We [ive today in a global world based on com-
plex political and economic relationships. There
are few places that remain untouched by inter-
national markets, the mass media, geopolitics,
or economic aid. However, the global world,
particularly the global ecanomy, is not a new
phenomenon. It has its roots in the sixteenth
century, when the powerful countries of west-
ern Europe began to colonize populations in
Asia, Africa, and the Americas. Part of this pro-
cess involved the extraction of raw materials
such as gold, sugar, rubber, and coffee and the
exploitation of the labor of indigenous popula-
tions for the profit of the colonizing nations.
Although most of the colonized world
achieved independence by the 1960s, the eco-
nomic domination of the capitalist world system
that was initiated during the colonial period has
not been significantly altered. In the late twenti-
eth century an imbalanced relationship be-
tween the countries of the industrial, or “devel-
oped,” world and the developing, or Third
World, remains. How have the men and women
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of the developing world experienced the contin-

uing impact of the penetration of capitalism and |
the integration of their societies into the global -

economy?

This question has been addressed in Qarticd-.'-

lar with regard to women, and two opposing

views have been formulated. Chaney and-
Schmink (1980), in a review of studies on -

women and modernization, describe a minority
position suggesting that women in the Third
World are downtrodden and that capitalist de-
velopment can help them improve their situa-
tion. Those who hold this opinion emphasize
that women’s economic and social status can be
enhanced by an increase in female labor force
participation. Another perspective, stimulated
by Ester Boserup’s argument that in the course
of economic development women experience a
decline in their relative status within agriculture
(1970:53), suggests that colonialism and devel-
opment have introduced “a structure and ideol-
ogy of male domination” (Leacock 1979:131).
In many parts of the world, originally egalitarian

gender relationships have been replaced by
more hierarchical ones, and women have con-
sequently been marginalized, removed from the
positions of economic and political decision
making that they held in the precolonial period.

Researchers have demonstrated the negative
effects of colonialism and capitalist penetration
in a number of different historical contexts.
Silverblatt (1980:160), for example, portrays the
Spanish conquest of the Andes as a “history of
the struggle between colonial forces which at-
tempted to break down indigenous social rela-
tions and reorient them toward a market econ-
omy and the resistance of the indigenous people
to these disintegrating forces.” Her focus is on
the impact of this struggle on the lives of Andean
women in particular.

In the pre-Inca and Inca periods Andean
women had status and power that were mani-
fested in their customary usufruct rights to land
and in their ability to organize labor. After the
conquest Spanish law came up against Andean
custom with regard to the property rights of
women. In addition, “the Spanish system . . . ig-
nored the deeply embedded Andean concep-
tion of the household—embodying the neces-
sary complementarity of male and female labor”
(Silverblatt 1980:168). The result of Spanish co-
Jonialism in the Andes was the strengthening of
patrilineal and patrilocal ties at the expense of
matrilineal and matrilocal ties. Women became
both politically and religiously disenfranchised.
Indeed, women who continued to practice tra-
ditional religion were persecuted. Despite this
persecution, the religious practices survived and
became a very important mechanism of cultural
resistance and defense (Silverblatt 1980:179).

The Spanish conquest of the Americas was a
religious enterprise as much as a political and
economic enterprise. In other parts of the world
this religious dimension was also present.
Grimshaw (in this book) presents a historical
analysis of the efforts of Christian missionary
wives to introduce native Hawailan women to
western notions of femininity, particularly the
values of piety, purity, submissiveness, and do-
mesticity that were given new meaning with the
rise of the “cult of true womanhood” in nine-
teenth-century America. Missionary wives were
horrified by the lack of education and relaxed
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sexuality of their Hawaiian female counterparts
and set out to teach them a set of new ideas
about marriage, child care, family, and religion.
All these were founded in the gendered division
of labor and society that predominated in their
own cultural tradition. iIn the process, in Grim-
shaw's view, they attacked several aspects of tra-
ditional Hawaiian culture that gave women
some measure of autonomy.

The work of these missionary wives was by no
means easy because they faced a kinship system
that emphasized relationships among a wide
network of kin rather than the exclusive rela-
tionship between husband and wife. Though the
education that was provided to Hawaiian
women helped them adjust to the world into
which they were progressively integrated,
Grimshaw notes that many other aspects of Ha-
waiian society —especially the notions of mascu-
linity and femininity—were ultimately resistent
to change in an economic system that could not
be easily transformed inte a carbon copy of that
in the American continent. As she argues, “The
male breadwinner, the independent artisan, the
small farmer, the wage earner, supporting a wife
and family in modest but independent comfort,
was a dream that faded before it could emerge.”

Van Allen (in this book) also deals with the
impact of Christianity on native populations, in
her discussion of Igbo gender relations in Nige-
riz, from the late nineteenth century to the
1970s. Here too an ideology of male domina-
tion was inculcated in mission schoals. This ide-
ology in turn sustained new economic and polit-
ical structures that were introduced as part of
the colonial system of government. In the tradi-
tional dual-sex political systern of the Igbo, both
men and women had access to political partici-
pation and public status, though the opportuni-
ties for wealth and power were always greater
for men. For women group solidarity and associ-
ations provided a basis for their power and activ-
ity in what were clearly public decision-making
processes. When the British arrived they imme-
diately attempted to alter a system that was
characterized by “diffuse authority, fluid and in-
formal leadership, shared rights of enforcement,
and a more or less stable balance of male and
female power.”

Operating with their own set of cultural as-
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sumptions about the appropriate roles for men
and women, the British established a political
structure in which women could not easily par-
ticipate. The ultimate result, says Van Allen, was
a social system that concentrated national polit-
ical power in the hands of a small, educated,
wealthy male elite. This eventually culminated
in the “Aba Riots” (in British terms} or “Women'’s
War” (in the Igbo language) of 1929. in this ac-
tion Igbo women were using a traditional mech-
anism to express their frustrations, but the British
interpreted their actions as instigated by men
and failed to recognize that the roots of the
women’s demonstration lay in lgbo political
structures that gave equal voice to men and
women.

While the lgbo were ultimately not very suc-
cessful in their protest efforts, Etienne and Lea-
cock (1980) suggest that in other historical con-
texts women resisted colonization and acted to
defend themselves. This was true, for example,
of Seneca women in Pennsylvania and New
York who withstood the attempts of Quakers to
put agricultural production in the hands of men,
to individualize fand tenure, and to deny them
political participation (Rothenberg 1980). Asim-
ilar resistance to change has been documented
for several other North American Indian groups
(Grumet 1980). According to Weiner
(1980:43), the colonial period did not diminish
the ecanomic power of women in the Trobriand
islands in Melanesia “because no one ever knew
that banana leaves had economic value.”
Women'’s wealth withstood a number of west-
ern incursions and, as a result, “served to inte-
grate new kinds of Western wealth, as well as in-
dividual economic growth, into the traditional
system.”

The impact of culture contact and colonial-
ism on the lives of women in the developing
world has not been uniform. indeed, Silverblatt
(1980) stresses class distinctions—elite Inca
women had different experiences from peasant
women. However, it is evident that one aspect
of colonialism was the imposition of European
and American ideas about the appropriate roles
of men and women. Programs designed to stim-
ulate economic development in Third World so-
cieties continue to perpetuate culturally rooted
assumptions about gender and the division of

labor, particularly the definition of men a
breadwinners and women as homemaker
{Charlton, this book).

Based on these assumptions, developme

planners, often with the support of local elit

direct their efforts at providing new skills and
technology to men, even when women are the
ones involved in subsistence production and
trade (Chaney and Schmink 1980). As Schrijvers |
(1979:111-112) has observed, “If women got *

any attention, it was as mothers and housekeep
ers in family-planning projects and in training:
programs for home economics. .. . Male-cen
tered development programs often resulted in:

new divisions of labor between the sexes, by:

which the dependency of women on men:
greatly increased.” In Charlton’s view this de-
pendency is partly the result of the replacement

of complementary and cooperative economic-

structures by those in which each individual is a
unit of labor.

Greater female dependency on men has also
resulted from the process of urbanization, from
the shift from household to factory industry, and
from the introduction of cash crops. In some so-
cieties women have lost their traditional rights to

land (Qkeyo 1980) and men, “though continu-
ing to rely on women’s traditional assistance, -

claim the entire income from the cash-produc-
ing export crops for themselves. ... As for

women, they keep their old domain, that of

family food growing; but family food growing,
deprived of all monetary prestige, becomes the
negative pole of the family economy” (Bissilliat
and Fieloux 1987:30). The result, as Charlton
astutely notes, is the increased polarization of
sex roles.

Framed as a critique of international devel-
opment programs for women that are directed
toward non—income-producing skills, Wilson-
Moore (in this book} explores the viability of
homestead gardening as an economic strategy
for women in developing countries. In Bang-
ladesh both men and women are involved in
gardening, but they use different methods and
cultivate different crops. Women's gardens can
be an effective foundation for the nutritional
well-being of family members and do not neces-
sarily have to compete with those of men. De-
velopment, in Wilson-Moore's view, is as much

about feeding as it is about profit, and any pro-
gram that is introduced should take into account
the importance of subsistence as well as cash
cropping in the context of the complementary
gender roles in the local social system. Wilson-
Moore and Charlton appear to concur that
when the traditional roles of women are consid-
ered, development can have a positive impact
on their lives.

In contrast, Arizpe and Aranda (in this book)
argue that strawberry agribusiness, although a
major employer for women in Zamora, Mexico,
does not enhance women'’s status or create via-
ble new opportunities for women. These re-
searchers examine why women comprise such a
high proportion of the employees in this busi-
ness and cite cultural factors that constrain op-
portunities for women and continue to define
women's work as temporary and supplemen-
tary. Employers take advantage of these con-
straints—it permits them to keep wages low and
work schedules flexible. Arizpe and Aranda’s
conclusions support those of other researchers
who point to a range of phenomena that make a
female labor force attractive to multinational
business and industry. “Women'’s socialization,
training in needlework, embroidery and other
domestic crafts, and supposedly ‘natural” apti-
tude for detailed handiwork, gives them an ad-
vantage over men in tasks requiring high levels
of manual dexterity and accuracy; women are
also supposedly more passive—willing to accept
authority and less likely to become involved
in labour conflicts. Finally, women have the
added advantage of ’natural disposability’—
when they leave to get married or have children,
a factory temporarily cutting back on produc-
tion simply freezes their post” (Brydon and
Chant 1988:172). Arizpe and Aranda do not
view the strawberry agribusiness as a way for
women to get ahead. Nor do they view it as a
mechanism for regional development; it has cer-
tainly not solved the problem of male unem-
ployment.

As with agribusiness, the internationalization
of capitalist production has led to the relocation
in developing countries of many labor-intensive
and export-oriented manufacturing and pro-
cessing plants owned by multinational corpora-
tions. Many of these have provided new oppor-
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tunities for employment, primarily for women.
For example, in some electronics factories in
Southeast Asis, women make up 80% to 90% of
the labor force (Brydon and Chant 1988). How-
ever, just as with the assessment of the impact of
development schemes on the lives of women in
the developing world, there are two opposing
views about the effect of multinationals. Some
emphasize the benefits of jobs that provide
women with greater financial stability (Lim
1983), while others see multinationals perpetu-
ating or even creating new forms of inequality as
they introduce young women to a new set of in-
dividualist and consumerist values. The sexually
segregated work force remains in place within
paternalistic industrial contexts that encourage
turnover and offer no opportunities for ad-
vancement (Nash and Fernandez-Kelly 1983).
In a study of the assembly plants (called
magquiladoras) that have been set up along the
U.S.-Mexican border, Fernandez-Kelly (1983)
describes companies that test women for preg-
nancy when they are recruited because they
want to avoid paying for maternity leave.

In- the final analysis, much of the work on
women  in development tends to support
Leacock’s (1979) rather pessimistic assessment,
Real development, from her perspective,
“would mean bringing an end to the system
whereby the multinational corporations con-
tinue to ‘underdevelop’ Third World nations by
consuming huge proportions of their resources
and grossly underpaying- their workers”
(1979:131). For Arizpe and Aranda this will re-
quire a truly international effort. The gendered
approach to colonialism and development has
demonstrated the close relationship between
capitalist penetration, patriarchal gender ideolo-
gies, and the sexual division of labor. This rela-
tionship has been present since the early days of
the Spanish conquest and has been perpetuated
by a global economy that has created an inter-
national division of laber often oppressing both
men and women, but especially women. As
Chaney and Schmink (1980:176) put it, devel-
opment policies and programs frequently lead
“not only to the degradation of the physical en-
vironment but also of the social environment, as
various groups are systematically excluded from
the tools of progress and their benefits.”
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New England Missionary Wives,
Hawaiian Women and ‘The Cult

of True Womanhood’

Patricia Grimshaw

One Sunday morning in early November
1825, Kaahumanu, awe-inspiring queen re-
gent of the Hawaiian Islands, widow of the
great warrior chief Kamehameha, was carried
innto the Christian mission chapel at Waimea
for the morning service. The preacher was
Samuel Whitney, his wife Mercy Partridge
Whitney, New England Protestant missionar-
ies supported by the American Board of Com-
missioners for Foreign Missions. The Whit-
neys had arrived with the first contingent of
missionaries in 1820 and had laboured for
four years, with their growing young family,
on this unusual frontier. On this particular
morning, Kaahumanu's bearers seated their
chief's chair at the front of the chapel level
with the preacher and, like him, facing the
congregation (M. Whitney, Journal, 16 No-
vember 1825).

To the joy of the mission band, this power-
ful queen had already submitted to instruc-
tion in reading and writing and at a Honolulu
school examination earlier in the year had
written on her slate, ‘This is my word and
hand. I am making myself strong. I declare in
the presence of God, 1 repent of my sin, and
believe God to be cur Father’ (Missionary Her-
ald, July 1825). This impressive matriarch, so
enormous in size that Laura Judd, wife of the
mission doctor, reported that ‘she could hold
any of us in her lap, as she would a little child,
which she often takes the liberty of doing’
(Carter 1399:26), had allotted tenancy rights

From Margaret jJolly and Martha Macintyre (eds.), Fumily
and Gender in the Pacific: Domestic Contradictions and the Co-
lonind Impact (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1989), pp. 1944, Reprinted with the permission of Canm-
bridge University Press.

for misston land and had expressed the en-
couraging belief that a ruler belonging to
Christ’s family should not only serve God per-
sonally but persuade her people to follow suit.

On this particular Sunday, however, Sam-
uel and Mercy Whitney were not satisfied with
Kaahumanu’s behaviour. This proud chief
had placed herself symbolically on the same
level as the preacher, God's representative.
Moreover, it was essential that the minister
face the entire congregation if play and dis-
turbance were to be avoided. The missionary
pair chided the queen who, her haughty and
disdainful airs apparently a thing of the past,
responded in a humble fashion. Kaahumanu
admitted her ignorance, and ‘begged them to
tell her how to conduct hersell at home, at
church, in the house, eating and drinking,
lying down or rising up’ (M. Whitney, Journal,
16 November 1823).

Mercy Whitney, who recorded this incident
in her daily journal, expressed special appro-
bation for Kaahumanu's clear perception of
the degree of changed behaviour now re-
quired of her. For acceptance into the full fa-
vour of the American missionaries Hawaiians
could not simply attend church and mission
school faithfully. To be recognised as good
Christians they needed not only to regulate
public and private behaviour according to the
new moral laws of the Hedgling state, but
must also mediate every single aspect of their
daily habits, trivial though these changes
might seem, but all of which were evidence of
the new heart, the reformed conscicusness,
that genuine conversion to Christ entailed.

The missionary general meeting in 1332
spelled out some of the mission’s aims:
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Resolved, that while it 1s our main business to
publish the word of God, we will discounte-
nance the use and cultivation of tobacco; en-
courage improvements in agriculire and man-
ufacture; habits of industry in the nation;
neatness in the habits and dress of the inhabi-
rants; punctuality in all engagements, especially
in the payment of debts; justice and temper-
ance in the rulers in the execution of the law,
and loyalty, order and peace among their sub-
jects, in all the relations and duties of life.
(Sandwich Islands Mission 1832:135~4}

The women of the mission took as their spe-
cial portion of this ambitious brief the
‘transformation’ of Hawaiian notions of femi-
ninity. Kaahumanu had at least realised the
magnitude of the task they undertook and
clearly saw adherence to mission ways to be
ultimately in her own best political interests.
The majority of Hawaiian women remained
ignorant of or baffled by the essentially
changed order that the American women
sought to create. The story of three decades
of intercultural contact in Hawaii—one of
frustration for the mission women, and eva-
sion by the Hawalians— was fraught with con-
siderable tension and unhappiness for both
groups of women. Neither side could tri-
umph: by the late 1840s, stalemate was
reached. . ..

Mercy Whitney was one of the nearly eight
women, predominantly from New England or
the west of New York State, who left America
for Hawaii (the ‘Sandwich Islands’} in the
three decades from 1819 onwards. They were
for the most part energetic, intelligent and
well-educated women, daughters of farmers
or small-business men, whose youthful ambi-
tion to serve on a mission field led them to
marty departing missionaries. In the decades
following the War of Independence, Protes-
tant missionary outreach shifted from the na-
tive American Indians of their own west to en-
compass non-Christian peoples of the new
lands opened to the imagination by explorers
and travellers. Captain James Cook had vis-
ited and named the Sandwich Islands in
1778, on his third and last great Pacific expe-
dition. Yankee traders had brought Hawaiian
youths to New England port towns; some had

displayed an interest in Christianity. The
churches planned and prayed for the conver-
sion of this 'interesting” people, and sent suc-
cessive contingents of missionaries to accom-
plish this purpose (Andrew 1976).

It was o accident that young women were
found to dedicate their lives to this missionary
work. Women were centrally involved in the
religious revivals which swept the northeast
during the early decades of the century, the
so-called ‘second great awakening’, which
had provided metaphysical justification for a
range of religious and charitable activity un-
dertaken by women. Women were prominent
in efforts to teach the young, reform slum
dwellers, persuade men to temperance, res-
cue prosticutes and, increasingly, to free
Southern slaves: To quit home and family in
order to bring the strongly upheld benefits of
Christian civilisation to non-believers on a
distant, exotic frontier was an uncommon but
nevertheless strongly valorised choice of re-
form endeavour (Grimshaw 1983). As Cather-
ine Beecher wrote in her Trealise on Domestic
Economy in 1842, “To American women, more
than to any others on earth, is committed the
exalted privilege of extending over the world
those blessed influences, which are to reno-
vate degraded man, and “to clothe all climes
with beauty™' (Hunter 1984:xiii).

Women's involvement in mission work was
linked in an intricately complex [ashion with
the economic changes arising from early in-
dustrialisation in the northeast and a particu-
lar elaboration of notions of the family, and of
femininity, that accompanied changes in ma-
terial life. An appreciation of this social
change makes more comprehensible the
agenda which underwrote the mission
women's activities in Hawail. As the inte-
grated household economy of small farms
and independent artisanal industry began to
break down with the introduction of mills and
[actories, a family structure involving the man
as the sole breadwinner involved in paid,
public employment, with the wife as the
housekeeper removed from most productive
labour, became dominant in growing urban
aveas. Married, middle-class women were
portrayed in much prescriptive literature as
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the essential focus of an intimate, personal
circle whose relationships contrasted radically
with the alienated marketplace of male en-
deavour. Good family life would prove the
catalyst for rejuvenation and reform in the
fast-changing and potentially corrupt new so-
ctal order. The articulation of proper femi-
ninity needed to fit women to their part in this
haven of domesticity. Puritan traditions had
sustained a significant role for women in the
God-fearing family, The ante-bellum period

saw an enhanced elaboration of ‘the cult of

true womenhood’, in Barhara Welter’s defini-
tion, mvolving piety, purity, submissiveness
and domesticity (Cott 1977; Ryan 1981; Wel-
ter 1966; Sklar 1973; Smith-Rosenberg
1971).

The elevation of women’s nature inherent
in these fresh definitions of femininity con-
tained within it the seeds of change in
women's social and political roles. Women's
supposed moral and spiritual value was used
Lo stress a new competency for women in the
public arena, initially within the orbit of social
reform. Hence arose the decision of this par-
ticular group of American women to Christtan-
ise and raise the status of Hawailan women to
their own presumed level. Emerging from
their own small worlds, sustained by both reli-
gious and national enthusiasm, they were in-
nocent of notions of cultural relativism and
prepared to designate every deviance from
their own moral values as sinful, abroad no
less than at home. When they reached their
Polynesian destination it was inevitable that
they would interpret what they saw within the
set of cultural beliefs so deeply a part of their
own identities.

The various contingents of American mis-
sionaries established themselves first in the
port towns and eventually spread to the most
dense centres of population in the five main
islands. The Hawaiian society on the [ringes
of which they lived was in the process of
change as a result of decades of intercultural
contact with explorers, traders, beachcomb-
ers and, finally, the missionaries. Some
months before the first missionaries arrived
the religious system, the kapu laws, had been
overthrown on the initiative of powerful

chiefs, the islands’ political leaders. Much of
the social organisation of traditional Hawai-
ian culture persisted, however, changing
shape radically in some aspects, minimally in
others, from 1820 to 1850. For most of this
time a chiefly elite, the landowners, domi-
nated much of the daily life of the common-
ers, the maka'ainana, in a style reminiscent of
feudal society. Commoners laboured as ten-
ants on the chiels’ land, and surrendered
much of the fruits of their labour to their su-
periors. The labour of commoeners was not
usually especially onerous since the land and
sea provided plentiful nutritious food, but at
times the acquisitiveness of chiefs, impressed
by Western skills and goods, could drive the
population to sustained and often excessive
siints of labour. It appeared that pockets of
impoverishment, physical deterioration and
the neglect of the care of the young were the
result, exacerbated by the acceptability of al-
cohol and nicotine to men, women and chil-
dren. European diseases, too, took their toll,
particularly the venereal diseases thatwere all
too often the undesired result of Hawahan
women's sexual relationships with foreign vis-
itors and which caused suffering and sterility.

The social status of Hawaiian women was
closely intertwined with their class position
and their place in the life cycle. Chiefly
women wielded enormous power. As one mis-
sionary observed of the konohiki, or headmen
of his district, ‘some, by the way, are women,
for Paul’s injunctions are not abserved on the
Sandwich Islands. Women often usurp the
reigns of government over large districts’. Be-
fore the ending of kapu such women had been
subject to definitions of the female sex as pro-
fane or dangerous which were inherent in the
Polynesian dichotomy of male and female
qualities, and which had kept the sexes sepa-
rate in both religious ritual and in such mun-
dane areas as eating meals (Hanson 1982). . ..
Chiefly women now were freed from such re-
strictions,

The lot of non-chiefly women was similarly
relieved by the ending of kapu, but they still
shared with their menfolk restrictions on
their autonomy arising from their inferior so-
cial status as a group. Subject to some extens
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to male physical domination, their social po-
sition was not, however, noticeably inferior to
that of non-chiefly men. Except when chiefs
drove commoners to unaccustomed toil,
women were if anything advantaged by the
usual division of labour which persisted
through the mission period. Men undertook
the bulk of heavy labour in building, fishing
and agriculture, and also cooked the meals.
Women made mats and barkcloth, collected
shellfish, and were more closely involved than
men in the care of young children. Descent
was traced through both the male and female
lines, but although patrilocal residence was
the norm, women’s families of origin re-
mained their significant point of reference.
Sexual relations were little restrained in early
youth, and marriages were easily terminated;
chiefly men and women often had several
spouses at the same time. Fertility was con-
trolled by abortion and infanticide, and ba-
bies were often adopted among the extended
kinship network which sustained significant
material support systems (Goldman 1970;
Sahlins 1958). Hawaiian women's share in
productive labour, then, was not onerous;
their sexuality was not heavily constrained;
means of fertility control were normative; and
the task of child socialisation was shared with
kin.

It was not a figment of the American imag-
ination, however, that the lives of Hawaiian
women were not idyllic in precontact times,
nor without tensions in the decades after
1820. Nothing in the Hawaiians’ situation,
however, appeared even remotely acceptable
to the self-appointed evangelists who saw Ha-
waiian women as their life-long cause. The
men of the mission automatically undertook
the dominant roles as preachers and teachers
of men, delegating to women a share in the
teaching of children and a special obligation
to female adults. Hiram Bingham, the fore-
most missionary in Honolulu, explained the
strategy in this way. Separating Hawaiian
women for instruction gave the mission
women a full opportunity to read scripture,
pray and ‘conveniently to give sisterly and
maternal counsel to multitudes of their own

sex’. (Conventionally, mission women would
have had to cede priority to men in a mixed
gathering.) The separation similarly gave
more scope for ‘the awakened native talent
and zeal' of Hawalian women as well as men
in church work. The separate instruction also
produced ‘a more perfect system of mutual
watchfulness over the different members, and
a more feasible mode of discipline’ (Bing-
ham 1981:365). The American missionary
women's active participation in direct mission
work was, in practice, heavily curtailed by
their decision to segregate their own children
from Hawaiian influence, and atr various
stages of their life cycle they participated only
peripherally in formal teaching (Grimshaw
1983). The mission women's influence, how-
ever, emerged from all the various ways in
which they transmitted their culwural pre-
scriptions.

Arriving as they did at a critical period of
Hawaiian cultural change, the American mis-
sionaries made rapid headway in persuading
chiels to a sympathetic interest in their reli-
gious system, and the adherence of Kaahu-
manu and other chiefs to church attendance
and support of the mission cffected a swift
conversion of the population, remarkable
when compared with the situation facing mis-
sionaries in the east. Granted that Western in-
cursion was already setting in motion great
change, the Christian chiefs undoubtedly be-
lieved that by welcoming the new religion and
becoming leaders in the f{ledgling church
their own political hegemony would be best
preserved (Howe 1984; Daws 1974). Com-
moners began attending church because the
chiefs commanded them to do so. As the Hilo
missionaries told the home mission board in
18383, church attendance had not been volun-
tary, but in obedience to the commands of
their chiefs. Hawaiians had ‘put on the pro-
fession of true religion and engaged in the
performance of its external duties’, but all
that had been secured was ‘a prompt though
thoughtless, servile and sycophantic audi-
ence’ (Dibble ef al. to ABCFM, 14 October
1833). Hawaitans were listless at meetings, ac-
cording to Mary Parker, and could be moved
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neither to fear or anger. ‘They submit wholly
to what you say, ever having been accustomed
to it.” If a chief told them to go to meeting,
they immediately complied, but they simply
did not know enough to become Christians
(Parker, Journal (A), [?] June 1833). Mean-
while, despite new laws governing theft, mur-
der and adultery, old ways of living, con-
demned over and over again hy the
missionaries, persisted.

The problem of how to bring about the
genuine, deep-seated change in the hearts,
minds and consciences of Hawailans preoccu-
pied mission thinking. In the last analysis,
their strategy for reform came to rest on that
institution so stressed in their own culture:
the family. Family relationships on Hawaii
appeared chaotic so that neither children, the
citizens of tomorrow, nor adults could find re-
inforcement for decent behaviour in the one
place where, as the missionaries saw it, altruis-
tic and uplifting relationships were essential.
‘It is impossible to conjecture who are hus-
bands and wives, parents and children from
their appearance assembled on the sabbath
or at any other time’, one missionary wrote.
‘Nothing of that courtesy and attention is
shown to each other by persons most ind-
mately related as in the Christian population’
(Dibble [¢. 1831}). "Where', asked Fidelia
Coan, ‘were the dutiful sons, virtuous daugh-
ters, chaste wives and faithful husbands of
home?” (Mother’s Magazine, 1837). Here, said
a missionary at Waimea, was ‘none of that
mother’s fondness of her darling child and
that child’s attachment to its aflectionate
mother which is seen in enlightened America’
{Lyons to ABCFM, G September 1833).

Rather than in state, church or school, a re-
form endeavour should be shaped around the
family life of Hawaiians and it was the mission
woemen who spearheaded this effort. Above
all, the women singled out the Hawaiian wife
and mother as the agent for ‘regeneration’.
Hawaiian women were presented with the
model of American femininity, the full force
of the American’s material wealth, skills, and
the missionaries’ undeniable altruism and
forceful personal attributes. Hawaiian women

should be rendered genuinely pious, sexually
pure, dutifully submissive and domestically
oriented as housewives and mothers. Then, as
the centre of a better-ordered family, their in-
fluence would ripple outwards, redeeming
not only wayward children and errant hus-
bands, but the whole kingdom for godly fiv-
ing.

The foremost goal of the American mis-
sion women was to convert Hawaiian women
to a genuine piety, the mainspring as they saw
it of all worthy moral behaviour. The Ameri-
cans led Hawaiian women in sex-segregated
prayer meetings, held classes for women alter
the Sunday Services, or made time available
in their own homes to hear Hawalians ‘tell
their thoughts’ on religious matters. Char-
lotte Baldwin, for example, during a period
of increased religious interest, set apart a
room in her house where, 'when not engaged
in personal conversation, she could resort
with pious females for prayer; and when she
was not able to be with them, they prayed
there by themselves' (Alexander 1952:91).
One newly arrived single missionary, Maria
Patton (later Chamberlain}, found the Ameri-
canwomen'’s efforts impressive. At Lahaina in
1828 she witnessed Clarissa Richards 'sitting
in the midst of 200 females addressing them
on divine truths’, women who sat with solemn
expressions and ‘big tears stealing down their
cheeks’ (Patton to sister, 19 May 1828). A de-
termined effort was mounted for the souls of
Hawaiian women. The souls of the heathen,
they often told themselves, were of ‘incalcula-
ble worth'.

For Hawaiian women to reach a direct and
vital relationship with their Maker, however,
wider instruction was needed than the bare
elements of the Christian faith. Hawaiian
women needed a formal Western education
so that they could read the Bible and other
spiritually uplifting literature and attain the
spiritual refinement of sensibility and under-
standing gained through a liberal education.
Most ol the American women themselves had
felt the benehits of an education in the new fe-
male seminaries of the northeast in their
youth, and some had fought hard to attain
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this higher education. Hawailan women, too,
not just young children, would be offered the
fruits of this learning.

And so, in daily or weekly sessions, the
American mission women taught Hawaiians
to read and write and count, and for the more
forward scholars the curriculum included ge-
ography, geometry and philosophy. The
Americans, devoid of customary teaching aids
beyond the simple readers put out by the mis-
sion press, devised ingenious ways of match-
ing the needs of the situation. Hawailan
women brought seeds to school for counting
lessons, wrote on smooth sand with sticks and
used home-made maps and globes which the
mission wemetl sat up at night to construct.
Charlotte Baldwin at Waimea in the early
1830s daily held a school for female teachers
{women who would in wrn teach other Ha-
walians), and on two days a week a school for
three hundred women, as well as working
with children (Baldwin, Report, 1832:2)
Such onerous work loads were undertaken by
brides until babies appeared, by the childless
or by those whose children had been sent
away to school.

Despite the distractions of infants in arms,
Hawailan women showed interest in acquir-
ing basic literacy. Indeed they showed an ap-
titude which compared well with that of
Americans in the opinion of Mercy Whitney,
which was surprising considering ‘their habits
of sloth and indolence, being unaccustomed
from infancy, to apply their minds to any-
thing which required thought or the exercise
of their mental faculties’ (M. Whitney, Jour-
nal, 30 September 1834). The link between
such pursuits and piety was frequently
stressed. Sarah Joiner Lyman’s attitudes in
her educational work at Hilo was common,
Many women in her school for females aged
eight to sixty years might not be expected to
make remarkable progress, but the school at
least brought scholars more regularly under
the means of grace (Lyman Journal, 24 Janu-
ary 1837).

When Maria Ogden first joined the mis-
sion starion at Waimea in 1829, she wrote ap-
provingly of the schoolroom for Hawaiian
women. ‘Their seats and writing tables are

chiefly made of those boards, on which the
natives used to spend much of their time,
sporting in the surt’ (Gulick to ABCFM, 27
April 1829). The use of surtboards in such an
enterprise was both practical and symbolic. If
women were to be pious they must be weaned
away from pastimes that were far from moral
and what better way to do so than by offering
the substitute of education for their custom-
ary games and amusements? Hawaiians did
not appear to the missionaries to have
enough work to do, and some missionaries
felt it valueless to urge them to greater labour
while an autocratic government prevented
the people from personal accumulation.
Their free time was spent in swimming and
surfing, in cardplaying, boxing matches,
games, cockfights, hulas and other traditional
games of skill or chance. Not only were these
games seen as a useless waste of time, but they
were inextricably mingled with such sins as
gambling and with sexuality of an overt kind
which appeared subversive of Christian mor-
als.

The women, whose labour appeared even
1 , wi lab pp 1

less onerous than the men’s, seemed particu-
larly in need of those alternative pursuits
which Christian education could offer: Bible-
reading groups, church meetings, school ex-
aminations, Sunday school picnics and tea
meetings, as well as formal classroom instruc-
tion. Choir work in particular attracted the
American women’s interest, since they so
much missed the good music of their home
congregations. Maria Patton described such a
choir rehearsal at Lahaina where ‘twenty-
four genteely dressed Hawaiian ladies sat op-
posite the same number of gentlemen with an
elegant table sporting three glass lamps
placed between them'’ (Patton to sister, 20 Au-
gust 1828). g

With choirs, as in so many pursuits, Ameri-
can hopes were often thwarted, Mary Parker
told a friend that she could hardly keep her-
self from laughing sometimes, the Hawaiians
sang so laboriously. "Nature seems not to

have designed them for the best of singers’’

(M. Parker to Mrs Frisbie, April 1836). He

reaction to singing mirrored a deep-seated:
skepticism about the depth of genuine piety.
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that the mission women’s activity had really
achieved. Newly arrived women could be im-
pressed at the sight of a large group of Hawai-
tan women led in prayer by one of their num-
ber in a style not too far removed from
expected forms. Those American women who
had been years in the hield however felt in-
creasingly that the manifestation of piety was
superficial. When a religious revival which
swept the largest island and rapidly increased
church membership (as opposed to mere at-
tendance), many mission women were un-
moved by the local missionaries’ elation. "We
tremble, yet know not what to say, nor
scarcely what to think’, Sybil Bingham told a

mission friend, musing on the ‘hckleness’ of

the Hawailan character (5. Bingham to N.
Ruggles, 16 August 1838).

The essential thrust of the American
women'’s strategy was to substitute piety for
the sexuality which seemed to he the domi-
nant drive in Hawaiian women's activities.
The eflort to induce notions of sexual purity
extended far beyond prohibitions on
‘promiscucus’ bathing and sexually sugges-
tive dances. While the American women saw
monogamous marriage as the sole legitimate
avenue for the expression of physical sex,
their own notions of purity clearly accepted
such sexuality in a relatively positive way.
However to be confronted with a society in
which matters concerning the body were ex-
plicitly, publicly and unsellconsciously pre-
sented was shocking. Nudity, urination, defe-
cation and, above all, intmate sexual
relations appeared scarcely subject to even
minimal regulation, insensitive as they were
to the culeural bases of Hawaiian sexual
behaviour.

The Kailua missionaries complained in
1831 that ‘the sin of uncleanness' clung to
Hawaiians like leprosy, even to church mem-
bers, despite the two-year probation period
the ministers imposed. There was little con-
cern or watchfulness over one another. Ha-
waiians congregated together in the same
small house, and slept together on the one
mat. Missionaries blamed ‘the unceremoni-
ous manner of intercourse between the sexes,
without any forms of reserve or any delicacy

of thought and conversation—The idle habits
of all, especially the women, and their fond-
ness for visiting from home at night—and the
force of long established habits’ (Missionary
Herald, July 1852). "The degradation of the fe-
males in this spot deeply affects my heart’,
wrote Clarissa Richards. 'On this subject I
could write much—but delicacy forbids' {C.
Richards, Journal, 1822-3:40}. The mission-
aries sought to establish and sustain monoga-
mous marriage, acting wherever possible to
stamp out premarital and extramarital sexu-
ality and encouraging Hawaiians to cover
nude bodies with decent clothing in Western
style.

instruction on the married state was
spelled out clearly in a pamphlee 4 Word Re-
lating to Marriage, prepared for mission pur-
poses. Marriage meant one partner, in a rela-
tionship lasting for life. Prostitution, adultery
and ‘male and {emale impersonations' were
sins of the {lesh. Marriages forbidden by God,
such as those between close blood relatives,
were prohibited. Couples should not marry
too young, but wait until their bodies grew
stronger and their characters more devel-
oped. Partners should be close in age so that
they shared many interests; they should know
each other well, understand each other’s
commitments and love each other. They
should have jomt residence, and own all
property together (Clark 1844}. Divorce was
sanctioned only in the case ol adultery or wil-
ful desertion where mediation had failed.

Missionaries did not require couples mar-
ried Hawaiian style to submit to a Christian
service lest every married person in the is-
lands should feel perfectly free to consider
their current relationships null and void, and
to swap partners at will, but they insisted that
all future liaisons be blessed by the church.
Female and male chiefs, however, who had
more than one spouse, were to choose one
and relinquish the rest. One chiefly woman of
Kailua claimed to have had no fewer than
forty spouses, usually several at the same time
(Missionary Herald, October 1829), and a male
chief seven. Samuel Whitney asked him
whether so many wives did not give rise to
some anxiety. ‘Yes, much’, replied the chief. ‘I
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can not skeep for fear some other man will get
them! (S. Whitney, Journal, 30 April 1826).
Such irregularities were insupportable in the
political leaders of the country. They were en-
couraged to introduce stringent punishments
for bigamy and adultery; by the late 1820s in
Lahaina, errant subjects were being forced to
pay for their sins by making roads (men), or
confinement in irons (women)} (Missionary
Herald, February 1829), )
‘Marriage is honorable in all, and the bed
undefiled, but whoremongers and adulterers
God will judge’, thundered preachers {rom a
favourite Hebrew text. It was easier to get Ha-
waitans to the altar, alas, than to restrain
‘whoremongers and adulterers’ thereafter.
The most clearcut case of irregularity that the
mission could bring under some degree of
surveillance was the sexual raflicking be-
tween Hawaiian women and foreign sailors
off visiting ships. Initially such exchange of
sexual favours for material goods was wel-
comed by Hawaiian girls, who may even have
hoped to absorb mana (sanctity or divine
strength) from the god-like white men
{Sahlins 1981h:40). As well as material goods,
however, the exchange often entailed un-
wanted pregnancies, uncontrollable venereal
disease, jealous male violence and, where a
Hawailan woman had been abandoned after
several months of cohabitation, penury.
Whatever the subtleties of sexual politics in
this interchange, the mission women viewed it
within the model of their own society as sheer
exploitative prostitution. They wept when, a
fresh ship in port, their young female scholars
turned a deaf ear to instruction and went off
in the boats with pleasurable excitement
(Ogden to M. Chamberlain, n.d.). They were
in the forefront of pressure on chiefs to try to
prevent this trade, with an anger made more
intense by their daily contact with girls whose
bodies were covered with syphilitic sores and
with women rendered sterile from venereal
disease.

Hawaiian brides decked themselves out
with clothes for weddings and prayer meet-
ings. The rule that the body, particularly the
breasts, ought to be clothed at all times, was
one held without conviction, while the myriad
rules governing appropriate dress to match

various occasions was hardly won. One of
Maria Chamberlain’s first actions after ac-
quiring some of the Hawaiian language was to
exhortwomen at Waikiki, in faltering tongue,
‘to be modest, to tell their neighbours it was a
shame to go exposed and without kapa as we
had recently seen some of them’ (M. Cham-
berlain, Journal, 8 December 1829). Mary
Parker’s first sight of Hawaiians inspired a
chill of disappointment: ‘naked, rude and dis-
gusting to every feeling’ (M. Parker, Journal
(A), 31 March 1833). The American women
pressed clothes on to their parishioners, sew-
ing carly and late for chiefs and teaching the

skill to as many women as would heed them.

Their first success was to persuade women, at
feast in the sight of Westerners, to wear a cot-

ton shift with a skirt of Hawaiian cloth wound

around their waists, and eventually a style of
dress patterned on their own nightgowns be-

came common usage. Frequently clothes

were removed for work or for bathing, and

women would sit wet through in church ser-

vices if they had been caught in rain, although

they customarily removed wet clothing when

they were outside.

At times success seemed imminent. At a
school examination at Waimea in 1829, the
women decked themselves out in silk gowns,
black with white headdresses or green with
yellow headdresses (Guilick to ABCFM, 27
April 1829). The high chief Kapiolani, defier

of the goddess Pele, won acclaim, as was de-

scribed by a mission daughter in this way:

Her hair was becomingly arranged with side
puffs, and a high tortoise shell comb, which was
the admiration of our childish eyes, Her feet
were ahlways clad in stockings and shoes . .. on
public occasions, or when visiting away from
home, she wore a tight fitting dress, not even
adopting the %olukn’ {(or 'Mother Hubbard’)
which afterwards became the national style, Silk
and satin of the gayest colors were the chosen
dress of the chiefs, but she preferred grave and
quict shades. (Taylor 1897:6)

Yet for the most part the women were pained
at the sight of inappropriate dress, even
among the chiefs: rich satin dresses with bare
feet, expensive mantles over cotton shifts.
Other Hawaiian women showed a tendency to
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see clothes as ornamentation rather than to
cover nakedness. When straw hats were intro-
duced to replace Hower wreaths, women
loaded them with bows of dyed kapa ribbon
and extended the brims to enormous propor-
tions. Leg of mutton sleeves, padded with
cloth, ballooned out voluminously.

The proper balance in dress was a rare
achievementindeed, as rare as the reordering
of sexuality they had tried to impose. Mar-
riage was no security against the sin of adul-
tery, mourned Clarissa Armstrong in 1838.
No less than nine quite young girls who at-
tended meetings regularly and heard reli-
gious instruction every day had been guilty of
adultery (Armstrong, Journal, 4 February
1838). Unless some honest way was laid out
‘for the people to supply their new and clam-
orous wants’, wrote Laura Judd from Hono-
lulu in 1841, ‘wives and daughters will con-
tinue to barter virtue for gain’ just as the other
sex resorted to extortion and theft (L. Judd to
Mrs. R. Anderson, August 1841).

The American missionaries always Jooked
askance at the marriage of Christian believers
and non-believers, but particularly so when
the non-believer was the wife. The problem
involved in this case was the proper submis-
sion that a wife owed to husbandly authority:
‘in the marmiage contract’, the mission as-
serted, ‘the woman surrenders herself to the
authority and control of the husband in a
sense materially different from the surrender
of the husband to the wife (though the
husband’s authority cannot contravene the
authority of Christ which is always para-
mount)’ (Sandwich Islands Mission 1837:13-
14). 1t was this consideration that led them
also te oppose older chielly women’s mar-
riages to youths where there was a great dis-
parity in rank, age or influence, ‘for the wife
would probably surrender her superiority re-
luctantly if at all; or the youth might exercise
his authority in an unseemly manner’. If the
older partner were a male chief, the tension
would not be as severe. “There is not the same
danger of unwelcome usurpation, or compe-
tition for supremacy’, as there was of discon-
tent and unfaith{ulness (ibid. ).

The concept of submissiveness as a feature
of feminine behaviour and personality was

not unproblematic for the mission women
themselves, as the reminder that the Chris-
tian conscience was the ultimate arbiter of au-
thority hinted. Most certainly the women did
not equate ‘submission’ with any notion of pas-
sivity, weakness or ineffectualness. Courage,
determination in a rightful cause, moderate
assertiveness, were all qualities the American
women often displayed and certainly valo-
rised. Indeed such attributes were essential if
woien were Lo engage, as seemed essential,
in charitable and religious concerns in the
community. As daughters they had shown
deference to their parents’ opinions, and as
wives they were undoubtedly prepared,
should an irreconcilable difference arise, to
yield to a husband’s judgment, just as they as-
sumed that a husband’s interests preceded
their own. Yet, partly because the gender divi-
sion of labour was clearly spelt out in the mar-
riage, and partly because much of their activ-
istn was conducted in a sex-segregated style,
submissive behaviour in the conventional
sense seemed rarely to be called for. The no-
tion of wornen’s moral leadership in the mar-
riage offered in any case a countervailing
source of power to that given the man by
right.

The mission treatise on marriage in-
structed Hawaillans that the husband was
head of the wife and should love, nurture and
care for her. Wives, in turn, should reside in
proper conduct under their husbands, and,
through the fine example they set in living
without sin and in the fear of the Lord, would
influence their husbands to the good (Clark
1844:4). One reason that the mission women
waged their campaign against Hawaiian
women’s customary amusements was the
need to encourage those personal qualities of
gentility that matched the submissive wife’s
role. “The lemales, too, at the other end of the
village are assembled lor female fights, that is,
pulling haiy, scratching and biting”, wrote two
missionaries about the boxing craze among
their community (Spaulding and Richards
1831). Women used alcohol and smoked to
excess, in both cases inducing indelicate, hoy-
denish behaviour. Involving women in the or-
ganisational and educational work of the
church-—teaching, leading prayer groups,
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preparing parish functions--not only offered
women alternative occupations but pointed
them in the path of an effective community
activism which could be reconciled with defer-
ence to the dominant sex.

Hawaiian women were begged to change
their ways, and in particular wives were urged
to combine their interests more closely with
their husbands. "The property of a husband
and wife are perfectly separate’, one mission-
ary complained. ‘Hoapili [a chief] and his wife
have two perfectly distinct establishments,
they rarely eat together. No man ever uses his
wite's book and vice versa and so of a slate and
other property, each must have one of his
own' {Andrews to ABCFM, 2 December
1835). When Hukona, one of Clarissa
Richard's servants, was guilty of *delinquency’
while assisting Fanny Gulick, another mission
wife, Clarissa insisted that the woman should
remain with Fanny ‘and that she live quietly
with her husband and submit herself cheer-
fully to his authority and theirs’. She could re-
turn to visit the Armstrongs and her relations
alter Fanny's confinement, but Clarissa did
not want Hukona to feel that her services
were indispensable, 'if she does not love her
husband, nobody wants her’ (C. Richards to
F. Gulick, April [1834]).

It was the kinship newwork, the ‘relations’,
that many missionaries realised was the stum-
bling block to much submissive wifely behav-
iour. Their own culture upheld dutiful defer-
ence of young unmarried daughters to the
authority of parents. Hawaiian women, how-
ever, sustained links with their family of ori-
gin which superseded their ties with their hus-
bands throughout their lives. Their roles as
sisters, daughters, nieces took precedence
over the marriage bond and represented the
reference point for status. American women
expected a married woman to have status
conferred by the husband. Hawaiian women
were involved in strong bonds of reciprocity
with their kin for material, emotional and
physical support, and such demands fre-
quently drew wives from the marital home.
Increasingly, as European diseases ravaged
the population, they were called upon to
nurse sick relatives some distance {rom their

homes. Maria Chamberlain articulated com-
mon exasperation with the strength of kin-
ship ties. ‘If we should give the natives in our
family a whole hog or goat they would boil it
up and share it with their friends and then
perhaps go without any meat for 2 or 3 days’

(M. Chamberlain to sister, 11 March 1830).

The functional value of such behaviour es-
caped the missionaries.

However it was not merely the force of the
kinship network which the Americans saw as

undermining proper lines of authority, They

abhorred the continuing power of the chiefs

over the lives of individual members of the -

family except where this influence was exer-
cised on behalf of the church. Mary Ives de-
scribed such an incident that epitomised
chiefly tyranny at Hana. A young girl had
brought Mary two eggs to exchange for a nee-
dle. A chief, observing the transaction, seized
the eggs and angrily told the girl she had no
right to sell eggs without asking him. As the

girl fled in shame, Mary recalled her, gave her -

a needle and remonstrated with the chief—
who did not take her advice in good spirit {M.
Ives to aunt, 21 January 1838). If a chief de-
tained a Hawailan in some place distant from
his home and family, wrote Sarah Lyman, the
man did not even express a wish to return,
even if he was detained six months or a year.
‘Such veneration they still have for chiefs’
{Lyman, Journal, 4 January 1835). For wo-
men to be dutiful wives, continuity in co-
habitation and regularity in material subsis-

tennce was essential, and the Americans

locked [orward to the time when the despo-
tism of chiefs would be ended, while they ex-
pressed regret at individual chiefly acts in the
meantime,.

The teaching of submissiveness, then, was

mtimately related to the encouragement of

women to lead a domestic-oriented existence
based on a gender division of labour in the
American mode. Mission teaching was ex-
plicit on this point. ‘It is the husband’s role to

work out-doors—he farms and builds the.

home and prepares that which concerns the
wellare of the body. The role of the wife is to
maintain the house and all that is within. It 18
her responsibility to look after the husband’s
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clothing and the food—the household
chores—setting in place the sleeping quarters
and all else that is within' (Clark 1844). The
wife was advised against deliciency in this
area. ‘It is wrong to neglect work and to leave
the husband to keep the household. It is right
to remain within the house and to work with-
out daydreaming, providing food, clothing
and all that is essential for life together’ (ilid.,
5). And by such domestic devotion, the wife
would foster the husband’s love for the chil-
dren. The married couple should guide chil-
dren, as Solomon said, on the correct path. If
husband and wife loved each other, their love
for their children would be great and the chil-
dren would not abandon their parents in later
life.

The reality of Hawaiian domestic life was
far from the ideal projected by the Ameri-
cans. When Abigail Smith arrived at Kaluaaha
in 1833, she was driven to distraction by Ha-
waiian women coming to observe her perfor-
mance of domestic chores. She begged them
to go home to their household duties and the
care of their children so she could get on with
her own tasks undisturbed. They asserted
cheerfully that they had no duties, and con-
tinued unabashed to occupy her yard and
doorway (Frear 1934:71). On several occa-
sions when Hawailan women saw the Ameri-
cans ironing they said, with heartfelt sympa-
thy, ‘T pity you'.

The simply constructed Hawaiian houses
with their sparse furnishings, together with
the plainness of diet and dress, militated
against the mission plan. The Waimea mis-
sionaries tried to persuade the people ‘to live
like human beings’, Lyons said, to put away
dogs, give up tobacco, build better houses,
make tables, seats, use separate dishes and
cating utensils, make fences around their
houses and cultivate the soil more extensively
(Lyons, Report on Waimea Station, 1837:1).
The chiefs built Western-style houses, and
eventually a few of the better-off church fami-
lies lived in Western style with thatched mud-
walled cottages sporting separate sleeping
places for children, a shelf of books, an en-
graved map on the wall, home-built furniture
and wooden bowls and spoons (Mother's Mag-

azine, February 1839). But for the most part
the Americans considered the Hawaiians’
homes and diet totally unconducive to the
performance of a day’s domestic work by Ha-
waiian women. When the mission women
went house-to-house visiting it was usually
only the sick, the lame, the biind, the maimed
or the old that they found at heme—not a
busy and welcoming Hawaiian housewife.

It seemed to the Americans that vast mate-
rial improvement among commoners was de-
pendent on breaking the hegemony of the
chiefs. In the meantime, as they sought a cash
crop which might give Hawalian men em-
ployment and livelihood, they also looked For
an avenue of household production for the
women. One proposal was to induce Hawai-
ian women to spend more time sewing and
knitting, since this not only alforded domestic
occupation but provided the clothing so
sorely needed by the whole population, and
the clothes would generate occupation in
mending, laundering, ironing and storing.
The most concerted effort was the attempt to
initiate clothmaking in the homes, that old
skill of American women which was swiftly
being overtaken by factory production back
home. In 1834 a middle-aged spinster, Miss
Lydia Brown, was sent to the islands to spear-
head this enterprise. The mission board justi-
fied the appointment of Lydia, ‘a woman of
superior mind and character’, in these terms,
‘It is certainly of the utmost importance to
make employment, and to create a necessity
for it, for the people of the Islands. And it is
very desirable to exert every influence on
them that will be likely to produce among
them industrious, orderly families.” The Ha-
walians, therefore, should be trained in the
domestic manufacture of cloth (Wisner to
Missionaries, 23 June 1834). A number of Ha-
wallan wotnen were intrigued by the process
and keen to wy it until they saw how coarse
was the cloth of their own manufacture, and
until more and more imported cottons made
home spinning and weaving superfluous for
the same reason as in America.

Persuading Hawailan women to devote
more time to childcare was similarly a frus-
rrating task. ‘In our opinion', stated the
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Lahaina mission report in 1833, ‘all that ever
has been written on the subject of a mother’s
influence, has come far short of giving it the
high rank which it really holds. Could the in-
fluence of a pious mother be brought to bear
upon the children of Hawaii, then these is-
lands might be transformed . . . Otherwise it
will be the work of ages to change the charac-
ter of the nation’s children’ (Missionary Her-
ald, September 1834). The children, all the
missionaries agree, were growing up like wild
goats in the field. The only way to get them to
school was to seek them out and bribe them
with books in exchange for attendance. To
keep them in school, the teachers had to sus-
tain the children’s interest constantly, no
small task considering that the knowledge
which Hawaiian children attained appeared
to bear no relevance lor their future employ-
ment. If made the objects of anger or corpo-
ral punishment, the children deserted in de-
cisive fashion. One missionary described their
activities. ‘From morning to night, ungov-
erned by their parents, almost naked, rang-
ing the fields in companies of both sexes,
sporting on the sand-beach, bathing promis-
cuously in the surf, or following the wake of
some drunken sailors’ (Dibble 1909:267).
Something had to be done.

That something involved the formation of
Maternal Associations on each station de-
voted to the task of explaining to Hawaiian
women the serious business of rearing godly
children. On occasions, with caution, a mis-
sion wife brought in one of her own offspring
for brief display.

Instruction began with a sharp and an-
guished attack on abortion and infanticide.
Abortions, ‘base and inhuman practices’
(Lyons to ABCFM, n.d. [c. 1836]), were sus-
pected to be common but difficult to detect.
Mercy Whitney, reporting that she had seen a
child with an eye put out by his mother ‘in en-
deavouring to kill him’ before his birth, com-
mented also on the common practice of for-
mer vears, infanticide: “They seemed to think
but little more of killing a child, than they
would an animal” (M. Whitney, Journal, 24
October 1828). Most mission women re-
ported that the incidence of infanticide de-

clined swiftly, however. This was very likely
due to the high infant mortality rate from in-
troduced diseases if for no other reason.

The mission publication A Few Words of Ad-
vice for Parenis (Sandwich Islands Mission
1842) cautioned mothers against leaving
their infants to cry in another’s care while they
went off wherever they wished. Infants should
be fed only breast milk, not fish, or poi, or sug-
arcane juice, But beyond everything else, in-
fants should not be given away to relatives,
but reared by their biological parents in the
one home. This common practice was seen
not just as the chief cause of the high infant
mortality, but the reason for the entire lack of
discipline over older children. Sarah Lyman
expressed the usual exasperation at this prac-
tice when, at a Maternal Association meeting
at Hilo, she failed dismally to compile a neat
list of mothers and children. Thirty women
attended, but it proved impossible to discover
exactly how many children they had as ‘their
real mother, grandmother, aunt, nurse and
perhaps someone else’” would all claim the
one child (Lyman, Journal, 17 January 1837).

Consequently, as the children grew more
independent, it proved impossible for par-
ents to exert strong control over them. As one
Hawaiian mother after another explained, if
they were nasty to their children, the children
simply rolled up their mats under their arms
and moved on to be welcomed by a related
household. One Hawaiian mother described
how she had tried to hit her disobedient child
with the rod--the child spat in her face, bit
and scratched her, tore her clothes, and then
ran away for several days (Mother’s Magazine,
October 1837). If Hawalian mothers had
been accustomed to govern their children in-
stead of being governed by them, it might
have been a simple matter to substitute alter-
native advice. But, said Fidelia Coan, ‘The
most simple directions we can give, presup-
pose, in many cases, more knowledge, more
skill, more advancement in the art of govern-
ing a family than they have attained’ (bid. ).

[t was arguable, from observing non-Chris-
tian mothers, that good church members

were a little less likely to give up their infants
for adoption and attempted to control their

Missionary Wives, Hawaiian Women and ‘The Cult of True Womanheood” 453

children a little more firmly. Certainly where
the wife was an unbeliever, and a Christian fa-
ther exerted parental authority, his efforts
were clearly undermined; the wife would in-
tervene if he tried to whip a child and setup a
fearful wailing. ‘It is true here, as in civilized
lands’, wrote one missionary, ‘that the female
fills an important sphere and may be the
means of doing much mischief or much good’
(Forbes to ABCFM, 23 July 1836). For the
most part, however, even Christian women
resigned themselves to a continuation of
usual practices. We hear your advice, but we
forget it quickly, Hawaiians goodnaturedly
told the mission wives. Anyway, they were
convinced that American children were born
different: it was inconceivable that Hawaiian
children could be so well-behaved.

On occasions Hawailan women could ex-
press gratitude to American wives for their
unswerving reform efforts. Maria Chamber-
lain had that experience one pleasant day in
May, 1831. As an Hawailian woman sat by
Maria’s baby's cradle brushing the flies off his
face, she said to Maria that Hawailans were
fortunate that the missionaries had come with
wives to the islands. Formerly, she said, Ha-
waiians had known nothing of taking care of
children; gave newborn babies to others;
knew nothing of domestic happiness. "Hus-
bands and wives quarrelled, committed adul-
tery, drank, lied, stole ... Now we wish (o
obey the word of God, to live together with
love, to take care of our children and have
them wear clothes as the children of the
missionaries’ (M. Chamberlain, Journal, 11
May 1831). Such praise was a rare treat and
one which the mission women in any case
came to regard with some skepticism. Pene-
trating the Hawaiian mind was a baffling task.
‘It is exceedingly difficult to ascertain the true
character of this people’, wrote Nancy
Ruggles after thirteen years in the islands.
“The expression of the lips merely, is no sure
indication of the state of the heart’ (N.
Ruggles to Rev. and Mrs. 8. Bartlett, 27 June
1853). Another missionary spelled out one of
the major problems of communication. ‘Un-
less every trifling particular is named they
rarely have the judgement to carry out the
principle themselves. They suppose they

have complied when they observe the particu-
far act forbidden’ (Forbes to ABCFM, 10 Oc-
tober 1836). Scholars in the schools learned
to pronounce the words, but that was all.
They did not understand the essential mean-
mg.

By the time the second decade of mission
work was nearing its end without the reforma-
tion they craved becoming visible, many mis-
sionary women began to express the discour-
agement that had never, in any case, been far
beneath the surface. They had God on their
side; they had sacrificed a good deal to come
to Hawaii; they felt exhausted in the cause;
the population was ostensibly Christian and
some change in women’s behaviour had
taken place. All Hawaiian women, however,
fell far short of the desired model of true
womanhood that they had tried so hard to im-
pose. ‘What in me hinders their salvation?’
Lucia Smith plaintively asked her friend Juli-
ette Cooke, as she watched women drift away
from her instruction (L. Smith to J. Cooke, 5
May [1838]). Many another mission sister
echoed her painful self-assessment.

Forceful and efficient fresh male mission-
aries who arrived in Hawaii in the 1830s were
horrified by what they saw as the slow prog-
ress of the mission’s work and began to ques-
tion the decision of earlier missionaries to de-
vate so much of the effort to the reformation
of adults. Many felt a renewed onslaught
should be made on the character formation of
Hawaiian children. Lorrin Andrews, principal
of the Lahainaluna Seminary which was
founded on Maui in 1831 to offer advanced
education to young Hawaiian men, was one
who came to this opinion. ‘We must begin with
children or the most of our labour must be lost
as far as civilization and mental improvement
are concerned’, he told fellow missionaries
with some vehemence (Andrews to ABCFM, 2
December 1835). He and his co-workers be-
came disillusioned with their work with young
men when they encountered sexual immoral-
ity both within the Seminary and among some
graduate teachers in the community who
used their new status to gain sexual favours
from female pupils (Andrews et al. to ABCFM,

1836-37).

While others agreed about renewed em-
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phasis on children, the teachers of day
schools felt their task an impossible one. Chil-
dren, said one missionary, lost the salutary ef-
fects of religious instruction by ‘mingling with
their vicious parents and others and observ-
ing all their heathenish and polluting habits
and practices’ (L. Lyons to ABCFM, Report,
1836). No sooner, reiterated another, did one
alert children to their ‘filthy and indecent
appearance’ and to the evils of quarrelling
and lying than they returned to the ‘beastly
indifference’ to the conventions of good
behaviour, or even the sneers, of those with
whom they associated back home. The solu-
tion seemed difficult, but obvious. The mis-
sion must educate children, but in sex-segre-
gated boarding schools where they could be
removed from their parents’ influence
(Hitchcock to ABCFM, April 1836). The mis-
sionaries on Hawaii knew that their fellow
missionaries in Ceylon were finding this a
constructive approach. The graduates of the
girls’ and boys’ boarding schools in Ceylon
were marrying and then re-entering their for-
mer communities as Christian leaders (Wis-
ner to missionaries, 23 June 1834). A begin-
ning on this policy was made. Lahainaluna
was converted to a high school for young boys
in 1837, and the Wailuku Girls’ Seminary, for
girls aged six to ten years, was opened at a
discreet geographical distance.

At Wailuku, under the principal Miss
Maria Ogden, Hawaiian girls received the
training in true womanhood that the female
missionaries had tried to offer adult women.
Their daily schedule revealed much. Girls
rose before dawn for prayers, set the tables,
cleaned their rooms, washed, combed their
hair and came down to breakfast at the sound
of the bell. Some girls were rostered to wait at
cach meal. The girls sewed from 7:50 a.m. to
9:00 a.mn., studied till midday, and again after
lunch from 2:00 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. Another
hour's sewing preceded supper at 5:00 p.m,,
followed by a scripture reading and prayer.
On Saturdays the scholars scoured the dining
room, schoolroom, tables, basins, aprons,
plates, knives and forks; they washed and
wroned their clothes, neat uniforms of sensible
cottons. They learned at the school the basic
elements of a formal education combined

with an apprenticeship in female arts and
crafts (Ogden to M. Chamberlain 27 June
[21857]). By 1830, however, Dr. Judd recom-
mended some improvement not only in the
quality of their diet but in the time allotted for
physical exercise, when serious illness, result-
ing in deaths, occurred at the school. It
seemed impossible, the missionaries con-
cluded, 'to restrain them from rude and
romping hehaviour, and to confine them to
those exercises deemed more proper for fe-
males without serious injury to health’ {Dibble
1909:284; Judd 1960:95).

The 1840s saw a slow period of disengage-
ment in active involvement in the mission by
many missionary wives, which they lamented
in an increasingly hopeless fashion. It was im-
practicable for most children to be confined
for years in boarding schools—the one area
where a small group of women remained in-
volved. Their efforts with the Hawaiian
women appeared to bear little fruit, and the
Americans faced the gloomy experience of
watching many of their most precious con-
verts dying prematurely during the epidemics
which swept the islands. ‘Surely this people
are melting away like dew . . . What we do for
them must be done quickly’, wrote Sarah
Lyman (Lyman, Journal, 22 January 1858).
Another missionary wrote, ‘We bless the
Lord and take courage but, oh, what a dying
people this is. They drop down on all sides
of'us and it seems that the nation must speed-
ily become extinct’ (Gulick 1918:159). The
mission women’s nursing skills seemed
more in demand than any other offering
they could make. By the 1850s, there was
often litdle to distinguish the mission
women’s daily round and preoccupations
from many of their sisters’ lives back home,
the exotic character of their environment
notwithstanding.

A young American, staying in the Hawai-
ian islands for his health in the 1830s, de-
scribed his missionary aunt's activities, and
the Hawaiian response, in an ironical yet sym-
pathetic fashion:

My aunt could work, scold, preach, wash, bake,
pray, catechize, make dresses, plant, pluck,
drive stray pigs out the garden. There was noth-
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ing useful in this wilderness which she could not
do. She exercised an influence from her energy
and practical virtue which bordered on absclute
authority. As I walked with her through the vil-
lage, her presence operated as a civilizing tonic.
True, the effect in many cases was transient, Bug
the natives knew whar she expected. As she ap-
peared, tobacco pipes disappeared, idle games
or gambling were slyly put by. Bible and hymn
books brought conspicuously forward and the
young girls hastily donned thewr chastest
dresses and looks. (Restarick 1924:50-1)

His characterisation of this intercultural rela-
tionship nicely captures both the single-
minded eflfort of missionary women and the
apparent conformity, but essentially evasive,
response of Hawaiians. It also exemplifies the
style of much outsiders’ writing about mission
women, the tendency to stress a comic ele-
ment in the encounter. In truth, however, al-
though the endeavour of the American mis-
stonary women could easily be described as
comedy, it more nearly approaches tragedy.

The American women attempted what was,
given the circumstances, a constructive role in
the process of social change in Hawaii which it
is easy to overlook. Hawaiian culture was
being subjected to intense pressure to adapt
to the rapid incursion of foreigners into their
community. The missionaries were only one
element in these first decades, and from an
immediate economic perspective the least ex-
ploitative element in this capitalist and colo-
nialist invasion. Granted that change in Ha-
waiian culture was inevitable, what in fact the
American missionaries offered Hawailan girls
and women was initiation into that range of
skills and behaviour that would ensure some
successful negotiation of the new order.
Kaahumanu, the queen regent, was astuie
enough to recognise this fact.

The constructive nature of the American
women's enterprise has been overlooked
partly by the tendency of historians, them-
selves products of the same work-oriented so-
ciety, to envy, and to enjoy vicariously, the
lives of those Polynesian island dwellers who
were innocent of puritanical drives. Yet there
seems little basis in fact for deseribing Hawai-
ian women'’s lives as romantic or idyllic, either
in their pre-contact world or in the period of

change of the nineteenth century. This ten-
dency to denigrate the missionary women'’s
efforts is intensified by the trappings of
Victorian gentility which necessarily sur-
rounded their agenda, particularly with re-
spect to sexuality. Yet the formal and infor-
mal education in Western forms which the
mission women, alone of their sex, were pre-
pared to offer would enable Hawaitan women
to make out in a world increasingly domi-
nated by this alien culture. Such Hawaiian
women who were ‘successful’ in nineteenth-
century Hawaii served an apprenticeship in
the American mission programme.

Yet ultimately the American women's ac-
tivities would prove of only marginal value to
the vast majority of those Hawaiians who sur-
vived the ravages of imported diseases.
Clearly a wide range of cultural beliefs and
practices were bound to persist, and among
these notions of masculinity, femininity and
personal familial relationships would prove
the most persistent. Moreover, the American
prescriptions of femininity were based on an
economic organisation which it proved im-
possible to replicate for indigenous Hawai-
ians. The male breadwinner, the indepen-
dent artisan, the small farmer, the wage
earner, supporting a wife and family in mod-
est but independent comfort, was a dream
that faded before it could emerge (Grimshaw
1986). Eventually large plantations and busi-
nesses headed by foreign capitalists domi-
nated, employing non-Hawaiian labour for
the most part. The bulk of Hawaiians re-
mained excluded from the prosperity of this
new Hawaii. The relative affluence of Hawai-
ian families and the Western gender division
of labour desired by the Americans remained
elusive goals. It was no wonder that their cul-
tural constructs of gender characteristics
proved unattainable.

The experience of American and Hawailan
cultural contact was an ironic one. The
Americans sacrificed much personal comfort,
suffered home-sickness, ill-health and heart-
ache in their effort to transform Hawaiian
lives. Yet they tended to attack, along with de-
structive elements in the processes of foreign
incursion, many of the very aspects of Hawai-
ian culture which afforded Hawaiian women
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some measure of autonomy within their own
social system. Meanwhile the Americans were
powerless to reproduce for their protégés the
framework which afforded American women
informal power within American society.
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“Aba Riots” or Igbo “Women’s War”?

Ideology, Stratification,

and the Invisibility of Women

Judith Van Allen

The events that occurred in Calabar and
Owerri provinces in southeastern Nigeria in
November and December of 1929, and that
have come to be known in Western social-sci-
ence literature as the *Aba Riots,” are a natu-
ral focus for an investigation of the impact of

Reprinted from Women in Africq: Studies in Sociel and Eco-
nomic Change, edited by Nancy J. Hafkin and Edna G. Bay
with the permission of the publisher, Stanford University
Press. ® 1976 by the Board of Trustees of the Leland
Stanford Junior University.

colonialism on Igho women.' In the develop-
ment and resulgs of that crisis can be found all
the elements of the system that has weakened
women’s position in Igboland—and in much
of the rest of Africa as well.” The "Aba Riots”
are also a nice symbol of the “invisibility” of
women: “Aba Riots” is the name adopted by
the British; the Igbo called it Ogu Umunwanyi,
the “Women's War” (Uchendu 1965: 5;
Okonjo 1974: 25, n. 40). This is more than a
word game. In politics, the control of lan-
guage means the control of history. The dom-
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inant group and the subordinate group al-
most always give different names to their con-
flicts, and where the dominant group alone
writes history, its choice of terminology will be
perpetuated. Examples of this manipulation
of language abound in American history, as
any examination of standard textbooks will
reveal,

Calabar and Owerri provinces covered
roughly the southeast and southwest quarters
of Igboland, the traditional home of the Igbo
peoples. In November of 1929, thousands of
Igbo women from these provinces converged
on the Native Administration centers— set-
tlements that generally included the head-
quarters and residence of the British colonial
officer for the district, a Native Court building
and a jail, and a bank or white trader's store
(if such existed in the district).* The women
chanted, danced, sang songs of ridicule, and
demanded the caps of oflice (the official in-
signia) of the Warrant Chiefs, the Igbo chosen
from each village by the British to sit as mem-
bers of the Native Court. At a few locations
the women broke into prisons and released
prisoners. Sixteen Native Courts were at-
tacked, and most of these were broken up or
burned. The “disturbed area” covered about
6,000 square miles and contained about two
million people. It is not known how many
women were involved, but the figure was in
the tens of thousands. On two occasions, Brit-
ish District Officers called in police and
troops, who fired on the women and left a
total of more than 50 dead and 50 wounded.
No one on the other side was seriously in-
Jured.!

The British "won,” and they have imposed
their terminology on history; only a very few
scholars have recorded that the Igho called
this the “Women’s War.” And in most histo-
ries of Nigeria today one looks in vain for any
mention that women were even involved.
“Riots,” the term used by the British, conveys
a picture of uncontrolled, irrational action,
involving violence to property or persons, or
both. It serves to justify the “necessary action
to restore order,” and it accords with the Brit-
ish picture of the outpouring of Igbo from
their villages as some sort of spontaneous

frenzy, explained by the general “excitability”
of these “least disciplined” of African peoples
{Perham 1937:219). "Aba Riots,” in addition,
neatly removes women from the picture.
What we are left with is “some riots at Aba”—
not by women, not invelving complex organi-
zation, and not ranging over most of south-
eastern Nigeria.

To the British Commissions of Enquiry es-
tablished to investigate the events, the Igho as
a whole were felt to be dissatisfied with the
general systemn of administration. The women
simply were seen as expressing this underly-
ing general dissatisfaction. The British expla-
nation for the fact that women rather than
men “rioted” was twolold: the women were
aroused by a rumor that they would be taxed
at a time of declining profits from the palm
products trade; and they believed themselves
to be immune from danger because they
thought British soldiers would not fire on
women (Perham 1937:213-217). The possi-
bility that women might have acted because
as women they were particularly distressed by
the Native Administration system does not
seemn to have been taken any more seriously
by the Commissions than women's demands
in testimony that they be included in the Na-
tive Courts (Leith-Ross 1939:165).

The term “Women's War,” in contrast to
“Aba Riots,” retains both the presence and
the significance of the women, for the word
“war” in this context derived from the pidgin
English expression “making war,” an institu-
tionalized form of punishment employed by
Igbo women and also known as “sitting on a
man.” To "siton” or “make war on” a man in-
volved gathering at his compound at a pre-
viously agreed-upon time, dancing, singing
scurrilous songs detailing the women’s griev-
ances against him (and often insulting him
along the way by calling his manhood into
question), banging on his hut with the pestles
used for pounding yams, and, in extreme
cases, tearing up his hut (which usually meant
pulling the roof off). This might be done 10 a
man who particularly mistreated his wife, who
violated the women’s markes rules, or who
persistently let his cows eat the women's
crops. The women would stay at his hut all
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night and day, if necessary, until he repented
and promised to mend his ways (Leith-Ross
1939: 109; Harris 1940: 146-48).°

“Women's War” thus conveys an action by
women that is also an extension of their tradi-
tional method for settling grievances with
men who had acted badly toward them. Un-
derstood from the Igbo perspective, this term
confirms the existence of Igbo women’s tradi-
tional institutions, for “making war” was the
ultimate sanction available to women for en-
forcing their judgments. The use of the word
“war” in this specifically Igho sense directs at-
tention to the existence of those female polit-
ical and economic institutions that were never
taken into account by the British, and that
still have not been sufficiently recognized by
contemporary social scientists writing about
the development of nationalist movements.

Conventionally, Western influence has
been seen as “emancipating” African women
through (1) the weakening of kinship bonds;
(2) the provision of “free choice” in Christian
monogamous marriage; (3) the suppression
of “barbarous” practices (female circumci-
sion, ostracism of mothers of twins, slavery);
{4) the opening of schools; and (5} the intro-
duction of modern medicine, hygiene, and
(sometimes) female sullrage. What has not
been seen by Westerners is that for some Afri-
can women—and Igho women are a striking
example—actual or potential autonomy, eco-
nomic independence, and political power did
not grow out of Western mfluences but ex-
isted already in traditional “tribal” life. To the
extent that Igho women have participated in
any political action—whether anticolonial or
nationalist struggles, local community devel-
opment, or the Biafran war-—it has been not
so much because of the influence of Western
values as despite that influence.

TRADITIONAL IGBO POLITICAL
INSTITUTIONS

In traditional Igbo society, women did not
have a political role equal to that of men. But
they did have a role—or more accurately, a

series of roles—despite the patrilineal organi-
zation of Igbo society. Their possibilities of
participating in traditional politics must be
examined in terms of both structures and val-
ues. Also involved is a consideration of what it
means to talk about “politics” and “political
roles” in a society that has no differentiated,
centralized governmental institutions.

Fallers (1963) suggests that for such socie-
ties, it is necessary to view “the polity or polit-
ical system . . . not as a concretely distinct part
of the social system, but rather as a functional
aspect of the whole social system: that aspect
concerned with making and carrying out de-
cisions regarding public policy, by whatever
institutional means.” Fallers’s definition is
preferable to several other functionalist defi-
nitions because it attempts to give some con-
tent to the category “political.” Examples will
make this clear. Let us take a society that has
no set of differentiated political institutions to
which we can ascribe Weber's “monopoly of
the legitimate use of physical force within a
given territory,” and yet that holds together
in reasonable order; we ask the question,
What are the mechanisms of soctal control?
To this may be added a second question,
based on the notion that a basic governmen-
tal function is “authoritative allocation”:
What are the mechanisms that authoritatively
allocate goods and services? A third common
notion of politics is concerned with power re-
lationships, and so we also ask, Who has
power (or influence) over whom?

The problem with all of these approaches
is that they are at the same time too broad
and too narrow. If everything in a society that
promotes order, resolves conflicts, allocates
goods, or involves the power of one person
over another is “political,” then we have
hardly succeeded in distinguishing the “polit-
ical” as a special kind of activity or area or re-
lationship. Igbo women certainly played a
role in promoting order and resolving con-
flicts (Green 1947: 178-216; Leith-Ross
1939: 9%, 106-9), but that does not make
them political actors. In response to each of
those broad definitions, we can still ask, Is this
mechanism of social control or allecation, or
this power relationship, a political mechanism
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or relationship? In answering that question,
Fallers provides some help. It is their rela-
tionship to public policy that makes mecha-
nisms, relationships, or activities “political.”

There are many different concepts of

“public” in Western thought. We will consider
only two, chosen because we can possibly
apply them to Igho politics without produc-
ing a distorted picture. There seem to be ac-
tions taken, and distinctions made, in Igho
politics and language that make it not quite
so ethnocentric to try to use these Western
concepts. One notion of “public” relates it to
issues that are of concern to the whole com-
munity; ends served by “political functions”
are beneficial to the community as a whole.
Although different individuals or groups may
seek different resolutions of problems or dis-
putes, the “political” can nevertheless be seen
as encompassing all those human concerns
and problems that are common to all the
members of the community, or at least to
large numbers of them. “Political” problems
are shared problems that are appropriately
dealt with through group action— their reso-
lutions are collective, not individual. This
separates them from “purely personal” prob-
tems. The second notion of “public” is that
which is distinguished from “secret,” that is,
open to everyone's view, accessible to all
members of the community. The setthing of
questions that concern the welfare of the
community in a “public” way necessitates the
sharing of “political knowledge” — the knowl-
edge needed for participation in political dis-
cussion and decision. A system in which pub-
lic policy is made publicly and the relevant
knowledge is shared widely contrasts sharply
with those systems in which a privileged few
possess the relevant knowledge—whether
priestly mysteries or bureaucratic expertise-—
and therefore control policy decisions.
Traditional Igbo society was predomi-
nantly patrilineal and segmental. People
lived in “villages” composed of the scattered
compounds of relatively close patrilineal kins-
men; and related villages formed what are
usually referred to as “village groups,” the
largest functional political unit. Forde and

Jones (1950: 9, 39) found between 4,000 and
5,000 village groups, ranging in population
from several hundred to several thousand
persons. Political power was diffuse, and lead-
ership was fluid and informal. Community
decisions were made and disputes settled
through a variety of gatherings (villagewide
assemblies; women's meetings; age grades;
secret and title societies; contribution clubs:
lineage groups; and congregations at funer-
als, markets, or annual rituals) as well as
through appeals to oracles and diviners
(Afigho 1972: 13-36).° Decisions were made
by discussion until mutual agreement was
reached. Any adult present who had some-
thing to say on the matter under discussion
was entitled to speak, so long as he or she said
something that the others considered worth
listening to; as the Igbo say, “A case forbids
no one.” Leaders were those who had
“mouth”; age was respected, but did not con-
ter leadership unless accompanied by wisdom
and the ability to speak well. In village assem-
blies, atter much discussion, a small group of
elders retired for “consultation” and then of-
fered a decision for the approval of the as-
sembly (Uchendu 1965; 41—4; Green 1947:
chaps. 7-11: Harris 1940: 142-43).

In some areas, the assemblies are said to
have been of all adult males; in other areas,
women reportedly participated in the assem-
blies, but were less likely to speak unless in-
volved in the dispute and less likely to take
part in “consultation.” Women may have
been among the “arbitrators” that disputants
invited to settle particular cases; however, if
one party to the dispute appealed to the vil-
lage as a whole, male elders would have been
more likely to offer the final settlement
(Green 1947 107, 112-13, 116-29, 169,
199). Age grades existed in most Igho com-
munities, but their functions varied; the pre-
dominant pattern seems to have been for
young men's age grades to carry out decisions
of the village assembly with regard to such
matters as clearing paths, building bridges, or’
collecting fines (Uchendu 1963: 43). There
was thus no distinction among what we call
executive, legislative, and judicial activities,
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and no political authority to issue commands.
The settling of a dispute could merge into a
discussion of a new “rule,” and acceptance by
the disputants and the group hearing the dis-
pute was necessary for the settlement of any-
thing. Only within a family compound could
an individual demand obedience to orders;
there the compound head offered guidance,
aid, and protection to members of his family,
and in return received respect, obedience,
and material tokens of good will. Neither was
there any distinction between the religious
and the political: rituals and “political” dis-
cussions were interwoven in patterns of action
to promote the good of the community; and
rituals, too, were performed by various
groups of women, men, and women and men
together (Afigbo 1972; Meek 1957 98-99,
105; Uchendu 1965: 39-40).

Matters dealt with in the village assembly
were those of common concern to all. They
could be general problems for which collec-
tive action was appropriate (for example, dis-
cussion might center on how to make the vil-
lage market bigger than those of neighboring
villages); or they could be conflicts that
threatened the unity ol the village (for exam-
ple, a dispute between members of different
Families, or between the men and the women)
(Harris 1940: 142-43; Uchendu 1965: 54,
42-43). It is clear, then, that the assembly
dealt with public policy publicly. The mode of
discourse made much use of proverbs, para-
bles, and metaphors drawn from the body of
Igho tradition and familiar to all Igbo {rom
childhood. Influential speech involved the
creative and skillful use of this tradition to
provide counsel and justification—to assure
others that a certain course of action was both
awise thing to do and a right thing to do. The
accessibility (the “public” nature) of this
knowledge is itself indicated by an Igho prov-
erb: “If you tell a proverb to a fool, he will ask
you its meaning.” Fools were excluded from
the political community, but women were
not.”

Women as well as men thus had access to
political participation; for women as well as
for men, public status was to a great extent

achieved, not ascribed. A woman’s status was
determined more by her own achievements
than by those of her husband. The resources
available to men were greater, however; thus,
although a woman might rank higher among
women than her husband did among men,
very few women could afford the fees and
feasts involved in taking the highest titles, a
major source of prestige (Meek 1957: 203).
Men “owned” the most profitable crops and
received the bulk of the money from
bridewealth. Moreover, if they were com-
pound heads, they received presents from
compound members. Through the patriline-
age, they controlled the fand. After providing
farms for their wives, they could lease excess
fand for a good prolit. Men also did more of
the long-distance trading, which had a higher
rate of profit than did local and regional trad-
ing, which was almost entirely in women’s
hands (Green 1947 32—42).

Women were entitled to sell the surplus of
their own crops. They also received the palm
kernels as their share of the palm produce
(they processed the palm oil for the men to
sell). They might also sell prepared foods, or
the products of women's special skills (pro-
cessed salt, pots, baskets). All the profits were
theirs to keep (Leith-Ross 1939: 90-92, 138~
39, 148). But these increments of profit were
relatively low. Since the higher titles com-
monly needed to ensure respect for village
leaders required increasingly higher fees and
expenses, women's low profits restricted their
access to villagewide leadership. Almost all of
those who took the higher titles were men,
and most of the leaders in villagewide discus-
sions and decisions were men (Green 1947:
169; Uchendu 1965: 41). Women, therefore,
came out as second-class citizens. Though
status and the political influence it could
bring were “achieved,” and though there
were no formal limits to women's political
power, men by their ascriptive status (mem-
bership in the patrilineage) acquired wealth
that gave them a head start and a lifelong ad-
vantage over women. The Igho say that "a
child who washes his hands clean deserves to
eat with his elders” (Uchendu 1965: 19).
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What they do naot say is that at birth some chil-
dren are given water and some are not.

WOMEN'S POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

Though women’s associations are best de-
scribed for the south—the area of the
Women's War—their existence is reported for
most other areas of Igholand, and Forde and
Jones made the general observation that
“women's associations express their disap-
proval and secure their demands by collective
public demonstrations, including ridicule, sa-
tirical singing and dancing, and group
strikes” (1950: 21).

Two sorts of women'’s associations are rele-

vant politically: those of the inyemedi (wives of

a lineage) and of the umueda (daughters of a
lineage). Since traditional Igbo society was
predominantly patrilocal and exogamous, al-
most all adult women in a village would be
wives (there would also probably be some di-
vorced or widowed “daughters” who had re-
turned home to live). Women of the same
natal village or village group (and therefore
of the same lineage) might marry far and
wide, but they would come together periodi-
cally in meetings often called oghe (an Igbo
word for “gathering”). The umuada’s most im-
portant ritual function was at funerals of lin-
eage members, since no one could have a
proper funeral without their voluntary ritual
participation—a fact that gave women a sig-
nificant measure of power. The wmuada in-
voked this power in helping to settle in-
tralineage disputes among their “brothers,”
as well as disputes between their natal and
marital lineages. Since these gatherings were
held in rotation among the villages into which
members had married, they formed an im-
portant part of the communication network
of Igbo women {Okonjo 1974: 25; Olisa 1971:
24-27; Green 1947: 217-29).

The companion grouping to the umuada
was the inyemedi, the wives of the lineage, who
came together in villagewide gatherings that
during the colonial period came to be called
mikiri or mitiri (the Igho version of the English

“meeting”). Mikiri were thus gatherings of
women based on common residence rather
than on common birth, as in the case of sgbo.
The mikiri appears to have performed the
major role in daily self-rule among women
and to have articulated women's interests as
opposed to those of men. Mikiri provided
women with a forum in which to develop their
political talents and with a means for protect-
ing their interests as traders, farmers, wives,
and mothers (Green 1947; Leith-Ross 1939;

Harris 1940; Okonjo 1974). In mikivi, women

made rules about markets’ crops, and live-
stock that applied to men as well as women;

and they exerted pressure to maintain moral

norms among women. They heard com-
plaints from wives about mustreatment by
husbands, and discussed how to deal with
problems they were having with “the men” as
a whole. They also made decisions about the
rituals addressed to the female aspect of the
village's guardian spirit, and about rituals for
the protection of the fruitfulness of women
and of their farms. If fines for violations or if
repeated requests to husbands and elders
were ignored, women might “sit on” an of-
fender or go on strike. The latter might in-
volve refusing to cook, to take care of small
children, or to have sexual relations with their
husbands. Men regarded the mikiri as legiti-
mate; and the use of the more extreme sanc-
tions—though rare~was well rernembered.
Though both eghe and mikiri served to ar-
ticulate and protect women’s interests, it is
probably more accurate to see these groups
as sharing in diffused political authority than
to see them as acting only as pressure groups
for women's interests. Okonjo [1976] argues . . .
that traditional Igho society had a “dual- sex
political system”; that is, there was a dual sys-
tem of male and female political-religious in-
stitutions, each sex having both its own auton-
omous sphere of authority and an area of
shared responsibilities. Thus, women settled
disputes among women, but also made deci-
sions and rules affecting men. They had the
right to enforce their decisions and rules by
using forms of group ostracism similar to
those used by men. In a society of such diffuse
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political authority, it would be misleading to
call only a village assembly of men a “public”
gathering, as most Western observers unques-
tieningly do; among the Igho, a gathering of
adult women must also be accepted as a pub-
lic gathering.

COLONIAL “PENETRATION"

Into this system of diffuse authority, Huid and
informal feadership, shared rights of enforce-
ment, and a more or less stable balance of
male and female power, the British tried to
introduce ideas of *native administration” de-
rived [rom colonial experience with chiefs
and emirs in northern Nigeria. Southern Ni-
geria was declared a protectorate in 1900, but
ten years passed before the conquest was el-
fective. As colonial power was established in
what the British perceived as a situation of
“ordered anarchy,” Igboland was divided into
Native Court Areas that violated the auton-
omy of villages by lumping together many un-
related villages. British District Officers were
to preside over the courts, but they were not
always present because there were more
courts than officers. The Igbo membership
was formed by choosing from each village a
“representative” who was given a warrant of
office. These Warrant Chiefs also constituted
what was called the Native Authority. The
Warrant Chiefs were required to see that the
orders of the District Officers were executed
in their own villages, and they were the only
link between the colonial power and the peo-
ple (Afigho 1972: 13-36, 207438).

In the first place, it was a violation of Igbo
concepts to have one man represent the vil-
lage; and it was even more of a violation that
he should give orders to everyone else. The
people obeyed the Warrant Chief when they
had to, since British power backed him up. In
some places Warrant Chiefs were lineage
heads or wealthy men who were already lead-
ers in the village. But in many places they
were simply ambitious, opportunistic young
men who put themselves forward as friends of
the conquerors. Even where the Warrant

Chief was not corrupt, he was still, more than
anything else, an agent of the Bridsh. The
people avoided using Native Courts when
they could do so, but Warrant Chiefs could
force cases into the Native Courts and fine
people for infractions of rules. Because he
had the ear of the British, the Warrant Chief
himself could vialate traditions and even Brit-
ish rules and get away with it (Anene 1967:
259; Meek 1957: 328--30).

Women suffered particularly under the ar-
bitrary rule of Warrant Chiefs, who reportedly
took women to marry without allowing them
the customary right to refuse a particular
suitor. They also helped themselves to the
women's agricultural produce and domestic
animals (Onwuteaka 1963: 274). Recommen-
dations for reform of the system were made
almost [rom its inception both by junior offi-
cers in the field and by senior oflicers sent out
[rom headquarters to investigate. But no real
improvements were made. An atcempt by the
British in 1918 to make the Native Courts
more “native” by abolishing the District
Officers’ role as presiding court officials had
little effect, and that mostly bad. Removing
the District Olhicers from the courts simply
left more power in the hands of corrupt War-
rant Chiefs and the increasingly powerful
Court Clerks. The latter, intended to be “ser-
vants of the court,” were able in some cases to
deminate the courts because of their monop-
oly of expertise—namely, literacy (Meek
1957: 329; Gailey 1970: 66-74).

THE WOMEN’S WAR

In 1923, the British decided to introduce di-
rect taxation in order to create the Native
Treasury, which was supposed to pay for im-
provements in the Native Administration, in
accordance with the British imperial philoso-
phy that the colonized should pay the costs of
colonization. Prices in the palm trade were
high, and the tax— on adult males—was set
accordingly. Taxes were collected without
widespread trouble, although there were “tax
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riots” in Warri Province (west of the Niger) in
1927.

In 1929, a zealous Assistant District Officer
in Bende division of Owerri Province, appar-
ently acting on his own initiative, decided to
“tighten up” the census registers by recount-
ing households and property. He told the
Chiefs that there was no plan to increase taxes
or to tax women. But the counting of women
and their property raised fears that women
were to be taxed, particularly because the
Bende District Officer had lied earlier when
the men were counted and had told the men
that they were not going to be taxed. The
women, therefore, naturally did not believe
these reassurances. The taxation rumor
spread quickly through the women’s commu-
nication networks, and meetings of women
took place in various market squares, which
were the common places for women to have
large meetings. In the Oloke Native Court
Area—one of the areas of deception about
the men’s tax—the women leaders, Ikonnia,
Nwannedie, and Nwugo, called a general
meeting at Orie market. Here it was decided
that as long as only men were approached in
a compound and asked for information the
women would do nothing. If any woman was
approached, she was to raise the alarm; then
the women would meet again to decide what
to do. But they wanted clear evidence that
women were to be taxed (Afigho 1972; Gailey
1970: 107-8).

On November 23, an agent of the Oloko
Warrant Chief, Okugo, entered a compound
and told one of the married women,
Nwanyeruwa, to count her goats and sheep.
She replied angrily, "Was your mother
counted?” at which "they closed, seizing each
other by the throat” (Perham 1937: 207).
Nwanyeruwa's report to the Oloko women
convinced them that they were to be taxed.
Messengers were sent to neighboring areas,
and women streamed into Oloko from all
aver Qwerri Province. They “sat on” Okugo
and demanded his cap of office. They massed
in protest at the District Oflice and succeeded
in getting written assurances that they were
not to be taxed. After several days of mass
protest meetings, they also succeeded in get-

ting OQkugo arrested, tried, and convicted of
“spreading news likely to cause alarm” and of
physical assault on the women. He was sen-
tenced to two years imprisonment (Gailey
1970: 108-13).

News of this victory spread rapidly through
the market-mikiri-ogho network, and women
in many areas then attempted to get rid of
their Warrant Chiefs and the Native Adminis-
tration itself. Nwanyeruwa became something
of a heroine as reports of her resistance
spread. Money poured in from grateful
women from villages scattered over a wide
area but linked by kinship to Nwanyeruwa's
marital village. Nwanyeruwa herself, how-
ever, was “content to allow” leadership in her
area to be exercised by someone else. The
money coliected was used not for her but for
delegates going to meetings of women
throughout southern Igboland to coordinate
the Women's War.

The British ended the rebellion only by
using large numbers of police and soldiers—
and, on one occasion, Boy Scouts. Although
the shootings in mid-December and the
growing numbers of police and soldiers in the
area led the women to halt most of their activ-
ities, disturbances continued into 1930. The
“disaffected areas”"—all of Owerrl and
Calabar provinces—were occupied by gov-
ernment forces. Punitive expeditions burned
or demolished compounds, took provisions
from the villages to feed the troops, and con-
fiscated property in payment of fines levied
arbitrarily against villages in retribution for
damages (Gailey 1970: 155-37).

During the investigations that followed the
Women's War, the British discovered the
communication network that had been used
to spread the rumor of taxation. But that did
not lead them to inquire further into how it
came to pass that Igho women had engaged
in concerted action under grassroots leader-
ship, had agreed on demands, and had mate-
rialized by the thousands at Native Adminis-
tration centers dressed and adorned in the
same unusual way—all wearing short loin-
cloths, all carrying sticks wreathed with palm
fronds, and all having their faces smeared
with charcoal or ashes and their heads bound
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with young ferns. Unbeknown to the British,
this was the dress and adornment signifying
“war,” the sticks being used to invoke the
power of the female ancestors (Harris 1940:
14845, 147-48; Perham 1937: 207ff; Meek
1957: 1x).

The report of the Commission of Enquiry
exonerating the soldiers who fired on the
women cited the “savage passions” of the
“mobs™; and one military officer told the
Commission that “he had never seen crowds
in such a state of frenzy.” Yet these “frenzied
mobs” injured no one seriously, which the
British found “surprising”; but then the Brit-
ish did not understand that the women were
engaged in a tradidonal practice with tradi-
tional rules and limitations, only carried out
in this instance on a much larger scale than in
precolonial times.*

REFORMS—BUT NOT FOR WOMEN

The British failure to recognize the Women’s
War as a collective response to the abrogation
of rights resulted in a failure to ask whether
women might have had a role in the tradi-
tional political system that should be incorpo-
rated into the institutions of colonial govern-
ment. Because the women—and the men—
regarded the investigations as attempts to
discover whom to punish, they volunteered
no information about women’s organizations.
But would the British have understood those
organizations if they had? The discovery of
the market network had suggested no further
lines of inquiry. The majority of District Offi-
cers thought that the men had organized the
women’s actions and were secretly directing
them. The women’s demands that the Native
Courts no longer hear cases and that “all
white men should go to their own counuy” —
or at least that women should serve on the
Native Courts and a woman be appointed 2
District Officer—were in line with the power
of women in traditional Igho society but were
regarded by the British as irrational and ridic-
ulous (Gailey 1970: 130fF; Leith-Ross 1939:
165; Perham 1937: 1651).

The reforms instituted in 1933 therefore

ignored the women’s traditional political role,
though they did make some adjustments to
traditional Igho male and male-dominated
political forms. The number of Native Court
Areas was greatly increased, and their bound-
aries were arranged to conform roughly to
traditional divisions. Warrant Chiefs were re-
placed by “massed benches,” which allowed
large numbers of judges to sit at one time. In
most cases it was left up to the villages to de-
cide whom and how many to send. Though
this benefitted the women by eliminating the
corruption of the Warrant Chiefs, and thus
made their persons and property more se-
cure, it provided no outlet for collective ac-
tion, their real base of power (Perham 1937:
36511).

In 1901 the British had declared all jural
mstitutions except the Native Courts illegiti-
mate, but it was only in the years following the
1933 reforms that Native Administration
local government became effective enough to
make that declaration at all meaningful. The
British had also outlawed “self-help” —the use
of force by anyone but the government to
punish wrongdoers. And the increasingly ef-
fective enforcement of this ban eliminated the
women's ultimate weapon: “sitting on a man.”
In attempting to create specialized political
institutions on the Western model, with par-
ticipation on the basis of individual achieve-
ment, the British created a system in which
there was no place for group solidarity, no
possibility of dispersed and shared politcal
authority or power of enforcement, and thus
very little place for women (Leith-Ross 1939:
109-10, 163, 214). As in the village assem-
blies, women could not compete with men for
leadership in the reformed Native Adminis-
tration because they lacked the requisite re-
spurces. This imbalance in resources was
increased by other facets of British colonial-
ism—economic “penetration” and missionary
influence. All three—colonial government,
foreign investment, and the church—contrib-
uted to the growth of a system of political and
economic stratification that made community
decision-making less “public” in both senses
we have discussed and that led to the current
concentration of national political power in
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the hands of a small, educated, wealthy, male
elite. For though we are here focusing on the
political results of colonialism, they must be
seen as part of the whole system of imposed
class and sex stratification.

MISSIONARY INFLUENCE

Christian missions were established in Igho-
land in the late nineteenth century. They had
few converts at first, but by the 1930’s their in-
Huence was significant, though generally lim-
ited to the young (Leith-Ross 1939: 109-18;
Meek 1957: xv). A majority of Igho eventually
“became Christians,” for they had to profess
Christianity in order to attend mission
schools. Regardless of how nominal their
membership was, they had to obey the rules
to remain in good standing, and one rule was
to avoid “pagan” rituals. Women were dis-
couraged from attending meetings where tra-
ditional rituals were performed or where
money was collected for the rituals, which in
effect meant all mikiri, ogho, and many other
types of gatherings (Ajayi 1965: 108-9).
Probably more significant, since wmikiri
were losing some of their political functions
anyway, was mission education. The Igbo
came to see English and Western education as
increasingly necessary for political leader-
ship—needed to deal with the British and
their law—and women had less access to this
new knowledge than men had. Boys were
more often sent to school than girls, for a va-
riety of reasons generally related to their fa-
vored position in the patrilineage, including
the fact that they, not their sisters, would be
expected to support their parents in their old
age. But even when girls did go, they tended
not to receive the same type of education. In
mission schools, and increasingly in special
“training homes” that dispensed with most
academic courses, the girls were taught Euro-
pean domestic skills and the Bible, often in
the vernacular. The missionaries’ avowed
purpose in educating girls was to train them
for Christian marriage and motherhood, not
for jobs or for citizenship. Missionaries were
not necessarily against women's participation

in politics; clergy in England, as in America, -
could be found supporting women’s suffrage. -

But in Africa their concern was the church,
and for the church they needed Christian
families. Therefore, Christian wives and moth-
ers, not female political leaders, were the
missions’ aim. As Mary Slessor, the influential
Calabar missionary, said: “God-like mother-
hood is the finest sphere for women, and the

way to the redemption of the world.™ As the ;
English language and other knowledge of -

“book” became necessary to political life,
women were increasingly cut out and policy-
making became less public.

ECONOMIC COLONIALISM

The traditional Igbo division of labor—in
which women owned their surplus crops and

their market profits, while men controlled the
more valuable yams and palm products and
did more long-distance trading—was based
on a subsistence economy. Small surpluses
could be accumulated, but these were gener-

ally not used for continued capital invest- °

ment. Rather, in accord with traditional val-
ues, the surplus was used for social rather
than economic gain: it was returned to the
community through fees and feasts for rituals
for title-taking, weddings, funerals, and other
ceremonies, or through projects to help the
community “get up.” One became a “big
man” or a “big woman" not by hoarding one’s
wealth but by spending it on others in pres-
tige-winning ways {Uchendu 1965: 34; Meek
1957: 111).

Before the Pax Britannica, Igho women
had been active traders in all but a few areas
{one such was Afikpo, where women farmed
but did not trade)."” The ties of exogamous
marriage among patrilineages, the cross-cut-
ting networks of women providing channels
f(_)r communication and conciliation, and the
ritual power of female members of patri-
lineages all enabled the traditional system to
deal with conflicts with relatively little warfare
(Anene 1967: 2141T; Green 1947: 91, 159,
177, 230-32). Conflict also took the nonvio-
tent form of mutual insults in obscene and sa-
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pirical songs (Nwoga 1971: 3385, 40-42);
and even warfare itself was conducted within
limits, with weapons and actions increasing in
seriousness in inverse proportion to the close-
ness of kinship ties. Women from mutually
hostile village groups who had married into
the same patrilineage could if necessary act as
“protectors” for each other so that they could
trade in “stranger” markets (Green 1947:
151). Women also protected themselves by
carrving the stout sticks they used as pestles
for pounding yams (the same ones carried in
the Women’s War). Even alter European
slave-trading led to an increase in danger
from slave-hunters (as well as from headhunt-
ers), Igbo women went by themselves to their
farms and with other women to market, with
their pestles as weapons for physical protec-
tion (Esike 1965: 13).

The Pax increased the safety of short- and
especially of long-distance trading for Igbo
women as for women in other parts of Africa.
But the Pax also made it possible for Euro-
pean {irms to dominate the market econonmy.
Onwuteaka argues that one cause of the
Women's War was Igbo women'’s resentment
of the monopoly British firms had on buying,
a monopoly that allowed them to fix prices
and adopt methods of buying that increased
their own profits at the women's expense
(1965: 278). Women's petty trading grew to
include European products, but for many
women the accumulated surplus remained
small, often providing only subsistence and a
few years' school fees for some of their chil-
dren—the preference for sending boys to
school further disadvantaging the next gen-
eration of women (Mingz 1971: 251-68;
Boserup 1970: 92-95). A few women have be-
come “big traders,” dealing in £1000 lots of
European goods, but women traders remain
for the most part close to subsistence level.
Little is open to West African women in towns
except trading, brewing, or prostitution, un-
less they are amoeng the tny number who
have special vocational or professional train-
ing (for example, as dressmakers, nurses, or
teachers) (Boserup 1970: 85-101, 106-38}).
The “modern” economic sector, like the
“modern” political sector, is dominated by

men, women's access being limited “by their
tow level of literacy and by the general ten-
dency to give priority to men in employment
recruitment to the modern sector”™ (Boserup
1970: 99).

Women outside urban arcas—the great
majority of women—find themselves feeding
their children by farming with their tradi-
tional digging sticks while men are moving
into cash-cropping (with tools and training
from “agricultural development programs”),
migrant wage-labor, and wading with Euro-
peans {Boserup 1970: 53-61, 87-99; Mintz
1971: 248-51). Thus, as Mintz suggests,
“while the economic growth advanced by
Westernization has doubtless increased op-
portunities for (at least some) female traders,
it may also and simultaneously limit the range
of their activities, as economic changes out-
side the internal market system continue to
multiply” (p. 265). To the extent that eco-
nomic opportunities for Africans in the “mod-
ern” sector continue to grow, women wil
become relatively more dependent economi-
cally on men and will be unlikely to “catch up”
for a very long time, even if we accept educa-
tion as the key. The relative stagnation of Af-
rican economic “growth,” however, suggests
that the traditional markets will not disappear
or even noticeably shrink, but will continue to
be needed by the large numbers of urban mi-
grants living economically marginal lives.
Women can thus continue to subsist by petty
trading, though they cannot achieve real eco-
nomic independence from men or gain access
to the resources needed for equal participa-
tion in cornmunity life.

It seems reasonable to see the traditional
Igbo division of labor in production as inter-
woven with the traditional Igbo dispersal of
political authority into a dual or “dual-sex”
system. [t seems equally reasonable to see the
disruptions of colonialism as producing a
new, similarly interwoven economic-political
pattern-—but one with stronger male domina-
tion of the cash economy and of political life.

To see this relationship, however, is not to
explain it. Even if the exclusion of women
from the colonial Native Administration and
from nationalist politics could be shown to
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derive from their exclusion from the “mod-
ern” economic sector, we would still need to
ask why it was men who were offered agricul-
tural training and new tools for cash-crop-
ping, and who are hired in factories and
shops in preference to women with the same
education. And we would still need to ask why
it was chiefly boys who were sent 1o school,
and why their education dilfered from that
provided for girls.

VICTORIANISM AND WOMEN'S
INVISIBILITY

At least part of the answer must lie in the val-
ues of the colonialists, values that led the Brit-
ish to assume that girls and boys, women and
men, should be treated and should behave as
people supposedly did in “civilized” Victorian
England. Strong male domination was im-
posed on Igbo society both indirectly, by new
economic structures, and directly, by the re-
cruitment of only men into the Native Admin-
istration. In additon, the new economic and
political structures were supported by the in-
culcation of sexist ideology in the mission
schools.

Not all capitalist, colonialist societies are
equally sexist (or racist); but the Victorian so-
ciety from which the conquerors of Igboland
came was one in which the ideology that a
woman’s place is in the home had hardened
into the most rigid form it has taken in recent
Western history. Although attacked by femi-
nists, that ideology remained dominant
throughout the colonial period and is far
from dead today. The ideal of Victorian wom-
anhood—attainable, of course, only by the
middle and upper classes, but widely believed
in throughout society—was of a sensitive,
morally superior being who was the hearth-
side guardian of Christian virtues and senti-
ments absent in the outside world. Her mind
was not strong enough for the appropriately
“masculine” subjects: science, business, and
politics.” A woman who showed talent in
these areas did not challenge any ideas about
typical women: the exceptional woman sim-

ply had “the brain of a man,” as Sir George
Goldie said of Mary Kingsley (Gwynn 1932:
252)."* A thorough investigation of the dia-
ries, journals, reports, and letters of colonial
officers and missionaries would be needed to
prove that most of them held these Victorian
values. But a preliminary reading of biogra-
phies, autobiographies, journals, and “remi-
niscences,” plus the evidence of statements
about Igho women at the time of the
Women’s War, strongly suggests that the colo-
nialists were dellected from any attempt to
discover or protect Igbo women’s political
and economic roles by their assumption that
politics and business were not proper, normal
places for women.'”

When Igho women [orced the colonial ad-
ministrators to recognize their presence dur-
ing the Women’s War, their brief “visibility”
was insuflicient to shake these assumptions.
Their behavior was simply seen as aberrant
and mexplicable. When they returned to
“normal,” they were once again invisible. This
inability to “see” what is before one’s eyes is
strikingly illustrated by an account of a visit by
the High Commissioner, Sir Ralph Moor, to
Aro Chukwu after the British had destroyed
(temporarily) the powerful oracle there: “To
Sir Ralph's astonishment, the women of Aro
Chukwu solicited his permission to reestab-
lish the Long Juju, which the women in-
tended to control themselves” (Anene 1967:;
234). Would Sir Ralph have been “aston-
ished” if, for example, the older men had
controlled the oracle before its destruction
and the younger men had wanted to take it
over?

The feminist movement in England during
the colonial era did not succced in making
the absence of women from public life noted
as a problem that required a remedy. The
movement did not succeed In creating a
“feminist” consciousness in any but a few “de-
viants,” and such a consciousness is far from
widespread today; for to have a “feminist”
consciousness means that one notices the "“in-
visibility” of women. One wonders where the
women are—in life and in print. Thatwe have
not wondered is an indication of our own
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ideological bondage to a system of sex and
class stratification. What we can see, if we
look, is that Igho men have come to dominate
women economically and politically: individ-
ual women have become economic auxiliaries
to their husbands, and women's groups have
become political auxiliaries to nationalist par-
ties. Wives supplement their husbands’ in-
comes but remain economically dependent;
women's “branches” have provided votes,
money, and participants in street demonstra-
tions for pelitical parties but remain depen-
dent on male leaders for policymaking. Mar-
ket women's associations were a vital base of
support for the early National Council for Ni-
geria and the Cameroons (NCNC), the party
that eventually was to become dominant in
Igbo regions (although it began as a truly na-
tional party). And though a few market-
women leaders were ultimately rewarded for
their loyalty to the NCNC by appointment to
party or legislative positions, market women’s
associations never attained a share in
policymaking that approached their contri-
bution to NCNC electoral success (Bretton
1966: 61; Macintosh 1966: 299, 304-9; Sklar
1963: 41-83, 251, 402). The NCNC at first
had urged female suffrage throughout the
country, an idea opposed by the Northern
People’s Congress (NPC), dominated by Mos-
lem emirs. Soon, however, the male NCNC
leadership gave up pushing [or female sul-
frage in the north (where women have never
vet voted) in order to make peace with the
NPC and the British and thus insure for
themselves a share of power in the postinde-
pendence government. During the period be-
tween independence in 1960 and the 1966
military coups that ended party rule, some
progress was made in education for girls. By
1966, consequently, female literacy in the
East was more than 50 percent in some urban
areas and at least 15 percent overall—high
for Africa, where the overall average is about
10 percent and the rural average may be as
low as 2 percent (Maclntosh 1966: 17-37;
West African Pilot, April 29, 1959; Pool 1972
238; UNESCO 1968).

Exhortations to greater female participa-

tion in “modern life” appeared frequently in
the newspapers owned by the NCNC leader,
Nnamdi Azikiwe, and a leadership training
course for women was begun in 1959 at the
Man " War Bay Training Centre, to be “run
on exactly the same lines as the courses for
men, with slight modifications,” as the Pilot
put it. The motto of the first class of 22
women was, “What the men can do, the
women can” (Van Allen 1974h: 17-20). But
there was more rhetoric than reality in these
programs for female emancipation. During
the period of party politics, no women were
elected to regional or national legislatures;
those few who were appointed gained favor
by supporting “party first,” not “women first.”
Perhaps none of this should be surprising,
given the corruption that had come to domi-
nate national party politics (MacIntosh 1966:
200, 612-14; Sklar 1963: 402: Van Allen
1974b: 19-22),

BIAFRA AND BEYOND

On January 15, 1966, a military coup ended
the Ighos’ relationship with the NCNC: all
political parties, and therefore their women’s
branches, were outlawed. A year and a half
later—after the massacres of more than
30,000 Easterners in the North, the flight of
more than a million refugees back to the East,
a countercoup, and the division of the Igbo-
dominated Eastern Region into three states—
Biafra declared herself an independent state.
In January 1970 she surrendered; the re-
maining lgbo are now landlocked, oilless, and
under military occupation by a Northern-
dominated military government."' Igbo
women demonstrated in the streefs Lo protest
the massacres, to urge secession, and, later, to
protest Soviet involvement in the war
(Ojukwu 1969: 91, 143, 145-46, 245). During
the war, the women's market network and
other women’s organizations maintained a
distribution system for what food there was
and provided channels for the passage of
food and information to the army (Uzoma
1974: 8fF; Akpan 1971: 65-67, 89, 98-99,
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128-30). Women joined local civilian-defense
militia units and in May 1969 formed a
“Women's Front” and called on the Biafran
leadership to allow them to enlist in the infan-
try (Uzoma 1974: 5-8; Ojukwu 1969: 386).

During and after the war, local civilian gov-
ernment continued to exist more or less in
the form that evolved under the “reformed”
Native Administration. The decentralization
produced by the war has by some reports
strengthened these local councils, and the ab-
sence of many men has strengthened female
participation (Peters 1971: 102-3; Adler
1969: 112; Uzoma 1974: 10-12). Thus, at
tragic human cost, the war may have made
possible a resurgence of female political activ-
ity. If this is so, wemen's participation again
sterns much more from Igho traditton than
from Western innovation.

It remains to be seen whether Igho women,
or any African women, can gain real political
power without the creation of a "modern”
version of the traditional “dual-sex” system
(which is what Okonjo argues is needed) or
without a drastic change in economic struc-
tures so that economic equality could support
political equality for all women and men, just
as economic stratification now supports male
domination and female dependence. What
seems clear from women’s experiences—
whether under capitalism, colonialism, or
revolutionary soctalism—is that formal politi-
cal and economic equality are not enough.
Unless the male members of a liberation
movement, a ruling party, or a government
themselves develop a feminist consciousness
and a commitment to male-female equality,
women will end up where they have always
been: invisible, except when men, for their
own purposes personal or political, look for
female bodies.

NOTES

1. This paper is a revised version of papers pre-
sented at the 1971 African Studies Association
meeting and at the 1974 UCLA African Stud-
ies Center Colloquium on "Women and
Change in Africa: 1870-1970." I am grateful

o

to Terrence O. Ranger, who organized the
UCLA colloquium, and to the other partici-
pants (particularly Agnes Aidoo, Jim Brain,
Cynthia Brantley, Temma Kaplan, and Mar-
garet Strobel) for their encouragement, useful
criticisms, and suggestions.

. Today the Igbo, numbering about 8.7 million,

live mainly in the East-Central State of Nige-
ria, with some half million in the neighboring
Mid-Western State. The area in which they
live corresponds approximately to Igboland
at the time of the colonial conquest.

. A number of Ihibio women Brom Calabar were

also drawn into the rebellion, but the mass of
the participants were Igbo.

Perham 1937 202-12. Afigbo 1972 and
Gailey 1970 give more detailed accounts of
the Women’s War than does Perham; all
three, however, base their descriptions on the
reports of the two Commissions of Enquiry, is-
sued as Sessional Papers of the Nigerian Leg-
islative Council (Nos. 12 and 28 of 1930), on
the Minutes of Evidence issued with Nao. 28,
and on intelligence repores made in the early
1930°s by political officers. Afigho, an Igho
scholar, provides the most extensive and au-
thoritative account of the three, and he is par-
ticularly good on traditional 1gbo soclety.

. Similar tactics were also used against women

for serious offenses (see Leith-Ross 1939: 97).

. Though there is variation among the Igbo,

the general patterns described here apply
fairly well to the southern Igho, those involved
in the Women’s War. The chief exceptions to
the above description occur among the west-
ern and riverain Igbo, who have what Afigho
terms a “constitutional village monarchy” sys-
tem, and among the Afikpo of the Cross River,
who have a double-descent system and low fe-
male participation in economic and political
life (P. Ottenberg 1939 and 1963). The for-
mer are more hierarchically organized than
other Igbo but are not stratified by sex, having
a women's hierarchy parallel to that of the
men (Nzirimo 1972); the latter are strongly
stratified by sex, with the senior men's age
grade donunating community decision-mak-
ing. Alilkpo women’s age grades are weak;
there is no wikir or, because of the double-de-
scent system, ogho (these terms are defined
later in this paper . . . Afikpo women have not
traditionally been active in trade; and female
status among the Afikpo is generally very low.
Afikpo Igbo, unlike almost all other Igbo,
have a men's secret society that has "keeping

10.
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women in their place” as a major purpose (P.
Outenberg 1959 and 1963).

I rely here chiefly on Uchendu 1965 and per-
sonal conversations with an Igbo born in
Umu-Domi village of Onicha clan, Afikpo di-
vision. Some of the ideas about leadership
were suggested by Schaar 1970. His discus-
sion of what "humanly meaningful authority”
would look like is very suggestive for studies of
leadership in “developing” societies.

. A few older men criticized the women for

“Ringing sand at their chiefs,” but Igbo men
generally supported the women though they
nonetheless considered it “their fight” against
the British. It is also reported that both
women and men shared the mistaken belief
that the women would not be fired upon be-
cause they had observed certain rituals and
were carrying the palm-wrapped sticks that in-
voked the power of the female ancestors. The
men had no illusions of immunity for them-
selves, having vivid memories of the slaughter
of Igho men during the conquest (Perham
1937: 212ff; Anene 1967: 207-24; Esike
1965: 11; Meek 1957: x).

. For the missionaries’ views and purposes, sce

Ajayi 1965, Basden 1927, Bulifant 1950, Max-
well 1926, and Livingstone n.d.

It is an unfortunate accident that the Afikpo
Igbo, with their strong sexual stratification,
have been used as examples of “the Igho” ar
of “the effect of colonialism on women” in
widely read articles. Simon Ottenberg's “Ibo
Receptivity to Change” is particularly mis-
leading, since it is about “all” Igho, There is
one specific mention of women: “The social
and economic independence of women is
much greater in some areas than in others.”
True, but the social and economic indepen-
dence of women is much greater in virally
all other Igbo groups than it is in Afikpo,
where the Ottenbergs did fieldwork. There
are said to be “a variety of judicial techniques”
used, but all the examples given are of men’s
activities. There is a list of non-kinship organi-
zations, but no women’s organizations are
listed. Sanday's otherwise useful and thoughi-
provoking article {1973) both takes the Afikpo
as “the” Igho and exaggerates the amount of
change in female status that female trading
brought about. Phoebe Ottenberg, Sanday’s
ultimate source on Afikpo women, described
the change in female status as existing “chiefly
on the domestic rather than the general
level,” with the “men’s position of religious,

moral, and legal authority ... in no way
threatened” (1959: 223). Forexamples of pre-
colonial female trading in Igboland and else-
where, see Little 1973 (particularly p. 46, n.
592); Uchendu 1965; Van Allen 1974b; 5-9;
Dike 1956; and Jones 1963,

11. The fact that Englishwomen of the “lower
classes” had to work in the fields, in the mills,
in the mines, or on the street did not stap the
colonialists from carrying their ideal to Africa,
or from condemning urban prostitution there
{just as they did at home) without acknowledg-
ing their contribution to its origin or continu-
ation.

12, Mary Kingsley, along with other elite female
"exceptions” who influenced African colonial
policy (e.g., Flora Shaw Lugard and Margery
Perham), held the same values that men did,
at least in regard to women's roles. They did
not expect ordinary women to have political
power any more than men expected them to,
and they showed no particular concern for Al
TICAN WOITIEI.

13. For examples of this atiitude among those
who were not missionaries, see Anene 1967:
222--34; Crocker 1936; Meek 1957; Kingsley
1897; Perham 1950; and Wood 1960.

14, The attitude of the Northern emirs who now
again dominate the Nigerian government is
perhaps indicated by their order in June 1973
that single women get married or leave North-
ern Nigeria because Moslem religious author-
ities had decided that the North African
drought was caused by prostitution and im-
morality. Landlords were ordered not to let
rooms to single women, and many unmarried
women were reported to have fled their home
areas (Agence France-Presse, as reported in The
San Franciseo Chronicle, June 23, 1973). In late
1975 the military government appointed a
50-man body to draft a constituton for
Nigeria's return to civilian rule. As of this writ-
ing women's protests have preduced no
changes in its membership.
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Debating the Impact of Development

on Women

Sue Ellen M. Charlton

Since 1970, a dehate has been under way con-
cerning the effects of change in developing
countries on the well-being of women. In the
study that marked a turning point in the
thinking about women in Third World coun-
tries, Ester Boserup argued that a single tech-
nological change in farming could entail a
“radical shift in sex roles in agriculture.” For
example, in areas where the old methods of
cultivation have been replaced by plow culti-
vation, men have taken over the plowing, and
men rather than women now operate the
main farming equipment. If men are subse-
quently taught new methods of cultivation, or
if they receive credit, new seed varieties, or
tools to increase their agricultural productiv-
ity, the gap between the productivity —and in-
come—of men and women widens.

Reprinted with permission from Sue Elien M. Charlon,
Women in Third World Development (Boulder: Westview
Press, 1984), pp. 32-34.

Such a development has the unavoidable effect
of enhancing the prestige of men and of lower-
ing the status of women. It is the men who do
the modern things. They handle industrial in-
puets while women perform the degrading man-
ual jobs; men aften have the task of spreading
fertilizer in the felds, while women spread ma-
nure; men ride the bicycle and drive the lorry,
while women carry headloads, as did their
grandmothers. In short, men represent mod-
ern farming in the village, women represent the
old drudgery.’

Much of the negative impact of development
may be due to changes it provokes in family
structures. The less complex the level of de-
velopment, the more agricultural production
and distribution are directly linked to the
family—women and children as well as men
are viewed as a source of labor. Since public
services typically are very limited or absent,
all members of the family participate in pro-
viding a wide range of social services, such as
old-age “insurance” or child care.
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Economic growth and industrinlization
may encourage women to direct their produc-
tive efforts away from the home; they may
also reduce the relative value of the economic
contributions of women if the women lack the
education and skills that are essential to em-
ployment in the secondary and tertiary sec-
tors. ... This situation may be one of the
costs of increased specialization. If there is
competition between family members for
jobs, the women tend to lose out. The Com-
mittee on the Status of Women in India sum-
marized the process this way:

In agrarian societies the family is the unit of
production. The place of work heing close to
the home, women and children all participate
in the production process. As a society moves
from the traditional agricultural and household
indusiry to organised industry and services,
from rural to urban areas, the tradidonal divi-
sion of labour ceases to operate, and the com-
plementary relationship of the family is substi-
tuted by the competitive one between units of
labour. The scarcer the jobs, the sharper is the
competition, Technological changes in the pro-
cess of production call for acquisition of new
skills and specializations which are very differ-
ent {from the traditional division of labour.
Women, handicapped by lack of opportunities
for acquisition of these new skills, find their ra-
ditional productive skills unwanted by the new
cconomy.”

One consequence of the altered family
roles and, in particular, the loss of economic
complementarity between husband and wife,
is that the family itself becomes both smaller
(reduced from an extended to a nuclear fam-
ily) and it is often less stable.” If one member
of the family migrates to find work, the family
is further altered; often the women find that
their work load is increased but that their re-
sources are more limited. One does not have
to idealize the family as the basic unit of social
organization to recognize that in the absence
of viable alternatives, the family remains the
primary source of security and well-being for
the vast majority of Third World women.

Some authors have pointed out that social
and economic changes may not overturn rela-
tionships between the sexes to the disadvan-

tage of women but simply intensify a preexist-
ing asymmetry. In Turkey and other Middle
Eastern countries, for example, women tradi-
tionally have never controlled the products of
their labor, so compared to women in Africa,
the women in Muslim countries have suffered
proportionately less erosion in their status.*
This fact should not imply, however, that
women in the Islamic world are necessarily
better off. When women are confined by law
and/or custom to the family, they may fall fur-
ther and further behind as development ac-
celerates.

The exclusion of women from extrafamilial ac-
tivities was not particularly impoertant in the tra-
ditional society that was not concerned with
progress, but it is an anachronism in a society
that professes to wish to change and is actually
investing both capital and effort in bringing
about change and development. To confine
women to the family structure is to keep them at
a subsistence level at a time when entire sectors
of the economy are moving toward a money
base.” '

The spread of educational opportunities, a
normal part of development, may have the ef-
fect of further polarizing sex roles that were
previously established by differences in labor
productivity, traditional religious or cultural
practices, or family organization. When edu-
cation is a scarce resource, as it continues to
be in most rural areas, the tendency is to edu-
cate boys before, and longer than, girls. This
fact is the reason that worldwide, perhaps
two-thirds of the illiterate people are female.

Urbanization, another major factor in so-
cial and economic change, also affects women
in numerous ways. Some of the effects may be
considered beneficial, but many are detri-
mental. What Elise Boulding has described as
the “enclosure movement” for women has al-
ways been associated with urbanism.® When
women are secluded—because of some form
of purdah (female seclusion) or feminine mys-
tique—the effect is the same: They are re-
moved from active and effective participation
in all the affairs of society. At the same time,
urban centers can facilitate the creation of
networks among women, and in the nine-

teenth and twentieth centuries, urban centers -
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have meant a greater access to education and
more diverse job opportunities for women.
This effect occurred as early as the late eigh-
teenth century in Western Europe and occurs
today in much of the Third World. The cost of
these opportunities, however, may be that
women continue to occupy a marginal posi-
tion in the economy as they are concentrated
in the underpaid, intermittent informal labor
sector.”

The declining status of women that often
accompanties modernization is more than an
intellectual assertion of scholars and activists
as it is also reflected in statistics on mortality,
morbidity, employment, and literacy. India 1s
an unfortunate case in point.

AN INDIAN CASE 5TUDY

One of the most severe indictments of the im-
pact of development on women emerged in
the 1974 report of the Committee on the 5ta-
tus of Women in India. Since 1901, the male
population of India has grown at a faster rate
than the female population except in the pe-
riod 1941 —1951 (see Table 1). Since India
modernized along numerous dimensions from
1901 to 1971 {despite persistent and wide-
spread poverty), the continued higher mor-
tality rates among the female population sug-
gest that development has not benefitted
women and men equally. Consequently, the
life expectancy at birth is lower for females
than for males.

Indian demographers have proposed sev-
eral hypotheses to explain the declining sex
ratio, and five of these suggest important con-
tributory factors.

1. Females are underenumerated in the In-
dian census.

2. The general mortality rate of females is
higher than that of males.

3. Indian families prefer sons, and female in-
fants are consequently neglected.

4. Frequent and excessive childbearing has
an adverse effect on the health of women.

5. Certain diseases have a higher incidence in
women.®

In the absence of more reliable data, it is im-
possible to say which of these factors might be
the most important, but each, including the
underenumeration of women in a census,
suggests at least an inequitable involvement
of women in Indian society or the fact that fe-
males do not enjoy the same status or facilities
as males. The authors of the Indian report
stressed the importance of this last factor.

The explanadon [of the declining sex ratin]
which seems to have received general accep-
tance is that due to improvement of health ser-
vices in the last few decades the reduction in
mortality has been greater for males than fe-
males. The differential improvement in health
conditions must have contributed substantially
to the decline in sex ratio. This raises the whole
question of the attimides towards ff:males and
the role of women in Indian society.”

TABLE 1. Growth of Female Population in India, 1901-1971

Total Population Male Population Female Population Females per
Year (miilions) (millions) {miflions) 1000 Males
1901 238 121 117 972
1911 252 128 124 964
1921 251 128 123 955
1931 279 143 136 950
1941 319 164 155 945
1951 361 186 175 946
1961 439 226 213 941
1971 548 284 264 930

Source: Government of India, Department of Social Welfare, Ministry of Education and Social Welfare, Towards Equal-
ity, Report of the Committes on the Status of Women in India (New Delhi, 1974), p. 10.
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In an important study of neglect of female
children in northern India, Barbara D. Miller
reinforces the explanations of the Indian
Committee on the Status of Women. Neglect
and starvation were routinely used in some
areas during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries to rid a family of female infants, and
British observers reported that some villages
had no female children.'? Miller used census
data from the nineteenth and twentieth cen-
turies to trace the preponderance of males re-
flected in the sex ratios. One of the important
contributions to her study is that she exam-
ined several reasons for the cultural prefer-
ence for sons, such as the high cost of marry-
ing daughters (because of dowries). She also
suggests that the higher demand for femnale
agricultural labor in southern India works
against male preference there and contrib-
utes to more equitable sex ratios in that re-
gion.

It is hard to avoid the conclusion that a
preference for boys lies at the heart of the in-
ferior status of women and girls in India and
many other countries. Equally disturbing are
the increasing indications that when public
services—ranging from medical and health
facilities to agricultural extension projects—
are provided in the course of development ef-
forts, they may either reinforce the traditional
male biases or diminish the status that women
enjoyed in the traditional society. For exam-
ple, in field studies conducted in 1971, the In-
dian Council of Medical Research found that
girls ournumbered boys among children with
kwashiorkor, a disease resulting from severe
malnutrition, but among children hospital-
ized with kwashiorkor, boys outnumbered
girls.!" If a family must choose between chil-
dren in deciding who will receive food or
medical care, boys will be given preference.
The provision of a public service thus may ex-
acerbate the differential treatment of boys
and girls that begins at birth.

The use of neglect or, in extreme cases, of
infanticide to limit the number of female chil-
dren may acquire a sinister twist with im-
proved medical technology. Where amnio-
centesis was available in private urban clinics
in India, nearly all women who had the testin
the early 1980s had abortions when the fetus

was female. A similar preference for sons has
also undermined China’s family planning
program.'*

Considerable alarm has also been sounded
over the decline in the number of women who
are a part of the paid work force in India.
Census data have shown a decline both in
proportion of female workers to the total
population and in the percentage of women
in the total labor force. Even allowing for sta-
tistical inaccuracies and changes in census
procedures, which exaggerate differences,
census data from 1961 and 1971 show a de-
cline both in absolute numbers and in per-
centages."

Three researchers at the Indian Council of
Social Science Research conducted a detailed
study based on the 1961 census. They exam-
ined [emale participation in several major
categories of houschold and nonhousehold
industry in rural and urban areas. They
looked carefully at employment in houschold
manufacturing (such as in cottage industries}
because traditionally, this type of work has
been regarded as the stronghold of female
workers, even though at the time of the 1961
census, it accounted for only 21 percent of all
nonagricultural workers. The researchers
found that the proportion of women em-
ployed in household industry was less than 50
percent that of men in half of the major em-
ployment categories studies, such as in the
production of tobacco products, woolen tex-
tiles, and jute textiles." The participation of
women in nonhousehold industries was even
lower.

A different study covering a later period
shows a drop in the proportion of female to
total workers in factories employing more
than twenty people (a drop from 10.4 percent
to 8.7 percent from 1963 to 1972)." Since
employment in industry is frequently taken as
an indicator of economic development, the
declining participation of women in this sec-
tor is another disturbing suggestion of the ef-
fects of modernization on women. The situa-
tion is urgent because the alternative for
these women is not household leisure but un-
employment, underemployment, or menial
agricultural labor.

An examination of macrolevel data pub-
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lished in 1981 suggests that the employment
trends might not be as discouraging as the
earlier studies had concluded. The director of
India’s Ceniral Statistical Organisation has
argued that noncensus surveys, such as the
annual survey of industries, conducted dur-
ing the 1960s and 1970s suggest that female
labor force participation rates did not un-
dergo major changes in those two decades.'
These contradictions may be resolved by on-
going analyses of the 1981 Indian census;
until such analyses are made, they stand as a
frustrating illustration of the data problems
discussed in the next section.

All of the studies cited above offer three
reasons for the decline in female employment
when it has occurred along with industrializa-
tion. One factor is the decline in household
industry in general, a decline that began
under British colonialism and accelerated
after 1947.'7 Since houschold industries con-
stituted the largest traditional nonagricul-
tural source of women's employment, women
were the greatest victims of that econemic
transformation. A second factor is that within
the category of household industry, those ac-
tivities performed by women--such as some
kinds of hand weaving, oil pressing, rice
pounding, and tobacco processing—faced es-
pecially stiff competition from factory pro-
duction. Finally, technological changes re-
duced the demand for unskilled labor, and
since the majority of the women in the indus-
trial sector were unskilled, they were the main
victims of this change also.'® To this last factor
might be added the observation that as long
as women are considered secondary in the
home, they will be considered secondary in
the formal labor market."

CHANGING ROLES
IN CHANGING SOCIETIES

Detailed studies make it clear that generaliz-
ing about the impact of social and economic
changes must be done with caution, because
to date, research has only complicated the
picture of the impact of development on
women. Agricultural development projects
do not inevitably increase female work

a0 5
loads,™ and changes in the rural economy

under colonial rule or in response to produc-
tion for cash and/or export may not be the
primary factors in dichotomizing the sex
roles.”! Anew road into a village may open up
new opportunities for women traders in re-
mote communities,”™ or modernization and
technological advances may create more jobs
for women in public services and in the terti-
ary sector in general.™

In those cases in which change has not had
an adverse impact on women, it appears as if
one of two situations has been present. Either
the traditional roles of women have been re-
shaped in ways that are compatible with
broader social changes, or the women have
developed viable new roles. By deflimtion,
avoiding change is not an option in a non-
static society. The questions are where, how,
and when change comes. In the presence of
this reality, the people who have the power to
make choices about development must come
to grips with the indictment so forcelully ar-
ticulated by Irene Tinker: “In virtually all
countries and among all classes, women have
lost ground relative to men; development, by
widening the gap between the incomes of
men and women, has not helped improve
women's lives, but rather has had an adverse
elfect upon them."*

The process of “coming to grips” with this
fact is difficult, for ultimately, that means con-
sidering the issues raised by discussions of fe-
male political dependency. What are the rela-
tionships between women's reproductive and
productive roles and their secondary status?
How do macrolevel political and economic
trends—such as expanded state control—af-
fect women? Answers to these kinds of ques-
tions demand that research continue even as
the subject of the research changes con-
stantly.
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Doing Their Homework: The Dilemma
of Planning Women’s Garden Programs

in Bangladesh

Margot Wilson-Moore

Recently a number of development agencies
in Bangladesh (for example, CARE, CIDA,
Helen Keller International, the Mennonite
Central Committee, Save the Children, UNI-
CEF, USAID) have planned and imple-
mented independent projects or program
components directed specifically toward
homestead gardening as an alternative to
field crop production. For the growing cadre
of marginal and landless farmers with little or
no cultivable land outside of the household,
homestead gardening constitutes a subsis-
tence sirategy with considerable potential for
improving family nutrition and cash genera-
tion.

Traditionally a complement to field crop
production, homestead gardens provide a
much-needed supply of nutritious, interest-
ing, and vitamin-rich foods for home con-
sumption. Additionally, the sale of home-
stead garden produce makes substantial
amounts of cash available for rural farm fami-
lies. The discussion that follows considers
homestead gardening within the broad con-
text of international development in Bangla-
desh and more particularly in relation to the
burgeoning literature on the role of women in
development. This discussion focuses specif-
tcally on homestead gardening as a viable de-
velopment strategy for rural women.

International development aid constitutes
a major influence for change today. In
Bangladesh millions of foreign aid dollars
comprise a large proportion of the national
budget. Since 1974 to 1975, Bangladesh has

Original material prepared for this text.

received not less than $700 million from the
United States each year in international aid,
and these donations represent two to three
and one-half times the total revenue budget
generated in-country. However, the results in
terms of quantifiable improvements are rela-
tively few, and despite these substantial for-
eign aid contributions Bangladesh continues
to demonstrate a negative balance of pay-
ments (greater than $5 million in 1984 to
1985) and a negative balance of trade (135
million US in 1984 1o 1985).

Environmental stress, population pres-
sure, illiteracy, and historical explanations
such as exploitation and isolation have been
espoused as general causes for the persistent
poverty in Bangladesh. Similarly, behavioral
causes, such as a closely structured hierarchy
and system of patronage, rugged individual-
ism, and failure of Bangladeshis to “trust”
one another and work cooperatively, have
been offered as causes of the destitution and
privation that characterize daily life in
Bangladesh (Maloney 1986).

Whatever the causes, pervasive poverty
and widespread destitution are common-
place, and in terms of standard “develop-
ment” criteria, such as per capita income, lit-
eracy rate, mortality and fertlity rates,
economic diversification, and physical and
social infrastructure, Bangladesh can only be
termed a development failure. Historically,
vast transfers of resources out of the area have
significantly depleted the resource base while
more recent problems of overpopulation,
land fragmentation, and environmental di-
sasters have drawn the attention of the inter-
national aid community,
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Women's issues have received considerable
attention from the international donor com-
munity in recent years, but to understand the
“state of the art” of women and development
research! in Bangladesh, it is necessary to
trace its roots in broader issues of develop-
ment theory and feminism. Early develop-
ment theory tended to overlook the special
needs of women, anticipating perhaps a
“trickle-down” of benelfits from men toward
whom most programs are directed. Feminist
critiques of development theory revolve pri-
marily around this issue—the failure of devel-

opment theory to address the problems of

women directly. Women are either catego-
rized with men or ignored altogether,
Women are routinely subsumed within the ru-
bric of more general development processes
that are expected to address the issues of both
men and women.

A variety of critiques of development the-
ory exist (for an in-depth discussion see Jaqu-
ette 1982; Barnes-McConnell and Lodwick
1983; Wilson-Moore 1990), and the ongoing
dialogue among these critiques has gener-
ated a vast and critical literature addressing
the issue of women and development in the
Third World. The feminist critique of devel-
opment theory is firmnly grounded in feminist
thought, and the theoretical perspectives that
have emerged in feminist development the-
ory clearly reflect theoretical underpinnings
in feminist theory. Feminist theoretical mod-
els predict relationships between various
spheres of women's lives® and generate re-
search questions and information uscful, in-
deed imperative, for appropriate develop-
ment planning for women,

Too often, however, women and develop-
ment researchers fail to incorporate feminist
theory into their research designs or neglect
to articulate the underlying feminist assump-
tions that influence their work. Theorizing is,
in large part, left to feminist academicians
who usually rely on ethnographic (rather than
development) literature for constructing and
testing their models. As a result feminist the-
ory, women, and development research have
progressed, in recent years, along separate
and divergent paths. Despite the actuating in-

fluence of feminist theory on women and de-
velopment research and their common con-
cerns with the situation of women, discourse
between these two bodies of literature is re-
markably scans.

Women and development research tends
to be of a highly practical nature, concentrat-
ing on the immediate and pragmatic prob-
lems faced by women in developing nations.
Resources and institutional support are then
directed toward these identified needs. A
women’s component may be incorporated
into existing development programs, or alter-
natively projects may be designed specifically
and solely for women. Often, however, devel-
opment programs do not meet the needs of
the women for whom they are designed.
Many focus on “individual solutions,” such as
education to improve women’s opportunities
for urban wage employment, increase their
access to innovative technology, or improve
their subsistence production skills. Too often
the systemic constraints on Third World peo-
ple in general and on women in particular,
such as high rates of unemployment and lack
of child-care facilities, are overlooked.

The role of women in socioceconomic de-

velopment has been the subject of much in-
terest in Bangladesh (cf. Hossain, Sharif, and
Huq 1977; Islam 1986) and has focused the
attention of the aid community on those de-
velopment issues particular to women, espe-
cially those at the lowest economic levels who
are often the poorest of the poor. Khan et al.
(1981) have shown that in 1981 326 govern-
ment and nongovernment programs for
women were registered with the Ministry of
Women's Affairs. The majority provide train-
ing in knitting, sewing, embroidery, handi-
crafts, and garment-making. Unfortunately,
however, although directed toward poor and
destitute women, the income-generating po-
tential of these skills is minimal (Khan et al.
1981:24) and the emphasis on low payment
and domestic-like work only serves-to perpet-
uate women's subordinate status and eco-
nomic circumstance.

In 1986 Schaffer found that the focus of
more than 100 development projects directed
specifically toward women had expanded to
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include self-help and income generation,
family planning and health, education and
literacy, agriculture development projects,
rural employment and industry, and female
leadership training. The majority of these
projects focus on integrating women into ex-
isting programs, although a few "women
only” projects exist. Most donor agencies
philosophically support development activi-
ties for women (Schaffer 1986:4); however, a
number of cultural attitudes toward women
constrain them. The view of women's work as
minimal and unimportant is compounded by
the women's own perception of their work as
noneconomic and therefore without value.

Beyond this, religious proscriptions that
predicate family honor on women's virtue
and legislate women's appropriate place as
mside the household necessitate develop-
ment on an outreach basis (providing inputs
and training to women in their own homes),
while effectively preventing agencies from re-
cruiting female staff to provide that outreach
service.

Initially, litdle specific information was
available about women in Bangladesh, and
the resulting imperative for more and better
data regarding women’s roles, statuses, and
activities generated a predominantly descrip-
tive focus in the early research. This is espe-
cially true in the rural areas where carly vil-
lage studies (cf. Raper 1970; Zawdi 1970)
provided only brief references to women's ac-
tivities. Other village studies followed (cf.
Arens and Van Beurden 1980; BRAC 1983;
Chowdhury 1978; Hartmann and Boyce
1983%; Mukherjee 1971), but still little direct
reference was made to women.

More recently a number of authors have
commented on the “invisibility” of women's
economic contribution in Bangladesh (cf.
Chen 1986; Huq 1979; Islam 1986; Smock
1977; Wallace et al. 1987). Women's labor

routinely includes postharvest processing of

field crops, such as rice, jute, mustard seed,
lentils and millet; care of animals; homestead
gardening; and minor household mainte-
nance, to name only a few. Because the labor
ol rural women takes place primarily inside
the household, it often goes unnoticed. Nev-

ertheless, their economic contribution is sub-
stantial (Chen 1986; Wallace et al. 1987). The
importance of these kinds of studies is in
shifting the focus away from the view of
women as dependent and helpless. Instead,
they are recognized as actors, engaged in eco-
nomic pursuits in both rural and urban areas.
As such they cease to be “welfare cases” and
become instead an appropriate target for
“mainstream’” development processes.

In addition to their traditional domestic
roles increasing numbers of women from
landless and marginal [amilies are being
forced by economic circumstance to leave
their homes to seek wage labor. At the same
time technology, especially mechanized rice
processing, 1s displacing rural women from
their traditional roles in postharvest process-
ing of field crops (Begum 1989). Cooperative
programs arc encouraging and supporting
female entreprenecurs, but the success of
these schemes olten accrues from their con-
stituting an extension of existing female roles
that do not "encroach upon the traditional
domain of men . . . [and are] not conceived as
a threat to men’s interests” (Begum 1989:
527).

Homestead gardening as a development
strategy for women fits easily within these dic-
tates because it neither encroaches on nor
threatens men's traditional subsistence activi-
ties. Homestead gardening is an integral part
of women's work in Bangladesh (cf. Chen
1983; Hannan 1986; Hassan 1978; Huq
1979; Hussain and Banu 1986; Scott and
Carr 1985) and provides an opportunity for
women to make sizable contributions to the
rural farm family in terms of nutritious food
for consumption as well as income generated
from the sale of excess produce.

Homestead gardening is not the exclusive
purview of women, although much of the re-
search to date suggests that it is (Chen 1986;
Hug 1979). This misconception is likely a re-
sult of rescarch bias toward women. In
Bangladesh women’s issues have become a
primary concern of development planners,
and as a result women’s roles are often con-
sidered without reference to other members
of the community and to men in particular.
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The result is a misrepresentation of women as
the principle, even exclusive, actors in certain
sectors of the subsistence economy; in this
case as the cultivators of homestead gardens.
By contrast data from my own research (Wil-
son-Moore 1989, 1990) show that both men
and women are involved in vegetable cultiva-
tion, although some clear differences exist
between what men and women do in the gar-
den.

Men and women grow different crop varie-
ties at different times of the year—men in
winter, women in summer. The fact that the
crops grown by women tend to be more indig-
enous in nature and those cultivated by men
more likely to be imported varieties may be
an artifact of men’s more active participation
in the public sphere. Because men are active
in the marketplace, they may simply be ex-
posed to new varieties of vegetables most
often and are therefore more predisposed to
experimentation. In a similar vein it may be
argued that women are in some sense a reser-
voir of traditional information and cultivation
patterns, reflective of a time bhefore imported
varieties and development inputs were avail-
able.

A clear distinction also exists between male
and female patterns of vegetable cultivation
in which men’s patterns are reminiscent of
field crop production patterns characterized
by monocropping and the rows and beds of
Furopean gardens. Women's gardens, by
contrast, have a jumbled appearance and
may represent the indigenous patterns com-
monly in practice prior to outside influence
(for a discussion of cross-cultural gardening
traditions see Brownrigg 1983).

Women's gardens are found inside or im-
mediately adjacent to the household. Re-
quirements for housing, cooking, stabling of
animals, and postharvest processing and stor-
age of field crops necessitate that individual
plants or small clusters of plants be scattered
throughout the homestead, dotted around
the central courtyard and household struc-
tures. Small plots may be located around the
periphery of larger homesteads, usually im-
mediately outside of the circle of infacing

buildings.

Gourds are encouraged to grow over
trellises, along the walls, and across the roofs
of buildings. Other climbing plants may be
trained to grow up the trunks of nearby trees.
Shade-loving plants are grown under the
cover of fruit and fuelwood trees, and those
more tolerant of direct sun are planted in the
clear places.

Plant species are highly diverse. Because
there are no beds or rows, tall and medium
height trees, smaller bushy shrubs, upright
plants, creepers, and root crops [orm the hor-
izontal layers characteristic of this type of gar-
den. Weeding is infrequent, and it is often dif-
ficult to differentiate the homestead garden
from the surrounding undergrowth. In fact
an untrained observer might not recognize
this type of homestead garden at all.

Husbands often fail to recognize the gar-
dening efforts of their wives, even when the
proof was crawling across the roofs and walls
of the homestead and into the cooking pot at
meal times. That men fail to acknowledge
women'’s productive fabor in gardens may lie
partially in more general societal attitudes to-
ward women as producers (they are not seen
as such} but also in the scattered appearance
of their homestead gardens, which prevents
their immediate recognition by uninterested,
or uninitiated, observers, be they husband,
anthropologist, or development worker.

Women cultivate vegetable varieties that

spring up readily, can be produced from seed
preserved from the previous year, and are

well-adapted to the seasonal vagaries of the
climate, flourishing imside and around the

homestead with a minimum of care or input. |

Women often stagger the planting times so
that everything does not mature at once. In
fact related women in separate households
may coordinate their planting times, as well
as the varieties planted, to maximize their
production through sharing. ,
Vegetable gardens cultivated by women
tend to have a high diversity of plant species
but a small number of plants of any particular
type. Accordingly, the quantities are smaller
yet more varied, and they are intended for
family consumption. High diversity and low
volume production is the predominant char-
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acteristic of women's gardening patterns in
Bangladesh and throughout Asia, a strategy
well-suited to fulfilling family consumption
needs.

It is no coincidence that the vegetables
grown most commonly in homestead gardens
are the ones villagers prefer to eat. These veg-
etables can be eaten on a daily basis without
becoming unappetizing. Alternatively the di-
versity of vegetables produced in the home-
stead garden also helps to offset the boredom
of eating the same food every day. In fact vil-
lagers prefer to have a variety of foods, even if
that means eating something that they dislike
from time to time.

In this way the garden acts as a living lar-
der, providing fresh produce on a daily basis.
As individual plants become ripe the women
harvest them and prepare them for consump-
tion. If more vegetables become ripe than can
he consumed within the household at one
time, they may be given away, traded with
neighbors, or sent to the market for sale.

Fomestead gardening as a development
strategy for women is predicated on a view of
women'’s production as valuable and essential
to the nutritional and economic welfare of the
rural farm family. Furthermore, the minimal
overlap between men’s and women's garden-
ing patterns ensures that as a development
strategy homestead gardening also does not
compete with men’s traditional activities in
field crop cultivation or vegetable produc-
tion. Thus, homestead gardening conforms
to two primary stipulations (Begum 1989;
Schaffer 1986) for success and would seem an
ideal development strategy for women,

Unfortunately, these stipulations do not
necessarily guarantee a positive result, and
outcomes of garden programming may prove
surprising if the planners have not “done
their homework” prior to implementation. In
this regard Brownrigg has (1983) emphasized
the necessity of in-depth locally based re-
search and observes that when such research
15 omitted or conducted in a cursory manner
programs often fail to meet the needs of the
target population. Barnett (1353) has argued
that acceptance of innovation is based on the
ability of recipient populations to analyze new

ideas and technologies and to identify some
similarity with existing culture traits. Accord-
ingly, the more identifiable an innovation is,
the more easily it can be matched with a trait
already existing in the cultural lexicon, and
the more readily it will be adopted.

Sacial science, and anthropology in partic-
ular, has much to contribute. Participant ob-
servation is a field methodology well-suited to
producing detailed information about exist-
ing indigenous practices; information often
not available through any other means; and
information appropriate, perhaps impera-
tive, for planners who wish to build on and en-
hance those existing practices. By focusing on
extant patterns planners can effectively de-
termine which goals are attainable and which
populations are most appropriately targeted.

In the context of Bangladesh, for example,
homestead garden programs intended to im-
prove family nutrition and increase consump-
tion of vitamin-rich vegetables are most ap-
propriately directed toward women because
their production is intended, in the first in-
stance, for home consumption. If, on the
other hand, program goals include increasing
family income through sale of garden pro-
duce, men may constitute a more appropriate
target group because their vegetable produc-
tion is traditionally intended for the market.
Finally, a program goal of increased access to
cash for women requires careful consider-
ation because women's limited access to the
market and ramifications of cash generation
on family nutrition are two important, poten-
tially negative, dimensions of income-gener-
ating schemes for women.

Women routinely remain secluded within
the household in Bangladesh. As a result,
marketing of women’s garden produce con-
stitutes something of a dilemma. Produce
must be transported and sold by a male family
member or neighbor. Women are able to re-
tain control over the cash generated in this
way by providing a shopping list (for house-
hold essentials such as oil or kerosene) when
they turn over the produce for sale. Accord-
ingly, the money is recycled back into the
family budget on a daily basis and does not
accumulate. It {ails to be assigned a “value” by
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men or women and as a result goes unrecog-
nized. That this particular economic contri-
bution fails to affect women's status in any ap-
preciable way has been discussed elsewhere
{Wilson-Moore 1989).

Beyond the lack of recognition that greets
women's economic enterprise in the garden,
Boserup {1970) has shown that when
women’s economic activities become profit-
able (especially in terms of cash generation),
men tend to take them over (see also Chaney
and Schmink 1976). Male takeovers of the in-
come-generating component of women's
homestead gardening and the displacement
of women from their traditional roles in vege-
table production necessitates only a small
shift in production activities. However, the
ramifications in terms of family nutritional
well-being may be far reaching. Rural farm
families depend on women’s homestead pro-
duction for a ready supply of varied and vita-
min-rich vegetable foods, a complement nu-
tritionally and aesthetically to the maseblhale
{rice and fish) mainstays of the Bangladeshi
diet.

Redirecting women's vegetable produc-
tion toward the market would necessitate a
change in production technique, disrupting
the traditional patterns of women's home-
stead garden production and interfering with
that ready supply of vegetable foods. The tra-
ditional patiern that produces small quanti-
ties of diverse vegetable foods intended for
consumption within the homestead would
have to be replaced by high-outpus, low-di-
versity cropping. Furthermore, there is little
evidence to suggest that rural families would
use the cash earned in this way to “buy back”
or replace vegetable foods in the diet. Rather,
high-status processed foods such as tea, white
sugar, white flour, and bread are more apt to
make an appearance when cash becomes
available for their purchase.

Maintaining a balance between growing
vegetable crops in large volume for sale and
in sufficient variety for home consumption
represents a problem in terms of the space
and time constraints of homestead produc-
tion. However, the existing, complementary
vet rarely overlapping patterns of men’s and

women's traditional vegetable production

seems well-suited to the respective cash gen-
eration and consumption needs of the family.

Accordingly, planners concerned with perva- |

sive poverty and widespread nutritional defi-
ciency diseases in Bangladesh may wish to

consider the benefits of developing each of

these gardening strategies as they mutually,
yet independently, support the rural farm
family.

NOTES

1. Throughout this paper the terminology
women and development has been used as a
generic term for women's development in an
effore to avoid more specific references such
as women in development (WID) or develop-
ment for women. These advocate, in the first
case, the incorporation of a women’s compo-
nent into existing programs and, in the sec-
ond, separate programming by women for
women (see Jaquette 1983; Barnes-Mc-
Connell and Lockwick 1983; Wilson-Moore
1990 for a more comprehensive discussion of
these terms).

. For example, see Boserup (1970), Fried]
(1975), and Sanday (1973, 1974} for models
that predicatc women’s status on women’s
participation in the work force and their eco-
nomic contribution to the family.

ro
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The “Comparative Advantages” of
Women’s Disadvantages: Women
Workers in the Strawberry Export

Agribusiness in Mexico

Lourdes Arizpe and Josefina Aranda

In recent years, the women’s movement the
world over has stressed the need to provide
women with increased access to salaried em-
ployment in order to improve their living
conditions. In some industrialized countrnies,
however, the recession and long-term eco-
nomic trends are making it more difficult for
women to get adequate employment, be-
cause, among other reasons, many of the jobs
traditionally held by women in industries—
particularly in textiles, garment manufactur-
ing, and electronics—are being relocated in
developing countries.” For several decades,
many of the labor-intensive agricultural activ-
ities in which women worked as wage laborers
have also been shifting to developing regions.
In these regions, where male and female un-
employment has been perennial, most gov-
ernments welcome capital investments that
will create employment and bring in foreign
currency through exports. For example,
many jobs formerly held by women in the
northern cities and in the southern rural
areas of the United States have moved south
to Mexico and to other Latin American and
Caribbean countries,

Behind this movement lie both the market
pressures that force companies into a con-
stant search for lower production costs, and
the rationale of “comparative advantages,”
according to which different economies are
advised to specialize in those products that
they can sell profitably in the international
market. But it so happens that such “advan-

Reprinted with permission of The University of Chicago
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tages” are closely linked to the cheap labor
costs that come from women's social and eco-
nomic “disadvantages”; a woman's loss in one
country may be some woman’s gain in an-
other country. Thus, it could be said that
women in developing countries are gaining
the jobs that have been redeployed from in-
dustrial countries. In fact, companies are
using women'’s liberation slogans in deprived
areas to justify giving jobs to eager young
women rather than to older women or men
who also desperately need jobs.?

The main issue raised by these events—
whether the fluidity of the international labor
market has become more of a zero-sum game
for women than for men—cannot be fully dis-
cussed in this paper, but some light can be
shed on it by examining the extent to which
such a “gain” for women in a developing
country actually improves their status and liv-
ing conditions. A survey through interviews of
young Mexican peasant women who have re-
cently entered salaried employment in the
strawberry-export packing plants of Zamora
in the State of Michoacdn helps us to under-
stand the changes created by salaried work in
their conscicusness, their living conditions,
and their situation within family and commu-

nity.

AGROINDUSTRY AND RURAL
EMPLOYMENT IN DEVELOPING
COUNTRIES

Worldwide, the optimism generated in the
1950s by the projects for rural community de-
velopment and after that by the increase in
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agricultural production due to the Green
Revolution came to an end in the 1970s.
Meanwhile, in the last three decades rural un-
employment, movement of peasants toward
the cities, demographic growth, and the
marginalization of rural women from the
technological and economic benefits of devel-
opment have increased rapidly in many coun-
tries of Latin America, Africa, and Asia.

Import-substitution policies as a strategy
for development in such countries led to ris-
ing foreign debts due to the high costs of
technology and of capital goods imported
from the industrialized countries.” The gov-
ernments of developing countries, in order to
acquire foreign exchange to improve their
balance of payments, have encouraged ex-
port-oriented agriculture, which in many Af-
rican, Latin American, and Asian rural areas
has led to food scarcity.? Attempts to compen-
sate for this scarcity by purchasing food from
abroad have only perpetuated the vicious cir-
cle of dependency and poverty.”

The use of technological improvements
from the Green Revolution increased yields
and efficiency in rural production, but also
led to higher concentration of agricultural re-
sources in the hands of capitalist entrepre-
neurs.® In many couniries this concentration
has displaced small family producers who
have become agricultural laborers or mi-
grants surviving precariously in the outskirts
of overpopulated cities.” The expansion of
this surplus population in rural and urban
areas is being attacked through massive fam-
ily planning campaigns, even though it is
clear that population growth is closely linked
to the conditions of extreme poverty and in-
security that prevail on the land. Another so-
lution now being proposed to stop the rural
exodus lies in the creation of rural employ-
ment through agroindustries, a policy spon-
sored both by national governments and by
multinationals who have found a fertile field
for investment.

Following this trend, in Latin America the
per capita production of subsistence crops
decreased by 10 percent between 1964 and
1974, while that of agricultural products for
export increased by 27 percent.® During this
same period U.S. capital investments in agri-

culture for export in this region increased
considerably, since investments in the food
industry provide a 16.7 percent profit
abroad, compared to an 11.5 percent return
within the United States.” Since World War I,
food processing companies have invested
more in Mexico than in any other country of
the Third World. An example of this type of
investment is the strawberry industry in
Zamora, which since 1970 has provided em-
ployment for approximately 10,000 young
peasant women in its packing plants. Signifi-
cantly, as in the textile and electronics indus-
tries that are also redeploying their produc-
tion units abroad, the employment of women
rather than men is clearly preferred in these
agroindustries.’” Why are young women pre-
ferred? Is it sufficient to say, as do the manag-
ers of such plants, that it is because they are
“more dexterous” and “less restless"?

PEASANT WOMEN AND RURAL
DEVELOPMENT IN LATIN AMERICA

According to recent census statistics in Latin
America, women’s agricultural work shows a
relative decrease in all countries and an abso-
lute decrease in many.'" This may be due,
partly, to inadequate census registration of
rural women’s activities, but it also reflects in-
creased female migration from rural areas, as
well as the shift to other seli-employment (es-
pecially petty trade) and intermittent domes-
tic service—occupations that fall between the
borders of organized economic activities and
unpaid female domestic and community
work." Another important shift in rural
women's activities has been reported among
small family producers, where the agricul-
tural labor of household women is intensified
in order to increase or maintain productivity
in deteriorating market conditions."” Finally,
a fourth trend in which poor, rural women
enter wage labor in agricultural and livestock
production or in agroindustrial activities is
also becoming widespread."

These four trends appear separately or in
combination in different countries and re-
gions. But all of them stem from the same
process: the economic crisis of small peasant
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family production in rural areas in Latin
America. Discussion of the causes of this crisis
go beyond the scope of this paper, but the
major trends in the status and employment of
poor rural women in Latin America must be
understood in the context of strategies these
households use to survive in an increasingly
difficult environment. There are also, of
course, large numbers of women who have
broken completely with their parents’ or their
husbands’ households and who live and make
decisions on their own. We find them, for ex-
ample, along the Mexico-U.S. border or in
the shantytowns of all the major Latin Ameri-
can and Caribbean cities."” Their choice of
economic activity and lifestyle constitutes an
individual decision-making process that
should be analyzed as such within the narrow
limits set by widespread unemployment and
underemployment, cramped housing, and
strict social pressures.

But in agrarian societies, there is little
room for individualistic response. Especially
in the case of young peasant women, the deci-
sion to work or to migrate is either made by
the family patriarch or through permission
granted by him. In any case, even more than
sons, daughters are bound to their parents’
households by the religious and social norms
that prescribe absolute obedience, docility,
and service toward others. In fact, this paper
will argue that it is precisely these qualities
that make the young women so attractive as a
work force. The data that follow should make
this abundantly clear.

STRAWBERRY PACKING
AND FREEZING PLANTS IN ZAMORA

The strawberry agribusiness in Zamora began
to expand in the mid-1960s, first through
U.S. capital and later through Mexican capi-
tal. Its competitiveness in the international
market comes from the fact that Mexican
strawberries are cultivated in the winter and
that their transport and especially their labor
costs are very low."® Production is completely
dependent on U.S. companies: the seedlings
are imported from California; the export

tracle is handled entirely by six U.S. commer-
cial brokers who have stopped attempts by
Mexican plants to sell directly to the Euro-
pean market; and the strawberry prices are
dictated by conditions in the U.S. market, es-
pecially by the success of the California straw-
berry harvest.

Fighteen packing and freezing plants for
strawherries functoned during the 1979-80
cycle in Zamora and in Jacona, a neighboring
village. Among them the hiring characteris-
fics and working conditions for women, as
well as male personnel, vary little: for exam-
ple, some pay $14.70 (US¢66) per hour of
work on the conveyor belts and others $14.00
(US¢63), but the lower wage is counterbal-
anced by payment of bus tickets and by better
treatment for the workers. As Marta Rodri-
guez put it: “X is the packing plant where
women workers are treated the worst, and
that is why they have many problems in hiring
people. Even though they pay more there,
the girls prefer better treatment, such as they
get at Bonfil, where no overtime or commis-
sions are paid. At X the bosses are almost
Nazis. . .. " It is interesting to note that firm
X is the one that consistently shows the high-
est productivity and efficiency; it is the only
one, for example, that has devices under the
roofing to prevent swallows from nesting
there. In most of the plants there is a mini-
mum investment in mstallations: they are
prefabricated metal structures that can be
easily dismantled. Everything reflects short-
term investment.

Fifty percent of production for export in
the 1978-79 cycle, which produced 88 mil-
lion pounds of frozen strawberries (though
the official figure given for exports was lower,
72.7 million pounds), was handled by the six
companies we studied. Of these, three hire as
many as 900 women workers at the height of
the season, one hires 630, and two hire up to
350. One of the worst conditions of work
women face in these plants is the acute annual
fluctuation in labor demand according to
changing conditions in cropping and in the
price of sugar (sugar is added to the frozen
strawherries). . .. Except in special condi-
tions, all plants are closed from four to six
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months each year and have a peak season for
hiring from March to May. Later on we shall
see how the hiring is organized and how the
women workers adjust their working lives to
such conditions.

THE SITUATION
OF WOMEN WORKERS
IN THE STRAWBERRY PLANTS

Approximately 10 percent of the personnel in
the plants do administrative work; of these
usually all managers and accountants are
men, and the secrctaries are voung, single
women from the town of Zamora. In produc-
tion work, except for the young men who un-
load the strawberry crates from the trucks and
those in charge of the refrigerators, the great
majority of workers are young peasant
women who live in outlying villages of the
Zamora valley and the region.

The 300 women workers interviewed were
selected at random from cach of the six
plants. On the average, between 5 and 10
percent of the total female workers in each
plant were interviewed, with the exception of
El Duero, where 18.3 percent of the women
were surveyed. Interviewed in proportional
numbers, they perform the different tasks de-
scribed below:

1. Stern Removers. Women who remove the
stems of the strawberties do piecework, that
is, they are paid $5.00 (US¢23) per crate of
strawberries, each weighing seven kilograms.
A worker with magic hands is able to remove
the stems of up to thirty-five crates of straw-
berries per day; one with slow hands can
barely manage five crates per day. But the
number of crates available to work on varies
from week to week. For example, on February
4, 1980, the 400 workers at Frutas Refrig-
eradas were assigned only one crate of straw-
berries each, because it rained the previous
week and very few strawberries were har-
vested. On days like this the expenses of the
workers for transportation and food are the
same, but they earn only according to the
number of crates they finish. On average, 80

percent of the women workers in the plants
do this type of work; in the sample taken for
the survey, they represent 75 percent of those
interviewed.

2. Supervisors. These women are chosen by
the head of personnel, or by the union leader,
to check whether the strawberrics tossed into
the canals have had the stem properly re-
moved. They represent 4 percent of those in-
terviewed, which is equivalent to the propor-
tion of women working as supervisors in most
plants.

3. Selectors. Once the stemisremoved, straw-
berries float along canals filled with water and
disinfectant until they reach the conveyor
belts, where the selectors pick out defective or
rotten strawberries. As in the case of the su-
pervisors, the selectors are chosen by the
head of personnel or by the union leader,
both of whom frequently show favoritism to-
ward their {riends or toward women from
their own villages. This type of work is done
by about 15 percent of the women workers in
the plants and by 18 percent of those sur-
veyed.

4, Tray Warkers. From the conveyor belts the
sirawberries are put in tins or small boxes to
be frozen, the best being placed on trays and
frozen individually. This is also done by
wormnen who are selected in the manner de-
scribed for those performing the two previous
tasks. The women who performed the last
three tasks mentioned were paid hourly, at
the rate of $14.00 (US¢66) per hour during
the 1979-80 cycle. Though a stem remover
who works with amazing dexterity might earn
a higher wage than women engaged in the
other tasks, normally supervisors, selectors,
and tray workers earn more. Those who work
on an hourly wage enjoy greater prestige be-
cause they earn more and are closer to the
higher-level employees. Many of the stem re-
movers would prefer to work on the conveyor
belts, especially those who, because of their
age, are no longer able to work at high speed.
But seniority normally is not taken into ac-
count for either promotion in tasks or other
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fringe benefits. The younger workers some-
times resent the favoritism, not so much for
personal reasons, but rather because of loy-
alty to their villages: “See here—why aren’t
there more from Tinguincharo on the con-
veyor belts?” But others say that it is a tiring
job. For instance, Berta Olivares prefers
working as a stem remover because, “We can
at least go and walk around a little when we go
get a crate for strawberries to de-stem . . . but
those on the conveyor belts are damned un-
comfortable, they don't even let them move,
they can hardly even sigh. We can even sing.”

Now that the scene of their work has been
described, the first questions to be answered
are: Who are these women? Did they work be-
fore? If so, what jobs did they hold?

Occupational Background of the Workers

Of the women surveyed, 61 percent stated
that they had never worked before. It must be
noted that these included those whao, because
they are very young, had not yet entered the
work force. Those who had worked before
going into the packing and freezing plants
(41.3 percent) performed the types of jobs in-
dicated in Tables | and 2. More than half
worked in agriculture previously, and a third
passed through paid domestic service. Their
agricultural wage labor in the region has been
replaced by imrmigrant labor, but this is not
the case in paid domestic work, since house-
wives in Zamora repeatedly complained that

TABLE 1. Workers' Previous Employment

by Sector
Cuses
Sector (N) %o
Agriculture 69 55.7
Services 38 30.7
Industry 7 5.8
Trade 7 5.8
Agroindustry 2 1.7
Handicrafis 1 0.3
Total 124 100.0

TABLE 2. Workers' Previous Occupations

Cases
Position (N) %

Agriculural laborer 52 41.9
Servant 25 - 20.2
Unpaid family worker in 17 13.7

Agriculiure
Office or shop employee 13 10.5
Factory worker 11 3.9
Trader 2 1.6
Others 4 3.2

Total 124 100.0

“you just cant't find servants around here any-
more.”

Table 2 shows that of the formerly wage-
earning women whom the strawberry agro-
industry has attracted most have been ser-
vants and agricultural laborers. We can now
ask: Why have they taken jobs in the straw-
berry plants? Most of the female employvees
prefer to work in these plants rather than as
servants because, as Irma Cortes said, “We
are not subject to the will of la patrona [the
employer] and we can live in our own homes
in the village where we have friends.” Some of
them like working in agriculture, but they
find the work harsh. One of them said she
preferred work in the fields “because we are
out in the air, and not under the discipline of
the factory, even though it is much more tir-
ing work; for example, pulling out the weeds
growing in the fields is awful hard work, and
one ends up with one's back real tired.”

Did they change jobs because of wage dif-
ferentials? The income of 76.6 percent of
those interviewed increased with their em-
ployment in the plants, while that of 7.6 per-
cent remained the same. The high percent-
age of those who carned lower incomes (16.6
percent) can be partly explained by the fact
that many of these had only recently joined
the plants and had not yet acquired the neces-
sary skills, while others attended work irregu-
larly. Of those who previously held jobs, 66.1
percent worked in their own community, 28.2
percent in the region, and only 0.7 percent in
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another state, in Mexico City, or in the
United States. Clearly, the strawberry compa-
nies have not brought back women working
outside the region, nor have they attracted
migrants from outlying regions, for the re-
cruitment system precludes doing so. In fact,
only 6.7 percent of the female workers were
born in Zamora and Jacona, or in Ecuan-
dureo, a neighboring municipality. The rest
come from other municipalities in the same
region.

None of the women workers live by them-
selves or with friends. With one exception—a
woman who was adopted by the family with
whom she lives—they all live with family or
kin. The fact that they sull live with their fam-
ilies is due to a very deeply rooted social rule
that forbids a young woman's leaving her
father’s home unless it be through marriage.
But their choice of residence is also directly
enforced by the acute housing scarcity in
Zamora and Jacona and by the fact that the
wages they earn are clearly insufficient to per-
mit living in a boardinghouse, the only so-
cially acceptable form of habitatien for single
women living away from home.

Age, Marriage, and Schooling

Most of the workers, 68.7 percent of the sam-
ple, are between fifteen and twenty-four years
of age (Table 3). Managers of the plants
stated that they prefer to hire young women
because of their higher productivity, and be-
cause they are “very quick with their hands”
and “concentrate better than the men.” In

TABLE 3. Ages of Female Workers

Cases

Age (N) %o
12-14 30 10.0
15-19 141 47.1
20-24 65 21.6
25-29 16 5.3
30-50 39 13.0
51-80 9 3.0

Total 300 100.0

fact, the younger women's manual dexterity is
crucial in the task of removing the stems, but
it is of only secondary importance in selecting
and packing the strawberries; older women
could do the latter tasks just as well. In only
two of the plants, however, were older women
predominantly chosen for these. Additional
factors that influence the preference for hir-
ing young women are analyzed in the next
sections.

Girls usually begin to work in the plants
when they are twelve to fifieen years old, and
they work until they marry, normally between
the ages of seventeen and twenty-one. As one
of them put it, “The women marry before
they are twenty because at that age the men
say we have already missed the last boat.”
Those who do not marry continue working,
and a few young married women return to
work in the plants.

Of the female workers interviewed, 85.3
percent are single, 9.0 percent are married,
3.0 percent are divorced or abandoned, and
2.7 percent are widows. Almost all workers
over the age of thirty are widowed, divorced,
or separated from their husbands. Most of
them support their children and perhaps
their parents or siblings. The few married
women workers state that their husbands do
not send back enough money from the
United States where they are working.

One older woman told us that in the early
times of the packing plants women stood in
long lines outside of the plants hoping to be
hired: “There were little girls, young girls and
adults, even old women.” But, at present, the
increase in the number of plants has led to a
relative scarcity of women workers, particu-
larly during the peak time of the season. At
this busy time, plants hire women of all ages,
including twelve-year-olds and older women.
Then, as strawberries begin to come in at a
slower rate, the management begins to elimi-
nate workers: “First the little girls, then the
lazy ones, then others begin to drop out by
themselves when they see that there is very lit-
tle working time left,” one worker told us.

Sixteen percent, mostly the older workers,
have not been to school at all, while 31 per-
cent attended primary school up to the third
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grade. This low average in schooling can be
explained by conditions in their communi-
ties, but it is significant to note that 3.7 per-
cent have reached the high school or prepa-
ratory school level, since in theory their
education should have given them access to
jobs with higher incomes and prestige. But
the fact is that very few such jobs are available
in Zamora, and, besides, these women ex-
plained that they earn more moncey working
at a fast pace in the plants than they would
working in a shop or an office. .

Although they seem to recognize this, the
great majority of the women are convinced
that their low degree of schooling prevents
them from getting other jobs, and they com-
plain bitterly that their parents, especially
sheir fathers, did not allow them to go on
studying: “Women are not allowed to finish
[school] because our parents say it does not
pay for itself because we then go and get mar-
ried, and it has only been a waste.” “If [ were
to study,” said another, “1 could be a secre-
tary, and 1 would stop doing this very uring

job.” The mythical nature of this hope be-
comes clear if we realize that, as has hap-
pened in other developing countries, an in-
crease in levels of education would lead to an
increase in job entrance requirements, and
consequently, the same proportion of less
qualified women—even if their educational
level were higher in absolute terms—would
continue filling the lower-level jobs. '

This hypothesis is further strengthened if
we compare the plant workers surveyed in
Zamora with a group of female agricultural
laborers, surveyed in the state of Aguas-
calientes north of Michoacin, who pick
grapes seasonally.” The profile of marital sta-
tus among the grape pickers resembles that
of the workers in the strawberry plants: 80
percent are single, 8 percent are married, 3
percent are divorced or separated, and 9 per-
cent are widowed.'® In ages and schooling,
the percentage distribution s also similar, but
there are significant differences.

The similarities in both age structure and
schooling indicate that roughly the same so-
cial group of women enter either of those jobs
(Tables 4 and 5). But more women with

TABLE 4. Ages of Female Agricultural Laborers
in Aguascalientes and Women
Workers in Agroindustry in Zamora

Women Laborers
in Aguascalientes

Women Workers
in Zamore

Age (%e) (%)
12-19 57.0 52
20-29 27.0 21
30-39 7.7 10
40 or over 3.5 _LZ

Total 100.0 100

Source: —For the Aguascabientes: Lucia Diaz Ronmer and
Maria Flena Munoz, “La Mujer Asalariada en el sector
agricola,” Awmericn indigena 38 (April-June 1978): 327~
-1, Other statistics from authors research.

higher schooling between the ages of twelve
and nineteen enter strawberry-factory work in
Zamora. The foregoing suggests that many
young, single girls enter agroindustry who
otherwise would not work for wages and, sec-
ond, that strawberry-plant work attracts
women whose higher educational levels make
it unlikely that they would accept work in ag-
ricuiture. However, additional data not m-
cluded in the surveys on the educational lev-
els in the communities would be necessary to
confirm the latter hypothesis.

TABLE 5. Schooling of Female Agricultural
Warkers in Aguascalientes and
Women Workers in Agroindustry
in Zamora

Wormen Women
Workers in FLaborers in
Zamora Ag*rtascalien[e.v
Education (%} (5e)
Noane 16.0 32
1st=3rd grade, 31.0 28
primary
4th-6th grade, 49.3 40
primary
Secondary or 3.7
preparatory
Total 100.0 100

Source.—See Table 4.
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Sacial Attitudes toward Women's
Work in the Factories

When the strawberry industry first began, it
was very difficult for the plant managers to re-
cruit enough women workers. They could get
those who were already working in other jobs
but were unable to attract young women
whose families were not in dire need of addi-
tional income. The women's reluctance to
enter paid employment was due to the very
real fear, confirmed by women’s experiences,
that unaccompanied young womnen in public
places would be “stolen.” Carmen Garcia
summarizes it neatly: “Previously, it was really
rotten for the girls, because they were fre-
quently stolen when they were going to fetch
water, or to wash clothes or to bring the nixta-
mal [maize dough]. . . . They were even stolen
with the help of a gun or a machete. They
were taken into the woods and then the men
would come to ask their parents for the girl
[in marriage]. Most of the girls did marry
them, even if they did not want to, and here
divorce is out of the question. If they don’t get
on together, the woman just puis up with it.
Here it is customary for the husbands to beat
the women when they are drunk, they say that
blows make women love them more.... "
Yet, as it happens, the fact that the young
girls are no longer “stolen” as often in the
peasant villages of the region as they were in
the past is ateributed mainly to their working
in the strawberry plants, although no one ever
explains exactly why this is so.

At first, the fathers flatly refused their
daughters permission to work in the factories.
One woman told us: “The parents are not
used to one’s working and in the village peo-
ple gossip a lot, they say that the women who
go out to work go with many men.” Not long
ago it was still forbidden for men and women
in the villages to address one another on the
street. What the parents most feared, did oc-
castonally happen. An experienced worker,
Ines Gomez, explained: “When it [work in the
plants] began, it turned out that many of the
girls got pregnant because they did not know
how to look out for themselves, and as we
move in an environment of ‘machismo’ and

paternalism, it happened frequently. . . . but
now the girls know how to handle themselves,
now they even want to study and improve
themselves.” The young women workers see
their situation in a different way and com-
plain bitterly: “All they do is spread rumors
about us. Many boys say they won't marry
those who work in the plants, and all the girls
from the village work there, but of course
later they themselves are afier us. They
spread many untrue stories about us. Some of
our nieces even went around saying that we
were pregnant, and that we had lelt the chil-
dren at the Social Security.”

The young women workers' situation is fur-
ther complicated by the migration of most of
the marnageable men: “The girls don’t go
North [to the United States] because people
talk badly about them. Even if we just go o
Zamora they talk badly, we can never go any-
where. . . . The boys are allowed to go North
and they come back real proud, some of them
shack up with the American girls over there.
They say they are very loose, that they even go
after the boys. Others do return here to get
married.”

Initially the local priests were opposed to
the women’s factory work too. One incident il-
lustrates the situation very clearly. The straw-
berry plants in Jacona were unable to get fe-
male workers because every Sunday the local
priest thundered that women would go to hell
if they sinned by going out to work in the fac-
tories. It is said that the problem was solved
when the owners of the plant spoke with the
priest and offered to pay for the cost of a new
altar for the parish church. Since that day, the
local priest has exalted the dignity of work.

Wages and Expenditures

As has been noted, the workers' wages are
subject to the rate at which the plants buy
strawberries during the year and to their own
level of skill. The monthly average wage
among workers surveyed is  $1,126
(US351.18). Eleven percent earn an average
of 1,750 (US579.51), 26 percent earn an av-
erage ol $750 (US$34.09) per month, while 8
percent earn an average of $350 (US$15.90).
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"These wage levels are very far below the legal
minimum wage, which amounted to $4,260
(US$193.63) for that region in 1980. Since a
single person, let alone a family with children,
cannot survive on this income, such low wages
can only be considered as complementary to
the main income of a family.

Worse still is the fact that the wages these
women get vary enormously on a day-by-day
and week-by-week basis. The season begins in
November or December and lasts until July or
August. However, during that period there
are “bad months,” as the women call them—
November, December, January, F ebruary,
August, September—in which they earn an
average of less than $500 (US%22.72) per
month. During the good months they may
earn as much as $2,200 (US$90.90) per
month. Most of the women are not hired at
the plants for the whole year; 56 percent work
from seven to nine months; 5 percent work
from ten to twelve months; 16 percent from
{four to six months; 11.6 percent from one to
three; and 11.3 percent do not get to work
even one month per year. Many of those in
this latter group work only on the Saturdays
during the peak season, or they are younger
sisters of the workers who tag along a few days
perweek.
~ During the months when there is no work
in the plants, 75.3 percent remain at home
helping with the domestic work; some do em-
broidering or knit pieces for sale. The sur-
prisingly large number of women who follow
this pattern indicates that these families do
not urgently require a constant income from
the women workers. In some cases— as, for
example, one where the daughter supports
herself and her mother—the income earned
in the plant in the months of seasonal work is

sufficient to keep them during the three
months without work. Among the 24.3 per-
cent of the workers who do work during these
months, 7 percent work as servants, 11 per-
cent go harvesting in the fields as day labor-
ers, 1.0 percent work in offices, and 0.3 per-
cent migrate to the United States. The
remainder work in the informal sector in a va-
riety of ways.

To what extent do these predominantly
peasant families depend on the women
workers' income? The majority (61.6 percent)
answered that their work only partially sup-
ports thetr families, 20.7 percent replied that
they give no financial help to their families,
and 17.7 percent stated that they offer major
support. It is usual for one of the younger
girls to hand over the entire weekly wage to
her father or mother, who then little by little
lets her have whatever money she requires for
her expenses. Table 6 shows that the correla-
tion between the amount a worker gives her
parents and the amount she earns is not sig-
nificant. :

How are their wages spent? What the work-
ers keep for themselves, they spend on fash-
ionable clothes, costume Jewelry, romantic
comics and stories, and beauty products. But
the larger part of their wage, handled by their
parents, goes into buying household con-
stmer goods. This has been a boom for shops
selling furniture and electric appliances.
Some of the consumer goods purchased in
the poorer houscholds are basic items such as
gas stoves, beds, wardrobes, and sewing ma-
chines; in other households the goods may be
televisions, radios, blenders, and record play-
ers. Only a few houscholds buy luxury items
such as enormous consoles, fancy furniture,
porcelain figurines, wine glasses, and so on.

TABLE 6. Workers' Monthly Wages by Proportion Given to Parents ()

Monthly Wages (Pesos} All Almost All One-Half A Little Nothing
200-1,000 36.9 15.7 23.8 10.5

. . 29, 0.5 3
1,001-2,000 301 95.3 27.4 19.4 s
2,001-3,000 38.2 274 25.4 E 2 1'8
Over 3,000 11.2 444 11.1 29.9 11.£
All wage categories® 51.0 24.0 25.7 11-5 5.7

*2.6% of workers surveyed did nat answer this question..
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The survey indicates, however, that the par-
ents buy these items not only for prestige but
also because they can sell or pawn them when
times get hard. It must be noted that the com-
mercial boom in Zamora is due only in part to
the women workers’ income; it is mainly a re-
sult of the income in dollars sent back by the
male migrants working in the United States.
Even so, the pattern of consumption is the
same in both cases.

Recruitment of Workers for the Plants

Women workers are recruited each season
through social networks in the communities.
In the plants that have unions, the union sec-
retary chooses women delegates in each vil-
lage or hamlet; in plants that don’t have a
union, the head of personnel chooses these
delegates. Once the word is sent to them that
they should begin recruiting, these delegates
go around the village letting everyone know
that they are hiring. They list the names of
those women who want te go to work, pur-
portedly giving preference to experienced
workers. But Antonieta Castro complained
that previous experience matters little:
“Some of the new ones are given preference
by the bosses, because they give them gollete
[some present]. We don't get angry about
this, we only feel hurt.” The “loyalty” that a
worker has shown toward the general secre-
tary of the union or the company is also taken
into account during compilation of the lists,
as are personal preferences and group rival-
ries within the community. In hiring, the
company follows the list made by the dele-
gate, moving through it progressively as the
season advances. The recruiter in the village,
usually an older woman, is socially responsi-
ble for the young girls she recruits as workers.
Parents sometimes allow their daughters to
go only if they trust the recruiter. This re-
sponsibility also gives the latter the power to
decide who will work in the plant.

Conditions of Work

Hiring conditions and benefits in most plants
are clearly below legal requirements stated in

Mexican law. In the first place there are no
contracts or permanent jobs for the workers.
(According to the law the companies should
pay the minimum wage, establish fixed work-
ing schedules, and hire the workers perma-
nently during the entire year.) In the second
place, fringe benefits are nonexistent: plant
workers have no Social Security, nor do they

‘have adequate medical services. More moth-

ers could work if the plants had nurseries, and
by law factories must provide one whenever
there are more than thirty permanent wormen
workers. When the women ask for a nursery,
however, they are turned down. One man-
ager said: “We saw that the nursery was not
really necessary because only two or three
children come along with their mothers, and
that is why we did not put one in.”

Women's Perception of Their Work
in the Plants

Although these conditions persist, and in
spite of the fact that many of the women ermn-
ployed in the plant consider the work to be
tiring and oppressive, they prefer it because
their only alternative would be to remain shut
in their homes doing domestic work or to
work in jobs that are even more underpaid.
Of the workers surveyed, 65 percent said that
they prefer to work outside their home. As
Amalia Vega put it: “We like so much to go
out and work in the packing plant that when
we return to our village in the evening we skip
along the road dancing and singing. We don't
mind about being tired [after a working day
of eight to eleven hours]; because we have
carned our few pennies and have left the little
ranch for a while, we are very happy. In the
village you get bored by seeing the same faces
all day long and listening to the same gossip.
By working we entertain ourselves.” This is, in
fact, a very fair assessment of the situation.
When asked what type of work they like best,
59 percent answered that they prefer to work
in a strawberry plant; only 4.5 percent prefer
to work on the land, and 36.5 percent would
prefer to be employed in an office.

Although four out of every five workers in-
terviewed said they wanted improvements in
their working conditions, particularly in
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wages and in the treatment they receive from
their bosses, there are no real channels for
protest. Only half of them belonged to a
union, but this was due to the fact that only
four of the six plants had a union. However,
less than half of the workers (46.7 percent)
thought that unionization could help them
get better working conditions. This distrust
reflects the fact that the existing unions
closely collaborate with management. The
pragmatic attitude of the union leaders, some

of them women, is evident in the statement of

one woman leader, Asked how she and other
leaders got along with management, she said:
“Fortunately there has always been a good re-
lationship. People get to understand each
other by talking. Also, we are interested in the
company not having a loss, otherwise, we
don't get wiilidades [a profit-sharing govern-
ment scheme].” In actual fact, workers rarely
receive utilidades, which are sometimes used
to pay for the annual fiesta and Mass in the
plant. As a result, workers hardly participate
in union activities: “We get bored going to the
meetings,” one worker told us. “We don’t un-
derstand anything and we get nothing out of
it. We just waste our time.”

Almost all the younger workers consider
their job in the agroindustry as a stage in their
life that allows them to get out of the daily
routine of the village. More than half (58 per-
cent) answered that they do not plan to go on
working once they get married. In so many
words, they were saying: “Why, that's what
I'm getting married for, to stop working!™ Of
those who say they may continue to work,
most believe they will marry a bum and will
end up having to support their household.

CONCLUSIONS

Why does the strawberry agroindustry pre-
dominantly employ women? It is true that the
jobs of removing stems and selecting straw-
berries require a manual dexterity that men
do not usually achieve, but this is not the main
reason that the industry employs women. In
the region of Zamora, agroindustry cannot
compete with the wages paid in the United

States in order to attract and retain migrant
male labor. At the same time there is a large
population of young women who have very
few alternatives for work. The strawberry
plants do not have to compete with urban
wages for women workers, since the emigra-
tion of women from the region is not fre-
quent; male emigration largely covers the
deficit in the budget of most peasant families.
Moreover, the great majority of young
women in peasant families have access only to
paid domestic work or to wage labor on the
land, both of them unrewarding jobs.

Therefore, the main reason for employing
women is that they can be paid much lower
wages than those stipulated by law, and can
be asked to accept conditions in which there
is a constant fluctuation in schedules and days
of work. Here it seems to us that the compa-
nies take advantage of the traditional idea
that any income earned by a daughter, wife,
or mother is an “extra” over and above the
main income of the {ather, hushand, or son. If
such wages were paid to male workers, the low
income and the instability of the job would be
untenable in the long run; workers would ei-
ther move to other jobs or organize and scrike
to get higher wages.

Other results of the analysis support this
view. That the percentage of women house-
hold-heads in the packing and refrigerating
plants is very low—>5.7 percent as compared
to 12 percent in the region as a whole—sug-
gests that the wages paid by the plants cannot
constitute the central income of a household.
In a circular fashion, of course, it also reflects
the factories’ preference for young, unmar-
ried workers.

Thus, the plants attract many young
women—approximately one-half  of the
women workers—who normally would not
enter wage-earning jobs if the plants did not
exist. So it seems, at least, from a comparison
made with a group of agricultural laborers
from Aguascalientes and from the fact that
42.4 percent of the workers surveyed gave
only half or less than half of their wages to
their households. Further support for this hy-
pothesis is found in the large majority of
women workers who do not seek alternative
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work during the months they are not em-
ployed in the plants. Another advantage for
the plants is the constant turnover among
womnen workers. This impermanence allows a
company considerable savings in wage in-
creases due to seniority as well as in payments
for maternity, disease, or disablement and in
old-age pensions. It also prevents the workers
from accumulating information and expeni-
ence that would lead them to organize and to
demand improvements in hiring and working
conditions. Meanwhile, the traditional cul-
ture itself assures continuous instability by
making marriage the only aspiration for
women.

Clearly, the strawberry agroindustry in
Zamora can exist only thanks to particular
conditions by which cheap female labor is
readily available. This conclusion coincides
with that reached by Ernst Feder, who points
to the low cost of labor as one of the most im-
portant factors in making the Mexican straw-
berry industry competitive internationally.'®
Thus, the “comparative advantages” of this
industry in the international market are
closely associated with the “comparative dis-
advantages” of young, inexperienced, rural
women who suffer social, legal, and economic
discrimination. From a sociological point of
view, what the agribusiness capitals have done
is to make use ol certain social and cultural
characteristics of the region, that is, the high
demographic growth, the traditional cultural
values that assign a subordinate role to
women, the family structure of the communi-
ties, and the local patterns of consumption.
The key question to be asked is whether this
way of using resources will improve the living
conditions of the women and of their commu-
nities,

Have conditions for women changed with
their entry into salaried industrial work? This
study shows that they have changed very little.
The great majority of workers continue to live
in their parents” homes; a very few go to live
with other relatives in Zamora, but always
under the same conditions of subordination
and restriction they experienced in their own
homes. About half of them hand over the
greater part of their wages to their parents or

use their earnings to support their own fami-
lies. Thus they have only slightly increased
their personal consumption. Their families,
of course, have an improved standard of liv-
ing, at least temporarily.

Although the women have more freedom
when working outside of their homes, they
are harassed by the men in the streets and are
not free to move around the town or the vil-
lages on their own. Even when traveling to
and from the plants the young women are
closely supervised by the recruiters and the
union leaders. There have been some
changes: the young girls are not “stolen” as
frequently as before, and apparently they
have a more decisive voice as to whom they
will marry. Also, some have become eager to
study and to get ahead.

But work in this agroindustry, for the ma-
jority of women, is certainly no way to get
ahead. There are no promotions; the workers
get no encouragement or help to acquire
skilis or education; and the instability and low
wages of the jobs, as mentioned previously,
do not offer any prospects for improvement
in the fueure. Predictably, under these condi-
tions no significant cultural change is taking
place. On the contrary, the lack of prospects
for promotion in the agroindustry, the low
wages, and the high level of unemployment
only push the workers back into the tradi-
tional hope of marriage as the only road to-
ward a better future. Only a few of the young
woren, mostly those who have not married,
have acquired new aspirations about employ-
ment possibilities and lifestyles. For these too,
however, it will be very difficult to find em-
ployment once the strawberry industry: de-
clines. The strawberry companies take advan-
tage of the traditional values and conditions ..
that subordinate women and end up reinforc-
ing this traditional order. In fact, it is in their

interest to oppose any initiatives to: change
the passive, submissive role of women:m. -

Zamora. In this sense, no “moder m_zatlo Yol
women's roles is evident in the region
What has been the impact oFthe_strawbeny_
'1gm1ndusu‘y on the communities of theite=:
gion? In the short run the mdustry h; pro
v1ded a better standard of hvmg forraral fame-
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ilies. The majority use the women's incomes
to improve their housing and, particularly, to
purchase household goods—furniture and
electric appliances—which also serve as a
form of saving. The workers’ wages, then, flow
rapidly through the merchants of Zamora to-
ward the urban industries that manufacture
these consumer goods.

But while the market for consumer goods
has expanded, the poorer groups in the re-
gion have not been brought into the market.
Because of the hiring practices in the plants,
work is not given to women heads of house-
holds, nor to the poorer male and female Ia-
borers—those who most require an income.
Rather, since the survey shows that the major-
ity of the workers do not support themselves,
it would seem that jobs are given mostly to
young women of the middle-level peasant
families, whose wages serve to improve their
families’ standard of living. Although such a
gain is not to he underestimated, it benefits
only minimally those households whose eco-
nomic survival depends entirely or partially
on women's wages. As a result, older women
who are heads of households are pushed back
into the strenuous, harsh, and even more
poorly paid job of strawberry picking in the
tields.

The strawberry agroindustry is not creat-
ing conditions for the future development of
the region. It is not training workers, nor is it
premoting or improving the social services. It
does not serve to stem emigration of men to
the United States. The cultivation of straw-
berries, on the contrary, tends toward the
concentration of land and capital while it dis-
places and undermines production in small
landholdings.

Thus, it seems to us that the strawberry
agroindustry has provided some short-term
improvements, but in the long run—aside
from the profits that flow mainly to U.S. agri-
business concerns and to affluent local entre-
preneurs—it will leave behind nothing but
ashes when it collapses. The collapse is ex-
pected, according to two plant managers, in
about three to five years. It is difficult to re-
frain from apocalyptic forecasts when we can
see that the decline of this agroindustry will

plunge the region back into underdevelop-
ment: peasant household incomes will fall,
massive unemployment will force countless
women and families to migrate, and the
hopes for a better life that have been raised
among women will, once again, be destroyed.
Basically, nothing will have changed for
women. Since the strawberry industry re-
quires female workers whose income is not es-
sential for the household, it bypasses the
needy and predominantly employs women
from middle-income groups. Since it requires
submissive and docile workers, it reinforces
patriarchal and authoritarian structures.
Since it benefits from a constant turnover of
workers, it does not oppose the machismo
that confines women to home and marriage.

The basic dilemma emerges very clearly
under a feminist analysis. Much of the data—
for instance, Amalia Vega's touching descrip-
tion of the joy she and other women feel at
bemg allowed to leave the narrow horizons of
their villages—shows that the plants improve
the lives of women and therefore from a fem-
inist point of view should be defended. At the
same time, salaries and working conditions at
these plants are dismally exploitative, com-
paring unfavorably both to the norms set
down by Mexican law and to actual situations
elsewhere in Mexican industry; for this reason
they should be denounced and opposed.

An even more painful dilemma faced by
women's movements in situations such as this
is that women whose consciousness has been
raised by a temporary prosperity will be left
stranded when economic and social survival
again becomes difficult if not impossible,
while industries that were once a source of
hope move to regions populated by another
group of docile and disadvantaged women.
Thus, by the time the strawberry agribusi-
ness—or the U.S. assembly plants along the
Mexican border, for that matter—move to
other countries that offer lower production
costs, the jobs Mexican women had tempo-
rarily gained from the loss experienced by
their U.S. counterparts will also be lost to
them, The jobs will then become a temporary
gain for, perhaps, Haitian or Honduran
women.
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In this way, women’s “comparative disad-
vantages” in the labor market in any given
couniry can, at some point in time, be trans-
lated into “comparative advantages” for com-
panies, capitals, and governments in the in-
ternational markets. When disadvantaged
wormen organize to get even minimal im-
provements in wages and working conditions,
the “comparative advantages” are lost, and
investments go elsewhere. Clearly, all women
lose along this chain. This being the case, one
can only conclude that discrimination against
women in employment, reflecting as it does
the disadvantages women suffer from atti-
tudes about gender, from social customs, and
from their lack of political power, cannot be
fought effectively in one place or country un-
less an appropriate international perspective
is developed.
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