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Farm Women Growing
France
• 27% of farmers are women 

– up from 8% in 1970

• Older than men (54 vs. 51)
– Under 40: 

– (1) More educated (44% v. 32%)

– (2) Smaller farms

• More likely to hold part-time job 

• Carry less debt

• Farms more diversified when 
women involved.

• Women, pioneers in agritourism
initiatives.

United States
• 30% of farmers are women 

– up from 14% in 2002

• Older than men (59 vs. 54)
– Under 40: 

– (1) More educated

– (2) Smaller farms

• More likely to hold part time job

• Carry less debt

• Farm later in life

• Farms more diversified when 
women involved.

• Women, pioneers in agritourism 
initiatives.



(Barthez, 2005; Delphy, 1983; Saugères, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c)

The Historical Case:  Visibility

• In the context of family farms, women have had:

1) less access to material resources, 

- land, capital, technology

2) less social status  

3) less power

- to make decisions

• Results:
–Women’s inequalities
– “A very biased view of agricultural history” 

(Alston 2003:166).



(Barthez, 2005; Delphy, 1983; Saugères, 2002a, 2002b, 2002c; Sachs 2007)

The Historical Case:  Visibility

• Invisibility and unequal treatment maintained by:
1)  Legal system
2) Persistence of a patriarchal ideology and strong   

heterosexism (Women = “incomplete farmers”).

CHANGE???
• Undoing existing gender arrangements in agriculture 

requires a reshuffling of power relations and the 
reframing of discourses surrounding gender.



Emergence of new ‘entrepreneurialism’
• Redefining farming as a ‘new rural space’ …consumptive space
– Education, Respite, Entertainment/tourism
– Quality of life/spirituality/relationship with nature
- Systems/holism



The Farm 
Experience 
Economy

§ Farm Stands
§ U-Pick
§ Community Supported 

Agriculture

RECREATION/EVENT

§ Farm weddings
§ Horseback Riding
§ Corn Maze
§ Walking trails
§ Camping
§ Concerts 

§ Festivals
§ Picnicking
§ Dinners
§ Community

Theater
§ Retreats

EDUCATION

DIRECT MARKET

§ Farm tours
§ Classes
§ Workshops
§ Tastings (wine)
§ Farm stays
§ Field trips
§ Historical Exhibits 

The ‘New ag’
Sustainable ag

- under late capitalism



Literature portrays new production forms as providing an 
opportunity for farm women’s empowerment:

vCommunity-supported agriculture
v “Feminine form of empowerment … a social and physical space 

within which relationships of everyday life and experiences, can 
be variously expressed”  (Delind and Ferguson, 1999: 198)

v Sustainable Agriculture
v “New spaces of empowerment & resistance” (Trauger, 

2004:290)

New Gender Relations Emerging



To what are we to attribute this new visibility? 
How are farm women participating in agriculture?

Are they using their position to:
1) Use agriculture to further their own empowerment?

OUR RESEARCH

INTERESTS:

“Are women the future of 

agriculture?” (Groult, 2010)

“Women in agriculture: The 
status of women evolves and 

agriculture gains”(Le Sillon, 2010).
“Farm women breaking the

‘grass’ ceiling?” (Doering, 2013 [US])

NEWSPAPER HEADLINES



in Ag

Using 
resources in 
new ways

Acknowleding
& harnessing 

values
Incorporating gender 

knowledge & 
experience

Listening to and 
responding to public 

interest

Maximizing 
social media  

Celebrating 
local, place, 

heritage

Networking, 
& 

collaborating

Opportunities

Accessing 
new and 
unusual 

institutions



From V. Woolf

“Empowerment” made possible by :
1. Acquiring financial resources and a 

personal (physical) space,
2. Making visible in the public sphere 

women’s abilities and skills they 
perform in the private sphere.

“Empowerment”
Theoretical Orientation

(Filimon, 2009; Brody, 2011; Woolf, 1925; 1929)
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Empowerment       

Working Definition 
• Power over implies relations of domination and 

subordination
• The power to improve one’s conditions
– To access resources, make decisions, exercise 

authority, seek solutions
• The opportunity to exercise power with others
– Collectively organize to pursue goals

• The ability to cultivate and nurture power within the self
– Become reflexive

Charlier, 2006; Kabeer, 2001, 1999; Mulhotra, et al 2002;  Narayan 2005; Rowlands 1995 



Empowerment  Context      

Empowerment: 
Ø Transformative
Ø Dynamic and on-going process
Ø Inherently a personal process 
Ø Yet, conditions for empowerment can be constructed

• Our attention is on the CONTEXT in which 
actions are taken that facilitate this process.
–Can value-added agriculture (VAAG) create 

the conditions to facilitate empowerment?  

Oxaal and Baden, 1997 



Value-Added Agriculture

Value-added agriculture (VAAG) is the process 
of adding economic or social value to a raw 
agriculture product or commodity through 
differentiation.

Examples:
v Processing production into alternate form  

(jam, jelly, pie, bread, etc)
v Direct Sales
v Producing organically; certification programs

Boland, 2009



Who are these women?
• France & US
– VAAG can provide the context for empowerment
• Power To
–More visible
–Women as Mentors/Socialization agents
– Access to farmland
– Knowledge & skills
– Early Careers

• Power With
– Cultivate social relations 
– Educate

• Power Within
– Sense of self
– Professional identity

“Réseau des Visites de Ferme”FINDINGS at a glance



Case study of a farm women 
network “Réseau de Visites de 
Ferme” – Averyon region
– Created in 1993
– Farm tour & ‘snack’
– Farms specialize in the sheep milk 

production (Roquefort)

French Farm Women 



Michigan Farm Women



• Intentional path to Farming
– US farmers made career choice rather than 

marrying into farm

‘Power to’ act

“As a nurse, I had the chance to see so many illnesses, and I began to see 
food as so important to health. Gradually I started raising herbs and then 
it became a business, but it has always been MY business, but he is 
supportive.” (Rita)

“I had to work as a medical professional for many years to save enough 
money.” (Rhonda)

“I’m the boss around here. I was farming this land and running the farm 
stand before we got married. I started at around 16 years old. My 
husband always worked off the farm, but he helps on the weekend.” 
(Grace)
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The Barn: A Room of Her Own?





Vive 
le patrimoine!
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• US farmers assessing Resources/skills
– Land and capital from her inheritance or 

second career
– Matriarchal Influence

‘Power to’

“I could not have done it if it weren’t for my parents. 
Using the farm to make money was my mother’s 
idea, and they helped us buy the farm when they 
retired.”                                             - Grace, 78

“We kids were expected to work along 
with her; so a few years later when I got 
married Mom decided to retire and she 
asked me if I wanted to take it over.”

- Melissa, 63



• Empowerment as a collective exercise
– Brings together people with complementary 

interests
• US farmers cultivate power with others,

meeting needs 
- Desire for personal connections; community
- Education

‘Power with’

“It was important to me to build a farm that was open to the public 
so that we could share our land with other people.” (Charlotte)

“I’m not interested in raising corn like other farmers; I’m a people 
person.  I need to talk to people.” (Grace)  

“We are here to educate and connect with city dwellers and to 
help them experience a little slice of rural life” (Jackie).

Farm:
Economic  & Civic

instrument
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• Does VAAG foster a stronger sense of self; increase 

reflexivity?

– US women report socio-psychological benefits 

‘Power within’

“I find it fun and I think it is important work and I am good at it. 

It gives me a lot of pride to share my knowledge and have 

others take our life here seriously.”

“It makes me feel good to educate people and know I helped 

them develop as a person.”  

“Food evangelism”…”God wants me to be here, to do this work. 

I see this as a ministry of care as I connect with others.”
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Who are these women?
VAAG can provide the context for empowerment

Evidence of a personal physical and symbolic space 
• Power To

– More visible
– Women as Mentors/Socialization agents
– Access to farmland
– Knowledge & skills
– Early Careers

• Power With
– Cultivate social relations 
– Educate

• Power Within
– Socio-psychological benefits
– Professional identity

“Réseau des Visites de Ferme”VAAg as a Context for Empowerment





Toward less 
empowerment

Not necessarily a challenge to unequal power relations between men 
and women.
1. A limited acquisition of power… which does not challenge 

patriarchal and heterosexist ideology.
2. French women’s farming often perceived as secondary to the 

farm.
3. US and French women demonstrate an involvement in traditional 

gender roles and an ‘essentialism’ of women’s skills.

Limitations? … Yes



Visible, but still marginalized







Conclusion
• Value added agriculture presents uneven 

opportunities for empowerment
– Openings, but persistent constraints

• More empirical research needed.
– Results might differ by region, the presence of 

competing economic opportunities, or VAG type.

• Is farm women’s empowerment contingent upon 
redefining the family farm context as the pillar of 
French & US agriculture?
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