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“Feminism in food crisis struggles finds its best
representation in the agroecology and food
sovereignty paradigm, applying the practices
of solidarity by collective actions that challenge
gender roles as well as paradigms of inequality,
oppression and exploitation.”
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Our planet is on the brink of environmental collapse, and hunger is on the rise.
According to the 2018 State of Food Security and Nutrition (SOFI) report, the num-
ber of people affected by malnourishment and chronic deprivation is climbing for
the third consecutive year: 821 million persons suffered from undernourishment in
2017, an increase from 784 million in 2015." In the face of such realities, it is crit-
ical to give special attention to the role of women, who are disproportionately im-
pacted by hunger and food insecurity, as well as by climate change, despite being a
crucial part of the solution to these issues. This article sets out to demonstrate that
the role of women is of particular importance in the advancement of agroecology,
as a key pillar of food sovereignty, and that there are inextricable linkages between
the struggles for feminism and agroecology. It underscores the importance of tak-
ing a feminist approach to the promotion of agroecology and the realization of the
human right to adequate food and nutrition as the way towards securing just and
sustainable food systems.

WOMEN AND FOOD (IN)SECURITY

Women represent around 43% of the agriculture labor force in developing coun-
tries, despite lacking equal access to the productive resources necessary for farm-
ing.? Families run about nine out of ten farms globally, and 80% of the world’s food
is produced by family farms and small-scale food producers. Women play a key role
in all stages of food production, including seed collection,? land preparation, weed-
ing, livestock rearing, fishing and net weaving, harvesting and storage, as well as in
food processing, packaging and trading. Women in rural areas are also traditional-
ly responsible for household and care activities, spending up to 10 hours a day car-
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ing for family and community members (the young, the old and the sick), cleaning
and cooking, fetching water, fodder and fuel.®

However, despite their key role, women in rural areas face gender discrimination
and a host of social, legal and cultural constraints. First, they have more limited ac-
cess than men to land, productive and financial resources, education, health, rural
extension, markets, climate adaptation initiatives and employment opportunities.®
Second, they are subject to social exclusion from decision-making and labor mar-
kets, as well as to sexual exploitation, and domestic violence.” The current increase
of climate shocks, extreme climate events and climate-related disasters worsen fur-
ther the status of women.

Patriarchal, feudal (particularly in the Asian context) and capitalist relations of pow-
er, along with the current sexual division of labor and ‘gender blind’ agricultural
policies, are among the root causes of gender inequalities, discrimination and mar-
ginalization of women, especially in the rural areas. The recognition, fulfillment
and protection of women’s human rights, through the implementation of interna-
tional political instruments is a key element towards the de-construction of the
above-mentioned asymmetry of power relations.! Women are largely invisible, and
their work is merely seen as an aid to male work or as a ‘female obligation’. The tra-
ditional and indigenous knowledge of women is disregarded in commercial indus-
trial agriculture: women are among the most vulnerable groups to land, ocean and
resource grabbing by investors and private interests, as well as subject of criminali-
zation in their attempt to defend their communities, natural resources and bodies.’

Despite the marginalization they face, and due to patriarchy, food provisioning by
women receives no support. Women often employ traditional knowledge to ensure
the quality of their families’ diets while maintaining biodiversity. Additionally, due
to their gender-ascribed roles in care, their responsibilities are crucial in addressing
their own food security and that of their communities. While such activities do not
necessarily generate money, they are fundamental for survival and reproduction.
Policy frameworks must acknowledge this and focus on the redistribution, recogni-
tion and representation of women’s productive and reproductive work and realiza-
tion of their human rights.

AGROECOLOGY: THE WAY FORWARD

Agroecology - a science, practice and social movement that promote agricultural
practices that are environmentally sustainable and socially just' - is of interest to
resource-poor rural communities not only because it is an accessible and afforda-
ble grassroots solution, but also because it challenges the power dynamics in the
current exploitative and oppressive agri-food regime. Integrating social, biologi-
cal and agricultural science with traditional knowledge and culture, agroecology
is context-specific and locally adaptive, and refined through participatory on-farm
experimentation.

Agroecology can create better opportunities for women on multiple levels. First,
it creates meaningful work by integrating diverse work tasks and specific forms
of knowledge, providing a diversified role for women in the household economy
while challenging patriarchal structures inside the family unit. Second, as farm-
er-to-farmer sharing and learning are at the heart of agroecology, the pursuit of
agroecological methods requires the spaces and opportunities for such exchanges
and builds social cohesion. This includes women-only spaces, which are of high im-
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portance for achieving gender equality, building solidarity, autonomy and strength-
ening women’s creative and collective work towards self-determination. Third,
agroecology fosters better economic opportunities for women. Characterized by
low start- up and production costs, simple and effective production techniques and
yields that are stable over time, agroecology is less risky and more affordable and
accessible for women. Fourth, agroecology supports the health of both agriculture
workers and consumers by eliminating harmful synthetical chemicals, which have
a disproportionate negative impact on women’s health." Furthermore, diversified
crops, fruits and livestock enrich diets and improve household self sufficiency alle-
viating women’s care work burden. Finally, agroecology supports biodiversity and
traditional knowledge, affirming the crucial role of women as traditional keepers
of seeds and indigenous knowledge. Last but not least, in its political dimension,
agroecology seeks to achieve a more just system, therefore its implementation can
deconstruct and render all forms of injustice more visible, including the inequal-
ities that women face and suffer. It is not enough to simply include women in the
implementation of actions: if the process is to be truly inclusive, women need to be
there from the outset, designing them. It is not about increasing women’s options
within the recognized economy, but rather about generating a new economy where
productive and reproductive work is made visible and shared.

The much-needed transition to locally-based, diverse, environmentally sustainable
and climate resilient approaches is realized through the implementation of agroe-
cology, as demonstrated by numerous case studies. In Cuba, a study conducted by
La Via Campesina and the National Association of Small Farmers (ANAP) demon-
strated that the conversion from monoculture-based agriculture to agroecology
improved traditional gender roles and power relations inside peasant families.
In India, the Deccan Development Society also demonstrated positive experienc-
es in agroecology, involving the collective reclamation of fallow land by commu-
nity-based women-only groups and the revival of around 80 traditional crop varie-
ties in partnership with a Dalit (low caste) women-run network of community gene
banks in 60 villages.'? Other case studies from India include: 1. the Tamil Nadu
Women’s Collective, through which marginalized women in rural areas have start-
ed new collective farms and seed banks, thereby addressing women’s lack of access
to productive resources,'® and 2. the Manipur’s Rural Women’s Upliftment Society,
which demonstrated agroecology’s potential for women’s empowerment even in so-
cieties living under military occupation.

Additionally, a study by ActionAid in Africa and Asia also confirmed that agroeco-
logy can provide holistic solutions for women living in rural communities, whose
unpaid care work (5-10 hours each day for women vs. 1.5 hours for men) limits their
engagement in productive agriculture. In Rwanda, the Abishyizehamwe women’s
smallholder farmers’ cooperative established an agroecological alternative to help
women to become more fully integrated in agricultural production and community
life. Through a wide array of actions, from the establishment of community seed
banks and an early childhood development center to harvesting rainwater, they
managed to save women’s time, prevent soil erosion, ensure climate resilience, and
improve women’s productivity and economic and decision-making capacities.' In
Mali, women agroecological peasants who are part of the COFERSA cooperative
(Convergence of Rural Women for Food Sovereignty), have raised awareness about
the nutritional benefits of local foods (for example, fonio, millet and sorghum), and
have encouraged consumers to switch from imported foods with low nutritional
value, such as white bread, to their local products. Women have thereby improved
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their access to the market. Interestingly, “[p]ride in local biodiversity, based on tra-
ditional knowledge and culture and manifested in local cuisines, is a driving force
of their work.”'s

These cases and others highlight the potential of agroecology to realize wom-
en’s rights in the agricultural sector, to enrich feminist perspectives, and further
strengthen political will to reframe gender roles and responsibilities. In this sense,
agroecology provides a strong foundation for alternative rural movements striving
for social justice that includes gender equality and the full recognition and partici-
pation of women as political subjects and agents of change in the struggle.

INTERSECTIONAL FEMINISM AS A POLITICAL STRUGGLE

Feminism is a political struggle to overcome patriarchal structural and systematic
discrimination and oppression due to unequal social, political and economic dy-
namics affecting the position of women within families, communities and society
at large. In order to achieve this goal, feminism must stand on its own two feet, as
well as be part of the larger struggle to eradicate race, caste, class and gender dom-
ination in all its forms. For example, it is necessary to understand that patriarchal
domination shares its ideological foundation with racism, sexism and capitalism
as well as other structural forms of oppression.' Overcoming gender inequalities
requires working together with people across the gender spectrum'’ to challenge
binary conceptions of femininity and masculinity. Intersectional feminism' sheds
light on how some people are impacted more than others. For example, pesticides
impact landless rural women workers more due to their multiple identities; a dalit
female-headed household might struggle to get access to land or extension support;
and elderly women in the community might be greater repositories of indigenous
knowledge around soils, seeds and farming practices, but face multiple discrimina-
tion due to their gender, age and ethnicity.

Feminism in food crisis struggles finds its best representation in the agroecology
and food sovereignty paradigm, applying the practices of solidarity by collective ac-
tions that challenge gender roles as well as paradigms of inequality, oppression and
exploitation.' The right to food and nutrition, food security and food sovereignty
of women will be achieved only by achieving their human rights. The recognition of
women’s role as political subjects, citizens, organizers, facilitators and coordinators
on different initiatives and movements, agents of their own change and develop-
ment as well as knowledge bearers, will enable their self-determination, autonomy
and decision-making power in all aspects of their life, including producing and con-
suming food.?

Putting the invisibility of women’s labor at the center of the political debate, and
recognizing their role as active subjects and protagonists in their own lives, fami-
lies, communities, social movements and societies, is a step towards the fulfillment
of the right to safe, nutritious and sufficient food for all women, and all people.

AGROECOLOGY AND FEMINISM: PROMOTING WOMEN"'S RIGHTS

From a feminist perspective, agroecology is and must be a political proposal that
recognizes and promotes the historical and social practices of women, from the
domestication of agriculture and the production of healthy and quality food to the
eradication of hunger, food insecurity and malnutrition. It is urgent to recognize
that women are building agroecology in their everyday practices: resisting the pred-
atory model of agrarian capitalism; preserving and multiplying native seeds; pro-
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ducing healthy, diverse food without agrochemicals; raising local and indigenous
livestock breeds; promoting the preservation of local biodiversity; and carrying out
artisanal fishing while protecting rivers, lakes and seas. Besides women producers,
all women, in their role as care givers rooted in the unequal sexual division of labor,
are the ones feeding the world. From breastfeeding?' - perceived by many as the
“first act of food sovereignty”?? —to the preparation and cooking of food in daily life,
women in many cultures are the custodians of healthy food practices and promot-
ers of just food and nutrition systems.

Additionally, as a model that transforms established relations between human be-
ings, and those with nature, incorporating respect, care and solidarity, agroecology
is explicitly related to the issue of female autonomy and to the construction of spac-
es of equal participation between men and women. In this sense, women’s causes
such as equal speech and participation, equal income, shared power and the fights
against gender violence and sexism are of critical importance to the movement for
agroecology.?

At the intersection of agroecology and feminism, women construct a collective
identity as subjects of rights that were historically denied to them. This process
transforms the social relations of production and reproduction in the rural and ur-
ban worlds.?* Women, in particular young women, become active protagonists in
the construction of agroecology: they exchange their experiences and knowledge
with others; they become responsible for the management of the financial resourc-
es generated from their productive work; and they acquire economic and political
autonomy. By introducing new dynamics into social and family relations, women’s
work becomes valued and their participation in decisions about production gains
equal footing with that of other family members.?® In this respect, it is simply nec-
essary for women to create both feminist and non-mixed spaces overall. Otherwise,
we risk having the opposite effect by adding to our productive workload, allowing
the reproductive inertia to remain unchanged. Coming home with an extra income
does not necessarily lead to a deconstruction of gender roles, and it can actually
mean that we have less time for rest and self-care.

Agroecology allows the overcoming of many of the dichotomies that reinforce the
sexual division of labor throughout the food system and make women’s work invis-
ible. It shows that there is no incoherence between caring for nature and achieving
good production. Experiences even show that women can improve production at
the same time that they reduce their quantity of work. As care work is vital for both
human life and the planet, it must be shared as a responsibility of all: individuals
(of all genders) and states. Agroecology will advance and strengthen its position
as soon as the shared responsibility of care work and the recognition of women’s
rights are consolidated. With this in mind, it is key that women self-organize and
support each other in these transitions, in order to shed light on their oppression.

AGROECOLOGY AND FEMINISM: ACHIEVING FOOD SOVEREIGNTY

Given the successful stories confirming the positive impact of agroecology on wom-
en’s self-determination, it is fundamental that governments support further adop-
tion and implementation of public policies promoting production and consump-
tion of agroecological food in order to, on the one hand, confront the situation of
food and nutritional insecurity of millions of women in the world assuring their
right to food and nutrition, and on the other, to assure the recovery and preser-
vation of nature, given the intensity of the climate crisis that the planet is facing.
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These policies must guarantee the inclusion and active participation of rural and
urban women, small-scale food producers, artisanal fisherwomen, pastoralists, in-
digenous women, consumers, agricultural and food workers, peasants, landless
women and NGO activists.

It is necessary that agroecology imbibe the feminist perspective in its totality. Being
a social movement and a set of practices that question social injustices (e.g. wom-
en’s land rights, land grabbing, looting of territories, privatization of water and bi-
odiversity), agroecology should acknowledge and openly discuss the inequalities to
which women are subjected. There cannot be struggle for agroecology, agroecolog-
ical practices and policies without the participation of women as central protago-
nists. The agroecological movement should make a more concrete effort to recruit
and train women activists, especially as coordinators and leaders. In this sense, it is
critical that women have appropriate spaces to grow, lead, exchange, learn and earn
in the framework of agroecology.?

The feminist and agroecological struggles are fundamental elements for the reali-
zation of the right to food and nutrition and the promotion of food and nutrition-
al security and food sovereignty. General Recommendation 34?” — an authoritative
interpretation on the rights of women living in rural areas adopted in 2016 by the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW Com-
mittee) — recognizes food sovereignty as the paradigm under which women’s rights
can be ensured, providing them the authority to manage and control their natural
resources. Only transitions that are made from a systemic perspective, and which
deconstruct an oppressive model, are valid here. In this sense we need to distin-
guish the ‘false solutions’ that perpetuate a model built on inequality, and we must
avoid co-optation.?®

As human rights holders, women should have equal participation in the deci-
sion-making over their territories, their production and their lives. Only through
the paradigm of food sovereignty and agroecology will women be able to achieve
recognition and validation of their productive work and care; guarantee food for all;
socialize the tasks of care; retake collective responsibilities without distinction of
gender; and promote relations of respect and equality among all people regardless
of gender. If the current model of neoliberalism in food and agriculture continues,
peasants of all genders will continue to be commodified and exploited. In this op-
pressive paradigm, women’s labor will be doubly exploited and the violence that
women face will continue to be encouraged, tolerated and naturalized.

The relationship between agroecology and feminism is a dialectical construction
that manifests in everyday practices. The fundamental task for all of us in our social
organizations, local authorities, academic institutions, NGOs and spaces for politi-
cal convergence is to promote food and nutritional security and sovereignty, ensur-
ing the complete integration of feminist perspectives in agroecology.

Governments in particular must support women’s struggles for their human right

to adequate food and nutrition, autonomy and equal participation in decision mak-
ing at all levels.
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IN BRIEF

From a feminist perspective, agroecology is and must be a political pro-
posal that recognizes and promotes the historical and social practices
of women, from the domestication of agriculture and the production
of healthy and quality food to the eradication of hunger, food insecuri-
ty and malnutrition. The important role of women in the advancement
of agroecology is a key pillar of food sovereignty, and highlights the
inextricable linkages between the struggles for feminism and agroe-
cology. This article explores such issues, underscoring the importance
of taking a feminist approach to the promotion of agroecology and
the realization of the human right to adequate food and nutrition as
the way towards securing just and sustainable food systems. Patriar-
chal, feudal (particularly in the Asian context) and capitalist relations
of power, along with the current sexual division of labor and ‘gender
blind’ agricultural policies, are among the root causes of gender ine-
qualities, discrimination and marginalization of women, especially in
the rural areas. Agroecology has the potential to challenge the power
dynamics in the current exploitative and oppressive agri-food regime,
to realize women’s rights in the agricultural sector, to enrich feminist
perspectives, and further strengthen political will to reframe gender
roles and responsibilities. Feminism in food crisis struggles is best
reflected in the agroecology and food sovereignty paradigm, applying
the practices of solidarity by collective actions that challenge gender
roles as well as paradigms of inequality, oppression and exploitation.

KEY CONCEPTS

> Women represent around 43% of the agriculture labor force in de-
veloping countries, and they play a key role in all stages of food
production.

-~ Additionally, due to gender roles, women in rural areas are tradi-
tionally responsible for household and care activities cleaning and
cooking, fetching water, fodder and fuel.

> However, despite their key role, women in rural areas face gender
discrimination and a host of social, legal and cultural constraints.

- The human right to adequate food and nutrition, food security and
food sovereignty of women will be achieved only by achieving their
human rights.

-> As a model that transforms established relations between human
beings, and those with nature, incorporating respect, care and sol-
idarity, agroecology is explicitly related to the issue of female au-
tonomy and to the construction of spaces of equal participation
between men and women.
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-~ Agroecology allows the overcoming of many of the dichotomies
that reinforce the sexual division of labor throughout the food sys-
tem and make women’s work invisible.

> The feminist and agroecological struggles are fundamental ele-
ments for the realization of the right to food and nutrition and the
promotion of food and nutritional security and food sovereignty.

KEY WORDS

-~ Agroecology

> Feminism

- Women

-~ Nutrition

- Food Sovereignty
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