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Sustainable food systems require sustainable agriculture. To achieve this, we argue,

inclusive approaches are required that incorporate the voices and lived experiences of

diverse social groups. In agriculture-based international development efforts (known as

Agriculture for Development or A4D), it is increasingly being recognized that sustainable

agriculture requires attention to gendered power relations. In the past, gender inequality

has been amajor barrier to developing inclusive, sustainable food systems, and continues

to be so today. At the same time, however, gender is increasingly “on the agenda”

in A4D. Yet what sort of agenda is being promoted and to what extent does it reflect

progress in feminist scholarship? We examine the burgeoning “gender agenda” through

the lens of policy materials produced by prominent A4D organizations. In doing so,

we find problematic narratives that instrumentalise women in the name of sustainable

agricultural development. However, we also find other more transformative discourses

that, in troubling the drivers of gender inequality and promoting shared responsibility

for change, reflect a deeper awareness of feminist scholarship. In any effort to advance

sustainable agriculture, further progress is needed to address the myriad ways gender

pervades not just development settings but development institutions and donor nations,

and contributes to the production of as well as responses to global A4D challenges.
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INTRODUCTION

Sustainable food systems rely on sustainable forms of agricultural production, where sustainability
includes not just a long-term absence of known environmental harms but dynamic and thriving
social and ecological relations respectful of diverse lives (Norton, 2005; Pretty, 2008). As
Ben-Eli (2018) argues, genuine sustainability includes maximizing the “freedom and potential
self-realization of all humans without any individual or group adversely affecting others.” There is
growing awareness that sustainable agriculture requires addressing forms of power and privilege
within agricultural production and supply chains to include more diverse human voices and
address structural issues (e.g., Faxon, 2017; Slätmo et al., 2017; Jerneck, 2018; Winter et al.,
2020). In particular, gendered forms of social organization are deeply embedded across a variety
of scales within food systems, at the household and community level and extending through
to international organizations such as the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations and the Global Forum for Rural Advisory Services (e.g., Zuckerman, 2007; Kangmennaang
et al., 2017). However, gender has been neglected in discussions of agricultural sustainability

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.573424
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fsufs.2021.573424&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-02-10
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sustainable-food-systems#articles
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:katherine.farhall@rmit.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsufs.2021.573424
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsufs.2021.573424/full


Farhall and Rickards The “Gender Agenda” in A4D

(Slätmo et al., 2017) and gender inequality remains a significant
barrier to the development of inclusive, genuinely sustainable
forms of agriculture.

That said, approaches to and motivations for addressing
gender inequality have been evolving. At the macro, global level,
gender is increasingly visible on the agenda in international
development. Goal five of the United Nations’ 2015 “Sustainable
Development Goals” is to “Achieve gender equality and empower
all women and girls” (UN 2018). Yet, what this means is
contested. Since the 1970s, feminist activists and scholars
have sought to foreground women and gendered dynamics in
development theory and practice, with mixed results (Benería
et al., 2016). Also on the development agenda is agriculture,
which has been “rediscovered” as a food security issue linked
to civil unrest and climate change in the global South (Pahl-
Wostl, 2019). In the specific “agriculture for development”
(A4D) sector women and gender are now a highly visible
discursive presence. Contributing to this gender–agriculture–
development convergence is the fact that both gender inequality
and agriculture are considered more prevalent in “developing
countries” (World Bank, 2011). This mutual constitution of
gender and agricultural development issues has been reinforced
by a sense that efforts to implement the gender agenda into
agriculture has, at least in terms of visibility, been a “resounding
success” (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015). From scholarly work (e.g.,
Bahta et al., 2017; Zossou et al., 2017; Farnworth et al., 2018;
Jerneck, 2018), including participatory action research (e.g.,
Kiptot and Franzel, 2012; McDougall et al., 2013; Kangmennaang
et al., 2017; Kristjanson et al., 2017), to the extensive A4D practice
literature (e.g., World Bank, 2009; FAO, 2013; UN Women,
2015), women and gender have become central to agricultural
development initiatives.

However, what is pursued in A4D in the name of improved
gender outcomes in sustainable agricultural development varies
widely. In particular, feminist critics and grassroots movements
have challenged the implementation of the gender agenda by
international organizations in ways that reproduce neoliberal
policy frameworks, thus failing to take meaningful steps toward
either gender equity or the development of sustainable food
systems. It is therefore important to look critically at the
intellectual underpinnings of “gender” interventions (Cornwall
and Rivas, 2015), particularly as they pertain to globally
dominant constructions of agriculture and food policy. As
feminists have long argued, the problem is not just the inadequate
inclusion of women, but an inadequate engagement with gender in
development discourse and practice (e.g., Moser, 1989; Parpart
et al., 2002; Benería et al., 2016). Because un-nuanced gendered
approaches to development can exacerbate inequalities, re-
entrench forms of difference, or marginalize women in new
ways, the assumptions and outcomes of gender initiatives
require constant evaluation. Such vigilance is vital, if meaningful
food systems transformation, from a gender perspective, is to
be achieved.

In this paper we identify approaches to women and gender
within prominent A4Dmaterials and consider howA4D as a field
of practice has incorporated longstanding feminist critiques of
development.We provide cautions about problematic discourses,

identify areas where progress is yet to be made, and point to
how gender issues are being more genuinely integrated into A4D
research and praxis. In doing so, we examine how gendered
discourses at the global level represent, and potentially inform,
gender dynamics on the ground in agricultural contexts, in either
transformative or limiting ways. Recognizing how gender as a
concept is operationalized in A4D is important in any effort
to advance sustainable agriculture. We open with an historical
overview of key debates around women, gender and agricultural
development (section Gender in the Agricultural Development
Literature), to provide a framework for the ensuing empirical
analysis of how gender is discussed by major A4D organizations
(section Gender in Agricultural Development Policy). We
conclude in section Conclusions with observations about how
A4D can engage further with gender, in order to generate more
inclusive and gender-equal sustainable food systems.

GENDER IN THE AGRICULTURAL
DEVELOPMENT LITERATURE

Reflecting broader debates around gender and development, in
the A4D literature gender features in two main ways: as an issue
that development professionals encounter in the development
setting, which is the main focus of approaches to gender in
the agricultural development literature explored here; and as an
issue internal to the development sector that in turn reshapes
the context it is intervening in. We pick up this latter point
regarding the need for a reflexive account of how gender norms
are (re)produced in development organizations and the sector
itself later in the paper.

The long history of agriculture as a development priority has
seen an array of approaches to gender (Table 1), including
various gender-blind and women- or gender-focused
interventions. During the colonial era, gender-blind and
male-biased A4D interventions largely excluded women (Korieh,
2001) while concurrently imposing a Western male-breadwinner
model via technocratic programs designed to shift agriculture
from a subsistence to commodity basis (Boomgaard and
Hart, 2011). By prioritizing, for example, men’s access to
land for cash crop cultivation and farming inputs, colonial
administrators consistently “undervalued the productive role” of
women farmers (Boomgaard and Hart, 2011), while increasing
women’s reproductive labor by removing men from subsistence
(Lado, 1992). In these ways, colonial processes of “agricultural
development” insidiously redefined gender relations in situ,
entrenching new forms of male dominance in the image of
Western patriarchy.

Women rose to greater visibility in the 1970s with the
rise of the Women in Development (WID) paradigm, which
was designed to give greater recognition to women’s roles
in agricultural production and recognize women as legitimate
farmers (not just “farmers’ wives”). Epistemologically grounded
in liberal feminist anti-discrimination discourse at a time
when postcolonial and civil rights movements were on the
rise (Bandarage, 1984; Tinker, 1990; Koczberski, 1996), the
WID approach contested previous positionings of women
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TABLE 1 | Overview of main approaches to gender in agriculture for development.

Approach to gender Brief description

Gender

blind/gender-biased

approaches

Implicit approach to development since early

colonial era that overlooks women and reinforces

unequal gender relations at multiple scales

Women In

Development (WID)

Explicit recognition in international development

initiatives of the particular position and needs of

women in society

Gender And

Development (GAD)

Explicit recognition of the need to address men,

gender norms and broader gender relations, not just

women, to cultivate more inclusive development

Gender mainstreaming Recognition that gender is not an “add on” or

“special” topic but infuses all aspects of society and

needs to be mainstreamed in international

development work

Intersectionality Approaches that understand gender as only one

axis of difference and experiences of gender

inequality as entangled with other forms of social

stratification along the lines of class, race/ethnicity,

age, ability, and LGBTQIA+ status, amongst others

Gender transformative

approaches

Approaches that seek to tackle the structural root

causes of entrenched gender inequalities at multiple

scales, including gender norms and roles, rather

than merely responding to the symptoms of gender

inequality such structures produce

as economic dependents responsible simply for household
nutrition and family planning (Chua et al., 2000). WID scholars
and practitioners argued that colonialism, modernization and
“gender-neutral” development oftentimes exacerbated existing
inequalities, or even marginalized women in new ways (Tinker,
1976; Kabeer, 1994). This resonated with the broad, inclusive
Beyond Farmers First movement that grew out of the postcolonial
Farmer First model, which tried to invert the conventional
view of male farmers as primary decision-makers and farming
populations as deficient and passive recipients of development
assistance (e.g., Scoones and Thompson, 1994). Farming
systems research, feminist economics and rural sociology have
highlighted further gendered aspects of the complex economics
and relations in farm households, including how women’s
reproductive labor and other work is often essential to farm
viability but overlooked and devalued (e.g., Sachs and Alston,
2010). Doss (2018) points out how women’s agricultural labor,
such as output marketing, is vital but excluded from standard
agricultural productivity measures.

In response to these problems, women have been targeted
as objects of recognition, inclusion and empowerment (Alkire
et al., 2013; Cornwall and Rivas, 2015). Building on the
broader rise of the women’s movement and, in particular,
the rise of the Commission on the Status of Women to
complement and pressure the UN on women’s human rights, the
WID turn within international development promoted positive,
affirmative projects for women as a “recognized constituency”
(Kabeer, 1994), including the elimination of discrimination
and establishment of Women in Development offices by many
nations as part of their foreign aid work (Fraser, 1999). Although

there were broad differences in strategy, with some NGOS and
nations focusing on legal reform and legal literacy and others on
social welfare, “the ultimate desire, then and now, is for women
to be considered human, a diverse, multifaceted group with both
common, and conflicting interests” (Fraser, 1999).

From amore instrumental perspective, the concept of “gender
equality as smart economics” (introduced by the World Bank’s
2012 World Dev. Report) has tried to progress the WID agenda
by endorsing female participation as good for the economy,
valuing women for their useful contribution to alleviating
hunger, poverty and the disease burden via their contribution,
for example, to household production and nutrition. Although
it has been used to argue for decent work for women—
e.g., in Nigeria (Ola-David and Oyelaran-Oyeyinka, 2014)—
and aligns with a liberal feminist agenda (Tong and Botts
Fernandes, 2018), many feminist critics have highlighted the
limitations of such approaches. Smart economics has been
criticized for instrumentally using women “for purposes that do
not necessarily serve goals of wider gender equality” (Calkin,
2015; Benería et al., 2016). Similarly, the simple inclusion
of women in rural community development programs has
been critiqued as transposing gendered norms about women’s
disproportionate responsibility for social reproduction and care
work from the private to the public realm (Little, 1997; Midgley,
2006), adding “community development” to women’s workload
and doing little to address the devaluation of feminized work
such as raising children or chickens, which has traditionally been
trivialized (Rai et al., 2014). Cornwall and Rivas (2015) critique
the narrow notions of individual women’s self-actualisation at
work here, arguing that they replace the most fundamental
element of empowerment—“changing power relations”—with
individualized capacity-building. They also argue that failure to
contest lines of power and privilege within a community obscures
the relational aspects of empowerment, while target-oriented
and measurement-dependent empowerment casts it as endpoint
rather than a process (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015). As they explain,
“although interventions such as legal changes, education policy
or microfinance initiatives favoring women can be measured
. . . these should be seen as enabling factors or outcomes, but
cannot be interpreted as proxies for empowerment” (Cornwall
and Rivas, 2015).

Something of a response to such critiques, a broader Gender
Dev. (GAD) approach arose in the 1990s. Central to the
ongoing GAD approach is a focus on social relations of gender
(not just women) and how these relations interact with other
social dimensions. Moving away from WID’s emphasis on
women’s participation and access, GAD places greater weight
on understanding the different subject positions of women and
men in any given social context (Koczberski, 1996).1 As Kabeer
(1994) explains, this move toward GAD highlights “how the
relations of class and gender mediate social realities, translating

1Scholars such as Chua et al. (2000) contest this opening up of the discourse to

include men, arguing women as an oppressed group still require specific attention

in development discourse and practice. They argue that to use the term “gender”

“risks marginalizing women qua women” (Chua et al., 2000, p. 824, emphasis in

original).
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broader processes of change into concrete gains and losses
for different groups of women and men.” A GAD approach
encourages the exploration of economic and social complexities
emerging from transformations within the agricultural sector
driven by urbanization, environmental change and political
economic shifts. One prominent issue is the “feminisation of
agriculture” caused by males disproportionately migrating off-
farm to seek paid employment in urban or industrial areas,
leaving women to run family farm enterprises (Boserup et al.,
2013). Results are ambivalent about the extent to which women
are “empowered” by this agrarian change. Women’s increase
in farm responsibilities rarely comes with relief from domestic
responsibilities or status enhancement (e.g., Bigler et al., 2017).
Simultaneously, their ability to usemigration as a “pathway out of
poverty” tends to be constrained by gender norms, exemplifying
how gender contributes to differentiating people’s access to
(post)agrarian livelihood options (World Bank, 2007; Holmelin,
2019). Access to, and the sustainability of, off-farm employment
is also gendered, with women in sub-Saharan Africa, for instance,
generally less able to access off-farm work and less able to retain
its long-term if they do find it (Van den Broeck and Kilic, 2019).
These issues leave many women more dependent on the natural
resource base of agriculture, adding to their vulnerability to
climate change.

Recognition of differences among women is highlighted by
the theory of intersectionality that was first introduced by
African American feminist Kimberlé Crenshaw to underscore
the idea that the experience of multiple forms of oppression is
“greater than the sum of sexism and racism [or other forms
of discrimination]” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 140). Intersectionality
highlights the “inequalities, marginalisations and dominations
that the interactions of gender, race, class and other systems
of inequality produce” (Kantola and Lombardo, 2017). Key
here is the word interactions. The focus is on how different
oppressions work to exacerbate or alter the experience of
one another and are therefore not merely additive.2 Rurality,
poverty, and landlessness, for instance, interact in complex
ways with femaleness to generate disadvantage (e.g., Levien,
2017). This is highlighted by scholarship underlining how
agricultural women’s vulnerability is exacerbated by deeper
cultural factors such as the ongoing gendering and devaluation of
their subsistence production. In Zambia, for instance, domestic
food production is framed “as [just] ‘reproduction’ within
capitalism rather than as a separate mode of production
articulated with capitalism” (Leahy and Brown, 2016). Crucially,
such production and associated “liminal” spaces and species—
home gardens, chickens—are typically devalued because they
are feminized. While female producers can succeed regardless
(e.g., Hovorka, 2006), commercial forms of production, spaces
and species tend to be valued more highly by virtue of being
masculinised, further limiting women’s access to them as a
result. Exemplifying such a “gendered agricultural imaginary”
(Squier, 2010) is the way women’s participation in Kenyan dairy
markets is blocked by “gendered ideologies and norms that

2For debates around the utility of the term, see (Davis, 2008; Collins and Chepp,

2013; Kantola and Lombardo, 2017).

ascribe masculinized meaning to cattle, milk, and commercial
enterprise” (Tavenner and Crane, 2018). We begin to see, here,
how gendered blockages in women’s participation in agricultural
production, or the valuation of such participation when it
occurs, can obstruct the development of sustainable food systems.
Moreover, this gendering of types of work is dynamic, shaped
more by what women are associated with than the characteristics
of an activity. For instance, in Malawi the rise of contract sugar
farming has led to a “masculinization of farm management
and ownership together with a feminization of labor” in an
ideological as well as demographic sense; as women step in
to do more farm labor they may become more empowered
than they were, but not relative to the men doing farm
management, with farm labor being simultaneously devalued
thanks in part to its framing as women’s work (Adams et al.,
2019, p. 282). One upshot of these gender dynamics is that
gender-blind development initiatives, or even those blind to the
reach of dominant masculinities, risk inadvertently exacerbating
gender inequality.

Challenging the devaluation of subsistence agriculture and
care work is the food sovereignty or “agroecology” movement.
Defined in various ways and consisting of many variants,
including some that are increasingly mainstreamed (FAO, 2018),
this large and multifaceted movement contests the corporatised
direction and control of the agro-food system and its systematic
devaluation of, and violence against, peasants (smallholders)
and environments in order to help advance a more genuinely
sustainable agri-food system (Naranjo, 2011; Holt-Giménez and
Altieri, 2012). Closely associated with neopopulist agrarianism,
food systems perspectives (Francis et al., 2003; Ericksen, 2008)
and the science of agroecology (which challenges conventional
agricultural science with systems thinking, ecological insights
and a focus on integral sustainability) (Gómez et al., 2016), it
calls out the elite research and innovation system, reductionist
interpretations of agricultural issues and the capitalist private
property regime at the basis of industrialized agriculture (Beling
et al., 2018; Portman, 2018). Core to its agenda is gender equality,
not just because of the disproportionate effect of the above on
women, but because of the resonance between its multifaceted
agenda and ecofeminism, including the need to recognize the
relational character of the world and revalue nature, care and
local knowledges (Gómez et al., 2016; Figueroa-Helland et al.,
2018; Portman, 2018).

In the broader literature, research into masculinities
blossomed in the 1990s. Although scholars began to theorize
ways it could inform development practice (Cornwall, 1997),
20 years later examinations of masculinity in development
remain patchy, with most effort concentrated on the twin issues
of gender-based violence and reproductive health (Wanner
and Wadham, 2015). In the non-development literature,
however, agriculture and rural masculinities has been a key
topic (e.g., Brandth, 1995; Peter et al., 2000). A small amount
of emerging research sits at the intersection of these fields.
For example, Koczberski and Curry (2016) unpack how men’s
intergenerational farming relationships are evolving in Papua
New Guinea, reshaping understandings of masculinity and
privilege in PNG agriculture.
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Some research in development calls for new masculine
norms that encourage men to take on more care work. The
origins of this argument lie in contesting the assumption
that the main impediment to women’s equality is a lack of
access and opportunities, thus should these impediments be
removed, women will make the most of ensuing opportunities—
while retaining their responsibility for multiple arenas of
(re)production. As Chant and Sweetman (2012) explain, this
assumption is unjust: “relying only on female populations even
to guarantee business as usual, let alone transform the world,
demands super-human sacrifices in terms of time, labor, energy,
and other resources.” Chant (2008) argues that there is a
need to recognize and alleviate women’s growing share of “the
burden of dealing with” poverty and household responsibility by
fostering “co-responsibility” through “the more active support
of men, employers and public institutions in domestic labor
and unpaid care work” Chant (2008). It is an idea that could
be broadened beyond care-work to shared responsibility for
community development and the devalued feminized areas of
agricultural labor including those most closely involved in food
production for domestic consumption.

To try to reduce some of those risks outlined above, practical
and academic work striving to improve development outcomes
in A4D has progressively become more “gender sensitive”
and adopted the WID approach of targeting women within
extension services and beyond (Jaquette, 2017). This has included
significant efforts by A4D practitioners on the ground to redress
barriers to women’s participation, from altering mundane but
crucial details such as workshop timing, to helping make their
participation more culturally acceptable, to assisting female
extension staff access resources (Charatsari et al., 2013; Ragasa,
2014; Agwu and Ogbonnah, 2015; Mudege et al., 2016; Quaye
et al., 2019). More recently, there have been strong efforts to
“mainstream” gender across agricultural development, in line
with a shift to a GAD mindset and efforts in other agricultural
contexts (e.g., Shortall, 2015).

Yet none of these moves have been accepted wholesale.
Gender mainstreaming has especially been debated. Some
feminists support the ideal but argue it is problematic in practice.
For example, Acosta et al. (2019) found gender mainstreaming
was “domesticated” in Ugandan agricultural and climate policy
in a way that thwarted its radical potential. Others resist
mainstreaming’s shift away from women-specific interventions
(Kantor et al., 2015). Ransom and Bain (2011), for instance,
warn the rhetoric of gender mainstreaming “may be being used
to legitimize a decline in focusing explicitly on women” in
international agricultural aid projects. Moreover, others argue
that the rush to operationalise a gender mainstreaming approach
can overly focus attention on tools, indices and metrics. In A4D,
the “Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index” (WEAI)
has become a prominent tool for development agencies to
try to benchmark levels of gender inequality in a particular
region in order to design appropriate development interventions
(e.g., Alkire et al., 2012; 2013; Ragsdale et al., 2018). Although
widely used across the sector and reported in academic work,
the quantitative, survey-based approach to measuring women’s
empowerment sits uneasily alongside extensive feminist critique

of the limits of quantitative approaches in capturing the women’s
lived experiences (e.g., Ramazanoglu and Holland, 2002).

Increasing women’s access to and engagement with
agricultural science via training opportunities is another
common strategy in A4D. But significant gaps still remain.
Mudege et al. (2017, p. 1,689) found in Malawi, for instance,
that “negative stereotypical perceptions about women by
their husbands and extension workers” continue to militate
against women’s ability to access to training and information
in practice. Moreover, feminist scholarship has started to
question the objective of expanding access to science because,
while assisting some women, the associated celebration of
(reductionist) agricultural science over alternative, local ways of
knowing can disadvantage and devalue more agroecological and
ecofeminist perspectives and women’s local knowledge. Aguiari
et al. (2017) argue in their analysis of the AWARD program
(African Women in Agricultural Research and Development)
that producing women scientists is not sufficient and instead
“gender transformation must take place in the very values and
dynamics of the places in which discrimination originates, and
where gender inequality is repeated over time,” which is to say in
the symbolic structures that gender different knowledges in the
first place.

The attempt to draw these factors together in discussions
of international food sustainability—that is to say, women’s
participation in agriculture, the importance of valuing local
knowledges and an awareness of the gendered challenges related
to agricultural knowledge, science and technology (AKST)—can
be seen in the 2009 International Assessment of Agricultural
Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development Report,
“Agriculture at a Crossroads.” The report notes that “gender-
related patterns of resource access and control” are a key
factor in the development of sustainable food systems (IAASTD,
2009), while also noting that these extend into the realm of
AKST. Thus, technologically-focused solutions are inadequate
without attention to gender, given that “agricultural development
sometimes strengthens patterns that are unfavorable to women,
such as male bias of the agricultural extension system in many
countries” (IAASTD, 2009). Thus, the report attempts to marry
AKST solutions to sustainability challenges in agriculture with a
broader discussion of the need to radically rethink the goals and
values of global agriculture. The result is a proposed paradigm
shift that centers local knowledge of sustainable practices, and
nests technological innovations within sustainable social and
production systems.

Within the “Agriculture at a Crossroads” report, there is
a particular emphasis on the ways in which governance and
policy are a key enabling factor in women’s access to productive
resources. This focus is reflective of the broader human rights
agenda at the intersection of “women” and “agriculture.” For
example, “General recommendation No. 34 (2016) on the rights
of rural women,” from the Committee on the Elimination of
Discrimination Against Women, centers the establishment of
“enabling institutional, legal and policy frameworks” to ensure
that policy related to agriculture, development and natural
resources is “gender-responsive” (CEDAW, 2016). Similarly, the
Food and Agriculture Organization’s “Voluntary Guidelines on
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the responsible governance of tenure of land, fisheries and
forests in the Context of national food security” underscores
the importance of participatory processes that encompass both
men and women in the establishment of governance mechanisms
for land tenure, again foregrounding the importance of resource
access to create more gender-equal agricultural and food systems
(FAO, 2012). While this gendered focus within many of the
relevant human rights instruments and documents provides an
important framework for generating a more gender-just future
within agriculture and food systems more broadly, it is worth
acknowledging the longstanding feminist debates surrounding
the utility of the international human rights regime for advancing
the feminist cause (e.g., Charlesworth, 1995). Such instruments
provide a useful tool with which to push for gender equality
within global food systems, yet imperfections remain—not least
in the fact that such documents can be employed in the pursuit
of ideologically diverse agendas. We explore some of the various
ways in which the gender agenda manifests in A4D in our
analysis below.

Importantly, despite these criticisms, human rights discourse
and documents (rightly) remain at the heart of development
work. Development work rests on a shared conception of
human dignity and the universality of human rights, coupled
with states’ obligation to address rights violations and further
international cooperative work. Feminist (and broader critical
theory) understandings of structural change in the development
sphere are grounded in the interconnected web of rights: from
the right to equality before the law, to women’s rights to equal
opportunities in political and public life with men, to the
right to food and shelter, and many more. A4D embodies a
vast number of these underlying principles, and thus cannot
be decoupled from a rights framework. In fact, as Carella
and Ackerly (2017) argue, ensuring a rights-based approach to
Gender Dev. is crucial to maintain a politicized understanding of
gender in the development sphere, and retain a focus on power
in development.

Lastly, it should be noted that the practical and political
value of “gender transformative” strategies relative to more
incremental “gender sensitive” or “gender responsive” strategies
is a topic for debate among development practitioners (Collins,
2018). Some argue that long-term social change requires a multi-
level approach involving both. Beuchelt and Badstue (2013), for
example, assert that gender-responsiveness usefully accounts for
the specific needs of groups of women and men in situ, while
gender-transformative approaches usefully “seek to examine,
question, and change gender norms, roles and power imbalances”
more broadly.

Having provided an overview of historical and contemporary
feminist analyses of gender in A4D, we turn now to practical and
policy documents about gender in the A4D sphere. Our focus is
on how those working in A4D have responded to the multiple
messages about women and gender that have come not just from
feminist academics, but the “traveling circus of experts—gender
technocrats touting a new kind of export product, whose brand-
name has shifted with the decades” (Mama, 2007). We examine
how the associated policy initiatives in A4Ddo or do not integrate
the various approaches and recommendations outlined above.

GENDER IN AGRICULTURAL
DEVELOPMENT POLICY

Analytical Approach
Practitioner and policy texts are a crucial part of the discursive
environment in development. Yet the ambiguous status of
practitioner and policy texts as both literature and data
means that they are too often neglected in social research,
including in agriculture, where most empirical research is firmly
focused on “the ground,” leaving unexamined the influential
discourses and policies that shape it. In keeping with the
more relational, systemic thinking that has emerged in both
feminism and agriculture, we want to draw attention to the
discursive environment of A4D. In particular, we consider
key documents by A4D agencies and other major players. A
purposive sampling (Guest et al., 2006) approach was used to
identify key organizations and documents for analysis. Firstly,
the six key organizations that were targeted were chosen through
a stakeholder analysis performed as part of the broader project
that this paper forms part of. This entailed immersion in the
scholarly and development literature pertaining to A4D, as well
as identification of leading organizations via key informant
interviews for the broader project. Through this, we paid
close attention to those bodies featured prominently within
the scholarly literature or discussed by our stakeholders, as
well as the use of targeted search terms related to A4D in
an internet search engine to identify leading A4D practitioner
organizations. Websites were then analyzed to identify leading
bodies andmap connections between organizations.While we do
not claim that the organizations we analyse are representative of
the entire A4D landscape, they do constitute several of the major
players. Through this process, the following six organizations
emerged as leading figures in gender research and praxis in the
agricultural development arena: global policy groups (1) the FAO,
and (2) World Bank; research and development networks (3)
the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research
(CGIAR), and (4) the Global Forum for Rural Advisory
Services (GFRAS); and major funding organizations, (5) the
US Government international aid body (USAID), and (6)
philanthro-capitalist organization the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation (B&MGF). In including the latter we respond to
Shaw and Wilson (2020, Online First) call in this journal for
further research into the gendered assumptions of B&MGF’s
global policies.

Our goal is to recognize that, rather than being considered
separate to academic discussions, documents by these groups
are linked to the academic world via a two-way flow of ideas
and their influence on the funding available for subsequent
knowledge production.While it is beyond this project to examine
the political economic relations or social linkages between these
groups and academia, as a first step we examine the extent to
which their policies and assertions are responding to insights and
concerns in the feminist literature.

A selection of documents was purposively chosen to provide
an overarching view of each organisation’s dominant narrative
around gender, including: the “gender” websites of each body
and relevant documents featured therein; their key gender policy
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document; and recent strategies or reports specifically pertaining
to agriculture and gender. This process yielded six “gender”
webpages and 16 further strategy documents and reports. Once
the sample had been collected, we conducted a feminist critical
discourse analysis (feminist CDA) of their contents, aided by
the use of NVivo qualitative analysis software. Critical discourse
analysis more broadly aims to understand the ways in which
language, and the narratives it creates, perpetuates or disrupts
dominant power relations (Fairclough, 1995; Punch, 1998). It
distinguishes itself from other forms of textual analysis due to
the fact that it looks beyond a narrow, linguistic frame to include
factors such as the context within which the information was
placed, how it was framed and the implied tone of the piece (van
Dijk, 1991; Deacon et al., 1999). In the context of this study, this
may include, for example, the location of text within the website
or report. Contextual factors, including the political milieu, are
drawn on to ensure a more accurate picture of the text itself,
thus guaranteeing that the words are not viewed in isolation,
but rather presented as a cultural product, the content of which
is contingent on external influences (van Dijk, 1991; Deacon
et al., 1999). It is for this reason that we situate our analysis
within the broader historical trajectory of women and gender in
a development context. Feminist CDA more specifically hones
in on the ways in which language can produce, reproduce or
otherwise buttress patriarchal forms of social organization or
ways of seeing (Lazar, 2005). It is with this “gendered lens” that
we approach the analysis of practitioner data below.

It should be noted that feminist CDA is not a form of
content analysis, in that it does not seek to delineate mutually
exclusive and replicable coding categories that are recorded
in a coding schema. Rather, feminist CDA seeks to identify
and record dominant narratives that emerge inductively from
the data, while also accounting for counter examples, absences
or exclusions. In our analysis, we focused specifically on the
emergence of discourses that either actively incorporated or
responded to feminist concerns, or that perpetuated problematic
narratives instrumentalising women and girls. The use of NVivo
software facilitated this identification and recording of key
themes, alongside “deviant cases” (Silverman, 2001), by allowing
the researchers to record themes and annotate the data. The use
of software also facilitated key word searches, such as “masculine”
and “masculinity,” to accurately capture the prevalence of core
concepts across the dataset.

At one level, the results reveal a similar pattern to that found
by Wilson (2015) in her analysis of representations of gender
issues in various areas of development policy. She concludes
that “elements of feminist thinking” have been appropriated into
contemporary development policy, but that such incorporation
has been selective, bolstering rather than challenging a neoliberal
approach. Our results also resonate with empirical studies in
A4D that point to partial gains for women’s empowerment
(e.g., Waltz, 2016; Bain et al., 2018). By studying high-level
policy documents, our study contextualizes these grounded
analyses and points to one reason for the partiality of success
they observe. At the same time, we also point to more
promising trajectories.

Women as a Development Tool
As discussed above, attending to women within A4D is not new.
Discourses regarding the centrality of women to development
and debates about their role within it have existed since
agricultural development became a strategic focus during the
colonial era (Kabeer, 1994). To include women in formulations of
development is therefore neither new nor necessarily progressive
in orientation. Attending to women’s place in development, or
seeking to bring them “in” to development practice, cannot be the
only goal of gender and development. Ongoing critical attention
is required to assess how women are incorporated into discourses
of development. In the “gender” literature produced by key
agricultural development institutions, there is a persistent focus
on women’s access and resources in conjunction with an ongoing
adherence to the concept of “smart economics.” Despite extensive
critiques made by scholars over decades revealing the limitations
of these approaches, the “stickiness” of such formulations of
women and gender in development is notable.

Taking as a case study the document “Creating Gender-
Responsive Agricultural Development Programs” (The Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012), produced by the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation (the B&MGF), women’s role in
agriculture is represented as the fulcrum on which economic
development turns. The document provides an overview of
the B&MGF’s gender strategy in the agricultural domain and
is sparsely populated by text, with visual materials notably
foregrounded. The document asserts that “ignoring a woman’s
role in agriculture has consequences for the success of our
work” (The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012) and
states that “households are less productive,” before going on to
identify predicted yield increases were women farmers to obtain
“critical knowledge, skills, and assets” (The Bill and Melinda
Gates Foundation, 2012). Further consequences outlined in the
document include lower rates of technological adoption amongst
women and poorer household nutritional outcomes.

Several critiques can be made here. Firstly, in locating
women’s roles in agriculture in terms of whether the B&MGF
can create “successful” programs, the document represents a
technocratic, modernizing model of success and participates
in a self-serving rhetoric. This positioning mirrors Chant and
Sweetman’s (2012) argument that while claims to the wide-
ranging benefits of investing in women and girls as agricultural
producers may be correct, “it is imperative to ask whether the
goal of female investment is primarily to promote gender equality
and women’s empowerment or to facilitate development on
the cheap and/or to promote further economic liberalization.”
These questions are important, because the win–win situation
presented by development institutions may belie a truth that sees
women progressively more burdened with the responsibility of
supporting increasingly precarious households and communities
(Chant, 2008, 2012; Chant and Sweetman, 2012).

Secondly, in centring the productivity of households as the
primary concern of women’s agricultural labor, the document
buys into heavily critiqued discourses which present unlocking
the “potential” of women-as-producers as key to solving a
variety of developmental challenges. As described above, while
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such “smart economics” is endorsed by liberal feminism, other
feminists critique it for “seek[ing] to use women and girls
to fix the world” (Chant and Sweetman, 2012) by integrating
them into masculinised systems of production and consumption
without addressing structural constraints or contesting the social
construction of agricultural production and labor (Elson, 2012).
Aiming to “make women more like men,” “smart economics”
suggests that women’s increased agricultural productivity,
profitability or market access promotes and even constitutes
gender equality. Feminist scholars have repeatedly debunked the
linearity of this association, pointing particularly to the ways
that economic development can increase gender disparities (e.g.,
Menon and Rodgers, 2009).

The B&MGF document calls on readers to support gender-
aware agricultural programs, stating, “together, we can support
opportunities that ensure that women farmers are meeting
their potential, contributing to sustainable productivity, and
driving poverty reduction and hunger alleviation” (The Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, 2012). Women here are positioned
as not meeting their potential, while the principal benefits of
such potential are defined in terms of productivity, economic
gains and hunger reduction. This deficit narrative begins with
lack, proceeds via solutions structured around access structured
according to a masculine paradigm, and justifies itself with
regards to non-gender-justice-related gains, even gains not
couched in terms of the target beneficiaries (women farmers).

Problematic liberalist narratives are further reflected in a
Science article by Melinda Gates that positions “women and
girls as engines of development” because they are more likely
to reinvest income in families and communities (Gates, 2014).
Even if this is true, placing this moral burden and responsibility
for development “success” on women while not challenging the
idea that men are “unreliable” development subjects reinforces
constraints on women.

Narratives about “smart economics,” and their frequent
counterpart “women’s empowerment equals access,” are
identifiable across all six organizations in the dataset. Language
around “unleashing” the power of women and girls is used by
multiple organizations. While no doubt these intentions are
genuine and do aim to improve real problems such as lack of
decent employment opportunities for women, the increase in
women’s power that is imagined to result is positioned not as
a righting of a deeply entrenched wrong but instrumentally as
a means to “yield enormous dividends that help make whole
societies more resilient and more prosperous,” to use a World
Bank example (Klugman et al., 2014). This supports Cornwall
and Rivas’s (2015) argument (discussed above) that “women’s
empowerment” in development discourse has been hollowed
out into “a familiar series of tropes” whereby the “intrinsic value
of women’s empowerment” is touted, “before proceeding to
the real business at hand . . . harnessing the power of billions
of women workers and their transformative economic effects
as the producers and consumers who will drive growth.” The
prominence and pervasiveness of discourses that position
women as an untapped resource, waiting for access to market
production, fail to respond to almost 40 years of critique from
scholars and practitioners alike.

Recognizing Difference Through
Intersectionality
Of the six organizations analyzed here, more recent work
by CGIAR appears to do the best job of escaping hollow
discourses of “smart economics” or narrowly focussing on
women’s resource access. Although such discourses exist
within CGIAR’s materials, alongside these are more complex
engagements with structural aspects of gender inequality and
an attempt to envision transformational and participatory
approaches to change. However, at the other end of the
spectrum, CGIAR’s approach risks fragmenting identities into
endless subjectivities, undermining the potential for structural
critique. This radical deconstructionism is evident in “Making
Sense of ‘Intersectionality’: A Manual for Lovers of People and
Forests” (Colfer et al., 2018), produced by the CGIAR subsidiary
CIFOR. The document laudably seeks to engage with the idea of
“intersectionality,” demonstrating a rare institutional willingness
to do so. It also acknowledges the complexity of power relations
in particular situations, while systematizing and consolidating
this knowledge for better, more equitable forest management.
This is no small task, and its goals reflect and engage with feminist
theorizing regarding what good development work ideally looks
like (e.g., Chant and Sweetman, 2012; Cornwall and Rivas, 2015).
It also represents the only significant attempt to consider queer
perspectives within our dataset, incorporating the intersections
of diverse genders, sexes and sexualities in its analysis. Work
on sustainable agriculture in the US, for example, highlights
the need for a more relational conception of agriculture that
addresses the ways in which some aspects of contemporary
agriculture continue to harm women and queer farmers and
limit sustainability (Leslie, 2017; Leslie et al., 2019). The CIFOR
booklet begins to open up these questions in the A4D sphere.

However, in its attempt to account for diverse lived realities,
the booklet also risks fragmenting identities to the point that
important categories—including gender—fade from view. It
frequently underscores that individuals can be both positively
and negatively impacted due to various facets of their identity.
For example, the authors stress that “in reality, of course,
each individual posits many intersecting identities, which in a
given situation and context may be sources of both privilege
and oppression” (Colfer et al., 2018). While this is true, the
issue is whether emphasizing this point is politically relevant
in a document designed to assist “those interested in more
effectively incorporating gender and other equity concerns into
forest management” (Colfer et al., 2018). A highly individualistic
approach risks falling into a relativist ontology that emphasizes
individuals’ complex and shifting identities at the expense of
structural factors, making questions of equity between groups in
very different structural positions difficult to discern. Although
the booklet foregrounds gender, its focus on how individuals’
“many intersecting identities” both benefit and constrain them
arguably dilutes the political power of a feminist analysis.
While some feminists have actively sought to complicate
the category “woman,” social science analysis relies on some
level of abstraction in order to identify patterns of power
and marginalization between social groups (Healy, 2017) and
activism relies on a notion of political collective (Benhabib, 1992).
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Adding to these risks is the way the authors point out that
“feelings of inferiority and lack of self-confidence are not, of
course, limited to those at the bottom of the social heap. It
is quite possible for relatively elite persons to suffer similarly”
(Colfer et al., 2018). Again, this is true, but implying that elites’
lack of self-confidence is comparable to other forms of inequality
(e.g., based on race, class, caste, and ability) without clarifying
how it is materially different undermines the broader purpose of
the document and detracts from its aim of tracing the complex
intersecting lines of disadvantage that must be accounted for in
agricultural research and development in the forest sector.

To its credit, the CIFOR booklet does demonstrate some
awareness of these risks and advocates for the strategic use
of categories to interpret and respond to social landscapes
in development. The authors point out that the endless
deconstruction of categories:

. . . risks ignoring or even denying inequities along gender, caste,

class or ethnic lines that marginalize certain people and not

others. Dissolving such categories does not erase discriminatory

structures and practices. It also raises questions about collective

mobilization against discrimination. How do we mobilize against

“racism” or “patriarchy” if we question the relevance of “race” or

“gender”? (Colfer et al., 2018).

Drawing on McCall (2014), the authors suggest a balance
must be found between the “danger” of “externally defined”
categories, which may be reductive, and the political impotence
of an anti-categorical approach (Colfer et al., 2018). Researchers
at CIFOR are clearly attempting to navigate this balance
between homogenisation and radical relativism. The critiques
here merely point to occasions when this balance is perhaps tilted
unproductively toward relativism.

What is interesting when juxtaposing the two discourses
explored thus far—at one end of the spectrum, the instrumental
use of women and at the other, the attempt to account for
the complexity of lived difference—is the ways in which they
diverge and converge. At the instrumental end, the homogenized
global woman is an unproblematised and uncomplicated figure
who is positioned as the savior of development. At the other,
the category “woman” is rejected as a blunt tool, replaced
instead with fragmented and shifting identity categories. One
is understood as politically conservative, technocratic, lacking
in social awareness and unquestionably bound to neoliberal
market ideology (Elson, 2012). The other is conceptualized as
progressive, alive to social possibilities and complications, and
resistant to dominant forces of politics and capital (Cornwall and
Rivas, 2015).

Ironically, however, these divergent analyses almost come
full circle at certain points. The instrumental approach sees
individual women as targets of development and individualizes
the responsibility for positive outcomes; if women are given the
resources, failure is personal. The fragmented identities approach
almost resists categorization to the extent that the individual is
the only pure category, emphasizing each individual’s personal
perception and emotions. In the CIFOR report, this approach
is epitomized by a description of changing social norms for
young Nepalese women. Educated Hindu women are described

as existing within an evolving social space where opportunities
to contest limiting gendered practices are emerging. Yet women
in this group who do not harness these opportunities are
presented as failing to “resist the culturally constructed, gendered
idea of their bodies as ‘polluted”’ (Colfer et al., 2018) or
even potentially being “invested” in their “own subjugation”
(Nightingale, 2011, Colfer et al., 2018, p. 16). The irony is
that this individualization feeds into a neoliberal economic
lens. If individuals belong to multiple identity categories that
are fluid, shifting and given different meaning in different
contexts, then each individual has a unique relationship to the
market. This configuration reflects the rational actor, market
individualism and self-reliance of neoliberal ideology (Cheshire
and Lawrence, 2005). The lack of attention to structure and
the individualization of responsibility and reward in both these
examples, at either end of the ideological spectrum, represent
interesting—and concerning—convergences.

Participatory Approaches
Despite ongoing debates surrounding the utility of participatory
approaches to development (Cook and Kothari, 2001;
Kawarazuka et al., 2017), critical scholars tend to identify
carefully planned and implemented community participation
as a vital spoke in the Gender Dev. wheel (Koczberski, 1998;
Kawarazuka et al., 2017). A commitment to meaningful and
reflexive participation is evident in the practitioner documents
we sampled. For example, the GENNOVATE research initiative
from CGIAR (2018) includes a significant focus on participation
across different social groups:

In discussion groups and individual interviews, more than
7,500 rural study participants of different socio-economic
backgrounds and age groups reflect on and compare local
women’s and men’s expected roles and behaviors—or gender
norms—and how these social rules affect their ability to access,
adopt, adapt, and benefit from innovations in agricultural and
natural resource management (CGIAR, 2018).

Here we see an attempt to understand the local contexts
(the project works with 137 rural communities globally), with
a commitment to going beyond community gatekeepers or
relying on pre-existing NGO knowledge about locations by
gathering input from locals who cross-cut societal groupings.
The project website emphasizes the importance of accurate
“contextually grounded evidence” of the social context of
development, in order to ensure CGIAR can understand who
their “target beneficiaries” are and therefore design meaningful
programs and ensure accountability to those beneficiaries
(CGIAR, 2018).

This acknowledgment that development practitioners must
(1) be accountable to communities where they work—and
especially marginalized members; (2) be equipped with accurate
understandings of local power structures and dynamics; and
(3) engage community members who cross-cut those societies,
begins to address issues that critical scholars identify as key
to effective participation. It resonates with Chua et al.’s (2000)
assertion that forms of inequality and the relationships between
inequalities are “locally specific, historically contingent, shifting,
and enmeshed.” How these principles are enacted on the
ground and the extent to which meaningful self-assessment is
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undertaken by CGIAR will determine the extent to which this
participatory research contests dominant power relationships.
Sumberg et al. (2013) warn that the shift toward participation and
empowerment has been largely discursive rather than material,
and development institutions and projects generally remain
hierarchical and modernist in alignment. As such, a closer
evaluation of how gender-inclusive participation operates in
practice is required to assess its effectiveness in accounting for
or challenging power and privilege. Furthermore, participation
is not an end in itself and its gender outcomes must
be scrutinized.

Gender as Relational, and Accounting
for Masculinities
Chant and Gutmann (2002) assert that although men “have
always been present, involved, consulted, obeyed and disobeyed
in development work,” men “as a gendered category” have not
been substantively incorporated into development programs.
Our analysis supports this conclusion. Across our dataset,
the terms masculine, masculinity or masculinities appear only
20 times in over 1500 pages. Further to this, the word
“men”—although more common—often appears in generalized
statements regarding “women and men,” usually with minimal
or no information unpacking the relations of power involved or
the role that men and masculinities might play in Gender Dev.
processes. This reticence in A4D to address men as gendered is
perhaps understandable. What is needed is a complex balancing
act taking into account men’s gendered vulnerability, power
relations between groups of men, masculinity’s hierarchical
position over femininity (and in many cases, men over
women), alongside the importance of men’s involvement in
development interventions (Chant and Gutmann, 2000; Wanner
and Wadham, 2015). Moreover, dynamics shaped by the
legacy of colonialism which position men in the global South
as “feminized” and “inferior” to Western configurations of
masculinity further complicate the navigation of masculinities
(Mies and Shiva, 1993; Smith, 2005).

That said, there are signs that “men-streaming” within
A4D research and practice is slowly becoming increasingly
visible and sophisticated. In its report “Gender Mainstreaming
in Agricultural Value Chains: Promising Experiences and the
Role of Rural Advisory Services,” GFRAS begins to engage
productively with these questions. Besides acknowledging
women as “a marginalized population in many contexts in
comparison to men,” it underlines the necessity of understanding
“men’s roles and activities” if gender programs are to be effective
(Poulsen, 2016). The report also notes that “there are men in
many contexts who are also vulnerable and marginalized” and
underscores the utility of “engaging as many people as possible
in discussing gender roles, marginalization, and vulnerability”
(Poulsen, 2016). This approach is cognisant of some of the
tensions and dilemmas outlined in the masculinities literature:
the need to engage men (as gatekeepers) in gender equality, as
well as the recognition of men’s vulnerability and hierarchies
between masculinities, while holding firm to the fact that women
generally remain disadvantaged.

Gender Norms and the Idea of
“Co-responsibility”
The challenging of gender norms and a shift toward co-
responsibility within and beyond communities can be seen in the
work of GFRAS. In their Good Practice Note, “Involving Men
in Nutrition” (Otieno et al., 2016), GFRAS points to the fact
that men are often prioritized in food distribution, with negative
health outcomes for women and children. From here, however,
the note asserts that involving men in challenging this trend is
crucial, stating:

Integrating men in nutrition initiatives helps turn this situation

around. By virtue of their power and privilege, men are in a prime

position to tackle malnutrition in their own homes and in the

broader community. In many households and communities, men

make key decisions about what to grow and which animals to

raise. They often decide what to sell, how much to store, and what

foods to buy. However, many initiatives target women and girls,

and ignore men. Women may learn a lot from courses on good

nutrition, but excluding men means that women may not be able

to act on their improved knowledge. Men may feel angry because

their own nutritional needs are ignored (Otieno et al., 2016).

In keeping with Chant’s call for co-responsibility above, the
note articulates the importance of joint responsibility for family
nutrition, alongside an inclusive approach from development
practitioners. In identifying ways in which men as well as
women shape nutritional choices, and in acknowledging the
gendered relationships structuring these dynamics, the GFRAS
note considers the subject positions of both women and men.
It advocates co-responsibility by presenting women and men
in combination as accountable for choices regarding food and
nutrition and acknowledges the importance of “community-
wide change”, given individuals are “embedded in wider
structures that condition their behavior” (Otieno et al., 2016).
This emerging discourse regarding the accountability of men
and women usefully challenges prevailing gender norms and
represents a welcome step toward implementing the concept
of co-responsibility.

Toward Gender Transformative Change?
Perhaps surprisingly, the “Gender in Agriculture Sourcebook,”
led by the World Bank with the FAO and the International
Fund for Agricultural Development, demonstrates a high level
of engagement with gender-transformative approaches. Gender-
transformative work is touched on in the Sourcebook overview
(World Bank, 2009) and repeated frequently throughout the
document (World Bank, 2009). In a section on “Gender and
Agricultural Livelihoods,” various routes to creating gendered
change are outlined, including those that are:

(1) sensitive to gender differentials, for instance, by making sure

that women in the agricultural sector do not lose out in the

reform process; (2) gender specific, that is, by addressing specific

needs that differ between men and women engaged in agriculture;

(3) empowering to women, for instance, by making provisions

for affirmative action and creating more opportunities for rural

women’s participation in political processes; or (4) transformative,
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for instance, by attempting to change prevalent attitudes and

social norms that lead to discrimination against rural women

(World Bank, 2009).

The document goes on to examine how such strategies can
be employed at multiple levels to both strengthen agricultural
governance and reduce gender inequality.

It should be noted, though, that the “Sourcebook” is no
beacon of feminist enlightenment. Although repeatedly engaging
with gender-transformative development concepts, incremental
efficiency approaches still pervade the document. The prevalence
of the market (evident in the emphasis on finance products as
a route to women’s empowerment), shows that the economic
doctrine underpinning the World Bank’s approach to gender
has not significantly altered, despite feminist critiques. Women
remain positioned as “the key to food security for their
households” (World Bank, 2009, emphasis in original)—perhaps
unsurprising given feminists’ ongoing critiques of World Bank
publications (Elson, 2012; Scheer et al., 2016). Nevertheless, that
a significant World Bank publication engages extensively with
the concept of structural barriers to gender equality and endorses
transformative means to creating positive social change suggests
that this concept is becoming more “mainstreamed” in A4D.
Whether this leads to improvements in practice on the ground
requires ongoing evaluation.

CONCLUSIONS

Women have long been targeted by development interventions
but not in a way that many contemporary feminists would
consider progressive. In response to their criticisms over
decades, a broader “gender agenda” is now emerging in A4D
and discussions about sustainable agriculture more broadly.
Concepts from critical development and gender studies are
being more genuinely incorporated into practice. Recent projects
from the CGIAR and GFRAS, for example, illustrate efforts to
conceptualize gender as relational, to understand the importance
of bringing men “in” to projects designed to reduce gender
inequality, to promote whole-of-community responsibility for
positive change, and to seek structural, long-term transformation
of unequal institutions. While further evaluation is required
to assess how these discourses are translated into on-ground
programs, and how ideas flow between practice, policy and
academia, the engagement with feminist and critical theory by
key A4D organizations in their practice literature that we have
identified here is impressive.

That said, our analysis also suggests that key international
A4D organizations still frequently present arguments that
instrumentalise women for broader development gains. Such
appropriation of gender language into the service of mainstream
development goals can increase the burden of responsibility
on women to “fix” various development problems, eroding
the radical potential of GAD (Cornwall and Rivas, 2015).
A focus on individualized capacity-building at the expense
of collective mobilization around root causes of inequality is
liable to reproduce the gendered status quo and further re-
entrench disadvantage.

There is a need to address these ongoing weaknesses in the
gender agenda in A4D to help generate genuinely sustainable
agri-food systems. Moreover, other emerging challenges demand
attention from scholars and practitioners alike. We pose
five here. First is examination of gendered norms and
meanings in the many other development arenas that are
increasingly intersecting with A4D—such as sustainability,
health, water, food systems, land use planning, ICT and
finance—and analysis of how these are affecting gender
matters in A4D. Second is work on how the production
of development challenges in A4D (and beyond)—including
environmental degradation, resource scarcity, climate change
and land dispossession driven by urban settlement and
the extractive sector—reflects underlying gendered relations,
identities and symbolism. This points to a need for both
more political economic analyses (e.g., Levien, 2017) and post-
structural feminist analysis (e.g., Faxon, 2017), including critical
analysis of proposed causal relations, notably gendered discourses
about global population increases relative to agricultural carrying
capacity (see Hendrixson et al., 2020, Online First; Shaw and
Wilson, 2020, Online First).

Third, scholarship and policy that shifts from viewing
gender in A4D as a mere sub-topic or isolated factor to
understanding it as a window onto fundamental development
issues such as environmental degradation, inequality,
citizenship and contested futures is also needed. To use
liberal lexicon, feminist analysis is an “under-utilized tool” in
development work.

Fourth, is the question of gender within development
organizations, including those focused on research and extension
in sustainable agriculture. Not only is this of importance
for (female) staff in such organizations—and empirical work
could usefully explore this—it is of importance for women
around the world affected by research and development projects.
Traditionally and today, A4D is led by largeWestern democracies
with significant modern agricultural sectors. Such modern
agriculture is deeply masculinised. For example, in Australia,
where there is a strong focus on professionalizing agriculture,
the sector is characterized by a marked marginalization of
not just women but anything relatively feminine in agricultural
occupations, science and positions of authority (Lockie, 2000;
Pini, 2005). A similar ruralised masculinity is evident in
the US and Europe, where—mediated by occupation, class,
sexuality, race and place, among other factors (Leap, 2017)—
there has long been pride and confidence in a certain
assertive mode of maleness (Heggem, 2014; Gahman, 2015;
Katherine, 2018). Given the international agricultural research
and extension landscape remains strongly shaped by Anglo
male scientists and the “big men” of philanthro-capitalism
(Berman, 1983; Ekbladh, 2011; Antle et al., 2017), it is
important to consider whether and how the exportation
of Western agricultural knowledge also exports problematic
gender norms and relations, and associated attitudes to
the environment.

That brings us to the final new area of research to
note, which is analysis into how shifts in A4D institutions
and structures—such as the move to replace the Research,
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Development and Extension approach with alternatives such
as Agricultural Innovation Systems, private farm advisors and
ICT based services—are affecting gender relations on the
ground (e.g., Masika and Bailur, 2015; Devaux et al., 2018).
Do they, for example, allow farm women to bypass male
gatekeepers, or do they generate new bastions of male farmer-
scientist privilege?

Meaningfully accounting for gender is multifaceted and
complicated. Our analysis indicates that gender is on the agenda
in A4D and progress is being made. At the same time, the
“stickiness” of market-oriented and instrumental approaches
to women is notable and existing narratives around Gender
Dev. tend to only reveal part of the agricultural development
story and eschew the structural drivers of the problems being
addressed. Arguably only some feminist critiques are flowing
from academia to policy and practice. There is thus a need to
keep gender on the A4D agenda and to progress transformative
new approaches in A4D and beyond, appreciating that the
sustainable agriculture and development sector is part of what
requires examination. Lastly, the flows of ideas between policy
and practice on the one hand and academia on the other
beg the question of what critiques and insights academics
such as ourselves need to take heed of from the world of
policy and practice, including the strategies of women in their
everyday lives.
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