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Abstract. While a remarkable continuity in smallholder agricultural production has been identified, the shift
from subsistence orientation towards more wage dependence appears in a different light when analysed under a
gender perspective. “Feminisation” has been a catchphrase to characterise some of these processes; however, the
debate has been subject to overgeneralisation, and can only inadequately grasp the gender dynamics in what has
been referred to as “new ruralities”. Illustrated for high-value crop production as an expression of agricultural
transition in the Global South, this contribution offers a critical account of the feminisation thesis. Instead of
discarding the notion of feminisation, it advocates a reassessment of its potential as a comprehensive framework
against which empirical findings can be reflected. While conventional uses of the feminisation thesis have, in
their great majority, come up with the conclusion that for women it can always only get worse, I propose a
perspective which reveals gains and risks and how they are shared between men and women as they engage in
new agricultural labour markets. This perspective rests on a methodology for case-based, comparative studies
developed in this paper as a contribution for assessing the nature of agricultural transition and to investigate
the qualitative change associated with new ruralities. A distinctive appreciation of the substance of agricultural
change for different members of the rural society – namely men and women, but also different men, and different
women – is the premise for overcoming barriers to shared development, and for framing effective governance in
the context of global development.

1 Introduction

Rural spaces in the Global South are transforming dramati-
cally. The drivers, effects and quality of this transformation
are the subject of a number of recent publications, includ-
ing this special edition of GH, fuelling an increasingly in-
tense debate on agriculture and sustainable rural livelihoods
which has gained traction since the 2007 financial and subse-
quent economic crises (Babigumira et al., 2014; Collier and
Dercon, 2014; Diao et al., 2010; Hazell et al., 2010; Hen-
ley, 2012; Jayne et al., 2010; Kerr, 2012; Riggs and Van-
dergeest, 2012). Questions on gendered effects and gender-
specific realities in the rural contexts form a prominent part
of these debates, driven by the assumption that women’s roles
in agriculture are substantial but inadequately documented
and poorly understood. The range of positions towards these

questions opens basically between two extremes: first the
premise that women might be most negatively affected by
agricultural liberalisation and commoditisation, leaving them
ever more vulnerable, and second that, by pulling the right
triggers, women could, by their virtues, eventually be the
ones to free rural areas from the poverty trap (Baden, 2013;
Meinzen-Dick, 2010; Pretty et al., 2010; Prügl et al., 2013;
Rahman, 2010; Zaccaro, 2011).

“Feminisation of agriculture” has been the catchphrase to
illustrate some of the dynamics referred to above. Originat-
ing in the poverty debate, the term “feminisation” has pro-
liferated in much of the literature on agriculture and devel-
opment (De Schutter, 2013; WDR, 2012). While the term
seems attractive, it is often used with insufficient empirical
substance and does not provide an analytical framework to
actually explain and understand the gendered processes that
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are at the heart of the dynamics referred to above. This is
reinforced by a general under-information on rural poverty
and its gendered structure at the intersection of agriculture
and employment – a field which, according to Carlos Oya,
is saturated with conventional wisdom rather than evidence
(Oya, 2013). At the same time the need for more robust and
detailed information on rural poverty and inequality has been
articulated, along with calls to take stock of the heterogeneity
of the economies of rural spaces (IFAD, 2011). Furthermore,
initiatives for differentiated pathways to sustainable develop-
ment have surfaced (Leach et al., 2010).

While not offering empirical data to answer these calls, the
present contribution attempts to illustrate the notion of new
ruralities as referred to by Rauch and others in this volume in
the light of recent trends in rural employment in the Global
South and its alleged feminisation. By adopting the gender
perspective, the article will add to the discursive tension be-
tween the supposed “remarkable continuity” of smallholder
agricultural systems and the dramatic transformations these
systems have undergone (cf. article by Rauch). Continuity
and change are the ends between which gender relations have
materialised over time, forming the analytical axes against
which their dynamics and consistency can be compared. A
gender-differentiated analysis of social and economic shifts
tells another, different story about development – a story
which has often, and too quickly, been labelled as femini-
sation.

I will argue along with others that the widespread classi-
fication of shifting gender relations in agriculture as femi-
nisation does not adequately capture the complex dynamics
within and outside households in the context of sustaining
rural livelihoods (Chant, 2007a, b, 2010). However, the bulk
of studies promising to provide “gender analyses” have not
been more illuminating, either. The reason for this lies with
the fact that the use of “gender” has become utterly promi-
nent, if not mandatory. This trend has eroded the analytical
potential of the gender perspective. Against this background,
the aim of this paper is to challenge the current inflation of
the feminisation hypothesis and to offer a methodological
framework for studies of agricultural change under a gender
perspective.

By providing ideas on how to frame the gendered nature
of agricultural transition, this article shall contribute to the
overall aim of this issue in terms of forging conceptual tools
for the analysis of rural transformation and to assess the na-
ture of the purported new ruralities, particularly in view of
the called-for “multidimensionality” of the analyses. This in-
cludes a methodological outline to gauge outcomes of shift-
ing agricultural production in high-value crops and related
labour market transformations. The proposed methodology
is envisaged to illuminate the re- and decomposition of gen-
dered relations as rural households move towards more wage
dependence, and will thus yield a more nuanced picture in-
stead of a premature classification of these processes as femi-
nisation. The overall aim of the paper is to present ideas for a

framework for investigating high-value crop production, ru-
ral employment and its effects on intra-household relations.
By informing research on rural labour markets, such a frame-
work could contribute to identifying gendered mechanisms
of moving in and out of poverty, including the terms on which
different social groups exit agriculture. Results could help to
define measures for effective and sustainable poverty allevi-
ation, including asset building and the enhancement of rural
women’s and men’s choices.

The article will offer an extended discussion of the femini-
sation debate in recent feminist development literature, fol-
lowed by a section on women’s increasing employment in
commercialised agriculture. Initial thoughts on how compar-
ative data beyond the case-study level can be gained in order
to illuminate the gendered production of new ruralities at the
intersection of agriculture and wage employment for the case
of high-value crops will conclude the article.

2 The feminisation debate

The term of feminisation has gained traction in recent de-
bates on globalisation and development. Coined by Diane
Pearce in the late 1970s (Pearce, 1978), it was brought
firmly into the political discourse at the Fourth International
Women’s Conference in Beijing in 1995. Its prevalence in de-
bates on poverty and development has largely been unques-
tioned, and, along with the unsubstantiated figure of 70 % as
the total poverty incidence in women, also disseminated in
Beijing, has dominated the debate for years.

Within its extensive use, the notion of feminisation has
been associated with three distinct meanings: first, that
women compared to men have a higher incidence of a given
item; second, that the incidence of this item is increasing for
women; and third, that women’s experience is more marked
than men’s (Chant, 2007b; Johannsson Wennerholm, 2002).
There are several problems that arise from this definition.
With respect to the incidence the question of the benchmark
is often unclear. Is the incidence compared to men or to a
previous state; are we talking about absolute or relative num-
bers? In the case of poverty, gender-disaggregated data were
not available for the majority of regions. Poverty data at the
household level however do not answer the question of fe-
male poverty. To circumvent the data constraints, the focus
was shifted on female-headed households who then became
the icon for “the poorest of the poor” (Chant, 2007a). This is
problematic because female-headed households, depending
on the reason of being single-headed, are in very different
positions relative to male-headed households, and because
of great regional differences. More so, the prominent associ-
ation of female-headed households with poverty also conveys
a conformist ideology about family norms.

With respect to the second point, data are often critical, so
comparisons are hardly reliable. In other words, is women’s
engagement in agriculture actually increasing, or is it due
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to recent awareness of their activities that they appear to be
more numerous?

For the last criterion, empirically grounded data are even
harder to get, let alone beyond anecdotal level, and for the
case of Latin America Chant did not find evidence to sustain
the idea (Chant, 2010).

A further shortcoming of most use interpretations of fem-
inisation is its limitation to numeric dimensions. The fem-
inisation thesis entails more than numbers. It also refers to
changes in structures and processes – changes towards stan-
dards and norms which, in the past, and conventionally, have
been associated with a female realm or women more gener-
ally. For example, in the context of employment, flexibilisa-
tion, downgrading of jobs or reduction of benefits has have
increasingly affected a wide range of jobs, not only those
in typically female sectors. This trend has been referred to
as feminisation too, and it obviously concerns men as well.
Although both men and women are negatively affected by
downward pressure on employment conditions, female work-
ers usually struggle with additional burdens due to their in-
volvement in unpaid labour and care work, an aspect that is
captured by the notion of the feminisation of responsibility
and obligations (Chant, 2010).

For agriculture, similar developments can be identified,
but each of these would need careful empirical examination
before handing out the feminisation-label (Deere, 2005). As
Sylvia Chant argues, feminisation is not a useful frame for
effectively addressing the complexity of gendered experi-
ence; on the contrary, it contributes to stereotyping and un-
warranted simplifications. Chant has probably been the most
prominent voice in a critical assessment of the so-called fem-
inisation of poverty, and her research has been at the root of a
significant shift of how poverty and gender are being deliber-
ated in the context of development geography, and develop-
ment studies more generally (Chant, 2006, 2007b). This has
been particularly evident with the debate on female-headed
households which have come to represent the most deprived
social entities, the poorest of the poor (Chant, 2007a). While
framing poverty in the light of single mothers has been very
successful in terms of mobilisation and campaigning for aid
money, Chant cautions against an uncritical uptake of this
perspective, not least because it rests on a rather weak empir-
ical basis, is under-theorised and suffers from overgenerali-
sation. In her own research from the Philippines, The Gambia
and Costa Rica she derives a much more detailed account of
the status of single mothers and female-headed households.

Despite its inadequacies in terms of contextualisation, the-
oretical precision and empirical reliability, the concept has
proliferated into a range of thematic and sectoral develop-
ment debates, among which agriculture ranks rather promi-
nently.

In the next section I will discuss how the shift to commer-
cialised agriculture, a trend in a number of developing coun-
tries, creates new employment opportunities, particularly for
women. It will be discussed how women have engaged in

these labour markets, how this has impacted their positions
relative to men and whether feminisation adequately captures
the respective dynamics.

3 Feminisation of agricultural production

In the course of the powerful global drivers of change
and their dramatic impacts on rural spaces, small-scale,
subsistence-oriented agriculture remains a vital source of re-
silience and livelihoods, particularly in the Global South. It
is widely recognised that agricultural activities are a primary
engine of rural development and growth, providing a critical
route out of poverty (Doss, 2011; IFAD, 2011; WDR, 2013).
Agriculture is also by far the most important source of em-
ployment for men and women in the poorer regions of the
globe. Eighty-six percent of the world’s rural population de-
pend on farming; 450 million are agricultural wage workers
(FAO, 2010a, b; IAASTD, 2009; OECD, 2009). However,
with large shares of female subsistence farming, agricul-
ture in the Global South is also viewed as underperforming
(FAO, 2011), and high-profile development policy platforms
have issued demands for more capital-intensive commercial
agriculture, promoting alternative forms of employment that
can generate higher returns for workers (WDR, 2012, 2013).
Additionally, the share in traditional export crops such as
tea, coffee, cotton, and grains has decreased over the past
2 decades; shocks and severe dumps in prices have demon-
strated the vulnerability resulting from concentration on only
few crops (UNRISD, 2005).

To counteract this, national governments have increas-
ingly embarked on production of high-value crops for export,
which have seen a rapid expansion in a number of develop-
ing countries. This has to be seen within the larger goals of
economic policy, which have increasingly prescribed the re-
duction of inflation, a cut-back of household budgets and ex-
port orientation of national economies. A number of devel-
oping countries, such as Kenya or Ecuador, have reshaped
their agricultural policy by establishing labour-intensive pro-
duction of high-value crops such as flowers, vegetables and
spices, which have become a major contribution to the sec-
tor (Barrientos, 2003). The movement of labour into higher-
income activities was an important feature of transformation
in emerging economies (Bramall, 2008). While the ratio of
traditional crops in these countries (grains, tea, coffee, cot-
ton) has steadily declined (Dolan and Sorby, 2003), non-
traditional agricultural exports (NTAEs) have been expand-
ing at a rapidly growing pace over the last 2 decades, playing
a key role in creating wage labour and, notably, stimulating
high levels of female employment in rural areas (Barham et
al., 1992; Barrientos, 2007; Ferm, 2008; Sang, 2010).

Although the effect varies greatly by country and prod-
uct, the agricultural transition implied therein relies heav-
ily on female agricultural workers (UNRISD, 2005; Barri-
entos, 2003). Many high-value agrifood chains are charac-
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terised by increasing levels of female participation (Dolan
and Sorby, 2003). NTAEs have offered an entry into paid
work for a large portion of rural women, and an alternative
for young women apart from substitute sources of employ-
ment or early marriage. NTAEs include a number of prod-
ucts – horticulture; floriculture; processed food products; and
spices such as vanilla, cardamom, ginger and chilli – many
of which have gained importance in terms of their contri-
bution to growth and employment in developing countries
over the last 2 decades. High shares of female employees
in horticulture have been reported in a number of countries,
such as Zimbabwe (91 %), Tanzania (57 %), Ecuador (70 %),
Kenya (75 %) and Uganda (85 %) (Dolan and Scott, 2009;
Wilkinson-Weber, 2004). However, in some cases, results in
terms of job creation have been disappointing: “Their land is
needed, but their labour is not” (Li, 2011:286). The decision
not to employ the people whose land has been taken, and to
recruit labourers from outside the region instead, is justified
by framing the local population as lazy (Aatas, 1977, in: Li,
2011:286).

While opportunities for women have increased, employ-
ment conditions appear to be critical and highly unequal (Li,
2011; Razavi et al., 2012). The emergence of high-value agri-
culture in developing countries goes hand in hand with the
restructuring of work regimes; feminisation and flexibilisa-
tion are at the heart of this process (FAO, 2011). The pres-
sure global producers face to reduce costs while keeping up
quality standards is transferred to local workers in the form
of low wages, casualised labour, lack of labour rights and
restricted union representation. Moreover, women face gen-
dered constraints such as their socially ascribed skills, which
are less rewarded than men’s, as well as obstacles to moving
into more advantageous positions (Chhachhi, 1999; FAO et
al., 2010b). The question is therefore whether what appears
to be a more extensive presence of women in the transform-
ing agriculture sector contributes to increased and long-term
well-being of these women and their families.

Critical voices point to the risks of exacerbating rather than
reducing poverty and vulnerability in the course of agricul-
tural commercialisation, for example through loss of control
over land and labour; frequent crises and increased volatility
of prices; and intensified use of natural resources – particu-
larly water – on which the rural poor depend (Li, 2011; Wich-
terich, 2010). Critical accounts highlight the distress-driven
character of women’s engagement. Women often take up
income-generating activities when urgent household needs
emerge, such as debt repayment or medical expenses (White-
head, 2009). This indicates that women face a gender dis-
advantage with regard to building assets from their employ-
ment. Razavi suggests evaluating the choices of women and
men against a series of constraints arising from the urgency
of domestic needs, the low income potential of smallholder
production and the prevailing perception of women’s labour
as unskilled, regardless of the tasks involved in an activity
(Chhachhi and Herrera, 2007; Faulkner and Lawson, 1991;

Razavi, 1999, 2009). Not least, the critics also highlight the
instrumentalist character of the concept of women’s eco-
nomic empowerment as it is used by development agencies
(Jones, 2012; Kabeer, 2012).

Li (2011) raises questions as to whether extracting cheap
labour might be difficult in contexts where people still have
access to land and thus options they might prefer over wage
employment. This points to the need of linking the current
surge in research on shifting tenure regimes and large-scale
land acquisition with the debate on export-led agriculture
and new ruralities – a suggestion recently made by Hall et
al. (2011).

It thus appears as if the road out of poverty has turned into
a dead end, where women get stuck in low-value jobs, which,
instead of increasing their independence and their autonomy,
force them to take on even more responsibility in the less
stable environment of wage dependence.

However, other scholars underline that women’s engage-
ment in paid work has improved their standing within their
communities and has widened their choices and opportuni-
ties (De Haan and Lakwo, 2006; Kabeer, 2012; Alam, 2012).
Positive welfare effects of the labour-intensive (as opposed
to land-intensive) horticultural export chains in sub-Saharan
Africa have been documented especially for poor house-
holds, who can more easily build assets based on labour
than product markets. Moreover, value chains established by
large firms – so-called global production networks – seem
to offer better working conditions and bring in measures to
promote gender equality (Kabeer et al., 2011; Maertens et
al., 2012). Indeed, the creation of new forms of employment
and sources of income for the rural population, particularly
women, appears to be a positive outcome of this develop-
ment, giving them choices other than migration for domes-
tic work and possibly improving single women’s position in
terms of having a say in marriage arrangements (Smith et al.,
2004; Lavers, 2012).

Research on the shifting patterns of rural employment and
their gendered implications is limited by a lack of data, par-
ticularly on rural women’s employment. This lack is partly
due to the fact that these issues lie at the intersection of agri-
culture and labour concerns and are not adequately addressed
across the two sectors. Indeed, a number of ill-founded and
oversimplified assumptions about the rural labour market
have shaped the discourse on rural employment and rural
workers (Oya, 2010). Information is frequently unreliable,
such as in the case of Latin America, where data suggest
an increase in rural women’s economic activities between
1980 and 2000. However this is simply a reflection of their
previous under-enumeration (UNRISD, 2005). Furthermore,
while information on incomes might be available, substantial
knowledge on well-being is lacking. In-depth and compar-
ative research is thus needed (Whitehead, 2009). How such
research could be designed and preliminary ideas on method-
ological challenges will be the subject of the next section.
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4 Assessing gender relations and rural employment
in high-value crops

For a recently launched research project1 on the gendered
developmental outcomes of employment opportunities in the
agricultural export sector, we have proposed a case-based,
comparative and longitudinal research design. The over-
all objective of this study is threefold: (1) to analyse how
women’s and men’s livelihood perspectives change with in-
creasing wage dependence in rural areas; (2) to analyse how
gender relations are re- and decomposed as people negotiate
the effects of change in their private and public engagements;
and (3) to offer ideas for the regulation of agricultural transi-
tion processes so as to include a majority of the rural popula-
tion, but in particular those groups with potentially less voice.
We used the feminisation concept in its various dimensions
in terms of hypotheses against which to reflect our findings.

Within-case as well as cross-case analyses will inform the
study with a view to understanding and explaining the gen-
dered effects of agricultural commercialisation and possibly
drawing more general conclusions (Hantrais and Mangen,
1998:2). The longitudinal organisation of data collection and
analysis in two waves is a key feature of our research design
allowing to assess trends, changes and continuities.

In order to meet the standards of a transdisciplinary
project, we plan to use innovative methods to bridge qual-
itative and quantitative techniques and to offer entry points
for the integration of non-academic knowledge. Multicrite-
ria mapping entails deliberative appraisal processes to en-
hance social learning, and fosters political spaces that in-
clude the interests of those groups in society who tend to
be under-represented in public consultations (Burgess et al.,
2007; Stirling et al., 2007).

The tricky questions within this design come with imple-
mentation. Four aspects are particularly delicate: (1) cate-
gories of informants, (2) sampling strategies, (3) questions
and items for surveys and interviews and (4) documentation.

1. The most sophisticated methodological framework will
not serve to generate new and more accurate knowledge
on the sharing of gains and risks of agricultural com-
mercialisation if the categories of analysis are not criti-
cally assessed. Who should actually be included in sur-
veys, and who should be interviewed? Household heads
or more members of the household? Women and men –
together or separate, or women only? Also, it is unclear
whether to focus on workers or peasants and, whatever
the decision, how they are identified. Responding to the

1Feminisation, agricultural transition and rural employment: so-
cial and political conditions of asset-building in the context of
export-led agriculture (FATE). Partnership research with Nepal, Bo-
livia, Rwanda and Lao PDR. Expected duration: 2014–2020; funded
by the Swiss National Science Foundation SNSF and the Swiss
Agency for Development and Cooperation. For more information
please refer towww.r4d.ch.

intersectional character of the project, different genera-
tions and ethnicities will be considered. These decisions
are crucial and will critically predetermine the research
results.

To adequately represent different household positions,
at least two people representing the household should be
interviewed, and they should be offered a space to guar-
antee individual and anonymous completion of ques-
tionnaires. The potential of electronic devices will be
explored to protect the privacy of participants; clearly,
this must be carefully weighed against inclusiveness.
We insist on collecting original data because labour
force surveys seem to rely too much on categories, such
as “main job-holding”, which inadequately reflect eco-
nomic realities in rural spaces that are marked by irreg-
ularity, multiple occupations and seasonality. Further-
more, traditional accounts of work are based on an in-
dustrial model of separated spheres of productive and
reproductive work – a separation which often excludes
economic activities largely done by women which are
categorised as “non-productive”. Oya points to the chal-
lenge of distinguishing between self-employment and
wage employment in rural settings for the case of Africa
(2013). On the same line, the (self-)identification of
someone as a “worker” might be unclear, resulting in
unrealistically low proportions of workers, particularly
for sub-Saharan Africa. Most studies seem to focus on
smallholders, rather than workers, thereby omitting the
fact that in rural areas many people still cultivate, even if
only tiny bits of land, although farming is far from pro-
viding their livelihoods. Oya’s detailed account of why
wage employment is underestimated and misunderstood
in sub-Saharan Africa is an eye-opening contribution to
these problems (Oya, 2013).

2. A purposive sampling strategy for meaningful compar-
ison will be built, whereby a set of countries is selected
that not only comprises representative features but also
includes variations deemed useful with respect to the
dimensions derived from theoretical interest (Seawright
and Gerring, 2008:296). The chosen sampling strategy
is mainly guided by a “diverse case selection strategy”
aimed at maximum variance along relevant dimensions,
while also including elements of a “typical case selec-
tion” to guarantee the representativeness of the selected
cases (Gerring, 2009). This is reflected in the selection
of our case-study countries. Four countries on three con-
tinents with different but highly dynamic trajectories of
export-based agriculture were selected from the UN pri-
ority category of least developed, landlocked countries2

to constitute the cases: Rwanda, Nepal, Laos and Bo-

2The mandate to the high representative of least developed land-
locked countries (UN-OHRLLS) was issued in 2001,http://www.
unohrlls.org/(last accessed 1 July 2012).
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livia. They are land-locked and mountainous countries
where agriculture typically constitutes the backbone of
the economy. In all cases, the governments have em-
barked on development strategies and poverty reduction
plans, featuring an increase in agricultural production
and efforts to shift to export-led production and non-
traditional crops as important elements. However, the
emphasis given to these initiatives and the shape they
have taken differs considerably between cases. For ex-
ample, they are situated at different points along the
continuum of accountability towards citizens at one ex-
treme and towards capital (foreign and domestic) at the
other (Prügl et al., 2013). Bolivia’s national develop-
ment plan foresees comprehensive protection schemes
to cushion the process of livelihood diversification and
agricultural transition. The government of Nepal builds
on cooperatives as pillars to support the implementation
of its trade liberalisation strategy and promotion of in-
clusive growth. By contrast, Rwanda and Lao People’s
Democratic Republic (PDR) have seen less considera-
tion of social policy, and, while liberalisation has had
tremendous effects on these countries’ economies, po-
litical participation has remained limited. More similar-
ities are constituted by the classification of the coun-
tries as least developed according to the 2012 Organ-
isation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) Development Assistance Committee (DAC)
list. Particularly for women from poor regions and with
low skills, agriculture remains the main source of em-
ployment and is seen as a major road out of poverty and
towards inclusive development. While all four coun-
tries are signatories to the Committee on the Elim-
ination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)
and have elaborated gender equality strategies, their
(in)effectiveness is expressed in their relatively low
ranking on the Gender Inequality Index (Rwanda: 76;
Bolivia: 97; Lao PDR: 100; Nepal: 102 out of 186).
As land-locked countries, they have embarked on high-
value crops for export more recently than some of their
neighbouring countries, allowing for the examination
of initial effects of this type of agricultural transition
as well as ex post judgements of pre-NTAE situations.
They all benefit from the shift of consumer markets to
the emerging economies of the Global South, particu-
larly their economically powerful neighbours like China
or Brazil. In all four cases, an increase in agricultural
exports in both absolute and relative terms can be iden-
tified as well as an increase in area used for high-value
crops and the emergence of new product ranges, some
of which have seen a remarkable increase in production
(e.g. cut flowers in Rwanda, ginger in Nepal or cassava
in Lao PDR), while others are considered to have great
potential (e.g. passion fruit in Rwanda).

Variance is offered through the degree of market in-
tegration. The countries have pursued economic lib-
eralisation to different extents and adhering to dif-
ferent models. Liberalisation processes have included
trade liberalisation; improved standards of local pro-
duce; membership in regional economic communities;
deregulation of the labour market; creation of incen-
tives, such as exemption from labour or environmental
protection standards to attract foreign investments; and
preparations for increased export orientation (rankings
on the World Bank’s doing-business list: Rwanda: 55;
Nepal: 108; Bolivia: 155; Lao PDR: 163, out of 185).
The shares of foreign direct investment in GDP range
from 0.5 % (Nepal) and 0.6 % (Rwanda) to 2.5 % (Bo-
livia) and even 12.9 % (Lao PDR). The seemingly con-
tradictory numbers for the case of Lao PDR point to the
influence of China in Lao’s economic development.

Population density and the role of the state in land man-
agement determine whether their development strate-
gies focus more on land- and resources or on labour-
intensive growth. While two of our case-study countries
are very densely populated (Rwanda, Nepal), making
land a scarce resource, the other two have less pressure
on land. One of the main aspects in which the four coun-
tries differ is their political and institutional settings re-
garding the labour market, ranging from intensive to ex-
tensive labour market policies. Finally, in terms of diver-
sity the countries follow very different pathways when
it comes to the inclusion of ethnic minorities. With re-
gards to institutions and gender equality, the Social In-
stitutions and Gender Index (SIGI) accounting for in-
stitutional aspects of gender equality spreads the four
between 13 (Bolivia) and 65/66 (Rwanda/Lao PDR re-
spectively, with Nepal in between (38)).

3. As a methodological framework we propose a mixed-
methods approach comprising two waves of qualita-
tive as well as quantitative techniques (Cresswell and
Plano Clark, 2011). Ellis (2000), among others, advo-
cates mixed methods as a means of illuminating rural
labour transformation in a far more comprehensive way
than a single investigative standpoint would allow.

Cross-national comparative studies use centrally gener-
ated data as their main sources (Harris, 2007). In our
case, this procedure seems insufficient, as the database
for high-value crops is unreliable due to a variety of
reasons (e.g. unregistered forms of work or missing
gender-segregated data). To achieve our aims, we will
combine quantitative data collection through a panel for
systematic and quantifiable measurement of our key in-
dicators (Harris, 2007; Mills et al., 2006) with qualita-
tive in-depth case studies and sociological content anal-
ysis to grasp the multi-layered properties and conditions
of the problem (Ruiz Ruiz, 2009; Scholz and Tietje,
2002). Quantitative data collection based on two waves

Geogr. Helv., 69, 281–290, 2014 www.geogr-helv.net/69/281/2014/



S. Bieri: New ruralities – old gender dynamics? 287

of large-scale panel surveys will provide original data
to assess the contexts, the extent and the meaning of
high-value crop employment in each country. An exten-
sive qualitative data collection will precede the panel
surveys to generate new understandings of the complex
issues at hand and to lay the groundwork for the quanti-
tative assessment.

We will use different interview techniques for the qual-
itative assessment; in a further qualitative step, life his-
tories and diaries are the tools to drill deep and collect
substantial data for within-case comparison (Atkinson,
1998; Yin, 2012). Among the questions to be asked will
be self-assessments whereby people judge their own
wage and compare it against what they think would be
a fair wage (Wallander, 2009).

4. In developing countries, and particularly in rural con-
texts, a major challenge of these methods is documen-
tation. Using information technology which has quickly
been embraced even in poor rural contexts, the research
team aims to use film and mobile-phone-supported in-
terview techniques in a participatory way.

To sum up, the comparative approach envisaged should
give us information on how the outcomes of agricul-
tural commercialisation in high-value crops are negoti-
ated between different groups in the areas of concern,
and in what ways institutional structures frame individ-
ual bargaining positions – particularly for those who
tend to have less of a voice. This could serve as a model
for other assessments of rural transformation aiming at a
more nuanced reflection on the de- and recomposition of
gender roles in transforming agricultural environments,
instead of premature qualification as feminisation. The
notion of new ruralities as proposed in this thematic is-
sue could be informed by these types of analyses, high-
lighting the distinct gender dynamics associated with
change and continuity in agricultural livelihoods.

5 Conclusions

This paper contributes to the debate on new ruralities by dis-
cussing the case of high-value crop production and its alleged
feminisation. Whereas gender as an almost compulsory but
rather unspecific element of studies in development research
has lost much of its edge, the notion of feminisation possi-
bly offers a more concrete hypothesis against which empir-
ical data could be tested. However, this potential can only
be explored if the concept is adopted in its various dimen-
sions, which exceeds the perspective on a mere numeric shift
between men and women in a particular process. Further-
more, the feminisation thesis, in the majority of its uses, has
been associated with the assumption that for women, it can
only always get worse. Overused and under-theorised, while
resting on a paltry empirical basis, this contribution argues

that the widespread notion of feminisation inadequately re-
flects the dynamic re- and decomposition of relations of gen-
der and generation shaped by economic transformation pro-
cesses. This paper has proposed ideas for a methodological
framework to embrace the feminisation concept more com-
prehensively in view of appreciating patterns of re- and de-
composition of gender relations and the negotiation of re-
spective power positions in the course of massive transfor-
mations of rural livelihoods.

By reviewing the literature on feminisation in agricul-
ture, the question was raised of whether feminisation con-
stitutes an adequate framing for the complex shifts in and
out of smallholder production systems for rural men and
women. The feminisation debate has successfully established
the question of changes in the division of labour between
men and women in agricultural livelihoods, as they move to-
wards more wage dependence. The term feminisation seems
to be quickly at hand as a qualification of effects of agrarian
transformation although the empirical substance to underpin
the supposed trend is rather shallow. The feminisation lens
has been too narrowly focused on an increase of female ac-
tivities, or, worse, of their visibility in data sets. Most uses of
the feminisation thesis refer to a numeric shift between the
representation of men and women rather than to a qualita-
tive transformation of employment or livelihoods, such as the
downgrading of jobs, flexibilisation, decrease of job benefits
and job security, change of responsibilities and work loads.
Even less attention has been paid to the insufficient recog-
nition of working contributions seen as “female”. Another,
rather neglected interpretive element entailed in the femini-
sation thesis is the shift of responsibilities outside the classic
production sphere – for example for food security, housing
or schooling. The term has therefore not only been used de-
ficiently; its epistemological potential has also not been ex-
plored.

Against this background, a methodological framework to
assess the re- and decomposition of gender relations in the
context of high-value crops was outlined. It serves as a pro-
posal for generating original data in order to analyse the
impacts of high-value crop production on a comparative
scale for different segments of the population, namely the
(re)negotiation of gender and generation in specific contexts.
Thereby the selection of cases combining similarities as well
as differences proved to be especially challenging. In order to
break the repetitious complaint of missing gender-segregated
data and to actually contribute to a more detailed and accu-
rate understanding of rural labour markets, conventional cat-
egories for data collection in the fields of agriculture and em-
ployment and the proxies selected for surveys need to be re-
vised. This includes careful assessment of definitions such as
“worker”, “principal activity”, “employment”, etc., but also
the notion of “household”, “household head” and “main re-
sponsibility”. Household representation for surveys should
not be limited to just one person, and privacy while answer-
ing interview questions should be maximised.
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The value added of a gender-differentiated approach as
outlined above is a more detailed appreciation of the nature
of agricultural change and the barriers to shared gains and
risks, in an overall assessment of the remarkable continuity
of smallholder production in the Global South as proposed by
Rauch in this volume. The question as to whether new rurali-
ties come with new gender dynamics or, rather, reiterate more
traditional gender relations, and what either of these possi-
bilities may hold in store for men and women from different
generations, calls for comprehensive studies and the building
of qualified evidence. Research aiming at combined large-
scale and in-depth analyses, a revision of categories – in-
cluding the researcher’s own expectations – in order to come
up with comparative, longitudinal data can provide a basis
to deliberate transformation strategies that eventually chal-
lenge instrumental gender advocacy. Scrutiny of processes
which have been denoted as feminisation will reopen and
contextualise perspectives on new ruralities and avoid prema-
ture judgements on who gains and who loses. The proposed
methodology allows for reassessing the question of whether
opportunities emerging from export orientation in agriculture
offer pathways to women’s empowerment, to greater gender
equality and improved well-being, or whether these changes
result in more obligations to be carried on female and on
older shoulders.

After 40 years of gender initiatives in the development
community this seems a rather trivial position. Nevertheless,
it remains the premise for pinpointing the roots of persis-
tent inequalities, not only between men and women but also
within each gender group, and to develop alternative visions
for improved well-being of women, men and children. To
address the structural barriers which prevent fair shares of
development gains is the prerequisite for opening up new
arenas for action. The buzzword character that gender has
assumed in recent years has been detrimental to such initia-
tives, and so have undue judgements of feminisation.
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