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Introduction 

This paper draws off a wide range of existing research in an attempt to show some of the 

key contributions of feminist scholarship to agrarian studies and the extent to which these have 

been taken up by mainstream debates. Therefore, a key focus is the extent to which more traditional 

scholars and neoclassical economists, who support the liberal agenda of a market orientated focus 

to development, have incorporated the contributions of feminist scholarship into their own work. 

This paper does not focus on one geographical location, but draws from studies of rural communities 

that have been conducted throughout the developing world. A major theme in this paper is Razavi’s 

criticism of the fact that issues of gender, particularly in the domestic context, are usually ignored in 

studies that have a market oriented focus.  

Razavi begins by explaining that neoclassical economists (those focussed on market 

mechanisms and supply/demand etc.) have distorted gender relations in their work, and that 

political economists of agrarian change have simply ignored them. She explains that there needs to 

be a focus on the relationship between internal household organisation and broader economic and 

political structures. This is because we should not take domestic structures for granted. In fact, able-

bodied and socialised citizens do not emerge from nothingness, but rely upon domestic structures 

for support. Traditional economic models have ignored the unpaid work that goes into sustains 

members of a household. Furthermore, traditional models have ignored inequality within 

households themselves.  

 

Re-thinking the unitary ‘peasant’  household 

Razavi explains that the field of peasant studies has generally equated the peasant with the 

male household head, and therefore excludes much of the population from socio-economic analysis. 

It is important to distinguish gender in these studies because through the process of transforming 

rural production systems, men and women are subject to different experiences.  

In circumstances where gender relations have been examined in relation to broader 

economic objectives, it has been done so in a static manner that focusses on crop outputs/inputs 

rather than on the social relations of gender that are shaped by broader economic and political 

processes.  

 

 

 

Production and Reproduction 
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Where public services are inadequate in meeting social needs, the amount of unpaid work 

by (mostly female family members) increases to satisfy the gap. This is not recognised by traditional 

economic models.  

 

Rethinking the Household 

Razavi ponders the question why women often remain in patriarchal households even 

though they are allocated fewer resources, take on heavier workloads, and enjoy less leisure time. 

“Why do women so strongly defend an institution which appears to be the locus of much of their 

oppression?” Research has shown that many women simply want to reduce the levels of inequality 

within their household rather than opt out of the household system altogether. A major issue is that 

women are often living separately from their partners, and not receiving appropriate support from 

them. This forces women to raise their children while trying to somehow earn an income. Razavi 

therefore suggests that research needs to focus on the level of unpaid work that sustains the labour 

force, and its relationship with the wider economy.  

 

Gender and Livlihoods: Land, labour and the off-farm sector.  

Corporations often target women for their cheap labour, with bosses referring to their pay 

as “pocket money”. Thus while women often have few barriers in entering the workforce, they also 

receive much lower returns than men.  

 

Land Markets as Gendered Institutions 

Women are routinely excluded from ownership and control of property due to: laws, 

customs, social norms, and social relations. However, it would be simplistic to simply equate 

women’s poverty with their lack of access to land ownership. Market mechanisms are an insufficient 

means in providing a channel for inclusion in land ownership for women. In fact, women can be seen 

to have little to gain from the effects of land privatisation. This is because where multiple people 

would previously have a stake in a piece of land (and a woman would therefore have some claim), 

land privatisation tenure efforts usually see the land put under the control of one person, usually a 

male. Women enter the market system with no property, little income, minimal political power, and 

a family to maintain, so they struggle to compete in the marketplace. Razavi suggests that based on 

the evidence, gender advocates should have serious reservations about land markets as a 

mechanism for women’s inclusion. However, she acknowledges that some see it as a useful tactic, 

simply because because land liberalisation and redistribution is occurring anyway, so attempts may 

as well be made to ensure that women get their share. She is cautious that land must not be 

considered the ‘magic bullet’ in empowering women.  

 

Livelihood and Labour Markets  

Through the process of agrarian change and industrialisation in developing societies, there 

has been growing prevalence of what is referred to as ‘livelihood diversification, defined as “the 

process by which rural families construct a diverse portfolio of activities and social support 

capabilities in their struggle for survival and in order to improve their standard of living.” This poses 

the dilemma of how to transform poor petty commodity producers into more productive, 

prosperous and technologically advanced producers. It is important that diversification away from 
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traditional farming practices actually leads to improved work opportunity, rather than simply 

maintaining survival by other means. These issues are compounded by the fact that there is limited 

social mobility (for men and women) within the informal economy.  

 

Bottom-up development: the role of social movements and ‘communities’ in processes of 

decentralisation 

Razavi explains that Women have generally been well represented in social movements and 

protests, yet they often receive little benefit from the outcome of any change created. Therefore, 

many NGOs support the idea that land management decisions be made at the lowest possible levels 

to ensure that ‘elites’ do not support their own interests. However, from the perspective of gender 

equality, privileging local autonomy has ambiguous results. This is because the ‘local state’ is 

intertwined with social institutions and existing power structures which may exclude women.  In 

fact, Razavi posits that the state may be more permeable to women’s interests than local 

government and social structures.  

 

Conclusion 

Razavi concludes by reiterating that because ‘markets’ and ‘states’ are the focus of most 

research, the domestic sphere, the unpaid economy, and gender issues only become analytically 

visible when viewed in relation to the workforce. However, the author argues that it is important to 

acknowledge the “other economy” of uncommodified work, domestic institutions and social 

relations. 

  

Brief Analysis 

This article touches on a lot of different research across a range of geographic and analytical 

contexts. The comments that Razavi makes regarding the role of gender relations in the process of 

agrarian change and industrialisation, as well as the problems she identifies with granting autonomy 

to local communities, are probably the most relevant to Indonesia’s situation. This article shows that 

from a gender relations perspective we should be cautious about Indonesia’s program of 

decentralisation. This is because local institutions and social structures are often particularly 

patriarchal. Also, unlike national institutions, local ones are less susceptible to change and often 

grounded by conservative traditions. The key is to somehow support decentralisation and the 

autonomy of local governments, but in a way that delivers more equitable outcomes for women.  

Furthermore, the article provides insight into the problems that women face as economies 

shift from agrarian to industrial societies. Razavi makes the point that it’s vital that where villagers 

diversify away from traditional farming practices, that this actually leads to higher production, more 

prosperity and technological advancement. Too often villagers begin diversifying their income in a 

desperate attempt to increase their income, but fall victim to the poor returns of the informal 

economy. This is often the case for women who seek extra work, while also continuing their duties 

of supporting the family. Therefore, as Indonesia continues to industrialise, it’s important that 

women do not get left behind, and are given the opportunity to become significant producers, and 

earn a decent income in their own right. 

 


