it is in everything and is everywhere due to the fact that it is what humans need to
survive; it connects all people in one way or another.

To help illustrate my position in writing this paper, I too can be lumped in the masses of
people who aren’t always sure where her food comes from. I am an educated white woman in her
twenties, living in a metropolitan city, intrigued by the many different feminisms and how feminism
plays a role in female farming culture. I am a woman, a feminist, who shops at a smaller-than-usual
market on a regular basis, tries to buy produce that is seasonal and organic and frequents local
farmers’ markets when they are available. But, I still do not know the full process from which my
food comes partially because I have never actually farmed. I do know, however, that many women
globally who farm today strive to produce locally, organically and for little a profit but mostly for
sustenance for their families (Sachs 113). This paper is my attempt to make useful arguments about
the realities that many subsistence women farmers in Brazil, India and the United States face. My
arguments will be made useful through raising awareness to the uneducated on this topic, as well as
representing women farmers who are otherwise underrepresented. Unfortunately, women farmers
are not always able to speak for themselves or even listened to when they can speak. But, if I am
expected to represent such women farmers in an accurate and unbiased way, I must take heed of
Linda Alcoff’s suggestion that, “It is not a/ways the case that when others unlike me speak for me I
have ended up worse off, or that when we speak for others they end up worse off... [Sometimes| we
do need a ‘messenger’ to advocate for our needs (29).” With that, I will strive to do my best speaking
for others in this paper.

I wish to represent the women farmers of Brazil, India and the U.S. in a way that would not
only please them, but that is informative and engaging for the reader who is likely to be similar to
me, a part of the academic elite, searching for scholarly evidence on a topic similar to my own and

having never farmed as well. I will write about American women farmers who, despite class and race
2



privilege, share similar gender marginalization that women farmers in Brazil and India face. In all
actuality, all of these women share so much even though their life experiences have been worlds
apart. But it is through farming and the multifaceted elements that make it that women farmers in
Brazil, India and the U.S. are able to share common ground.

In multiple senses of the word, I argue that these women farmers are incipient feminists
because of their vocal desires to see change in the marginalization they feel as women farmers and
also because of the scholarship that supports the farming feminist movement. The scholarship in
support of their feminist movement, which will be discussed throughout this paper, suggests that
these women need to be recognized and rewarded for their contributions as women farmers and
their subjugation as a result of incessant male dominance in farming ended. The cultures, economic
situations, geographic locations and traditions of these women farmers may differ greatly, but their
experiences as women and their transnational feminist articulations directly relate to one another.
This paper will discuss the many commonalities that women farmers in Brazil, India and the U.S.
share such as farming techniques, facing gender discrimination and the feminism that ensues from
these factors, as well as the many attributes that separate these unique women, such as their cultures,
societal acceptance, race and geographic locations. I will also discuss how women farmers are
adopting farming feminism in order to battle the oppressive elements of farming as well as receive
the recognition as hard-working women that they deserve.

In Section 1, I will discuss the history of the Green Revolution, neoliberalism and
neocolonialism and how farming techniques and gender disenfranchisement have been greatly
affected by these factors. Today, farmers and their techniques still feel the influence of the Green
Revolution. The Green Revolution began in the 1940s, shortly after World War II in professed

hopes to boost global food production. At this time, many countries experienced famines and food



shortages, so the Green Revolution policy makers hoped to bring modern’ and more technologically
adpanced tools to farmers who were otherwise unable to produce amounts of food suitable for mass
and global marketization. In hindsight, the Green Revolution represented the advance of
neocolonialism insofar as the tools, seeds and policies that came with it were distributed from the
developed to developing nations. The Green Revolution also represented the onset of neoliberalism
in that it allowed multinational agribusinesses to commodify seeds and determine how crops are
grown; essentially they privatized food production. The Green Revolution also, in accord with
neoliberal doctrine, opened global agribusiness markets to the prevalent use of seeds, pesticides and
other chemicals produced by agribusinesses such as Monsanto® and Dow.

These agribusinesses turn a profit of billions each year due to their commodification of food
(Robin 2008). It is because of the commodification of food under neoliberal capitalism for the
accumulation of massive profits that the processes of farming and the lives of farmers have been
changed forever. Although the Green Revolution was initially focused on the development or
modernization of India, it also had a significant influence on farming practices in Brazil as well as the
United States. Also, the Green Revolution was hardly a revolution for Indian farmers, evidenced by
the fact that they were forced to produce more goods (be more productive) and receive less money in
return for the goods. In India in particular, the Green Revolution was more of a profitable venture
for the food corporation beneficiaries in the United States. Many U.S. agricultural partners never
visited India or Brazil and had little awareness about who the native people were and the struggles
they faced in farming and fighting to stay alive. Also, many in the industrialized world today are

unaware that the Green Revolution had a large impact on United States along with these other

1T will use italics throughout this paper in order to bring attention problematic language often used by academics or organizations.
2 Monsanto is not the only agribusiness creating the issues discussed in this paper. I will use Monsanto as a placeholder for all other
agribusinesses.
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countries, let alone the fact that many in the U.S. don’t know what the Green Revolution was or
how its influence continues to be felt today by global farmers, women farmers in particular.

Fortunately, in the case of India, native Indian seeds have been saved by agricultural activists
led by Vandana Shiva, which have been deposited into a seed bank for farmers to purchase and to
reproduce future seeds without any contamination from pesticides or GM, patented seeds (Shiva
2008). With the support of farmers and ecofeminists like Shiva, many farmers in India are able to
manage their own farms for their own consumption as well as for their own income (without owing
a debt to landowners or agribusinesses). This is imperative because female farmers can be the
solution to many agrarian issues due to their pronounced vigilance (evidenced by activists like Shiva)
in boycotting GM seeds and keeping all their farming organic and natural. Female farmers also are
more likely to work at the bottom of the agrarian hierarchy and know the ins and outs of farming
and the detrimental effects on humans and the environment of factory farming, far better than those
who perform easier, less grueling tasks. For example, in relation to Green Revolution policies,
women farmers are usually those who apply pesticides on plants in spraying season, which often
results in health issues or death. Women farmers frequently take the time and care to become more
attuned to their earth and her needs (Shiva 109).

Shiva, an ecofeminist, doctor of philosophy, Indian farming activist and transnational
feminist superstar, states the situation of women farmers eloquently. She says, “The masculinist
paradigm of food production [has] come to us under the many labels of ‘green revolution’ (97).”
Many are not surprised that farming, like most things is a male-dominated culture and way of life.
Many do not, however, make the connection that certain movements and corporations over the last
decades have not aided in helping small subsistence farmers, but have only hurt them. Due to the

rise of the Green Revolution, the hungry have only become hungtrier and among the hungriest



people are farmers (Thaindian News 2009). And more often than not, farmers are peasants, ranking
in the lowest classes of society where they experience marginalization and structural violence.

In Section 2, I will define farming feminism and what it means for women farmers today.
The goals of farming feminism include striving to farm organically, boycotting neoliberal
agribusinesses, and ensuring that local women farmers and their global female farmer counterparts
are receiving fair treatment for fair pay. I will then focus on the class and societal positions women
farmers find themselves in. Many women farmers lack access to money (which is required in a
capitalist global market) and battle structural violence, their governments’ harmful policies and their
geographical location, all of which influence their station in their societies as well as global society
more widely. Structural violence essentially bars the already impoverished and marginalized from
meeting her potential and necessities. Therefore, structural violence in the context of women
farmers can be evidenced through things such as a women’s lack of land rights or lack of profit for
her hard labor producing farmed food. Developmentalism, Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs)
and governmental policies also play a predominant role in the shape of farming and lifestyles for
women farmers. In many cases, developmentalism and SAPs cause more frustration and confusion
than help ease the pain of poverty. Organizations have not only been formed to develop and create
SAPs for women farmers, but also to help women farmers in their lack of access to funds, tools and
other resources, meaning that organizations continually hurt and help women farmers with their
various issues and plights.

Questions also arise whether or not developmentalism, alongside the Green Revolution has
contributed to a woman farmer’s rise in standard of living or to her detriment. Developmentalism
and the Green Revolution are related because of similar goals of the two, to modernize and
industrialize wnderdeveloped nations. Because the marginalization of women and ever-rampant

patriarchy has subjugated women for centuries, the advent of developmentalism has also taken a toll
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on the rights and agencies of women (Shiva 3). The idea of developmentalism is not inherently evil,
but often times the people behind development have their priorities in #odernization and profits and
not always the well being of the developing peoples. In many instances, some well-meaning
development non-profits and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) will impose certain
developmental policies and techniques on a struggling village because they believe it is besz for the
village. The same attitude goes for those seeking a solution for more productive farming (such as
during the Green Revolution); usually one has good intentions but can very easily get carried away
with the subconscious thought that they, the developed, are superior to the underdevelgped. 1 will
extensively examine the methods and approaches different organizations take when it comes to
helping women farmers.

In Can the Subaltern Speak? Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak discusses the substantial issues that
subaltern and peasant agrarian women of whom I write have faced. Spivak touches on a variety of
problems that women farmers have confronted following the end of colonialism and with the
advent of programs like the Green Revolution. Most importantly, she writes on the significance of
elite societies constructing colonial subjects as the other and the significance of the issues of
representation of the other or representing oneself against the other (28). Spivak focuses on the
importance of listening to the other to better represent them (the subaltern) when they cannot speak
for themselves or are not being heard.

Spivak’s writings are especially important in relation to this topic because I am representing
women farmers I have never met. Spivak’s arguments are also significant because many
organizations represent these same women in their activism, oftentimes without the direct approval
of the women farmers. It is also critical to note that even though these organizations, and myself,
will present the women farmers in what is believed to be the best possible light, one must remember

that Utopianism works against global social justice (44). Utopianism, or believing that everything is
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perfect and without conflict, leads the reader to believe that even though life can be difficult, it is ok
and will all work out. There is always something to be worked out, there is always conflict and there
is always room for improvement or alteration. One pertinent issue seeking improvement is the load
that women farmers must carry because they are expected to perform not only farming duties but
also their “women’s work™, which will be discussed in the next section.

In the final section, Section 3, I will examine the complexities of women’s work and the
notion that farming in the present day has been turned into “feminized labor (Cheah 192)” and
classified as women’s work. 1 will also discuss the importance of a woman farmer’s relationship to
social justice. First, farming has become feminized because the fast-growing population of women
farmers now overshadows the number of men farmers significantly. Because farming is now
feminized, many women farmers must juggle several different duties as farmers and simultaneously,
mothers and wives. Farming has become feminized in many different places including Brazil, India
and the U.S. because women who were once seen only as “farmers’ wives (Sachs xi)”” are now seen
as the primary farmers of the household as they rightfully should due to the countless time women
have already spent farming without credit. Women have farmed so long without credit because the
unproductive and unpaid is usually understood to be feminine and thus unappreciated. The
feminization of farming could ultimately be perceived positively if women farmers are able to
achieve their farming feminism and gain their deserved respect.

Women farmers have also become primary farmers of households because many of the
spouses of these farmers have chosen to or been compelled to seek out other employment. It is
important to note that many women choose to maintain subsistence farms because it is logical to
keep farms small and use only for necessity purposes to feed one’s family. In their subsistence
farming women farmers also tend to support organic farming more than the alternative because they

wish to use natural techniques and generate more healthy options to serve to their families and sell
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to their neighbors and friends (Sachs 4). In some ways, organic farming specifically has become
feminized as well because so many women farmers choose this technique given the various benefits
organic farming yields (i.e. better for human health and the environment). On the other hand,
farming for profit can create a larger strain on a family’s resources if there is little focus is on feeding
one’s family. But, some women farmers may wish to contribute monetarily to the incomes of their
families and sometimes once their small subsistence farms yield more than enough, women will
more readily sell their produce for profit.

Hence, the feminization of farming labor and its negative effects on women farmers begs for
societal recognition to change the fact that feminized labor creates a tension for women because of
underpayment and depreciation, which discredits their work duties. The recognition that the
feminization of farming can ultimately be positive for women farmers’ social and political
enfranchisement is essential for farming feminism. Through a politics of social justice, women
farmers can achieve the positive social recognition they deserve and also raise public awareness in
order to successfully challenge agribusiness’ policies and resources. Social justice can ultimately be
the solution for achievement of farming feminist goals.

Lastly, I will argue that the women farmers written about in this paper are feminists. Some of
the women farmers readily identify as feminists, others do not, sometimes because they do not feel
like farming is completely feminized (only because the general public still perceive farmers to be
male) and cannot be upheld by the feminist movement just yet (Sachs 134). Other women farmers
may not uphold feminism because they believe that the feminist label does not advocate the goals
and ideals they want to be represented by, simply because feminism is often labeled as white and
Western. As Spivak so eloquently writes, “feminist is as ideologically contaminated by nativism or

reverse ethnocentrism as it was imperialist (62).”” Feminism so often represents women of white and



Western privilege that it is nearly imperialist to think that all can embrace feminism because it is,
after all, a women’s movement. It just isn’t that simple.

Unfortunately, throughout my educational career, I have come to find that feminism has
consistently represented any feminist living the in non-Western global North locations as a Third
World feminist or a multicultural feminist. Initially, this inopportune label for women living all over
the world in movements of their own motivated me to deconstruct what feminism means or rather
what I believe it should mean, hence a big contributing factor in my desire to write this paper. I
argue that feminism should be specific for each person claiming it. And so I would like to represent
the women farmers in Brazil, India and the United States in a way I hope they would like and
represent their specific feminism. But I forewarn the reader that it is also impossible for me to do so
even if I knew each woman personally. My interpretation of their movements, their lives and
cultures will always be somewhat different from exactly what it is for those women. Hence, given
that food is in everything, is everywhere, and is the sustenance of life, the job of a woman farmer is
irreplaceable and the most important job. I believe the women farmers, who provide this food, are

feminists in many ways, making a difference in their communities and even throughout the world.
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SECTION 1: The Green Revolution, Neoliberalism and Farming Today

Food, farming and how the two relate to each other have evolved over the decades as a
moneymaking venture and less as a way to make sure humans are healthy. Too many people with
too much greed and money have made this food evolution possible through what was called the
Green Revolution. It is of great significance to discuss a brief history of the Green Revolution and
its consequences on farming, even in the present day. The Green Revolution had a strong legacy of
colonialism, where implementing its policies in Third World countries in turn implemented
neocolonialism and the privatization of food as it functions today. Essentially, those who created the
Green Revolution were from the Western world, looking to so/ve problems for the hungry and
impoverished, when really it only made matters worse. The Green Revolution was heavily influenced
by U.S. agribusinesses, which have since established a global neoliberal food regime out of the
Green Revolution. In other words, food has become a commodity privately owned by large
corporate agribusinesses. One also must remember that even though India was firstly and primarily
impacted by the Green Revolution, Brazil and the U.S. have also felt the repercussions of the
program and policies over the years. Consequently, farms and farmers today, big or small, for profit
or subsistence cannot escape the influence of the Green Revolution that took place so many years
ago.
The Green Revolution and Its Farming Consequences

The Green Revolution began, partly due to the fact that many Third World countries
including India were facing major food shortages in the 1940s, just after the Second World War
(Briney 2010). The Green Revolution ultimately functioned as a capitalist venture (Ross 438) and not
necessarily as a way to help combat food shortages and famines. Many in the U.S. have not and do
not see the negative effects the Green Revolution has had over the passing decades. In fact, many in

the U.S. don’t even know what the Green Revolution was. Some of the crucial negative effects of
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the Green Revolution have been a high rate of suicides among increasingly indebted farmers,
specifically in India, and greater hunger in already hungry populations (Thaindian News 2009). Many
of the suicides are thought to have been caused by debt bondage and overwhelming amounts of
work for little income. To help illustrate, the involved U.S. agribusinesses and government people
were working towards a revolution they were physically absent from, absent from the sites where the
Green Revolution policies were implemented. The mere absence of these agribusinesses prevented
them from seeing the effect their policies and products had on many farmers; that farmers were
committing suicide. Because the agribusinesses were absent, there was little reality for the non-
farmers and they had little idea of the hardships the farmers employed in the Green Revolution were
going through. Thus, Indian, Brazilian and U.S. farmers were not usually a thought in the heads of
the Americans who were completely removed from and oblivious to the plight of the marginalized
farmers throughout the Revolution.

Speaking of the trend of farmers committing suicide due to their inescapable debt, generated
by production demands of those behind the Green Revolution, many families, particularly in India,
have been left without heads of households. One farmer in particular, an older woman, farms for
grain to eat and doesn’t receive any money for her work (Sainath 2007). She sometimes has to farm
for twelve hours a day just to get by and to produce enough simply to survive (Sainath 2007). Many
other women farmers or wives of farmers who have lost their husbands to debt suicide are left with
so much debt that they have a difficult time keeping afloat. Especially when women farmers are
forced to take jobs that only pay in food and not in tangible money. This is significant because often
women farmers are partnered with their husbands in their farming duties, and so when a man
commits suicide because of the debt he has (and hasn’t told his wife about), the woman farmer

(wife) is left with few options when he dies and must work only to survive and pay back his debt.
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The Green Revolution was also the turning point for many farmers in the U.S., which is
critical to remember because U.S. farmers are frequently dismissed when the Green Revolution is
discussed. U.S. farmers, who once held smaller farms before the Green Revolution were now in
competition with big food producers who were able to acquire even more wealth through
overproduction (Wharton 5). A recurring trend in the Green Revolution seemed to consist of
making U.S. corporations, chemical suppliers and agribusinesses richer and make small farmers even
poorer (and hungrier).

Therefore, the Green Revolution was not a revolution for farmers, but for the money-driven
agri-beneficiaries. Farmers influenced by the Green Revolution have over time been forced to
change almost everything about the ways they farm, interact with consumers and how they interact
with the earth and farming. Women farmers have particularly felt the burden of the non-
revolutionary Green Revolution because they have lost husbands to suicide and gained more
farming responsibilities for much less income than is livable. It is because of this non-revolution that
many small farmers throughout, Brazil, India and the United States have become trapped and
completely barred from any other forms of useable income, and sometimes without even realizing
the structural violence that is taking its toll on them.

Structural Violence

Structural violence, the institutional barriers facing peasants and the lower class from gaining
human rights and full potential because of their social status, is rampant in the marketing of GM
seeds in India, Brazil and the U.S. that are the legacy of the Green Revolution. By genetically
modifying and patenting its seeds, major agribusinesses, such as Monsanto, have destroyed the
freedoms and liberties of the women and men farmers alike seeking to grow enough for sustenance
and a modest income, leaving farmers no choice but to farm with GM seed products. In some cases

Monsanto has even purposefully sought out to “infect” farmer’s fields and seeds through cross-
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pollination without their knowledge, making farmers whose fields were cross-pollinated pay
Monsanto for seeds they never bought or intended to use (Garcia 2004). Monsanto is out to collect
the farmers’ money and accuse infected farmers of seed and intellectual property thievery even
though it is clear Monsanto is the thief of many farmers’ freedoms (Garcia 2004). The mere fact
that agribusinesses are patenting living organisms is reason enough to boycott and protest against
the agribusiness imperialist demand that they have the right to patent whatever they see fit. The
simple action of agribusinesses patenting seeds and forcing pesticide use on farming demonstrates
the unrelenting structural violence and control agribusinesses wish to have over farmers and food
production.

Structural violence is widespread throughout the ways in which food is produced, distributed
and consumed. Because Monsanto and other agribusinesses have been involved in most major food
contamination and manipulation processes, structural violence has extended its arm to the
populations partaking of genetically modified food, because agribusinesses have come to control
much of the selection of foods that the industrialized masses partake of. Much of the general public
living in the United States, for example, now receives their food from all over the world, much
grown by farmers who are barely making ends meet, like those in India and Brazil. Hence, not only
are agribusinesses like Monsanto controlling the selection of what U.S. citizens eat, they are
controlling how farmers who must use their seeds, live and survive through structural violence
because farmers and consumers are not able to farm and eat freely.

Although there is currently a miniature revolution of female Indian farmers saving organic
seeds, Monsanto has even intervened in some of these seed banks proclaiming these farmers are not
fit to save seeds because Monsanto wants continued control over which seeds are planted and
produced. In addition to corporate exploitation, there are other levels of structural violence and

inequality that Indian farmers face. The most poignant of the structural violence and inequalities is
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the fact that many of the world’s hungtiest people are peasant farmers (Thaindian News 2009),
because farmers are working so hard to either appease or fight against agribusiness’ policies, all the
while unable to feed themselves. Shiva points out that every one in four persons in India is hungry;
as such there are more hungry people in India than in all of Sub-Saharan Africa (Thaindian News
2009). One cannot ignore the truth of the fact that most of the world’s poor are peasant farmers
because of the blatantly obvious inequities farmers face in their connection to food. For example,
Indian peasant farmers are working so hard to provide mass amounts of food for several countries
around the world that they don’t have enough time or energy to provide for themselves and buying
food is often out of their economic reach. For example, for U.S. exports, a small wage is paid for
Indian food production (BBC 2009), yet another reason so many female farmer activists have
conserved native seeds so they can one day enjoy farmer freedom and liberation from the neoliberal
food regime.
Agribusinesses Decide Food Selection

Under the neoliberal food regime, U.S. agricultural businesses have also taken the lion’s
share of control over the way many in the United States eat and the U.S. food system and its
functionality “often wields control in terms of globalization (Allen 6).” Shiva supports this argument
and writes on how corporations now decide what people eat, not just domestically but globally
(Garcia 2004). Corporations are deciding what the masses eat through the selection of food that is
distributed to markets and grocery stores to be sold. What is of particular interest is a study, which
showed that women make up the majority of food purchasers (Allen 4), confirming that women are
on both ends of food production, both growing and buying it. As Shiva states, it is important to
remember the control and power U.S. food corporations wish to have over the public through the

selection of foods that are for sale at food stores (Garcia 2004).
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Also of note, is the fact that agribusinesses control farming and food in most of the world.
U.S. food corporations hardly ever seem to have any conscience when it comes to the damaging
effects genetically modified foods have on those who are consuming them. Eric Ross argues in
“Malthusian, Capitalist Agriculture, and the Fate of Peasants in the Making of the Modern World
Food System,” that food production and distribution has become all too privatized. Ross states,

Evidence also indicates that the increasing role of capital-intensive biotechnology is
rapidly concentrating power over global food production in the hands of a relatively
small number of transnational corporations (455).

Food in all its general forms, whether it is organic or completely convoluted into something
that doesn’t resemble actual food (non-food), has become a neoliberal commodity. In the late 1980s
to early 1990s, U.S. Vice President Dan Quayle even advocated for Monsanto in their genetic
modifications of seeds (Robin 2008), which in some ways turned food production entirely over to
Monsanto and other agribusinesses.

And so, very few in the U.S. and in the entire world are at a point where they have complete
control over what they eat. Even the select few who farm and rear animals on their own land, must
still face the outside neoliberal adversaries that are the large agri-corporations. Monsanto is often the
face of the neoliberal food regime, the same corporation who purposefully infected some 1,500 U.S.
farmers’ seeds and soil so Monsanto could call those seeds their own (Garcia 2004). Perhaps in the
beginning of Monsanto’s business model, the founders did not necessarily seek profit as they do
today. Today many of Monsanto’s people know full well the harm their business model, seeds and
pesticides are having on the general public and the environment but do not appear to feel remorse

due to the billions of dollars they take home with them. Thus, money is the sole purpose and

motivation behind the neoliberal food regime.
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Monsanto Targets Women Farmers

Recently, Monsanto has sought to specifically target Indian female farmers through
advertising and over avenues. One particular Monsanto advertisement on billboards throughout
India displayed weeds growing around a woman’s hands, simply stating, “Liberate Yourself” (Garcia
2004). The advertisement was targeted towards women because of their growing influence in Indian
agriculture. In the advertisement, Monsanto seemed to try to create the illusion for female farmers
that Monsanto’s pesticides and herbicides are the solution to their farming problems. Monsanto tries
to sell the idea that finally, farming woes can be over, simply by using chemicals, pesticides and
patented seeds. The advertising campaign is also extremely insulting to these female farmers,
expecting them to blindly follow Monsanto because they think they will be “liberated.”

The notion that Indian female farmers are not bright enough to know that Monsanto is out
to get their money and hard work is enough for the farmers to act out against the strict regime of
Monsanto. Capitalistic ideals and multinational advertising campaigns are new enough to India that
many people are not hesitant to question the motives of the advertisements and the demeaning
messages behind them.

It is especially apparent in India that women farmers feel strongly about agribusinesses and
the negative impacts they have had on Indian female farming culture. Some women farmers have
had to endure losing husbands and loved ones to suicides as a consequence of the debt and
unhappiness that has come from farming with pesticides, GM seeds and working with the neoliberal
agribusinesses. Farming and environmental activists such as Vandana Shiva have sought to help
Indian farmers by making an effort to keep native seeds over the last few decades in order to remain
self-reliant and without turning over one’s liberties by using GM patented seeds. Farming with
native seeds can create a path to a healthier and more self-sufficient lifestyle for many Indian

farmers.
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Brazilian farmers, who were often left out of the neoliberal globalism conversation that was
the Green Revolution, have been especially targeted today in their soybean production (Jepson 218).
Like farmers in India and the U.S., farmers in Brazil have been taken over by the agricultural
corporations who want Brazilians to produce their very valuable soybean crop much faster; to be
more productive. This meant that the soybeans would have to be genetically modified and pesticide
use would need to be incorporated in order for Brazilian farmers to produce at the rate needed
(Jepson 218). As it has been in India, many cannot keep up with the production demands
implemented by the all too greedy agribusinesses.

Women farmers in the U.S., who are located within the backbone of the neoliberal food
regime agribusinesses, have just as little power as those women farmers in Brazil and India when it
comes to standing up against pesticides, Round Up weed killer and other farming so/utions Monsanto
believes it has created for farmers (male or female). In some ways, women farmers in the U.S. may
feel more powetrlessness and frustration in relation to agribusinesses because these women are so
close to the issues and policy making, yet so far away from standing up and getting their word out
against the globalized agribusinesses.

Finally, the common grocery store or supermarket has also become globalized. Small
markets to large WalMart sized stores have been a part of United States culture for several decades.
But the advent of supermarkets in places like Brazil and India has only sprung up in the last few
years. One could attribute the rise of these large markets to capitalism and perhaps even the Green
Revolution because it demanded free markets and open borders to capital and corporations as the
central tenet of global neoliberalism. And so with so much food production on the rise, the overly
produced food needs a place to be sold in greater abundance, rather than overflow the street and
smaller markets. This, the overproduction of food is why large monstrosity markets like WalMart

have thrived in many locations throughout the world. In turn, women farmers have become even
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more marginalized in this conversation and are not about to keep up with the race to see which
farmer can produce the most so their harvest can be sold in mass quantities for small amounts of
money. For the modern shopper, in most places, it is more about how much you can get for less
money than choosing quality that is better for one’s health and well being, not to mention what is
better for the earth and safer for the farmers who produced it.
Invisible Ecofeminist Farming

Most U.S. women farmers as well as Brazilian and Indian women farmers are those farmers
who are behind the scenes, the farmers who are so often forgotten where food is sold and bought.
Women farmers are sometimes referred to as znvisible because most people do not know that the
majority of farmers today are women, meaning for many people the term farmer is still associated
with the male gender. It is in part because these women farmers choose or are even forced to keep
their farms small and commonly choose to farm organically, that women farmers are otherwise
invisible from the neoliberal, profit making farming culture. Women have even strayed from or
haven’t been allowed to participate in cash cropping. Cash cropping, as argued by Jane S. Jaguette
has long been part of neocolonial, capitalist ideals and has thus alienated women farmers from being
able to participate in or even desiring to participate in the cash crop farming practice (270). In
addition, women farmers may not even be seen as farmers because of the size of their farms, their
small desire to make large profits, their farming techniques and their gender. Women farmers are
very much a part of the invisible feminized culture that Vandana Shiva writes of in Staying Alive.

Staying Alive focuses on women farmers, specifically in India, who are what Shiva calls the
hidden women in agriculture (44). Shiva expressly focuses on the invisibility that subjugated Indian
women farmers (as well as other women farmers) face in a male-dominated farming culture (219).
As Monsanto and others have created a transnational agribusiness establishment, they have also

created an even greater divide between women farmers and those farmers who mass-produce and
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actually make a profit. Most women are marginalized in many different capacities especially in
dealing with agribusinesses, but women farmers are exploited from so many angles that it is difficult
for these women to know who to trust in the farming world and to know how to function without
selling out and giving in to neoliberal agri-farming. Women farmers could take the easy route and
choose to be part of the neoliberal food regime, but frequently choose not to sell out because they
believe that farming should remain natural and organic.

In addition, Shiva recognizes there is a certain consistency when women farm, which is the
bond women have to the earth. Shiva sees the bond as spiritual, which is difficult to see the
connection because spirituality is often exclusive to religion; the spiritual bond would then only
apply to those who practice a religion. Regardless, it is easy to see how women can relate their
subjugation and downtrodden-ness to that of the earth’s as Shiva suggests. The earth is slowly
deteriorating, which has happened over the centuries, but with the rise of pesticide use and oil-
burning farming machinery, the earth has weakened more quickly. Just like earth has become
increasingly weaker because of its exploitation by its inhabitants, women have frequently been
exploited by others, and sought to gain rights and speak for themselves, all the while feeling the
oppressive forces of neoliberal agribusinesses. Hence, women farmers have felt the impact of
repressive adversaries that have brought things such as pesticides and GM seeds, which
consequently harm farmers and the environment.

In Karen Warren’s Ecofeminist Philosophy, she writes about women and their relationship to
the earth:

All ecofeminists agree that there are important connections between the unjustified
dominations of women and nature, but they disagree about both the nature of those

connections and whether some of the connections are potentially liberating or
grounds for reinforcing harmful stereotypes about women (21).
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In this case, women farmers endure the harmful stereotypes that are often overlooked and left
unchallenged by the general public. Stereotypes in this case are usually along the lines that women
are only to be stationed in the home, are incapable of being farmers and are too slow to produce any
food worth selling for profit. Fortunately, women choose to farm anyway, regardless of harsh
stereotypes that remain. In addition, throughout history the earth has stereotypically been at battle
with its inhabitants because the earth’s inhabitants have frequently done one thing or another to
contribute to its deterioration; its marginalization. Women too have traditionally been marginalized
whether it is due to male dominance, subordination, capitalism or patriarchy. Warren invokes Maria
Mies’ argument that much like women being “colonized [by] capitalist patriarchy (26),” nature too
has felt the brunt of this influence.

Warren goes on to write of the South (Southern Hemisphere) and how women “suffer
disproportionately (177)” as a consequence of earth corrosion and exploitation. Women more often
than men live in impoverished situations where there is only unsanitary drinking water available and
sometimes only “depleted soils (Warren 177)” available for subsistence farming. This lack of
resources is the perfect example of women lacking access to basic survival needs. Warren argues, “It
is women who experience the burdens of gender division of labor (177).” Perhaps women feel the
burdens of gender division more because they will sometimes take more time and care for the earth,
as well as more care for humans. Society often perceives caregivers to be ones who are lowering
themselves and becoming vulnerable in order to help others. As women become these caregivers,
they are putting themselves at the risk of subordination by those who would demote them in society
and see them as less worthy of recognition.

Poisonous Pesticides
In their quest to care for the earth, many women farmers, much more so than men farmers,

choose to farm organically than use agri-corporate seeds and pesticides. One main reason women
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have strayed from pesticides have been the poisonous effects they have on humans. A study was
conducted on acute pesticide poisoning found in cotton growers in different parts of India (Mancini
221). Women farmers in the study were shown to experience greater adverse side effects than men
farmers because women were the ones mixing the pesticides with their bare hands to ensure the
pesticides were ready for use (Mancini 221). Women farmers at times are given the more menial
tasks within farming, usually because there are gender hierarchies that must be grappled with, so
women are given the tasks that put them at a higher risk of poisoning or injury. “Extremely time-
consuming operations such as weeding are often performed by women and children during the peak
of the spraying season, when there are high residue levels in the fields (Mancini 222).” The said
women and children are at high risk of poisoning by high residue pesticide levels during weeding
season.

Some of the health effects from using and mixing pesticides are seizures, loss of
consciousness, tremors, nausea and vomiting (Mancini 277). One would think that since the mere
mixing and use of pesticides causes such harmful side effects on farmers, that food produced with
pesticides would also be harmful to the masses who consume it. The study conducted on the
harmful effects of pesticides is extremely important because “few studies have mentioned” that
women more than men experience more serious issues and side effects from the pesticides “and [no
other study] has ever estimated the ill effects (Mancini 230).” It is interesting that few studies
mention the gender differences in the side effects of pesticides. Perhaps the lack of mention of
women is just another way to encourage the stereotypes that women farmers must be znvisible to the
throngs of society.

Pesticide use, particularly after the rise of the Green Revolution, has been made a
requirement to be used on genetically modified, “productive” and “commercial crops (Mancini

221).” It is vital to note that crops introduced after the advent of the Green Revolution would need
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pesticides because of the way the seeds were modified: they have been made more susceptible to
insects because of their genetic transformations (Mancini 221). The very evidence that the seeds
introduced at the dawn of the Green Revolution needed pesticides is another reason some believe
that the Green Revolution was created solely as a moneymaking venture as farmers must buy seeds
and pesticides every growing season.

Women and Land Rights

Women farmers are also struggling to abolish their invisibility through their efforts to own
and retain land. Most peasant farmers have continually encountered issues with land rights and land
justice throughout colonial history. Warren raises the perspective of “many traditional American
[Indians],” which is that the, “conception of land as borrowed and shared place; it is not property,
not something owned. Land is conceived as not belonging to humans (Warren 86).” But many
farmers well know that after colonialism, there is little room for allowing natives (or anyone) to
naturally live off the land. When it comes to land rights, women farmers have been impacted far
greater than men farmers due to the fact that men hold deeds to land more often than women (and
women, again are seen as farmers’ wives and not farmers themselves, hence incapable of land
ownership).

In the case of Brazil, land rights is a recent topic researched by scholars who have discovered
that land rights and how they are handled influence the income of the farming household. “Female
Land Rights and Rural Household Incomes in Brazil, Paraguay and Peru,” points out that when
women own land, they have more leverage and power in how land is developed and farmed (Deere
3). Again, gender language issues are brought about when one converses about land rights,
particularly in this situation where the heads of household are the landowners, but it is far too often

assumed that the head is a man or the husband (Deere 3).
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Another obvious example of the benefits of possessing rights to land is the liberty it allows
landowners to participate in “off farm™ activities (Deere 4). Many women farmers, particularly in
Brazil are still struggling to gain rights to their land in order to maintain a better balance in their
domestic and commercial lives. Some scholars have suggested it is better for women to own the land
or manage expenses rather than their male counterparts because women tend to spend more on
family and necessities rather than the frivolous things men tend to spend their income on (Sachs
130). Because women have shown they can be more responsible with their income and income
management, I argue that women farmers would be more dependable as landowners than their male
counterparts.

Conclusion

The structural violence in farming has existed long before the Green Revolution or
colonialism enforced itself upon countries like Brazil, India and the United States. But the
structurally violent actions against women farmers have barred them from seeking full potential as
free and independent farmers in the post-Green Revolution era. Women farmers still combat
structural violence because of the constant interference and control agribusinesses have in farming.
The control agribusinesses have over resources and policies and neoliberal protocols are some of the
more prominent issues regarding structural violence and gender subordination in farming. Also,
structural violence in this circumstance usually involves the perception that agribusinesses choose
for farmers the GM seeds that will be grown on farms and then later sold in markets. Structural
violence will remain as long as large corporate agribusinesses continue to patent seeds, enforce
pesticide use and make decisions about food for the general public and for farmers.

In the most general sense, women are and have become invisible and progressively more
subaltern in farming communities as a result of the masculinized dominance, resources and agfi-

policies that keep women in a lower status. Structural violence is particularly crucial to examine
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when referencing women farmers who have long fought to farm freely, gain land rights and use the
tools they need to farm effectively. Women farmers in Brazil, India and the United States have
recognized the issues they face and wish to make changes in order to live a life without conflict or
unwanted neoliberal exploitation. It is in small acts of resistance like speaking up and raising
awareness that women farmers have asserted their own feminisms supporting a transnational strike
against their oppressors. It is especially important to examine the ways in which women farmers are
striving for a farming feminism, whether it is through gaining a place in their society or receiving

help from non-profit or NGO organizations.
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SECTION 2: Women Farmers’ Places in Society and the Orgs

I argue that the women farmers in Brazil, India and the United States of whom I write are
forming their own brand of feminism. Their brand of feminism varies and depends on the specific
communities and cultures in which these women live, but, the women farmer feminisms of which I
write are also holistic and accommodating to women who farm simply because farming is similar in
all cultures, in that it provides food, work and livelihood for women farmers. The different women
farmers’ relationships to farming vary greatly, but the goals of women farmers all are similar. An
example of a prominent goal in farming feminism is achieving land rights since many women
farmers do not usually have this luxury. In doing so, women farmers can support one another,
throughout the world, by diligently achieving the goals of farming feminisms.

Some helpful farming goals for women and their farming feminisms may include, farming
organically and selling locally or simply subsistence farming, boycotting agribusinesses (as well as
their products and policies), and ensuring that they and their global female farmer counterparts are
receiving fair treatment for fair pay (including access to good resources). Rejecting agribusinesses,
for example, makes a statement that these women farmers will not conform to the neoliberal
corporatism that agribusinesses promote. Thus, I argue that these goals and actions of equality
performed by women farmers are feminist acts because the end result of these goals would allow
these women farmers to own their own land, farm how they would like and be able to help other
women farmers globally achieve similar standards of living. Achieving these goals of farming
feminism would not only help women farmers economically, but also place them in better positions
in society where people may appreciate and recognize women farmers more (and perhaps fight for

their cause as well).
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Women Farmers and Their Places in Society

Women farmers in general have become the transnational face of rural, peasant lifestyles
because women outnumber men who live in poverty and farm. There are a few exceptions to this
stereotype, perhaps that of small U.S. farmers who grow and sell organically and sell almost always
to white elites. Otherwise, most women farmers are subject to severe class divisions and structural
violence in their communities. For example, the class systems throughout Brazil, India and the
United States divide rural, impoverished farmers from the middle and upper class consumers. The
middle and upper classes rarely bother to think of the people who grow and produce the food they
so frivolously consume, which encourages the class divide even more.

One could argue that in Brazil and India, the support groups and communities for farmers
are much more widespread than those in the United States. Farming communities in Brazil and
India more often rely on one another as a whole than the more isolated farming in the U.S. that
either mass-produce or rely on a small family farm. This is not to say that Brazilian and Indian
farmers don’t rely on small family farms, because many do, but they also tend to live in closer
proximity to each other than large farmers in the U.S. Perhaps farmers in the U.S. feel a greater
sense of competition among their fellow farmers than the farmers in Brazil or India do because U.S.
farms often sell to a corporate food company. U.S. farmers can feel some urgency if they are selling
their produce to a company, whereas smaller U.S. farms may feel less pressure with their farming
production; this urgent attitude is directly patterned after the neoliberal model, that one must always
progress faster than the other in order to survive in the market.

Nonetheless, most women farmers in Brazil, India and even the United States experience a
certain lack of access to common societal rights, which is also a direct result of structural violence.
The lack of rights women farmers experience could be discrimination because of their gender and

class status or perhaps lack of rights to land they could own to farm organically and sustainably. Due
27



to the fact that farmers often live in rural areas that are wnderdeveloped, or at least impoverished, others
in society (living in the develgped areas) do not usually see farmers as contributing members of society
because society often does not understand or appreciate the work farmers do. But, in many ways,
farmers contribute the most to society because they provide food, the source of life and survival for
humans.

And so, due to the fact that most farmers are socially unrecognized and under rewarded,
many non-farmers do not realize the hardships and marginalization farmers encounter, yet another
reason why achieving social equality is so essential for women farmers. Many in the U.S. still seem to
imagine farmers as male, undereducated hicks who wear overalls and are proverbially chewing on
wheat stalks (Kingsolver 13). This stereotypical image of farmers that many Americans hold in their
minds today also undermines the importance of farmers, which makes them appear as nobodies and
as members of the very lowest, zncapable classes of society.

As for of the majority of women farmers, specifically in Brazil, India and the U.S., Spivak
describes them as, “the rural subaltern, the real constituency of female subproletariat in crisis and
resistance (215).” Hence, farming organically and locally for Brazilian and Indian farmers can be
perceived as less trendy and more about their heritage, culture and fight against the corporate
capitalist zan that has drastically changed women farmers’ way of life.

All the aspects (1.e. receiving little social recognition, fighting capitalism) that Brazilian,
Indian and American women farmers face make farming feminism all the more intricate and difficult
to achieve because of the conflicting concepts of how farming should be performed. But, this is why
I argue the significance of factoring in all the different cultures and lifestyles women farmers live in,
so that farming feinisms are formed to fit each individual farmer. However, each brand of farming
feminism still falls under the umbrella of goals stated previously (e.g. boycotting agribusinesses,

achieving land rights, et cetera) but functions differently for each woman farmer.
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Hence, the strong environment women farmers are forming helps women to not only have
their voices heard but also band together in solidarity and appreciate the differences their farming
feminisms hold. But because most women farmers are “the rural subaltern (Spivak 215)” there are
many ceilings to shatter in order to be heard by change makers. Many women farmers must work
through organizations in order to make their movements work and have their voices heard.

Orgs and Their Work With Women Farmers

Organizations (orgs) have been formed with the rise of globalization and neoliberalism
negatively influencing farming and increasing the struggle for human rights by women farmers, these
orgs possess both positive and negative characteristics. These orgs were formed to help women
farmers in their lack of access to funds, tools and basic human rights. Although, most non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-profit organizations are based in the United States,
these organizations strive to help women around the globe. Controversies do arise at times, as when
U.S. based orgs make decisions for women globally whom they have never met; just like corporate
agribusinesses, many decisions are made within the United States. Regardless of the intentions and
whether or not ulterior motives are present within these organizations, the organizations exist and
represent themselves as helping women farmers in some way or another. Ulterior motives held by
orgs usually come in the form of money, where donations and grants are used to pay executives and
employees instead of funding women farmers in need. Of course org workers need to be
compensated for their work, but I argue orgs should not keep excessive amounts of money for
themselves, the excess that could help a woman farmer instead of pay a hefty Christmas bonus.
Money as a motive is not always present, but is apparent enough for one to mention when
discussing orgs.

The feminist movement I am illustrating does in fact involve the need for organizations to

aid women farmers in their effort to gain the rights and resources they need. Orgs are needed in
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farming feminism due to the lack of opportunities women farmers have to speak of their issues; the
orgs can be their voice. So, I will discuss the roles these orgs play in the lives of women farmers
throughout the world. An initial problem is that many who run these organizations have never met
the women they are organizing for or even been to the places many of these women live. The fact
that many org workers have not personally experienced the culture or met the women they are trying
to help create an othering (us versus #henz) of women farmers, particularly in the Third World. The
separation orgs have from the women they are helping creates a barrier between orgs and women
farmers to connect and to ultimately understand one another, because often the proverbial s tells
them what to do, instead of listening to what #he other wants.

Despite the foreseeable issues with the organizations that represent women farmers, there
are many unique aspects about the different organizations as well as many similarities that they all
share with one another; despite their problems, orgs can be a possible force for good. For example,
many of the organizations that will be discussed do not focus on women farmers alone. Many of the
orgs focus on rights for rural women (which usually implies farming but not exclusively) or rights
for Third World women in general. Again, many of the organizations see that Third World women
are in constant need of help in many aspects of their lives, so the orgs are there to aid these women
however they are able.

The Big Orgs

It is critical to talk about the bigger orgs that claim to aid women farmers because these orgs
are often anti-feminist and I do not support many of their policies and methods. I will discuss these
bigger organizations that tend to possess more of the aforementioned ulterior motives, like keeping
grant money to pay their staff instead of helping women farmers. At best, the bigger orgs have a sort
of feminist light attitude, meaning they are pro-women but not necessarily pro-feminism. Helping

women has recently become trendy, and many orgs have chosen to be pro-women due to the
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growing number of them living in poverty globally as opposed to men. The growing number of
women living in poverty often victimizes them, yet another reason orgs wish to help them. I will use
these big orgs to represent those who are hurting the cause of farming feminism as opposed to
helping it. Orgs are not only hurting the cause of women farmers because donation funds are not
always used for grant funding and financial help but orgs are also hurting the cause of farming
feminism by being unsupportive of feminism in general.

USAID

One of the more recognizable organizations in the United States that endows funding for
women is USAID. But USAID has long been pro-woman but anti-feminism. For example, USAID
has an approach to farming and techniques they think farmers should use, which represents the
agribusiness belief that farmers should use chemicals. USAID implements “pest management” with
farmers they wish to help. I suggest that “pest management” is just fancy rhetoric used to refer to
pesticides to protect plants from pests, even though many women farmers frown upon pesticide use
for many reasons, whether it’s personal or professional.

Small farmers, especially those who don’t use much machinery or outside help, most likely
see the effects of pesticides more readily than larger farmers who use machines and other tools to
spray their crops. Because pesticide application is often left up to women and children many of these
people have fallen seriously ill or died as a result of close encounters with pesticides. Yet, USAID
claims to embrace environmentally friendly methods of farming. As stated on their website:

USAID supports agricultural techniques that are ecologically sound,
economically viable, and socially responsible. Increasingly, activities focus on

environmental sustainability across agricultural supply chains and multi-use
landscapes.”’

3 http://www.usaid.gov/our work/agticulture/sustainable ag.htm
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It is because of USAID’s well-known presence in the U.S. and their place in the federal
government that many U.S. citizens are familiar with the organization. And because USAID has
name recognition among many in the U.S., more American citizens are apt to trust an org like
USAID to do their job getting funding to farmers. Regardless of USAID’s farming methods and
theories, they do provide grants and loans for farmers, even if USAID’s mission is far from those of
farmer feminists. More often than not, women farmers who receive financial aid from USAID must
comply with certain organizational rules. It is unclear on their website if one of these organizational
rules has to do with farmers having a choice whether or not to use pesticides.

FAO & Oxfam International

FAO (Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations) and Oxfam International
are similar large organizations that can be looped in with USAID. Not only do many bigger orgs
have ulterior motives, but bigger orgs also tend to be more out of touch with the people they
actually need to be helping. FAO and Oxfam often take on lofty goals, such the FAO claiming to
work “for a world without hunger.”

I mention FAO because it may be wise to be critical of their verbiage on their plans to help
people in developing countries. The FAO states, “We help developing countries and countries in
transition modernize and improve agriculture, forestry and fisheries practices and ensure good
nutrition for all.” The terms one should be wary of in the previous statement are modernize and
mprove since those terms have completely subjective meanings and have in the past been the basis of
global neocolonialism, as in the Green Revolution. Meaning that to zodernize or improve in the case of
orgs often represents an org’s neocolonial attitude that Third World countries need to be modernized
in order to thrive in the current world’s economy, when in reality modernizing often leads to a

greater divide between wealthy and poor.
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Oxfam also lacks sensitivity to the issues they claim to be working on which are human righss
and justice. Not to say that working for human rights and justice are not worthy causes, but it is the
lack of specificity and definition of such things that undermines Oxfam’s goals. If an org like Oxfam
were to start small, focus only on specifically women Indian farmers living in northern India and
then to expand from there, perhaps they would have more of an impact on actually helping women
farmers gain the human rights and justice they rightfully deserve.

Just so, Oxfam launched the Aaroh campaign, all across the state of Uttar Pradesh in India
where many social injustices were occurring. The primary focus of the campaign was, “to help
women gain recognition as farmers so that they own agricultural land and access institutional credit,
new technologies and government programs.” In order for these Indian women to gain access to
new farming technologies, it most likely means they will need to resort to using plows that run on
oil. Not all of these Indian farmers would necessarily desire to switch to this sort of new farming
technology because of its harm to the earth. The Aaroh campaign can easily be construed as another
way for an org to modernize or improve instead of actually looking at the plight of the farmers in Uttar
Pradesh and taking a more culturally sound approach to their problem. Oftentimes, orgs look at
what might work in their own culture instead of the culture of those they are helping.

Structural Adjustment Programs

A quick note on Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) is applicable here before I begin to
discuss orgs that do a sounder job actually helping women farmers. SAPs are yet another method
used frequently by bigger orgs to help women get loans to help pay for farming and life expenses.
But often times SAPs create debt bondage, which leaves most of the women farmers worse off than

they were beforehand. Debt bondage can be originally presented as debt relief but turns farmers into
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debt slaves to those they owe. Many who receive the loans are already working and just need extra
help, rather than those who are looking for loans to start up a business or other forms of work.

Part of the problem is that many loans through SAPs are given through a third party, which
also creates issues because it means some women may not even get their entire loan (and still owe
for the loan’s entirety). USAID has actually been a prominent advocate of SAPs in an effort to
modernize their techniques in giving out loans. Because SAPs come through a third party and some of
amount of the loans are often lost along the way, SAPs help orgs like USAID to disperse loan
money. Additionally, the issue of SAPs is very apparent in India where farmers and others are
helping pay back the Indian government’s debt as well their own (Chossudovsky 1997). Due to
misinformation or simply lack of informing farmers, many farmers are unaware that their SAP loan
will be paying back the debt of their government in some form, in addition to their own debt.

Orgs for Farming Feminism

I'am much more swayed to write in support of the following orgs who repeatedly choose to
represent women farmers in accurate ways, hold events that allow women to speak for themselves
and tend to take less grant money to pay their salaries and use more money to actually aid women
farmers and others. The following orgs believe in a more progressive mantra for women farmers to
participate in their own feminisms instead of aiding women solely based on institutional trends to
help global women in poverty.

La Via Compesina

I will first discuss La Via Compesina (LVC) and their focuses on peasant rights and agrarian
reform around the world (La Via Compesina meaning, The Way of the Peasant) because LVC often
strives to create a better living environment for women farmers globally. Right upfront La Via

Compesina says they support farmers and women farmers, which obviously shows that the

34



patriarchal language has not left the org world. Regardless, LVC focuses on the many different
issues, public and private, that peasants, farmers, agricultural workers and indigenous people face.
Although LVC is headquartered in Indonesia, LVC also has many different locations worldwide
which is a good sign that LVC is concerned with being culturally aware of the places the women
they are helping live and work.

LVC originated in 1993 when many agricultural policies were becoming globalized. LVC
began in hopes to be able to keep small farms small and keep farmers’ rights in tact, regardless of the
new policies. . It’s a good thing that LVC established themselves after the event of globalization of
agricultural policies, but it is also interesting that the org didn’t see a need to help these perpetually
marginalized farmers before this time. It is evident that women farmers had problems and struggles
before 1993 and it is interesting that despite the previous struggles of women farmers, that it was
globalization that ignited LVC as an org. Despite the date LVC originated, they have come highly
regarded among the two organizations, the FAO and the UN Human Rights Council (UNHRC).
This sort of recognition can usually help an org to gain credibility and raise awareness in more
people who are looking to help the cause LVC is working for.

The term “food sovereignty” was a term coined by LVC at the height of the globalization of
food policies and transnational agribusiness’ ever-growing global presence. In some ways, food
sovereignty is LVC’s claim to fame. LVC introduced “food sovereignty” at the World Food Summit
in 1996 as “the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced through
sustainable methods and their right to define their own food and agriculture systems.” Ultimately, in
order for food sovereignty to actually be achieved, small peasant farmers, namely women farmers in
the Third World, would have to be virtually separated from dealing with the corporate, globalized,
agribusiness world that is all too familiar today. LVC believes food sovereignty is the solution to the

current food crisis, but with the globalization of food policies, the goal of food sovereignty is nearly
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impossible. But LVC’s vigilance to raise awareness about food sovereignty and to get other orgs
involved will help make an impact, and has the potential to continually grow.

And so, I argue that although LVC has made a name for themselves and has somewhat
unrealistic and difficult-to-achieve goals for the peasant people they are helping, they still put their
funding to good use and do their best to rid peasant farmers of the globalized-corporate nemeses.
LVC recognizes that most farmers today are women and they are marginalized by the neoliberal
food regime. With a solid foundation and recognition of the real troubles women peasant farmers
are facing, one can be hopeful that L.a Via Compesina is doing what they can to create a better work
environment and better way of life for marginalized women farmers everywhere.

Found on LVC’s website are a few examples of events LVC has conducted in order to raise
awareness and get the rural women they are helping involved in their own cause. The most recent
LVC event was specifically held in order to speak out against the corporate food system because
“peasant agriculture can feed the world.” In this article on LVC’s site, they sought to raise awareness
about the International Day of Peasant’s Struggles on April 17. The International Day of Peasant’s
Struggles is in place to basically get the message out about the hardships peasant farmers face, such
as neoliberal policies that have brought about the privatization of things such as land and water.
Again, food sovereignty is the solution LVC sees for these problems. LVC argues, “Defending food
sovereignty would provide livelihoods to billions of people and reduce poverty.”

A considerable factor in attaining food sovereignty is boycotting agribusinesses. LVC calls
out Monsanto specifically, and as I have done, Monsanto is generally used to represent corporate
agribusinesses in general. Which brings me to another International event day: International Day of
Action Against Agribusiness and Monsanto, which is held on October 16. This day aims to boycott
the use of GM seeds and pesticides. This international day also recognizes the severe loss of

biodiversity throughout the planet because of the chemicals that have killed off so much natural
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plant life as well as ruined natural soils forever. LVC also states, “As we confront the agribusinesses
in our fields through promoting our alternatives, we refuse to recognize their ‘rights” as owners of
the planet's biodiversity and we will also confront them through political actions.”

The above examples of I.a Via Compesina and the actions they are taking with peasant
farmers along side them directly support farming feminisms. Most any farmer feminist can directly
address her concerns in dealing with agribusinesses and their resources by working with LVC.
Although, LVC does not use words like ferzinism, the fact that they reject agribusinesses, their
policies and call them out by name really helps both the marginalized peasant farmer and also the
general public get a better understanding of what agribusinesses are all about.

Movimento de Mulheres Camponesas

The Brazilian based organization, Movimento de Mulheres Camponesas (MMC) is the
Movement of Rural Women (or movement of women farmers). What is unique about MMC is the
mere fact they are based out of and run in Brazil. This fact makes one feel perhaps the intentions of
MMC are slightly more authentic and realistic since they are more geographically central to the
women they are helping. If an organization is in a more central area to the women they want to help,
then the org is able to have more hands on experience more easily. This way, the org is more
educated to make informed decisions about the needs of the rural women and also to be more
responsive to the demands of women farmers.

Another great aspect of the MMC is that women run the organization. Run by women, for
women. Women working for women usually is a step up from men working for women, or rather
men deciding for and making policies for women they have never even met, because oftentimes,

men do not understand the biological and emotional aspects of being a woman. MMC has a
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forthright and optimistic outlook on how the lives of the women they work for can change and
progress. The very profound and honest mission statement of the MMC is:
Our mission is the liberation of women workers in any kind of oppression and
discrimination. This is manifest in the struggles, organizing, training and
implementation experiences of popular resistance, where women are the protagonists
of their history. We fight for a new society based on social relations between humans
and nature with them.
What is especially important to remember from this mission statement of MMC is, “women are the
protagonists of their history.” This is particularly vital because oftentimes less-privileged women are
robbed the right of being their own main characters and decision-makers in their lives. Peasant
women are often robbed of living their own lives as a result of neoliberal institutions and structural
violence that is implemented by agribusinesses and governments making laws against land use and
organic farming,.

But, MMC wisely recognizes that rural women in Brazil, although able to run their own lives,
lack access to many of the resources they need to live well (like access to natural farming land or
good drinking water). MMC helps to maintain the rights and resources rural Brazilian women
already possess, such as access to small banks of organic seeds, in addition to reintroducing some
other liberties these women may need. Liberties that were once taken from Brazilian women (most
likely during colonial times) may include owningland and farming without adversaries like Monsanto
influencing their techniques.

The Movement of Rural Women states on their website that their org is characterized by
different aspects that many of the rural women wish to possess themselves. One characteristic is that

rural Brazilian women are part of what is “democratic and popular” because they “have voice and

vote and seek to organize all workers in the field.” In some ways, it is because of MMC that these
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rural Brazilians have voice. Because of their work and close observations with rural Brazilian
women, MMC has played and continues to play a vital role in the lives of these women.

MMC also realizes there is more to living well than just gaining access to the resources one
needs to survive. Many Brazilian women farmers wish to farm in ways that are good for the
environment and sustainable. Again, food sovereignty is a multi-faceted issue that allows rural
women farmers, like those in Brazil to produce healthy food for themselves and others and not be
subject to transnational corporations and agribusiness policies. Food sovereignty essentially creates a
support system for women farmers who desire to boycott pesticides and patented GM seeds. And
aside from promoting organic and natural farming for Brazilian women farmers, food sovereignty
also has promoted raising awareness about “biodiversity and environmental conservation, partly
through agro-ecological practices.”

MMC also wishes to organize the rural Brazilian women who are working towards a rural
feminist liberation movement. The MMC liberation movement talks of confronting “the neoliberal
model that produces... gender oppression and class exploitation that hurts the dignity of women
and men, young and old...” The MMC’s feminism also touches on the statements that women
farmers hold the rights to run their lives and make their own decisions. Again, MMC identifies the
grand importance that women farmers deserve certain rights not just within the farming realm but
also in their personal lives because MMC values the importance of women farmers and their
families.

And like LVC, MMC also holds events and rallies for rural women’s liberation and feminism.
Many of MMC’s events also focus on banning agribusiness GM seeds and pesticides from farming,
just like the work LVC has done. MMC launched the Campaign Against Standing Pesticides and the

Living, which was taken to action to stand up against Brazilian congtess in the capital city, Brasilia.
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This sort of campaign is yet another great way for women farmers to get involved and have their
voices heard. Another way to get one’s voice heard was the National Meeting of Women Affected
by Dams (NMWAB) that MMC participated in with 1,500 people. The NMWAB illustrated the ways
in which dams and other architectural structures have greatly limited women farmer’s use of natural
irrigation systems and proposed changes in Brazilian forest code. Both movements help the local
public (if not global) to see the specific issues women farmers deal with daily. MMC has done well to
keep actively involved in the cause of women farmers.

Additional Orgs with Events

Several other orgs today are striving to hold events and organized protests to help farmers
and rural workers to be heard and supported in their goals for a better lifestyle. The War on Want
(WoW) for example, strives to fight “poverty in developing countries in partnership with people
affected by globalization,” which directly relates to peasant farmers who almost always live in
poverty and are battling to rid themselves of the neoliberal globalized system. One could argue that
WoW recognizes there is a never a battle too small to be fought for rural, marginalized peoples. And
fortunately, WoW recognizes that even farmers in the First World (in Europe and the U.S.) also seek
help from their organization due to human rights issues, which is significant since many orgs
somehow forget that farmers in the First World need /ejp sometimes just as much as farmers in the
Third World.

One specific issue that WoW covers is that of the babagu nut breakers in Brazil. Many in the
agricultural world have done a disservice to these nut farmers (who are most often women) because
they perceive the babagu to be less than profitable. The perception that the babagu is less than
profitable is attributed to the fact that it is not often mass-produced. But now because of WoW, the

babagu nut breakers are able to function without worrying about outside forces coming in and
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taking the nuts and land from the workers. No longer are corporations able to suspend production
on the babacu nut because of WoW’s action on the issue. I argue that WoW’s be/p in giving the
babagu workers a sense of freedom at work has also given the workers a stronger sense of liberation
and farming feminism.

Another issue WoW has sought to work on is the problems of landless peasants in Brazil,
which includes women farmers. WoW states that, “In Brazil less than 3% of the population owns
two-thirds of the land and more than half the farmland lies idle.” What’s more is that most of the
land owners in Brazil are wealthy citizens who sometimes don’t even live on the land or hire farmers
to cultivate the land in the way that only benefits the land owner and not the farmer (meaning
farmers in these cases are rarely paid). The movement against landlessness in Brazil was given the
name “Movimento Sem Terra” (MST), which means landless movement. The MST movement has
about 1.5 million members organizing to help landless peasants gain rights to land. The mere fact
that WoW has focused on these particular issues has been helpful to legitimize WoW’s stance that
there are no s»al/l movements; that each movement is special and deserves attention.

Additionally, ActionAid does its part in ensuring they “work with poor and marginalized
people to eradicate poverty by overcoming the injustice and inequality that cause it.” Again, these
issues directly affect women in their marginalized farming settings. ActionAid states that, “seven in
ten women around the world live in poverty, compared to one in three men.” Women also do a
large part of the world’s work and earn “one tenth of the income.” The obvious gender wage gaps
that are rampant throughout the world are contingent upon the ever-present gender marginalization
across the globe. ActionAid works to help lessen these wage gaps and gender problems.

On their organization’s website ActionAid features an article about women farmers and how
they are helping to solve the world’s hunger crisis. The president of ActionAid, Peter O’Driscoll,

even spoke out about the importance of investing in women farmers. O’Driscoll said, “Women
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produce most of the food. In some countries 70, 80 even 90 percent of the food people consume is
produced by women small farmers.” In ActionAid’s case, their conviction to raise awareness about
the situations of women farmers will help simply to educate people and become aware of the issues
these women face. ActionAid is also helping to encourage farming feminism by representing women
farmers to the world in their role as the de facto producers of the world’s food.

Finally, Slow Food International touches on the lack of recognition small farmers receive,
especially young farmers. Many at Slow Food are concerned that the lack of support and
acknowledgment young farmers receive, may cause young farmers to leave the rural areas to work in
cities. A young farmer from India spoke on the matter stating, “As far as agriculture [is] concerned,
people usually only [think] about food prices and market.” Just as I opened this paper, the
industrialized masses very rarely think about where their food has come from, not to mention who
their food has come from. I believe that through the efforts of all the previously mentioned orgs
striving towards said causes, farming feminisms are able to continually help struggling farmers
improve their lives in the ways they desire.

Conclusion

Many of these women farmers are battling to find their place in the societies they live in.
Because of the battles that marginalized women face, some women farmers have come to create a
certain brand of feminism that represents their plight as marginalized, rural workingwomen. This
particular farming feminism often includes farming organically and selling locally or even
participating in subsistence only farming, boycotting agribusinesses and pesticides because of the
harm they have caused people, specifically the many women who often have the job of applying
pesticides on crops. Farming feminism also ensures that female farmers are receiving fair treatment
for fair pay (including access to sounds resources and land rights). Women farmers are working daily

towards gaining access and rights to their everyday needs through farming feminism.
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Many of the orgs listed work towards the common goal of helping disenfranchised women
who live and work in rural areas; helping them to retain farming feminism. The first few orgs
mentioned are those that are often perceived as corrupt because they tend to receive large donations
and keep more money for salaries than is necessary. The remainder of the orgs I mentioned are not
exactly corruption free but do cite many examples of events and causes they are actively helping
women farmers with. I believe the latter orgs are acting in such causes to promote feminism in

marginalized women farmers.
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SECTION 3: Women’s Work and Farming Feminism

In this section, I will examine the complexities of women’s work and the argument that
farming in the present day has become “feminized labor (Cheah 192).” Feminized labor, born with
the rise of neoliberal capitalism, refers to labor created particularly for the more lowly workers, who
would accept little pay for long and grueling hours of work: women. Feminized labor is also defined
in terms of work that is non-benefitted and non-secure, perhaps because women are seen as
unreliable given their gender; that women may one day have children and stop coming to work or
simply rely on their financially supportive husbands. More specifically in this context, farming is
feminized because women now, more than ever, are farmers and farming jobs are becoming
increasingly less desirable. Farming has also become feminized because men in peasant communities
are branching out and attaining more non-farming jobs, leaving the farming duties solely to women
(the same women farmers who have almost always farmed but are now receiving credit since men
are taking jobs elsewhere). Not to mention #aditional farming methods are seen as feminine because
they are not considered wodern ot productive (Huntington 4).

In this section, I will discuss the many different instances of contemporary feminized labor
and contextualize it in relation to female farming. Since farming is now feminized, women farmers
must juggle their many different duties as farmers, mothers and wives (because many women
farmers are married). Since domestic duties and childcare are so stereotypically women’s work,
women farmers still have the same expectations as any other woman would to take care of her home
regardless of other wage-earning labor she does or even the work her spouse participates in.
Although women farmers are working on farms and are often the major income providers for their
families, most men and women in these situations do not equally split domestic duties. Most women

farmers are married and have children and are expected to work daily double shifts. Double shifts
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for women farmers consist of tending to the domestic chores and childcare for the first shift and
then tending to the farming needs and processes in the second shift.

A specific example of these double shifts comes from the documentary, The Shape of Water,
when the life of a Brazilian rubber-tapping woman is examined. She wakes in the eatliest hours of
the morning and begins to tackle her household duties as her husband sleeps, expects breakfast
when he awakes and then leaves for his rubber-tapping job. It isn’t until all of the kids are taken care
of, meals are cooked and the house is cleaned that this Brazilian woman is able to attend to her own
rubber tapping that will last her until the late hours of the day. So much is expected of this woman
and so many other women in similar situations, there are expectations from their families but also
from those seeking to purchase the fruits of their labors.

Feminized Labor and Women’s Work

A central aspect of farming becoming a feminized occupation is the language used to
describe women who farm. Through my paper, I have used the term women farmers to identify the
women I have written about. What if I had chosen to simply write farwers in place of women farmers,
would the reader know without explanation that I was speaking about women or would one’s mind
default back to imagining farmers as men? Even the org, La Via Compesina listed a goal of their
organization as seeking to help “farmers and women farmers” which suggests that it should be
obvious that a farmwer is a man and if we’re speaking of women who farm then we must be specific.
Perhaps much of the industrialized world is not educated on the fact that most farmers today are
women and this is why one must be specific when writing about women farmers. And what is
pointedly ironic in considering the femzinized status of farm labor, despite the fact that the majority of
farmers globally are women, we still imagine and idealize farming as male and as a masculine

occupation.
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Furthermore, Spivak writes about the intricacies and difficulties women face in the work that
they do. Women are almost always up against #be 7zan in more ways than one. Meaning that women
farmers must face assumptions like those above that farmers are men and women farmers are wives
of farmers or even just second class farmers because of their gender. Or, as Shiva argues, profit
making farm labor is seen as masculine and subsistence farming as feminine and unproductive (96).
Spivak states: “Woman is caught between the interested ‘normalization’ of capital and the regressive
‘envy’ of the colonized male (52).” Hence, most women farmers must deal with not only battling the
complicated issues of capitalism but also the colonized male who often aggressively seek to climb
many social ladders that are sometimes blocked by women (many times due to diversity quotas).

Reports on Feminized Labor

Farm labor is feminized globally, but gender discrimination against women farmers is still
very high. A recent example of the weight of the problematic situation of women farmers,
specifically in the United States, is the Love v. Vilsack case. In the case, a settlement was determined
for the discrimination against women farmers in the U.S. regarding loans and farm credit; the
discrimination came as a result of the farmers’ gender. The press release on the case stated that the
U.S. houses more than 300,000 women farmers today, which is profound enough evidence for one
to realize women farmers are not a rarity. It is the discrimination of the USDA that was at the root
of this case, the USDA being a government organization primarily run by people who have never
farmed. In addition, the Love case press release states, “The judge presiding over the Love case [has
said] that a settlement program for women... who have also been subjected to discrimination in
farm credit and non-credit benefit programs is expected.” Today, a settlement has not yet been
reach on Love v. Vilsack. I argue that no such case would exist for men farmers in the U.S. because,
simply put, they do not usually experience the same gender inequities women farmers do. It is

critical to remember that women farmers in the U.S. are often omitted from the global farming
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conversation because they are considered to be develsped and thus without need of help from any
outside sources.

For instance, the World Bank (The Bank) has done multiple reports on women farmers and
the issues they face. To this day, in more recent reports, The Bank has not included any information
on U.S. women farmers, even despite the recent Love v. Vilsack case. The Bank’s repeated exclusion
of U.S. women farmers suggests The Bank does not recognize feminized farm labor as a globalized
issue, but rather only part of the Third World.

In their report, “Developing Agricultural Extension for Women Farmers,” The Bank did
point out that, “Women head between one-third and one-half of rural households in [India].
Women who head farming households tend to have few resources, little time, and many dependents
(xiii).” This example sheds light on the troubles of Indian women farmers who have few options
when it comes to #pdating their resources for farming and even fewer amounts of spare time to tend
to any duties outside farming and domestic routines. I argue that resources are often scarce because
farming is women’s work and women sometimes do not receive sufficient support or resources to
complete their duties.

The Bank continues on in their report with the example of India and how farming jobs
throughout the country are being taken over by women or becoming femzinized. The report states that
in India, “men have moved into non-farm employment (8)” as Indian women have become
increasingly responsible for farming for income or merely subsistence. Another prediction by The
Bank as to why more Indian women are taking over farming responsibilities is the increase in
demand for food. The Bank says that, “the increased number of female [Indian] wage-earners is a
response to improved opportunities rather than the pressure of poverty (8)." But, one cannot ignore
the sustained issue of poverty in areas like India. It sounds as if The Bank may be taking the side of

the corporate agribusinesses on this one; the corporations who are looking for more and more
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impoverished people to farm long hours for little amounts of money. This work ethic (long hours,
little pay) is what feminized labor can usually be characterized as since many women are willing do
this sort of work in order to simply get by.

In the case of Brazil, The Bank writes of the difficulties women farmers face in terms of
gender hierarchies and the reoccurring issue in South America of Machismo. Machismo represents
an entire underlying ideology of male dominance in Latin American cultures, much like that in any
other male dominated society. But as stated, farming over the centuries has been regarded as a male
dominated workplace, even with the rise of the “feminization of farming (The Bank 8).” Because of
cultural norms, what has been seen as “appropriate behavior” (abiding by the social rules of
Machismo), the report states that farming work is given to men and domestic work is given to
women (The Bank 8). Because of social restrictions, the appreciation and recognition of women
farmers in places like Brazil is lost on much of its society. The dominance of women in certain jobs
sometimes takes decades to gain recognition in society. And by their report, The Bank is reiterating
the patriarchal norms that make women farmers invisible in their productive farming labor.

Although the Bank excluded women farmers in the U.S. from their report, a book written on
agrarian women in the southern United States briefly discusses the gender role restrictions that
women farmers have faced in the past (pre farming feminism). The examples of women farmers in
the book, Agrarian Women touches on the different emotions women put into farming that men do
not usually share. The book states that agrarian women in the southern U.S. supposedly often
worked for service and love of their families, rather than for monetary gain, bringing in factors of
farming for profit versus subsistence farming (Fink 1). Deborah Fink goes on to write about how
women living on family farms strived to gain power in other ways, without necessarily contributing
to the income of their families. The gist of Agrarian Women lies mainly in the idea that while many

women farmers are in a marriage partnership, there are often power struggles between spouses that
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cannot be avoided. Hence, the above evidence of women farmers in India, Brazil and the United
States all suggest that farm labor has truly become feminized.

Modern day feminized labor can also refer directly to domestic work; the work women are
expected to participate in while at home, usually taking charge of household maintenance and also
tending to their young children. In Ecofemzinist Philosophy, Karen Warren writes of women’s work and
analyzes a women’s role with rearing children. Warren realizes it is obvious that due to a women’s
biology, she must bear children, but asks why is it that society expects women to then rear the
children, and even if she is married, rear the children virtually alone (183)? Why is it that many
believe mothers are born and not that mothers are made (Tong 83)?

Of course in a heteronormative relationship, if husbands, throughout generations, are
presumed to provide financially for their families and the women perpetually stay at home as a
result, then society has a way to categorize what is en’s work and in turn what is women’s work.
Women’s domestic work is also fascinating when compared to similar commercial work. For
example, often women are the head cooks for their families, but far less often, women are chefs at
restaurants (Allen 8). If men are clearly capable of whipping up fine cuisine, then why are many
women at home stuck with taking on the kitchen alone? Women farmers, who see the entire food
process, from planting to harvesting to preparation of food, are living this very dilemma of gendered
labor of food preparation today. Also, most women farmers, who hold such important non-
domestic jobs are redefining what women’s work is or should be with the help of farming feminism.
Farming for women should be something more respected and rewarding for all the sustenance they
bring to their families, the world and themselves.

Moreover, Shiva combines women’s work in the domestic realm with women’s farming
responsibilities, by juxtaposing the two with women’s relationship to nature. Shiva states that,

“Women produce and reproduce life not merely biologically, but also through their social role in
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providing sustenance (42).” Shiva’s statement is true for most women farmers discussed in this
paper. Most of these women farmers produce food for sustenance (and sometimes profit) and also
reproduce, as in reproduce children. The two are correlated in many ways, one being the link of
reproduction with life. It could be that women are controlling life because they are producing
children and then producing food to feed those children in order to keep them alive. I argue that a
woman’s control over production and reproduction is yet another form of gendered work.

Gendered Farming Tools

In the same token of gendered work, women farmers generally lack access to more productive
farming tools and resources such as plows versus using a more time consuming tool like a hoe
(Huntington 1002). Many of the more productive farming tools often pollute the earth more readily
due to their use of oil and fuel. Perhaps a woman’s use of less polluting and productive tools is
another way for women to care for the earth as Shiva has argued and to farm in a natural way. Some
peasant women farmers may be so accustomed to using inexpensive and less productive materials to
farm that even if the opportunity presented itself, they would decline using tools like plows.

Specifically within farming, it is important to note what some scholars have said are
gendered techniques and tools, which is also a piece of feminized labor. Presently, the tools used in
farming that are categorized as ferzale are usually those that are not motorized, productive or zodern.
But, with the rise of slash and burn agriculture (where one clears trees and brush and then burns it
all to start anew), more ale tools have been used to complete this process (Huntington 1004). For
example, chainsaws have been proven particularly useful in slash and burn agriculture. What is most
unfortunate about the use of wale tools in slash and burn agriculture is that this technique does not
work; slash and burn dries out the soil, which usually results in a move to new land for the farmers

(Huntington 1004). Male tools in this sense can be likened to neoliberal colonization, where a
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technique seems like a good idea until one realizes the technique has left them worse off than
before.

The sociocultural anthropologist, Margaret Mead also wrote on how some farming tools are
gendered. Mead writes that although women are the primary farmers and food producers (1009)
their techniques are usually looked down upon because of their lack of modernization. Mead goes on
to argue that women are “being displaced by machines (1010),” which are believed to be solely
operated by men. Women are subtracted from the farming equation when it comes to being
productive, which is another reason why women (especially in Brazil and India) choose to keep their
farming small and for subsistence only. It is because of gendered farming tools that women farmers
have become increasingly more subaltern in their farming communities. Gendered farming tools are
all part of the continual representations of women as subordinate to men, the feminization of labor
and a woman’s inability to handle farming duties on her own.

Suellen Huntington briefly critiques what Ester Boserup (the writer of Women’s Role in
Economic Development) wrote on farming; how Boserup argued there were three gendered facets within
Brazilian agriculture. Huntington states that according to Boserup, “the tool is female, the
techniques are mixed, and the land tenure is male (1004).” What is unique about Boserup’s argument
is that the tools used were gendered ferzale, since those were the resources that were not considered
as modern. And also the previously discussed issue of land rights is supported in Boserup’s
arguments, that land tenure was given to men, almost always because they were seen as heads of
households strictly due to gender and their wives were only seen as simply that, wives.

Huntington goes on to write about colonizers and how they chose to adapt the farming
techniques of indigenous Brazilian women (their so-called women’s work). The Brazilian women
farmers in this instance were only farming for sustenance and not for profit, but still the colonizers

found their techniques useful, as least to start (Huntington 1005). Unfortunately, the colonizers used
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what they learned about farming to teach to those they enslaved, the slaves who would someday
become current-day peasants (Huntington 1005). Some indigenous women in Brazil most likely
went full circle, from teaching the colonizers to farm, to becoming slaves of the colonizers they
originally taught. It’s as if the harmless subsistence techniques of the humble women farmers were
the lighter fluid on the fires of colonization, slavery and deforestation in Brazil. Perhaps the
colonizers in Brazil adapted the women’s agricultural methods out of desire of dominance of the
culture. Alas, it was the Brazilian women’s work that colonizers were interested in, because
somehow the colonizers knew the women worked in a way that was effective and sustainable.

Other Struggles in Women’s Work

Through the undermining of women’s farming techniques and the devaluation of female
tools, women farmers are faced with more gender discrimination than ever. Women farmers are still
the primary source of sustenance and even income in many families, but without certain rights such
as land tenure, gender discrimination overrules any sort of progress women farmers have made in
past years. Marital status is also a pertinent contributing factor to gender subordination because, as
Huntington argues, “men control women and women’s production through their subordination in
marriage (1008).” In this instance, the subordination of women contributes to the undermining of
female labor. And also in this case, women are controlled by their husbands predominately because
men in general are more respected in society; hence the reason why feminized labor usually refers to
work that is laborious, tedious and unappreciated.

Due to the constant subordination of women and their work, the never-ending cycle of
exploitation and subordination that I write about also extends through women farmers and
daughters of farmers. Women tend to “subjugate other women and their own female children
(Huntington 1009)” in this cycle of ever-present exploitation of women. The women participating in

this cycle may or may not realize they can actually help each other and be part of an emerging
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feminist movement that specifically addresses gender subordination of women farmers. The farming
feminist movement will only continue to emerge if these women farmers break the subjugation cycle
and begin to question male authority as well as show an unwillingness to “submit” to it (Huntington
1009). Many women farmers do not purposefully wish to create conflict with their male
counterparts, but do wish to gain rights and be equal with them. Some scholars have argued that
taking small steps like allowing women the right to an education where she can learn to read, may
make a great difference in a woman’s life (Huntington 1010), because as it is, many women farmers
are not participants in or “allowed access to” formal education.

A thing so simple as a woman’s education when it comes to fulfilling her responsibilities in
the domestic realm as well as farming may not actually help a woman in these tasks since the
knowledge they need they already have. Education will not solve a women’s plight with inequality
and marginalization but it could aid in receiving help, voicing her opinion (to educated elites) on
farming feminism or even the ability to meet and network with new women in a comparable
situation (Huntington 1010). Perhaps, education for rural peasant women can be seen as a colonial
initiative, but at times, it is these sorts of ideas that must be put into action in order for change to
happen. As Spivak argues in Righting Wrongs, one cannot simply learn by memorizing charts and
facts, but must learn to analyze and interpret in order to function in the Western sense (533).
Sometimes, it is the necessary westernized evils, like education, that will help women farmers
progress and gain their much deserved respect.

The deserved respect that women farmers globally are seeking to earn is a respect that is
difficult to define and varies greatly from place to place. Feminized labor, which in this case is
farming, also seeks to embrace farming feminism because it legitimizes women’s work by abolishing
gender discrimination. In my examples of Brazil, India and the United States, I strongly contend that

there is a farming feminism that these women can share. Really, most women farmers throughout
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the world can share a similar feminism but I have chosen these three countries because of their
diversity in location, traditions and cultures. It is important to study a variety of people and places
when looking for similarities to support the notion of farming feminism.

Moreover, The Color of Food discusses women in agriculture and the different ways women
see themselves in it; some women choose not to adopt the farmer label because to them, it’s a man’s
label. This is why it is tricky to define a lifestyle or a feminism for a set group of women even if they
believe they are in it together. Women who claim feminism or a brand of feminism still have their
own individual feminisms that really speak to them directly. This thesis is my attempt to bring these
women together. They are feminists, given their criteria in this context of redefining harsh gender
roles that have disenfranchised women farmers since the beginning of farming. One idea that we
find deeply rooted in farming feminism is social justice.

Social Justice for Women Farmers

Social justice is a belief that all members of a certain society deserve justice and to be seen as
equals in their communities regardless of factors like race or class. Social justice is often needed in
contexts of severe class divisions, where peasants are often used as fodder to engage in the tasks and
occupations that the wealthier populations do not wish to perform. But it is also important to
remember that some people, even peasant farmers, are comfortable and satisfied with their work,
but often do not receive the respect and rewards they properly deserve. Social justice campaigns for
oppressed members of societies like peasants seek equal opportunities and rights regardless of their
social status.

One particular example that helps one to examine what social justice means is that of
agrarian reform. Jean Franco writes of agrarian reform in Mexico and how it assisted the peasant
farmers in the area of Chiapas. Agrarian reform in Chiapas countered neoliberal policies of

privatizing lands, and made them into communal lands (Franco 219). Neoliberalism in this case had
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taken land away from peasant farmers who relied on sharing land with other peasant farmers, and
who subsequently owed a debt to whoever the new owner of the land became. Social justice did not
recognize this privatization because of the inequality and separation it brought to the peasant
communities of Chiapas. Or rather, social justice advocated for these privatized lands to become
communal again or even individual properties of the peasant farmers and not of some wealthy
investor only looking for profit.

Additionally, as Warren suggests, social justice is contextual and “situated (187)” depending
on the circumstances and communities in which a person lives. There are always different issues
addressed in social justice; these issues are contingent upon societies and their ways of functioning.
For example, in the United States, social justice is an important topic arising in middle and high
schools to teach to children who may not realize the magnitude of class divides and social injustices.

Social justice for women farmers will ultimately bring farming feminism to women farmers
globally. If women farmers are able to successfully gain rights to land they work and live on,
boycotting agribusiness’ policies and resources, abolish gender discrimination in feminized farming
labor and accomplish the other facets of farming feminism, then social justice as a theory would be
to thank for the achievement of the farming feminist movement. Social justice is particularly
significant in reference to women farmers because of the marginalization they deal with daily, not
only for living a rural and sometimes peasant lifestyle but also because they are women. Gender
discrimination is almost always present, whatever the situation. And it is because of gender
discrimination in many of its capacities that feminism has arisen.

Conclusion

Feminized labor or women’s work are labels given to farming in the present day because the

majority of global farmers are women. Feminized labor is what it is because it often refers to labor

that requires long grueling hours for little to no income in return, labor that on/y women would do.
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Also, the stereotypes of feminized labor are continually reinforced by the idea that women should be
in charge of all domestic duties, the gendering of farming tools and other various characteristics.
Yet, women farmers are working to give feminized labor a better name by striving for equality
through farming feminism.

Ultimately, social justice is the concept that will make farming feminism possible. Social
justice would metaphorically support the land rights of women farmers, as well as reject the binding
neoliberal policies and resources agribusinesses perpetually impose on women farmers. Because
women farmers are also discriminated against because of their class and even more so their gender,
social justice would bring about equality of opportunity and position in society regardless of class or

gender.
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CONCLUSION:

Since the advent of the Green Revolution and neoliberal agribusinesses intervening and
implementing policies in global farming techniques, farming and farmers have been influenced
forever. Agribusinesses have specifically implemented use of pesticides on crops and also the genetic
modification of seeds so food has become a neoliberal commodity owned by agribusinesses. Many
women farmers choose to farm organically in revolt against agti-policies and resources, as well as for
the sake of keeping farming natural which in turn helps the environment and health of the people.

However, women farmers, specifically those in Brazil, India and the United States
considered here, are frequently combating the structurally violent nature of the societies in which
they live. These women farmers often live in rural (sometimes peasant) environments consistently
characterized by structural inequalities. Many women farmers are not accorded the human rights and
social justice they rightfully deserve because of structural violence and the mere fact that women
farmers participate in feminized labor that has earned a negative connotation. Feminized labor will
persist to be conceptualized as harsh and low paying until farming feminism can change how society
defines women’s work.

It is because of the marginalization that many women farmers, whether they claim the label
feminism or not, have begun a feminist farming movement. I believe feminist farming was born at the
rise of the Green Revolution when farming became a global, neoliberal and capitalist issue. I prefer
the label of feminism because it perfectly describes for me what a women’s movement should be.
Feminism is essentially that, a fight for the cause of women, whatever that may be, in whatever
context. Regardless of labels, the women farmers of Brazil, India and the United States discussed in
this paper are forming and actively participating in a movement today. These women are working to
support their families not only for sustenance but also occasionally for income. These women are

boycotting agribusinesses who insist on farmers using patented GM seeds that are not only harmful
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to the earth and humans but also alienating farmers from using land naturally and organically.
Women farmers are using well-meaning organizations as a tool to raise awareness and get their
voices heard. These women are also the majority of the population who plants and produces the

world’s food, a job that is most important for human life and sustainability.
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