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Abstract: Family agriculture is a fundamental pillar in the construction of agroecological agri-food
alternatives fostering processes of sustainable rural development where social equity represents a
central aspect. Despite agroecology’s critical openness, this area has not yet incorporated an explicit
gender approach allowing an appropriate problematization and analysis of the cultural inequalities of
gender relations in agriculture, women’s empowerment processes and their nexus with sustainability.
This work presents an organized proposal of indicators to approach and analyze the degree of peasant
women’s equity and empowerment within a wide sustainability framework. After a thorough
bibliographical review, 34 equity and empowerment indicators were identified and organized into
six basic theoretical dimensions. Following the collection of empirical data (from 20 cacao-producing
families), the indicators were analyzed and reorganized on the basis of hierarchical cluster analysis
and explanatory interdependence into a new set of six empirical dimensions: (1) access to resources,
education and social participation; (2) economic-personal autonomy and self-esteem; (3) gender
gaps (labor rights, health, work and physical violence); (4) techno-productive decision-making and
remunerated work; (5) land ownership and mobility; and (6) diversification of responsibilities and
social and feminist awareness. Additionally, a case study is presented that analyzes equity and
empowerment in the lives of two rural cacao-producing peasant women in Ecuador.
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1. Introduction

Peasant family farming occupies a central place in agroecological theory and practice. In addition
to representing 88 percent of agricultural farms and producing 56 percent of the world’s food supply [1],
family agriculture is a fundamental pillar in the construction of agri-food alternatives and the fight
against climate change [2]. Thus, besides being a techno-productive alternative for the design of
agroecosystems under ecological criteria, agroecology aims at fostering processes of sustainable rural
development where social equity represents a central aspect [3,4]. However, in spite of this critical
perspective, agroecology has not yet incorporated an explicit gender approach allowing an appropriate
problematization of social relations in patriarchal contexts and of their nexus with sustainability [5].
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This neglect takes place despite the fact that women have less access to productive resources and social
services, suffer higher unemployment levels and are less involved in political and social participation,
while bearing the primary responsibility for family care [1–7]. Therefore, androcentrism in agroecology
has permitted the invisibility of “internal contradictions” within the peasant movement and family
farming, as well as the undervaluation of the role of peasant women [8,9].

Gender analyses have a long tradition in various fields of study. Different forms of feminism
(theory and practice) have identified and analyzed micro and macro symbolic, economic and social
organization structures that crystalize male dominance in patriarchal cultures [8,10]. The concepts
of “sex/gender system” and “patriarchy” are essential for this purpose. The sex/gender system
makes reference to the socio-historical construction of biological sex identities [11], whereas patriarchy
alludes to the institutionalized power structures that hierarchize genders and unequally distribute
power, responsibilities (sexual division of labor) and opportunities to access the resources [12,13].
Within the field of development and agriculture, Boserup [14] was one of the first women authors to
declare that women did not equally benefit from development programs due to discrimination in their
“natural” ascription to the roles of mothers and wives. Following this author, studies on gender and
development have gradually become more complex, in consonance with the different approaches and
debates around gender inequalities [15,16].

The present work is based on two concepts that are essential for the construction of gender
equality and that have been widely addressed from the fields of feminism and development: “equity”
and “empowerment”. While equity seeks for justice in the treatment of men and women according to
their specific needs [17], empowerment implies building critical awareness to transform the structures
that produce gender inequalities [18,19]. In this sense, empowerment is a process of change towards
greater equity, both individual and collective [20], where women actively work to regain control and
autonomy over their own lives, bodies and territories in the material, social and symbolic spheres [21,22].
In the field of agroecology, those gender inequalities that have been reproduced within the food
sovereignty movement itself are now starting to be explicitly analyzed [23]. The critical commitment
and epistemological openness of agroecology [24] and food sovereignty [25] welcome a radical feminist
analysis, given the approach to power relations embedded within these concepts. This is evidenced by
the fact that Vía Campesina identifies work around gender inequity as one of its basic premises, thus
acknowledging (peasant) women’s work and historical responsibility in relation to both feeding and
household care [26]. Despite the progress made, the effective incorporation of the gender perspective to
the evaluation of agroecological and food sovereignty projects is still, to a great extent, inexistent [27–29].

Among the pioneering works in this area, it is possible to highlight the contributions made from
the field of ecofeminism [30,31], as well as those of some women authors from agroecology itself [32].
Empirical works, such as that of Carney [33], point towards understanding how gender inequity
is associated with poverty, discrimination and lack of food sovereignty in Santa Barbara County.
Bezner Kerr et al. analyze the relation between gender inequity and malnutrition in Malawi [34] and
how the intersection between gender and class dynamics combined with state policies works to prevent
food sovereignty processes among certain groups in the country [35]. McMahon [36] argues that
small-scale women farmers are pivotal in the creation of alternative local agri-food networks in British
Columbia. Recent publications as that by Schwendler and Thompson [37] explore the implications
of combining agroecology and gender education within the Brazilian Movimento dos Trabalhadores
Rurais Sem Terra (MST, Landless Rural Workers’ Movement). García Roces and Soler Montiel [5]
show how agroecological projects open the door to women’s participation, visibility and appreciation,
strengthening their self-esteem and their economic autonomy in the community of Moreno-Maia
(Brazil), even without a prior change in the sexual division of labor [29]. Oliver [38] proves the
relevance of technical assistance grounded in participatory feminist and agroecological perspectives in
the process of reinforcing the production and commercialization systems of a cooperative founded by
women in Uruguay. The author emphasizes the importance of prioritizing gender equity in sustainable
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agriculture initiatives, not only for reasons of social justice, but also to make visible and acknowledge
women’s leadership and knowledge in agroecology.

Lopes and Jomalinis [39] affirm that agroecology may be an instrument for women’s empowerment.
However, overcoming gender inequity in agriculture involves far-reaching changes that go much
beyond analyzing equality in the access to resources and guaranteeing that women’s needs and
priorities are satisfied [40]. Reinforcing the inclusion of the feminist perspective in agroecology
requires implementing basic epistemological changes and developing methodological designs that
allow making gender-built inequity visible. Taking this background into consideration, the main
objective of this work is to propose, a set of qualitative/quantitative indicators (related to aspects that
deserve special attention) to critically analyze and visualize from a holistic perspective: (a) the existing
inequalities between men and women in agriculture; (b) the key aspects that reinforce women’s
empowerment as a process of change; (c) women’s specific role in relation to sustainability, especially
within the context of peasant family agriculture. After an intensive bibliographical review, 34 equity
and empowerment indicators were identified and organized into six basic theoretical dimensions.
Once calculated for the case of 20 peasant families, the indicators were reorganized according to
hierarchical cluster analysis, and six new empirical dimensions were defined. Finally, with the
purpose of proving the potentiality of the proposal, a case study is presented that analyzes equity and
empowerment in the lives of two female cacao producers in Ecuador.

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Building the Indicators Proposal

Gender indicators are an analytical tool that allows having a sense of the complexity of the
analyzed systems and directing the decision-making process and the actions for change [41]. Different
methodologies can be found in the literature to design sustainability indicator systems [42–44],
as well as counting and multidimensional measurement proposals [45], especially in relation to fuzzy
indicators [46,47]. The present proposal of gender indicators has been built along eight methodological
steps: Step 1: bibliographical review on women’s equity and empowerment and on the methodologies
for sustainability assessment; Step 2: definition of the basic analysis dimensions and gender indicators
based on Step 1; Step 3: design of a questionnaire and semi-structured interview to gather the
information required for the indicators; both methodological tools were integrated into a more complete
questionnaire and a longer interview that permitted gathering techno-productive, socioeconomic and
political-institutional information concerning the peasant units; the collection of empirical data took
place during 2015; Step 4: fieldwork, during which 20 peasant family units were analyzed; additionally,
six more interviews were conducted with several key informants in the area and, for ten months,
participant research techniques [48] were implemented in the province of Guayas, Ecuador; Step 5:
discussion and adjustment of the basic dimensions and indicators according to the information
gathered through the questionnaires/interviews and a new bibliographical review; Step 6: fieldwork
to complete the information; Step 7: synthesis and integration of the results; using the MESMIS
(Marco para la Evaluación de sistemas de Manejo de Recursos Naturales mediante Indicadores de
Sustentabilidad) recommendations [49], a minimum threshold (0 for the worst women’s equity and
empowerment situations) and a maximum threshold (10 for the best situations) were established
for every indicator; the reference values were taken from the literature, the questionnaires and the
judgement of experts [50]; Step 8: statistical analysis and elaboration of the final proposal; in order to
do so, a hierarchical cluster analysis using Ward’s linkage criterion was applied [51]. The data were
analyzed using SPSS software, Version 21 (IBM, Armonk, NY, USA).

2.2. System Boundaries

The indicators’ proposal has been designed for the analysis of the peasant economic unit (PEU)
or domestic group as the basic system for understanding family agriculture. As shown in Figure 1,
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the PEU consists of two clearly interrelated spheres or spaces. Even though sustainability assessment
methodologies usually focus on socioeconomic and environmental interrelations within the agricultural
sphere (A), these must be understood in interdependence with the relations developed within the
domestic sphere (B). Analyzing the socioeconomic relations of the domestic group is essential in order
to determine the degree of sustainability of the PEU as a whole.
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2.3. Cacao Women Producers in Ecuador

This work has analyzed two PEUs of the province of Guayas (Ecuador). The main agricultural
activity of these farms is the production of cacao, a crop of great economic and territorial relevance in
Ecuador that involves about 94,855 production units, 59 percent of which are small family farms [52].
Following Carrasco and Domínguez [53], two cases have been selected that are similar as regards
domestic group typology and women’s age, but polarized in terms of equity and empowerment.
The first case is that of “María”, a 52 year-old peasant woman who, together with her husband
“Néstor”, works at a small conventional cacao farm. The second case is that of “Gloria”, a 49 year-old
peasant woman who, like María, works with her husband “Carlos” at a small diversified organic cacao
farm. Both women live with their respective husbands and have children over 18, who live in separate
houses within the same farm. For a better understanding of the analysis, the results of the indicators of
the two PEUs have been graphically represented through simple aggregation (weight = 1).
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3. Results and Discussion

3.1. Dimensions of Women’s Equity and Empowerment

After a thorough bibliographical review, 34 equity and empowerment indicators were identified
and organized into six basic theoretical dimensions and 14 subcategories. Those basic dimensions and
subcategories were: (1) access to material resources (money, mobility and other material resources);
(2) access to social services (labor rights, education and access to the health system); (3) total
distribution of labor and use of time (total work distribution and availability of personal time);
(4) social participation (social participation itself and social and feminist awareness); (5) personal
autonomy (capacity for personal decision-making and belonging to social and personal-affective
networks); and (6) emotional and physical health. After the collection of field data, the indicators
were calculated and reorganized on the basis of hierarchical cluster analysis (see Figure 2) into six new
dimensions and 16 analytical subcategories (Tables 1–6): (1) access to resources, education and social
participation; (2) economic-personal autonomy and self-esteem; (3) gender gaps (labor rights, health,
work and physical violence); (4) techno-productive decision-making and remunerated work; (5) land
ownership and mobility; and (6) diversification of responsibilities and social and feminist awareness.
This new classification allowed understanding with empirical clarity the interdependence of the
theoretical dimensions initially defined.
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Table 1. Access to resources, education and social participation.

Indicators Definition and Perspective Systematization and Aggregation Based on the Case Study Theoretical Dimension

1.1. Birthplace vs. residence

1.1.a. Coincidence of birthplace with residence Moving of one partner from their birthplace to the
place of residence of the other No moving or the man moved > both moved > the woman moved (5)

1.2. Access to money and other resources

1.2.a. Access and control of money Free disposition of sufficient income Free availability > available upon request > not available (1)

1.2.b. Access and control of other productions Access and free disposition of other farm productions
(animals, other crops, transformation, etc.) Free availability > available upon request > not available (1)

1.3. Education

1.3.a. Gender gap in formal studies * Difference between men’s and women’s (heads of the
family) level of formal studies Equal or higher level in women > lower level in women (2)

1.4. Social participation

1.4.a. Women’s participation in public life Women’s participation in social and public activities
(associations, social groups, etc.) Regularly > quite often > sometimes > never (4)

1.4.b. Degree of participation
Degree of implication in the decisions and actions
carried out within the social and public activities in
which they participate

Lead > vote > give their opinion > listen (4)

1.4.c. Gender gap in social participation ** Difference between men’s and women’s time for
social participation Equal or greater participation of women > less participation of women (4)

* In the absence of men, the comparisons are made with the average behavior of the analyzed women; ** Disregarded in the case of men’s absence.

Table 2. Economic-personal autonomy and self-esteem.

Indicators Definition and Perspective Systematization and Aggregation Based on the Case Study Theoretical Dimension

2.1. Personal income

2.1.a. Personal income Carrying out income-generating activities High income autonomy > medium-high > medium > low > none (1)

2.2. Social networks and personal decision-making

2.2.a. Participation in family decision-making Degree of participation in family decision-making
Decisions are shared or women make decisions without consulting
> women express opinions and have an influence > women are
asked for advice > decisions are made by men

(5)

2.2.b. Autonomy in personal decision-making Degree of autonomy in personal decision-making
(in reference to “asking for permission”)

Women carry out activities: freely > in consensus with men >
by rigorous permission from men (5)

2.3. Self-esteem

2.3.a. Self-perceived self-esteem Degree of self-perceived self-esteem Direct question, subjective perception of the women interviewed:
high > medium-high > medium > low > very low (6)

2.3.b. Degree of life satisfaction Self-perception of life satisfaction Life satisfaction: high > medium-high > medium > low > very low (6)

2.3.c. Realization of a personal life project Recognition of some of the projects in which they
are involved as personal Yes > in process > no (6)
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Table 3. Gender gaps (labor rights, health, work and physical violence).

Indicators Definition and Perspective Systematization and Aggregation Based on the Case Study Theoretical Dimension

3.1. Labor rights

3.1.a. Women’s labor situation Type of labor situation from a legal point of view as a
determinant of access to social services Labor situation allowing access > not allowing access (2)

3.1.b. Gender gap in labor situation Difference between men’s and women’s labor situation as a
determinant of access to social services Equity or greater advantage for women > disadvantage for women (2)

3.2. Health

3.2.a. Gender gap in access to health * Difference between men’s and women’s (heads of the
family) access to public health services Equity or greater advantage for women > disadvantage for women (2)

3.2.b. Appropriate health coverage Appropriateness of the attention received by women in
relation to their specific needs

Direct question, interviewed women’s subjective perception: very
appropriate > appropriate > space for improvement > inappropriate > none (2)

3.3. Total working time

3.3.a. Gender gap in total working time * Difference between men’s and women’s total weekly
working time, measured in working hours Men’s total working time/women’s total working time × 10 (3)

3.3.b. Gender gap in time for basic needs * Difference in the number of hours for basic needs Women’s basic needs hours/men’s basic needs hours × 10 (3)
3.3.c. Gender gap in time of free disposition and/or leisure Difference in the number of hours of free and personal time Women’s free time hours/men’s free time hours × 10 (3)

3.4. Physical violence

3.4.a. Situations involving physical violence Direct exposition to situations involving physical violence No > yes (6)

* In the absence of men, the comparisons are made with the average behavior of the analyzed women.

Table 4. Techno-productive decision-making and remunerated work.

Indicators Definition and Perspective Systematization and Aggregation Based on the Case Study Theoretical Dimension

4.1. Techno-productive decision making and remunerated work

4.1.a. Access and management of productive resources
Type of productive/agricultural tasks performed by women as a
function of the crops and access to productive resources (machinery,
seeds, irrigation, etc.)

All > almost all > thoroughly differentiated > few > none (1)

4.1.b. Women’s participation in remunerated work * Remunerated working hours associated with agricultural production Women’s remunerated work/average remunerated work per
family unit × 10 (3)

4.1.c. Participation in techno-productive decision-making Degree of participation in techno-productive decision-making
Decisions are shared or women make decisions without
consulting > women express opinions and have an influence >
women are asked for advice > decisions are made by men

(5)

4.1.d. Gender gap in informal learning Difference between men’s and women’s access to traditional knowledge
on agroecosystem management and other continuing education Equalitarian > high > medium > low > almost none (2)

4.1.e. Belonging and access to family and social support Women’s access to their own family and to social support networks Direct question, subjective perception of the women interviewed:
strong support > medium > low (5)

* In the absence of men, the comparisons are made with the average behavior of the analyzed women.
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Table 5. Land ownership and mobility.

Indicators Definition and Perspective Systematization and Aggregation Based on the Case Study Theoretical Dimension

5.1. Primary land ownership

5.1.a. Primary land ownership Responsibility and opportunity of
exploitation management

Women’s co-ownership and real ownership > women’s
formal co-ownership and ownership > men’s ownership (1)

5.2. Access to mobility

5.2.a. Ownership of means of transportation Family bond with the owner of the
means of transportation

Women’s real ownership > women’s formal ownership >
men’s ownership (1)

5.2.b. Access to transportation and mobility Opportunity to travel freely Real autonomy > relative autonomy > dependence (1)

Table 6. Diversification of responsibilities and social and feminist awareness.

Indicators Definition and Perspective Systematization and Aggregation Based on the Case Study Theoretical Dimension

6.1. Diversification of responsibilities

6.1.a. Secondary land ownership Responsibility and opportunity of
exploitation management

Women’s co-ownership and real ownership > women’s formal
co-ownership and ownership > men’s ownership (1)

6.1.b. Men’s participation in non-remunerated work * Hours of domestic and care work Men’s non-remunerated work/average non-remunerated work
per family unit × 10 (3)

6.2. Social and feminist awareness

6.2.a. Political participation Participation in socially-transforming
activities (not at home or in the farm) Leadership > active participation > attendance > no participation (4)

6.2.b. Gender awareness Recognition of inequality and structural
discrimination towards women

Women’s situation seems unfair and they express it > women’s
situation seems unfair but they accept it > women’s situation
does not seem unfair

(4)

6.2.c. Feminist activism Social participation as an agent of
feminist change Leadership > active participation > attendance > no participation (4)

* In the absence of men, the comparisons are made with the average behavior of the analyzed women.
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3.2. Interrelations and Complexity of Women’s Equity and Empowerment

As shown in this paper, empowerment and equity analysis requires a multidimensional and
complex perspective. Women’s access to material resources is the first key element in the debates on
equity and empowerment. Access to land and other means of production (machinery, credit, water, etc.)
are historical vindications of the peasant movement where women are found in clear disadvantage
in relation to men (Indicator 5.1.a). Women’s formal access to productive resources represents great
progress; however, it does not necessarily imply the effective control of such resources. On many
occasions, despite women’s ownership of the resources, men are still the ones making decisions about
them (4.1.a) [54,55]. Lesser real control over the productive resources and the decisions that concern
them limits women’s access to one of the main forms of income in peasant units [56]. In the case of
money, it is similarly necessary to discriminate between formal access and its effective availability
(2.1.a and 1.2.a). In rigid patriarchal families, it is customary for women to be subject to their husbands’
criteria or to those of other male members of the family, whenever they need to use any economic
resources, even their own [57].

Likewise, it is imperative to analyze women’s access to other types of material resources,
not related to the economic unit’s main activity (1.2.b and 6.1.a). For instance, it is common among
peasant women to have other sources of individual income, to manage resources related to animal
raising and sale and the transformation of agricultural products or to rely on other productive areas
(generally smaller and of lower quality) [54]. According to FAO [58], although these resources do
not usually generate a great amount of income, they allow women a certain degree of personal
(and familial) autonomy and, thereby, can be considered spaces of personal empowerment. Equal
access to education (1.3.a and 4.1.d), Labor rights (3.1.a and 3.1.b) and the availability of appropriate
health services (3.2.a and 3.2.b), as regards women’s specific needs, are two other important features of
the existing gender gaps. Access to mobility cannot be forgotten (5.2.a and 5.2.b), given that transport
in Ecuador is a key and differential element that can limit rural women’s autonomy in relation to the
other dimensions (economic and personal autonomy, education and access to other resources) [59,60].

The sexual division of labor makes women responsible for domestic and care work [13], something
that implies, in the majority of the institutional contexts where there is no formal recognition of such
work, less access to social services derived from labor rights [61]. On the other hand, the sexual division
of labor assigns to men the “duty” of home provisioning (material resources and money) and excludes
them from household chores and care responsibilities (6.1.b) [62]. Nonetheless, as compared to men,
women usually have a double presence: at home and in agricultural production tasks or at other
income-providing work (what is known in the literature as “double burden” or “double workday”)
(3.3.a and 4.1.b) [63]. As stated in previous studies, women have less time for themselves due to their
having to comply with the gender mandate of being permanently available “for others” in their role
of mothers or care providers [64]. Implementing the time accounting methodology [53,65,66], it is
possible to analyze not only the sexual division of labor, but also women’s availability of time for
personal care (3.3.b), free disposition and/or personal leisure (understood as the time during which no
agricultural, care and domestic work, social participation or personal care activities are performed)
(3.3.c), as a crucial aspect of their quality of life.

There is a broad consensus about how greater social participation (1.4.a), along with greater access
to other resources [67–69], can contribute to women’s wellbeing and empowerment. Nevertheless,
participation itself must also be analyzed from a critical perspective. As any relational space, participation
is traversed by power relations where women generally occupy a disadvantageous position, due to less
recognition and capacity for influence (1.4.b) [70]. Additionally, under equal opportunities with men,
the double burden hinders women’s social participation due to lack of time (1.4.c). On the other hand,
it is imperative to address the processes of feminist awareness and participation in women groups
(6.2.b). As social and gender awareness increases, women are more predisposed to making personal
and relational changes and to incrementing their political participation (6.2.a) and also their feminist
activism (6.2.c). Becoming aware actively contributes to the problematization of inequalities in general
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and of gender inequalities in particular, reinforcing both individual and collective empowerment
processes [18,19].

Institutionalized patriarchy reduces women’s capacity to act both in the private environment
of the patriarchal family and in the public sphere, directly affecting their degree of autonomy [56].
Consequently, a lesser decision-making capacity in relation to farm productive issues (4.1.c) and/or
household matters (2.2.a) is common among women. In strong male chauvinistic contexts, women
frequently have to ask for permission to be able to carry out numerous personal or family decisions
(2.2.b) [69,71]. Another basic element that helps understand the degree of women’s personal autonomy
and empowerment is the analysis of women’s social network. Belonging to social networks (family
and friends) is a component that strengthens women’s fallback position, providing them with
personal-emotional and economic support. Improving women’s fallback position increases their
capacity to act and their access to the resources required for subsistence and autonomy outside the
home (1.1.a) [56]. The possibility to stay in their place of origin or uxorilocal residence (with the
woman’s parents or close to them) is another social network factor that can reinforce women’s capacity
to act (4.1.e).

Patriarchy imposes strong restrictions on men and women, which are internalized by them and
act as real self-limitations directly affecting their self-esteem, health and, thereby, their quality of
life. Conditioned by the dominant ideals of femininity, women build themselves as subjects with the
purpose of satisfying everyone else’s needs (children, husband, other women, etc.). Consequently,
women’s self-esteem is usually developed by living life through “the others”. The interest of feminism
in improving women’s self-esteem derives from the (individual/collective) awareness that every
woman has her own resources and initiatives, as well as the subjective capacities to use them or carry
them out, which belong to her and, at the same time, define her [64,72]. This is why having their
own life projects and spaces (personal and economic autonomy) is so important (2.3.a, 2.3.b and 2.3.c);
this autonomy, however, should not be considered from an individualist perspective, but rather, from
a community perspective [73]. Finally, despite the complexity and the objective limitations of the
proposal, physical (and psychological) violence is a crucial issue in relation to women’s wellbeing
(3.4.a). As highlighted by Bezner Kerr, progress in food sovereignty must address gender inequity,
including access to the land, but also domestic violence [74].

Again, empowerment and equity analysis requires a complex perspective as regards this dimension.
For instance, different authors have shown the positive synergism that exists between strengthening
women’s fallback position and capacity to act and decreasing domestic violence [18,75,76]. However,
these relations are not necessarily direct, but complex. The same fact may have different meanings and
consequences (non-linearity) depending on the context and other historical and cultural components.
A better negotiation position for women may also be perceived by men as a threat to their privilege
and, therefore, become a source of violent situations [22,54].

3.3. Making Visible the Equity and Empowerment of Cacao Women Producers (Guayas, Ecuador)

3.3.1. Exposing Gender Inequity

Applying this methodology to the case study and analyzing the results make it possible to
understand how, despite significant differences in empowerment between the two cases, María and
Gloria find themselves in a situation of inequality in relation to their husbands (see Figures 3 and 4).
Both women share the fact that they work more, have less access to time for themselves and, according
to the sexual division of labor [13], are primarily responsible for domestic work and family care,
whereas their respective husbands work exclusively in the cacao farm and rarely perform domestic
activities, something that allows them to enjoy a greater amount of personal time. This way, women’s
double workday takes them to work between 26 and 42 percent more time per week than their
husbands. On average, women work in Ecuador approximately 30 percent more than men do [77].
On the other hand, male vehicle ownership, added to the fact of not having a driving license, makes
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Gloria and María less autonomous in relation to mobility and more dependent on their husbands or
children. This limitation is especially important in rural contexts where public transportation is rare,
as confirmed by the interviewees themselves.
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Figure 3. Equity and empowerment analysis for María (Case 1).

María finds herself in a situation of greater inequity, as compared to Gloria. She has less access to
resources (income, land, etc.) and less economic and personal autonomy in decision-making than her
husband. In addition, although to a lesser extent, she suffers also from unequal access to education
and health assistance. Despite existing legal protection, only 25 percent of the land in Ecuador is
owned by women, as a consequence of the traditional/patriarchal inheritance customs [78]. Néstor,
María’s husband, owns the main lot of land and effectively makes use of all of the productive resources.
María’s participation in agricultural tasks is reduced to only two of the seven main crop activities:
harvest and post-harvest. According to her, she partakes as “help” to cover for the lack of external
workers in the harvest season and is in charge of post-harvest activities, as they are more directly
related to a “typically” feminine space: the home (cacao is “deveined” and dried in racks near the
house). Furthermore, María does not participate in cacao sales, being excluded from the direct access
to money, which is in turn controlled and provided mainly by her husband. Hence, progress towards
equity would involve both women’s direct access to money and free disposition of it [40].

María has little autonomy in decision-making, both in the farm and at home, and usually asks her
husband for permission whenever she needs to perform an activity that implies mobilization outside
the farm. A low level of gender awareness, added to a traditional (Catholic) religious socialization,
contributes to naturalizing these situations of gender inequality as something desirable and morally
justified. Consequently, María criticizes the behavior of women who do not “ask for permission”
and “do not obey their husbands”, reproducing the logic of cultural domination [79]. Limited social
participation is also relevant, as is the lack of involvement in formal/non-formal education and
activities that may facilitate making contact with other realities and other, more empowered, women.
Bezner Kerr et al. [80] point out the importance of iterative dialogues, inquiries and reflection with
the farmers when it comes to identifying the conflicts between the different generations, classes
and genders. María commented how her family’s traditional education did not allow her access
to knowledge associated with agricultural work, in contrast to her brothers, because she had to
fulfill women’s specific tasks. The large gender gaps affecting María undoubtedly contribute to her
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self-perceived low self-esteem and to her feeling of being, in her own words, “sickly, already a little
old woman”, due to having had to work so much both in the fields and at home all her life.

3.3.2. Exposing Women’s Empowerment

Equity and empowerment are closely knit together. Thus, Gloria’s situation of greater equity
is largely related to the individual and collective empowerment processes in which she is involved.
Among the aspects that reinforce Gloria’s empowerment, it is important to highlight equal access to
material resources and personal decision-making, a higher level of social participation and continuing
education and a higher degree of gender awareness and personal self-esteem (Figure 4). Gloria
not only owns the land, but also shares the productive resources and the money with her husband,
Carlos. Gloria is the leader of two peasant organizations, of the first and second level, linked to the
agroecological struggle in Ecuador. Furthermore, she actively participates as a volunteer in the town
hall and the health centers of her county. As pointed out by Cramer et al. [81], it is very important
to pay attention to the role played by women within organizations in the process of strengthening
the bonds between agriculture, health, education and food security. Gloria’s social activism has a
direct influence on the enhancement of her family’s social networks, in her social recognition and high
(perceived and declared) self-esteem. According to her, one of the fundamental aspects in the process
of change is related to the trainings she receives, which make both women and men start to realize
that “women too have rights”.

 

Figure 4. Equity and empowerment analysis for Gloria (Case 2). 
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Figure 4. Equity and empowerment analysis for Gloria (Case 2).

As highlighted by Lopes and Jomalinis [39], this evidence shows the relevance of adopting a
feminist perspective and questioning the different situations of subordination in which women are
involved. Despite the higher degree of inequity suffered by María, it is also possible to identify spaces
of empowerment and autonomy within her context. María owns a small farm for which she is fully
responsible, since it is her personal inheritance. As she explains, “over there he has no power, because
it isn’t his, and husbands have no control over inheritance; they don’t”. Even though that plot of
land was only recently acquired and is yet to produce, it provides great personal satisfaction to María
because she feels it is her own project. Moreover, María is in charge of raising small animals for
self-supply and exchange with neighbors, friends and family, an activity that also provides her with a
modest income. Similar to Gloria, she lives in an uxorilocal residence and has a wide affectionate family
network, which reinforces her autonomy and self-esteem. María’s little social participation allows her
more time for herself and to enjoy the environment, something that positively affects her quality of
life, whereas the lack of time for herself due to her “double” workday (farm and home) and her high
level of commitment and social engagement [67] are some of the aspects that burden Gloria the most.



Sustainability 2016, 8, 1231 13 of 18

Finally, it is important to underline that, compared to their husbands, both Gloria and María have a
high degree of empowerment and autonomy in relation to the work and aspects of life connected to
social reproduction in the domestic and care contexts. In this sense, reproducing masculine mandates
entails, for men, not only privileges, but also a price to pay and a loss of autonomy [82].

3.4. Social Sustainability: Beyond Production and the Public Sphere

Women’s empowerment and gender equity, in addition to being ethical imperatives, are intrinsically
linked to socioeconomic and environmental sustainability. Different authors have shown the existing
synergies between women’s empowerment/equity and improvements in productivity, access to food,
the management of land, water, health and energy, etc.; see [83,84]. In spite of this, the relation between
equity and sustainability cannot be automatically assumed, given that it is complex, multidimensional
and often contradictory [29,84]. In this sense, the application of equity and empowerment indicators to
the analysis of peasant units reveals women’s fundamental role in sustainability as a whole. In the two
cases analyzed, both women actively contribute to the agricultural activity at the farm, even though
María’s work is undervalued and socially considered as “help” [85]. Additionally, both women are
responsible for their farms’ productive diversification, being as they are in charge of small animal
raising and care (chicken, hens, pigs, etc.). Productive diversification not only improves the family’s
economic income and food security, it also favors biodiversity and the resilience of the food system to
cope with the impacts of climate change [86], reinforcing as well food sovereignty [2].

Other basic inputs to sustainability provided by Gloria and María are those related to the enhancement
of social networks, particularly family and affective networks. In Gloria’s case, her intense social
participation and her activism are essential for the farm’s performance, which, at the same time,
is related to her continuous education (on agroecology and gender) and her effort to strengthen the
political and organizational context in which she lives. The connection and ties to the community of
populations scattered across the territory, the strengthening of family and social support networks,
organizations and collective initiatives are fundamental pillars of social sustainability [87]. Finally,
domestic and care work, mainly performed by women, is a vital aspect of social sustainability and,
at the same time, a source of inequality. Care work is indispensable for the reproduction of life and the
satisfaction of material, symbolic and affective needs, and this represents 30 percent of the total work
performed in the two cases analyzed (in the case study, the data refer to two-person domestic groups;
the percentage increases when other family members, such as children or elderly people, are also
included). Nevertheless, domestic and care work are socially undervalued and/or overlooked. Valuing
and socializing the responsibility for care work is a challenge that aims at increasing empowerment,
equity and sustainability from non-androcentric perspectives [88].

4. Conclusions

The lack of a gender perspective in agroecology contributes to the invisibility of inequalities
between men and women in peasant agriculture, and it also hinders the understanding of the system’s
sustainability, as it does not incorporate the domestic and care aspects. The critical and transforming
spirit of agroecology facilitates “knowledge dialogues” with different feminist approaches, from which
power relations woven around sex/gender have been deconstructed and problematized. Women’s
equity and empowerment are two of the fundamental aims of gender equality and social justice and,
thereby, sustainability. Consequently, the present work has developed a proposal of gender indicators
with the objective of visualizing and analyzing inequity/equity situations and empowerment processes
affecting peasant women within the context of sustainability debates in agroecology. With this purpose,
and following a thorough bibliographical review, six basic dimensions were defined. The empirical
work and statistical analysis of the collected data allowed improving the initial proposal and
reorganizing the indicators and dimensions according to their degree of correlation. A new empirical
classification was thus produced, which included the following dimensions: (1) access to resources,
education and social participation; (2) economic-personal autonomy and self-esteem; (3) gender
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gaps (labor rights, health, work and physical violence); (4) techno-productive decision-making and
remunerated work; (5) land ownership and mobility; and (6) diversification of responsibilities and
social and feminist awareness.

The application of the proposed methodology to the case study has permitted the visualization and
analysis of the differences and similitudes in equity and empowerment of two cacao-producing peasant
women in the province of Guayas (Ecuador). Despite substantial differences between the two analyzed
cases, both women find themselves under situations of inequity with respect to their husbands.
The double workday imposes greater total workloads on both women and reduces the time they have
for themselves. In one of the two cases, it is important to add economic dependence, low personal
autonomy in decision-making, less access to education and social participation as some of the most
important issues. On the other hand, applying the indicators has allowed the visualization of aspects
that are essential for the empowerment processes of the two women analyzed. The strengthening of the
woman’s fallback position, through greater access and control of the economic, social and emotional
resources, gender awareness and capacitation, increments empowerment and autonomy in the second
case analyzed. According to the sexual division of labor, both women hold the main responsibility over
domestic and care work, which, in spite of being socially devalued, is imperative for social reproduction
and, consequently, social sustainability. As a final consideration, it is important to remember that
patriarchy is an institutionalized social order that manifests itself on different structural levels. It is
therefore essential to further advance our knowledge of sustainable agroecological alternatives at the
level of the peasant economic unit, as done in the present study, as well as at the remaining levels,
spanning up to the overall agri-food system. The gender perspective is thus indispensable for the
correct understanding of the relations between the economic, political, environmental and personal
dimensions in the process of building sustainable and fair agri-food alternatives.
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