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WOMEN AND THE ENVIRONMENT IN RURAL MEXICO 

Jennifer Helen Bain 

ABSTRACT 

Rural women i n Mexico l i v e i n d e t e r i o r a t i n g environmental 
c o n d i t i o n s . Do they care? Are they more i n t e r e s t e d than 
men i n h e l p i n g t o stop t h i s degradation? What knowledge 
of t he environment do r u r a l Mexican women have? 
Section One analyses some Western views: the eco-feminist 
movement which sees women as equ i v a l e n t t o nature and 
both as subordinates of men, the Western h i s t o r i c a l and 
an t h r o p o l o g i c a l l i t e r a t u r e on women and nature and 
select e d w r i t e r s who see women as saviours of the T h i r d 
World. 
I n Section Two i t i s demonstrated t h a t i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o 
know i f Mexican women care about the environment or even 
what they know, because t h e r e i s l i t t l e published 
i n f o r m a t i o n . A p a r t i a l answer may be i n f e r r e d from what 
i s known about t h e i r work. Rural Mexican women's work i s 
the best proof of t h e i r environmental knowledge; t h e i r 
r o l e s and work are examined and the causes of t h e i r 
absence from the l i t e r a t u r e are discussed. 
The l i t e r a t u r e review was supplemented by f i e l d work i n 
fo u r communities of south-eastern Mexico. This 
e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t these women vary i n t h e i r approach t o 
n a t u r a l resources, and t h a t t h i s approach i s much 
in f l u e n c e d by t h e i r c u l t u r e and by themselves as 
i n d i v i d u a l s . Some have very s u b s t a n t i a l knowledge. The 
f i e l d w o r k supported the view t h a t women's r e l a t i o n s h i p 
w i t h the environment i s h i g h l y s p e c i f i c by place, time, 
c u l t u r e , class and other f a c t o r s , but t h e r e i s s t i l l some 
c o n t i n u i t y i n a t t i t u d e s t o the environment among women, 
perhaps i n t h e i r r o l e as "carers". 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I f i r s t thought of doing research about women a f t e r 
reading a newspaper a r t i c l e on r u r a l women i n Mexico, 
which explained not only the poor s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s they 
l i v e d i n but also the d e t e r i o r a t i n g environmental 
c o n d i t i o n s they were f a c i n g . My t r a i n i n g i n Biology 
suggested t o me as a Mexican, t h a t the subject of Mexican 
r u r a l women and t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o the p h y s i c a l 
environment would help me t o a b e t t e r understanding of 
the o r i g i n s of women's sub o r d i n a t i o n . 

The question t h a t t h i s t h e s i s seeks t o answer i s : are 
women r e l a t e d t o the environment i n a s p e c i a l way? Do 
they possess s p e c i a l knowledge t h a t r e l a t e s them t o the 
environment i n a d i f f e r e n t way from men? 

The f i r s t approach I t r i e d was the eco-feminist ( I I ) . 
This approach has i t s foundations i n a " s p e c i a l " 
r e l a t i o n , a " n a t u r a l " r e l a t i o n , t h a t eco-feminists 
suppose t o e x i s t between women and nature, a r e l a t i o n 
t h a t they consider i s not being respected by men i n 
p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t i e s . Men are then h e l d responsible f o r 
the degradation and e x p l o i t a t i o n both of women and of 
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nature. This movement can be seen as b a s i c a l l y m y s t i c a l ; 
although some of i t s members are academics l i k e Vandana 
Shiva (V.2), i t s members are mainly f e m i n i s t s who hold 
s t r o n g biases against men. Some of these f e m i n i s t s , such 
as Vandana Shiva, Joan Davidson and Irene Dankelman 
(V.3), consider the r e l a t i o n s h i p woman-nature and the 
sub o r d i n a t i o n of both i s c l e a r l y seen i n T h i r d World 
c o u n t r i e s where women are "the poorest of the poor" but 
have i n t h e i r hands, these authors consider, the 
p o t e n t i a l t o change the t r e n d towards an environmental 
catastrophe. Women are considered i n t h i s context as 
"Saviours of the T h i r d World" (V). I n t h i s respect, we 
see how women's work on the land renders them 
knowledgeable on n a t u r a l resources. This knowledge, 
though, must be used w i t h i n the r i g h t s o c i a l and 
p o l i t i c a l context i f i t i s t o b e n e f i t the environment. 

This approach l e d me on t o Western h i s t o r i c a l and 
a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l work on women and nature ( I I I ) . This 
includes d i f f e r e n t approaches. On the one hand t h e r e are 
those w r i t e r s seeking t o prove a u n i v e r s a l nature-woman 
r e l a t i o n s h i p combined w i t h a u n i v e r s a l s u b o r d i n a t i o n of 
women and nature t o men (IV.1 and IV . 2 ) . On the other, 
t h e r e are those seeking an arra y o f c u l t u r a l and 
geographical v a r i a t i o n s upon the r e l a t i o n , by which they 
t r y t o disprove any u n i v e r s a l (IV.3, IV.4 and I V . 5 ) . 
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So women, a t l e a s t i n most s o c i e t i e s i n f l u e n c e d by 
Western c u l t u r e , have become the Second Sex, and cannot 
be seen as equals by men. They w i l l be regarded as 
"nature" and w i l l be c o n t r o l l e d , used and e x p l o i t e d . 
This, w i t h the discussion of eco-feminism, c o n s t i t u t e s 
Section One of the t h e s i s . 

I l i m i t e d my search t o s o c i a l science m a t e r i a l , l e a v i n g 
aside the a r t s ( l i t e r a t u r e , drama, p a i n t i n g , f i l m , 
photography, t e l e v i s i o n , s c u l p t u r e ) , which might 
themselves give some answers. This i s only a s e l e c t i v e 
view of the theme; i t does not t r y t o present a general 
account of what has been produced on the s ubject of Women 
and Nature, but does demonstrate the v a r i e t y . 

Section Two cons i s t s of an i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t o the 
l i t e r a t u r e on r u r a l Mexico, t o f i n d out whether th e r e has 
been research i n t h i s p a r t of the world t h a t e i t h e r 
corroborates or disproves the p o s i t i o n s mentioned above. 
This p a r t turned out t o be d e t e c t i v e work r a t h e r than 
e n t i r e l y academic; the computer searches i n data banks, 
as w i l l be explained (Appendix A) , d i d not prove very 
successful. 

Various key words were t r i e d , but the r e s u l t s were not 
p o s i t i v e i n the sense t h a t not much was i d e n t i f i e d on 
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"Women and the environment i n r u r a l Mexico". This i n 
i t s e l f i s i n t e r e s t i n g . The l i t e r a t u r e searched consisted 
mainly of ethnobotanical, a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l and a l i t t l e 
geographical m a t e r i a l . As w i t h the data banks, i t was 
again d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d m a t e r i a l s p e c i f i c a l l y on r u r a l 
women and t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h and knowledge of the 
ph y s i c a l environment. I n t e r v i e w s w i t h researchers 
( V I I I . 4 ) were r e v e a l i n g because of t h e i r r e a c t i o n s when 
asked about the research t o p i c and the v a r i e t y of t h e i r 
opinions. At t h i s p o i n t then, I e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t t h e r e i s 
not much l i t e r a t u r e on "women and the environment i n 
r u r a l Mexico". 

This p e r i o d of research was supplemented by f i e l d work i n 
fo u r communities of south-eastern Mexico ( V I I I . 3 ) , i n 
which women were questioned on t h e i r views and t h e i r 
knowledge of the environment and about t h e i r c o n d i t i o n as 
poor r u r a l women. The f i e l d work e s t a b l i s h e d t h a t these 
women vary i n t h e i r approach t o n a t u r a l resources, and 
t h a t t h i s approach w i l l be much i n f l u e n c e d by t h e i r 
c u l t u r e , and by themselves as i n d i v i d u a l s of one s p e c i f i c 
c u l t u r e . I n t h i s context, then, i t i s r e l e v a n t t o r e l a t e 
the women from the Chipko movement i n I n d i a who t i e d 
themselves t o t r e e s so t h a t the t r e e s should not be 
chopped down (Shiva, 1988) and t o the women i n Mexico who 
became inv o l v e d i n p o l i t i c s t o be able t o defend t h e i r 
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land ( A r r i l l a g a , 1988) . But t h e r e are also many women who 
do not show any i n t e r e s t i n p r o t e c t i n g t h e i r surrounding 
r a i n f o r e s t because they are too t i r e d , too poor or too 
un i n t e r e s t e d t o be bothered w i t h the environment. 

The t h e s i s e v e n t u a l l y turned i n t o a prolegomenon. The 
f a c t t h a t there i s l i m i t e d l i t e r a t u r e d e a l i n g 
s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h Mexican r u r a l women and t h e i r 
r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the environment made me look f o r 
an t h r o p o l o g i c a l and ethnobotanical work d e a l i n g w i t h 
r u r a l women i n d i f f e r e n t aspects of t h e i r l i v e s , mainly 
work and h e a l t h , and i n f e r r i n g t h e i r knowledge about 
n a t u r a l resources from t h i s ( V I I ) . L i t t l e can be i n f e r r e d 
about t h e i r a t t i t u d e s and emotions w i t h reference t o the 
environment, but more can be deduced about the amount of 
knowledge which they must have ( V I I I ) . 

I n Mexico, i t i s u s u a l l y assumed t h a t women know very 
l i t t l e about t h e i r p h y s i c a l environment. This t h e s i s 
t r i e s t o disprove t h i s assumption. I do not c l a i m t o have 
read a l l t h e r e i s about r u r a l women i n Mexico. S t i l l , 
t h e r e e x i s t s a vast amount o f a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l l i t e r a t u r e 
d e a l i n g w i t h t h i s s u b j e c t . From what I have read, I g i v e 
examples t h a t t r y t o answer the question: Do r u r a l 
Mexican women have knowledge about the environment? 
Although I do not answer the question d i r e c t l y , I t r y t o 
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do so by deduction from the nature of t h e i r work. Rural 
Mexican women's work i s the best proof t h e r e i s about 
t h e i r knowledge, so I examine t h e i r r o l e s and work. Home 
gardens i n Balzapote, f o r example can be seen as evidence 
of what women who manage these gardens know about the 
p h y s i c a l environment. 

I t h e r e f o r e i n t e n d t o demonstrate how much they know, 
agreeing i n t h i s sense w i t h eco-f eminists and w i t h 
Western e t h n o s c i e n t i s t s , who assume t h a t women w i l l know 
about the environment. 

Section Two ends w i t h an examination of the i n v i s i b i l i t y 
of Mexican r u r a l women i n the l i t e r a t u r e , and some 
po s s i b l e explanations as t o why t h i s i s . The conclusions 
of the t h e s i s f o l l o w ( I X ) . 

D e f i n i t i o n s 

During the course of the research, several problems of 
d e f i n i t i o n arose. One was the i m p o s s i b i l i t y of d e f i n i n g 
w i t h e x a c t i t u d e the term "woman". According t o the 
(Shorter) Oxford English D i c t i o n a r y , woman i s the a d u l t 
female human being, the female sex. I t i s s a i d t o be an 
a r t i f i c i a l s o c i a l c o n s t r u c t , always defined i n o p p o s i t i o n 
t o man, as The Other (Sontheimer, 1991). The term comes 
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from Old English "wifman" ( w i f = man) meaning a female 
person (Sontheimer, 1991) . The complementary term meaning 
a male person (weapman) was l o s t , and "man" came t o mean 
both male and human being. Femaleness became the marked, 
d i f f e r e n t q u a l i t y , maleness the norm. Without the 
category "woman", feminism would not be necessary because 
sexism would not e x i s t (Sontheimer, 1991) . Most f e m i n i s t s 
r e d e f i n e the term from a woman centred perspective. 

The word i s o f t e n i n c o r r e c t l y generalized, and leads t o 
dangerous u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n s ; the t h e s i s w i l l argue t h a t 
women should be defined i n r e l a t i o n t o t h e i r c u l t u r e , 
c l a s s , e t h n i c o r i g i n s and age. Linked t o t h i s i s the 
problem of d e f i n i n g the r e l a t i o n s h i p of an i n d i v i d u a l , i n 
t h i s case a woman, or group of i n d i v i d u a l women of one 
so c i e t y , w i t h nature. I t has been s a i d t h a t from the 
perspective of s o c i a l sciences i n general, and of 
anthropology i n p a r t i c u l a r i t i s not po s s i b l e t o study 
the r e l a t i o n s h i p of xone s o c i e t y ' w i t h *nature' w i t h o u t 
considering t he extreme co m p l e x i t i e s of t h i s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p . I t changes from time t o time and i t i s 
d i f f e r e n t i n d i f f e r e n t segments of s o c i e t y , which have 
d i f f e r e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h d i f f e r e n t p a r t s of the 
environment and a d i f f e r e n t i a l access t o them. This 
suggests t h a t t he r e l a t i o n s h i p s of men, c h i l d r e n and 
women w i t h t h e i r environment may be d i f f e r e n t and 
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d i f f i c u l t t o d e f i n e and t h a t they w i l l change according 
t o c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of each i n d i v i d u a l . We may e v e n t u a l l y 
conclude t h a t we are t r y i n g t o f i n d out about a group, i n 
t h i s case women, who comprise only h a l f the set of 
r e l a t i o n s h i p s between people and the environment, "the 
m u l t i f o r m b i p o l a r u n i t y of n a t u r e - c u l t u r e , the 
fundamental m a t r i x of our s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n and of i t s 
f u t u r e " (Krotz, 1990). (Of course i f , as Ian Simmons 
suggests (pers.comm.), one takes i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n 
c h i l d r e n ' s r e l a t i o n t o the environment, which should be 
d i f f e r e n t from t h a t of a d u l t s , then women comprise only 
one q u a r t e r of the p o p u l a t i o n ) . 

Another problem i s t o d e f i n e "nature" and " c u l t u r e " . 
concepts u s u a l l y t r e a t e d as being sharply separated. One 
way of l o o k i n g a t the two concepts i s t o regard them as 
" c u l t u r i z e d nature". "Nature known, renown, mentally 
organized, transformed w i t h hands and t o o l s " (Krotz, 
1990). 

Nature can also be considered a h i s t o r i c a l and s o c i a l 
c r e a t i o n (Krotz, 1990); so, i n order f o r nature t o e x i s t 
t h e r e must e x i s t an opposite. This would be s o c i e t y , or 
what others c a l l c u l t u r e . There are di v e r g e n t views on 
where the l i m i t s of nature and c u l t u r e l i e , but some very 
r a d i c a l f e m i n i s t s , such as Maria Mies (1988), even 
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consider t h a t Nature i s not defined by Biology but by 
Economy, and t h a t i t d i s t i n g u i s h e s between people and 
people and not between animals and people (Mies, 1988). 
I n t h i s view, anything t h a t can be appropriated or s t o l e n 
i s nature, and the whole e a r t h , along w i t h i t s products, 
commodities and peoples, comes i n t o t h i s heading (Mies, 
1988) . 

For some t h e r e i s no c l e a r c u t o p p o s i t i o n between nature 
and c u l t u r e , but the concept i s considered u s e f u l as "an 
a n a l y t i c a l t o o l " (Ardener S., 1979) . Some consider 
(Segal, 1987) t h a t " i t i s a strange p r o j e c t i o n on t o 
n a t u r e . . . t h a t nature i s female...", because nature i s not 
always g e n t l e and n u r t u r i n g . I t can sometimes be b r u t a l 
and v i o l e n t , q u a l i t i e s u s u a l l y considered as masculine. 
( I would agree t h a t nature i s not any of t h i s : people 
p r o j e c t on t o i t values t h a t are thus characterized) . 
M a r i l y n Strathern's o p i n i o n i s t h a t no s i n g l e meaning can 
be given t o the concepts of nature and c u l t u r e i n Western 
thought, t h a t "there i s no c o n s i s t e n t dichotomy, only a 
m a t r i x of c o n t r a s t s " ( S t r a t h e r n , 1981). For her, n e i t h e r 
man nor woman i s c o n s i s t e n t l y r e l a t e d t o nature and 
c u l t u r e i n t h i s dichotomy, both being represented a t one 
time or another as nature: f o r c e f u l and v i o l e n t , but also 
tamed, c i v i l i z e d and domestic. One example of t h i s can be 
found i n the s o c i e t y of the Minagkabau of West Sumatra, 
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who do not see nature as w i l d ; they see i t i s a model f o r 
c u l t u r e (Sanday, 1990). Another example i s i n the 
V a n a t i n a i s o c i e t y (who occupy a l a r g e i s l a n d 225 miles 
southeast of mainland New Guinea), i n which i t has been 
found (Lepowsky, 1990) t h a t when women are associated 
w i t h the n a t u r a l domain they are a l s o associated w i t h 
c u l t u r e , because events r e q u i r e c u l t u r a l e l a b o r a t i o n t o 
ensure human c o n t i n u i t y . 

I n every c u l t u r e and d u r i n g every age, questions have 
been asked about humanity's r e l a t i o n s h i p t o nature. They 
have been answered by d i f f e r e n t myths and legends i n 
d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r e s . Myths and legends concerning animals 
and p l a n t s use a wide v a r i e t y of m o t i f s , but they express 
a r e l a t i v e l y l i m i t e d number of r e l a t i o n a l options. 
Humanity, animals and p l a n t s may stand: 
a) i n a r e l a t i o n of o p p o s i t i o n or d i f f e r e n c e ; 
b) i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p of descent 
c) i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p of mixture or t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
c) i n a r e l a t i o n s h i p of i d e n t i t y or s i m i l a r i t y 
(Encyclopedia B r i t a n n i c a ) 

I n d e f i n i n g humanity, p l a n t s and animals i n d i f f e r e n t 
c u l t u r e s may f a l l i n t o one or more of these groups. This 
explains the d i f f e r e n c e between the Western concept of 
nature (which regards humans and nature as separated) and 
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the O r i e n t a l one (which sees them as a c o n t i n u i t y ) . 

"Any f u l l h i s t o r y of the uses of "nature" would be a 

l a r g e h i s t o r y of the human thought" (Raymond Williams, 

quoted i n Segal, 1987). As Mary Evans and David Morgan 

say: "As i n a l l nature/nurture debates, the problem i s 

one of d i s e n t a n g l i n g n a t u r a l a t t r i b u t e s from c u l t u r a l 

t r a i t s " (Evans and Morgan 1979:58). On a l a r g e r s c a l e , 

e v erything can be seen as n a t u r a l , even c u l t u r e ; but, on 

the same s c a l e , e verything i s c u l t u r a l , even nature. I f 

we made the d e f i n i t i o n s more r e s t r i c t e d , c u l t u r a l would 

be t h a t which has been modified by humans and n a t u r a l 

would be a l l t h a t s t i l l e x i s t s i n a pure and untouched 

s t a t e . But, i n f a c t , t h e r e i s not much l e f t t h a t humanity 

has not touched, c o n t r o l l e d or "made over"; so the 

d i s t i n c t i o n can only be used to separate what i s human 

from what i s not human, such as animals, vegetation, a i r , 

sea, a l l of which a r e used by humans, t h i s being, some 

consider, the most u n i v e r s a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of nature 

(Segal, 1987) . I t i s p o s s i b l e to say t h a t the border 

where nature stops and c u l t u r e s t a r t s i s not f i x e d . I t i s 

humanity's d i s c o u r s e t h a t moves i t on each occasion a t 

i t s convenience (Segal, 1987). 

» 

Other terms t h a t w i l l be used i n t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n 

i n c l u d e the f o l l o w i n g : 
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Ecology d e r i v e s from the Greek root "oikos", which means 
house, and "logos", the study of. The branch of s c i e n c e 
concerned with the i n t e r r e l a t i o n of organisms and t h e i r 
environments e s p e c i a l l y as manifested by n a t u r a l c y c l e s 
and rhythms, community development and s t r u c t u r e d 
i n t e r a c t i o n between d i f f e r e n t kinds of organisms ( T u t t l e , 
1987) . I t l i t e r a l l y means the study of the E a r t h as home 
i n c l u d i n g p l a n t s , animals, microorganisms and people t h a t 
l i v e together as interdependent components. I t can be 
viewed as the study of the s t r u c t u r e and f u n c t i o n of 
nature, as i t d e a l s a l s o with energy flows and m a t e r i a l 
c y c l e s on land, a i r and water ( T u t t l e , 1987; Odum, 1975). 

The word ecology was popularized by E l l e n Swallow (1842-

1911), an en v i r o n m e n t a l i s t ( T u t t l e , 1987; Kramarae and 

T r e i c h l e r , 1985). For e c o - f e m i n i s t s , ecology means the 

s c i e n c e of the household, i n t h i s case the E a r t h ' s 

household. For them, the connection between the E a r t h and 

the household has h i s t o r i c a l l y been mediated by women 

(Merchant, 1980). 

Feminism can have v a r i o u s d e f i n i t i o n s , but t h e r e a r e now 

many feminisms. I t i s u s u a l l y defined by d i c t i o n a r i e s as 

the advocacy of women's r i g h t s based on a b e l i e f i n the 

e q u a l i t y of the sexes. I n i t s broadest sense the word 

r e f e r s u s u a l l y to everyone who i s aware of and seeking to 



13 
end women's subordination i n any way and f o r any reason, 
although t h i s d e f i n i t i o n i s sometimes challenged ( T u t t l e , 
1987) . Feminism o r i g i n a t e d i n the perception t h a t s o c i e t y 
does not t r e a t women as equal to men; so i t attempts to 
analyze the reasons f o r and the dimensions of the 
oppression of women ( T u t t l e , 1987). 
Some t y p i c a l c u r r e n t d e f i n i t i o n s of feminism a r e : 

"Th i s term comes from the L a t i n : femina= woman, which 

o r i g i n a l l y meant "having the q u a l i t i e s of females". I t 

began t o be used i n r e f e r e n c e t o the theory of se x u a l 

e q u a l i t y and the movement f o r women's r i g h t s , r e p l a c i n g 

womanism, i n the 1890s. The f i r s t usage i n p r i n t has been 

t r a c e d t o a book review published i n "The Athenaeum", 27 

A p r i l 1895. Not u n t i l the t u r n of the century, however, 

was the term widely used and recognized ( T u t t l e , 1987). 

"A s e t of b e l i e f s and b i o l o g i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s about the 

nature of women's oppression and the p a r t t h a t t h i s 

oppression p l a y s w i t h i n s o c i a l r e a l i t y more g e n e r a l l y " 

(Kramarae and T r e i c h l e r , 1985). 

"With a c a p i t a l "F" i t i s theory, a p o s i t i o n . With a 

sm a l l " f " i t i s an organic c o n v i c t i o n based on experience 

(Kramarae and T r e i c h l e r , 1985). 
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Gender."The way members of the two sexes a r e perceived, 
evaluated and expected to behave; i t i s a c u l t u r a l 
c o n s t r u c t i o n " ( S c h l e g e l , 1990:5). 

P a t r i a r c h y . Many f e m i n i s t s argue t h a t a l l s o c i e t i e s , 

whatever t h e i r economic, p o l i t i c a l or r e l i g i o u s 

d i f f e r e n c e s , are p a t r i a r c h i e s , t h a t everywhere men a r e 

dominant. "The o r i g i n of p a t r i a r c h y i s unknown, and 

because i t i s u n i v e r s a l i t can seem monolithic, 

u n a s s a i l a b l e , even i n e v i t a b l e " ( T u t t l e , 1987). I t has 

often been assumed t h a t p a t r i a r c h y i s rooted i n biology 

( T u t t l e , 1987). 

L i t e r a l l y p a t r i a r c h y means " r u l e of the f a t h e r " , and i t 

was o r i g i n a l l y used by an t h r o p o l o g i s t s to d e s c r i b e the 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e i n which one old man (the p a t r i a r c h ) has 

absolute power over everyone e l s e i n the fam i l y . 

Therefore, " i t i s an ideology t h a t arose from men's power 

to exchange women between k i n s h i p groups; as a symbolic 

male p r i n c i p l e ; the expre s s i o n of men's c o n t r o l over 

women's s e x u a l i t y and f e r t i l i t y ; the d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l s t r u c t u r e of male domination" (Kramarae and 

T r e i c h l e r , 1985). 

F e m i n i s t s have given i t many and v a r i o u s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s , 

a l l r e l a t e d to men's subordination of women. I t 
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c h a r a c t e r i z e s i n an a b s t r a c t way the s t r u c t u r e s and 
s o c i a l arrangements w i t h i n which women's oppression i s 
elaborated (Kramarae and T r e i c h l e r , 1985). For example: 
"The u n i v e r s a l p o l i t i c a l s t r u c t u r e which p r i v i l e g e s men 
a t t h e expense of women"; "the s o c i a l system which 
feminism i s determined t o destroy"; "a synonym f o r male 
domination" ( T u t t l e , 1987). 

A l t e r n a t i v e s to p a t r i a r c h y can a t l e a s t be imagined. 

There have been suggestions of m a t r i a r c h i e s , and even 

h i s t o r i a n s and ant h r o p o l o g i s t s who have not found t r a c e s 

of m a t r i a r c h i e s suggest t h a t p r e - p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t i e s 

could have e x i s t e d ( T u t t l e , 1987). Some f e m i n i s t s d e f i n e 

matriarchy as female power, but not i n the p a t r i a r c h a l 

sense. "The r u l e of women i s i n harmony with nature, non­

c o e r c i v e , non-violent, v a l u i n g wholeness and the sense of 

connection between people" ( T u t t l e , 1987) . "A premise of 

p a t r i a r c h y i s domination..", of women by men, of b l a c k s 

by whites, of poor by r i c h and of nature by men (Mitchel 

and Oakley, 1986). 

"A p a t r i a r c h a l mode of thought dichotomizes the world 

i n t o systems of c o n t r o l and domination". From t h i s a 

scheme of d u a l i t i e s has developed: men are t o women what 

c u l t u r e i s t o nature, as mind i s t o body, as s u b j e c t i s 

to o b j e c t , as domination i s to subordination (Ortner, 
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1974). "Science" becomes the " o b j e c t i v e " i n v e s t i g a t i o n of 
"nature" f o r i t s knowledge, c o n t r o l and domination by 
"man" ( B l e i e r , 1985). We s h a l l see t h i s theme developed 
f u r t h e r . 

Women's Movement. A "vague, c a t c h - a l l phrase which means 

d i f f e r e n t t h i n g s t o d i f f e r e n t people" ( T u t t l e , 1987). I t 

i s o ften supposed t o have s t a r t e d i n the West i n the l a t e 

1960s, although "many would agree w i t h Mary S c o t t t h a t 

" t h e r e ' s always been a women's movement t h i s century!" 

( T u t t l e , 1987; Kramarae and T r e i c h l e r , 1985). I t i s a 

g e n e r i c form f o r women's s t r u g g l e . I t i s often used to 

mean women's l i b e r a t i o n movement, although i t i s seen as 

l a c k i n g the same t h e o r e t i c a l o r i e n t a t i o n towards feminism 

(Kramarae and T r e i c h l e r , 1985). 

I n summary t h i s d i s s e r t a t i o n w i l l examine the c u r r e n t 

d i s c u s s i o n i n the West about "woman" and "nature", and 

w i l l then compare the f i n d i n g s with work i n Mexico. I t 

t r i e s t o demonstrate the need f o r more work on r u r a l 

women and the environment i n Mexico and concludes with 

some p r o p o s i t i o n s as to what academic r e s e a r c h may be 

done i n the f u t u r e . 

I f one seeks f o r a u n i v e r s a l c a t e g o r i z a t i o n of women, i t 

can be s a i d t h a t we are "mediator-producers of s o c i a l 
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i d e n t i t i e s , with a c a p a c i t y f o r s o c i a l c r e a t i o n and 

transfor m a t i o n " ( J e l i n , 1990) . We a l s o g e n e r a l l y d e a l 

w i t h i n a p r i v a t e sphere and we share c e r t a i n b i o l o g i c a l 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . Besides these f a c t s , being a woman, as 

I w i l l e x p l a i n i n t h i s t h e s i s , i s merely c u l t u r a l . S t i l l , 

I b e l i e v e t h a t t h e r e i s a common denominator t h a t enables 

us t o "speak the same language"; a t t h i s p oint I am not 

c e r t a i n what t h i s common denominator i s . 
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CHAPTER I I 

ECO-FEMINISM 

I I . 1 . - Introduction 

Eco-feminism r e p r e s e n t s one po i n t of view on the woman-

nature r e l a t i o n s h i p . I t i s a movement t h a t r e l i e s more on 

f e e l i n g s and s p i r i t u a l i t y than on Western-style 

" s c i e n t i f i c " evidence. 

Eco-feminism c o n s i s t s of the grouping of two movements: 

women's l i b e r a t i o n and the ecology movement. Although i t 

would seem l o g i c a l t o deduce a d e f i n i t i o n based on the 

words "ecology" and "feminism", these words are 

themselves not e a s i l y defined. T h i s i s because n e i t h e r 

"ecology" nor "feminism" has one s i n g l e meaning. For some 

ecology i s a s c i e n c e , to others i t i s an i n t e g r a t i v e and 

h o l i s t i c philosophy. Feminism too has i t s v a r i a n t s : t h e r e 

are l i b e r a l and r a d i c a l f e m i n i s t s with an ample range i n 

between. 

Many modern f e m i n i s t s conceive human and non-human nature 

as interconnected. Some consid e r t h i s as a s p i r i t u a l 

v a l u e t h a t a r i s e s from a m y s t i c a l communion with nature; 

and some c u l t u r a l f e m i n i s t s , such as Mary Daly and Susan 
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G r i f f i n , and s p i r i t u a l f e m i n i s t s suggest t h a t women have 

a s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p to nature, t h a t men e i t h e r never 

had or have l o s t . Yet other f e m i n i s t s contend t h a t there 

i s nothing m y s t i c a l i n re c o g n i z i n g t h a t t h e r e i s much 

danger i n continuing the r e c k l e s s behaviour of humankind 

which i s destr o y i n g our environment ( T u t t l e , 1987). 

I I . 2 . - Environmentalist! and feminism 

E c o - f e m i n i s t s , as w e l l as e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s and "non-eco" 

f e m i n i s t s , have an e g a l i t a r i a n p e r s p e c t i v e i n common. 

Women s t r u g g l e to f r e e themselves from p a t r i a r c h y and 

from c u l t u r a l and economic c o n s t r a i n t s t h a t have kept 

them subordinated to men; a t the same time, 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s warn us of the consequences of 

continuing with the present t r e n d of environmental 

degradation and have developed an e c o l o g i c a l e t h i c 

emphasizing the interconnectedness between people and 

nature r a t h e r than the dominance of "man" over nature 

(Merchant, 1980). 

I f the v a l u e s of both movements are j o i n e d , e c o - f e m i n i s t s 

argue, we can have a new s e t of va l u e s and s o c i a l 

s t r u c t u r e s . These can be based on the f u l l e x pression of 

both male and female t a l e n t and the maintenance of 

environmental i n t e g r i t y (Merchant, 1980). Both movements 



a r e s h a r p l y c r i t i c a l of the c o s t s of competition, 

aggression and domination a r i s i n g from the presence of a 

market economy. 

Environmentalism i s very c r i t i c a l of the consequence of 

un c o n t r o l l e d economic growth a s s o c i a t e d with c a p i t a l i s m , 

technology and "progress". "The ecology movement has 

t r i e d t o r e s t o r e the balance (although i t i s d i f f i c u l t to 

e s t a b l i s h what balance...) of nature d i s r u p t e d by 

i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n and over-population" (Merchant, 1980). 

I t emphasizes the need t o l i v e i n harmony with nature. I t 

opposes the me n t a l i t y of c a p i t a l i s m as being 

e x p l o i t a t i v e , and focuses on the c o s t s of progress, the 

l i m i t s t o growth, the d e f i c i e n c i e s of t e c h n o l o g i c a l 

d e c i s i o n making and the urgency of con s e r v a t i o n and 

r e c y c l i n g of n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s . 

A l l t hese p o i n t s a r e a l s o taken by f e m i n i s t s , who add to 

t h i s a l r e a d y long l i s t the l o s s of meaningful productive 

r o l e s t h a t e x i s t f o r women i n p r e - c a p i t a l i s t s o c i e t i e s 

and the use of women and nature as p s y c h o l o g i c a l and 

r e c r e a t i o n a l r e s o u r c e s f o r men (Merchant, 1980). But 

although f e m i n i s t s have recognized the c l a i m s of the 

ecology movement, the male-led e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t movement 

i t s e l f has too often c u t i t s e l f o f f from the women's 

movement by i n s i s t i n g t h a t "women subordinate t h e i r 



i n t e r e s t s t o t h a t of a g r e a t e r cause, whether i t be 

saving whales or r a i n f o r e s t s " ( T u t t l e , 1980). 

Ideas from the environmental movement and from the 

women's movement have combined during the l a s t two 

decades; the connections and i m p l i c a t i o n s between nature 

and women and between ecology and feminism have been 

explored by many authors i n c l u d i n g Carolyn Merchant 

(1980), Vandana Shiva (1988) and Susan G r i f f i n (1978). 

I I . 3 . - History of environmentalism i n feminism 

The h i s t o r i c a l development of environmentalism i n 

feminism has been b e t t e r documented f o r the United 

S t a t e s . The American f e m i n i s t movement i s s a i d to have 

begun i n 1842 with the pre s s u r e f o r women's votes 

(Marchant, 1980) . Women formed c o n s e r v a t i o n committees i n 

the many women's o r g a n i z a t i o n s t h a t were p a r t of the 

Federation of Women's Clubs e s t a b l i s h e d i n 1890. They 

supported the p r e s e r v a t i o n i s t movement f o r n a t i o n a l , 

s t a t e and c i t y parks and w i l d e r n e s s a r e a s ( l e d by John 

Muir and F r e d e r i c k Law Olmstead) e v e n t u a l l y s p l i t t i n g 

away from the managerial and u t i l i t a r i a n wing headed by 

G i f f o r d Pinchot and Theodore R o o s v e l l t (Merchant, 1980). 

At t h i s stage, women were p r e s s i n g f o r c l e a n a i r and 

water l e g i s l a t i o n . S o c i a l i s t - f e m i n i s t and " s c i e n c e f o r 



the people" groups worked towards changing the economic 

s t r u c t u r e s i n t o something t h a t would e q u a l i z e the work of 

men and women and reform a c a p i t a l i s t system which they 

saw as c r e a t i n g p r o f i t s a t the expense of nature and of 

working people. The connection between home and 

environment i s not something new. I n 1892 an American 

g e o l o g i s t , E l l e n Swallow, was s u c c e s s f u l i n gaining a 

pla c e i n the academic world. Her work was mainly on 

water, a i r and food p u r i t y , s a n i t a t i o n and i n d u s t r i a l 

waste d i s p o s a l ; with t h i s she i s s a i d t o have s t a r t e d the 

s c i e n c e of ecology (Merchant, 1981) which was 

r e c l a s s i f i e d as "home economics" because i t s founder was 

a woman. She wrote s e v e r a l books d e a l i n g with maintaining 

a healthy environment (Merchant, 1981). Women f i g u r e 

l i t t l e i n the long documented h i s t o r y of r e l a t i o n s h i p s 

between "man" and nature, but i t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t a 

woman founded "modern" ecology. 

Seventy y e a r s l a t e r another woman environmentalist, 

Rachel Carson, made the question of l i f e on e a r t h a 

p u b l i c i s s u e with her book " S i l e n t Spring" (1964). She 

introduced the concept of ecology to the American p u b l i c . 

She wrote i n 1960 t h a t "The c o n t r o l of nature i s a phrase 

conceived i n arrogance, born of the Neanderthal age of 

biology and philosophy, when i t was supposed t h a t nature 

e x i s t s f o r the convenience of man" (Ginzberg, 1989) . She 
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spoke of the death-producing e f f e c t s of chemical 

i n s e c t i c i d e s (suggesting one should l e a r n to l i v e with 

i n s e c t s , as chemical i n s e c t i c i d e s accumulate i n the s o i l 

and i n the t i s s u e s of l i v i n g organisms), and of nu c l e a r 

war, a theme on which e c o - f e m i n i s t s a l s o d w e l l . Although 

i t can be argued t h a t her work was w i t h i n the 

conventional Western s c i e n t i f i c paradigm, even i f she was 

a woman, she has been r e t r o s p e c t i v e l y adopted by eco-

f e m i n i s t s as a pioneer woman en v i r o n m e n t a l i s t . 

I n t h i s way, the environmental and women's movements were 

growing together although the s y s t e m a t i c a s s o c i a t i o n s 

between them were not made by f e m i n i s t s u n t i l the 70s 

(Merchant, 1981) . Both movements posed questions over the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s between Feminism and Ecology. They accepted 

t h a t "the s t r u c t u r e s and f u n c t i o n s of the n a t u r a l world 

and of human s o c i e t y i n t e r a c t through a language common 

to both" (Merchant, 1981). Shulamith F i r e s t o n e suggested 

i n "The D i a l e c t i c of Sex" (1970), t h a t the women's 

l i b e r a t i o n movement and the ecology movement emerged a t 

the same time as p a r t of the common need t o f i n d 

s o l u t i o n s to the same b a s i c problems. 

(Some argue t h a t t h e r e are r e a l complementarities, others 

t h a t t h i s was a bandwagon e f f e c t ) . 

The E n g l i s h environmentally o r i e n t e d f e m i n i s t movement 



appears t o be l e s s documented than the American. S t i l l , 

as an example of a B r i t i s h e c o - f e m i n i s t we have Mary 

Mellor (Mellor, 1992) . Mellor c o n s i d e r s t h a t t h e r e might 

be danger when u n i t i n g ecology with feminism, of t i p p i n g 

the balance towards saving the p l a n e t a t the expense of 

the p o l i t i c s of women's l i b e r a t i o n . Her main argument 

concerning eco-feminism i s t h a t i t i s as important to 

f e e l a f f i n i t y towards the e a r t h as i t i s t o l o c a t e the 

eco - f e m i n i s t movement w i t h i n a s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 

frame. She c o n s i d e r s t h a t when u n i t i n g women's and 

nature's subordination, the l i b e r a t i o n of one does not 

mean the l i b e r a t i o n of the other; she does not b e l i e v e 

t h a t s e c u r i n g the f u t u r e of the p l a n e t means s e c u r i n g the 

fu t u r e of women, and n e i t h e r does she b e l i e v e t h a t the 

green movement i s i n h e r e n t l y f e m i n i s t . For her, eco-

feminism i s only p a r t of the s o l u t i o n ; the other a s p e c t s 

being elements of r a d i c a l feminism, deep ecology, 

s p i r i t u a l i t y , and r e v o l u t i o n a r y s o c i a l i s m . 

I I . 4 . - Eco-feminism 

The term "eco-feminism" was apparently f i r s t used by 

F r a n c o i s e d'Aubonne i n "Le feminism ou l a mort", i n 1974. 

Ever s i n c e then the term has been a s s o c i a t e d with the 

s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t the oppression of women and of n a t u r a l 

environments (Davies, 1988). D'Aubonne s t a r t e d an 



" E c o l o g i e - Feminisme" movement i n France i n 1972, 

d e c l a r i n g t h a t the d e s t r u c t i o n of our p l a n e t was 

i n e v i t a b l e i f power remained i n male hands. Mary Daly 

made a s i m i l a r connection i n her book Gyn/Ecology (1978) . 

D i f f e r e n t aspects of ecology and feminism are put 

together by d i f f e r e n t authors and t h i n k e r s , t o give 

d i f f e r e n t d e f i n i t i o n s of eco-feminism. S t i l l , t o many, 

eco-feminism appears to be r a t h e r vague s e t of i d e a s or 

thoughts without a very c l e a r focus, but e c o - f e m i n i s t s 

contend t h a t the i n t e g r a t i v e concepts of eco-feminism 

"are s t i l l being developed" (Davies, 1988). 

E c o - f e m i n i s t s have maintained t h e r e a r e general f e a t u r e s 

i n the c o n t r o l and e x p l o i t a t i o n of both women and nature 

i n a male dominated s o c i e t y and t h a t t o stop these i t i s 

n e c e s s a r y to understand these g e n e r a l f e a t u r e s or 

l i n k a g e s (Davies, 1988). 

They consi d e r t h a t the negative e f f e c t s of human 

e x i s t e n c e should be r e v e r s e d and f u r t h e r damage prevented 

by changing the t r a d i t i o n a l (western) techniques and 

l i f e s t y l e s t o a l t e r n a t i v e t e c h n o l o g i e s t h a t a r e 

non-polluting and non-toxic, such as r e c y c l i n g and using 

s o l a r systems f o r heating (King, 1989). They c l a i m t h a t 

d i v e r s i t y must be maintained i n a h e a l t h y ecosystem, 
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human and non-human, and t h a t i t i s being l o s t due to 
present market economies t h a t tend t o homogenize mass 
consumerism. "Therefore we need a d e c e n t r a l i z e d g l o b a l 
movement t h a t i s founded i n human i n t e r e s t s y e t 
c e l e b r a t e s d i v e r s i t y and opposes a l l forms of domination 
and v i o l e n c e . Eco-feminism i s such a movement" (King, 
1989). 

A s e l e c t i o n of statements on eco-feminism w i l l i l l u s t r a t e 

the v a r i e t y of approaches. 

1) A conjunction of the conserva t i o n and ecology 

movements with the women's r i g h t s and l i b e r a t i o n 

movements, which i s moving i n the d i r e c t i o n of r e v e r s i n g 

the subjugation of both women and nature (Merchant, 

1980). 

2) Fe m i n i s t v i s i o n s p l u s e c o l o g i c a l p o l i t i c s . A movement 

where members a r e t a k i n g a c t i o n to e f f e c t transformations 

and r a d i c a l changes t h a t are "immediate and personal as 

w e l l as long term and s t r u c t u r a l " (King, 1989). 

3) I t i s t h i n k i n g g l o b a l l y , a c t i n g l o c a l l y , u n i f y i n g 

"our" e c o l o g i c a l and f e m i n i s t thoughts and a c t i o n s 

( K e l l y , 1980). 



4) An i n t e r n a t i o n a l movement t h a t has t h e power t o 
transform our human perceptions of our species and i t s 
place i n the n a t u r a l world (King, 1989). 

5) Eco-feminism develops the connections between ecology 
and feminism t h a t " s o c i a l ecology" needs i n order t o 
reach i t s own avowed goal of c r e a t i n g a f r e e and 
e c o l o g i c a l way of l i f e (King, 1989). 

6) Eco-feminism i s fundamentally a " f e e l i n g " experienced 
by many women t h a t they are somehow i n t i m a t e l y connected 
t o the e a r t h (Davies, 1988). 

7) I t i s the rou t e t o the s u r v i v a l of the world ( l e d by 
women). "Feminism must embody i n i t s p r a c t i c e , the l i n k s 
between change i n the uses of gender and a r e v e r s a l of 
our descent i n t o nuclear and/or e c o l o g i c a l h e l l " 
( D i n n e r s t e i n , 1988). 

8) For some, such as Susan G r i f f i n , eco-feminism i s an 
emotional commitment, d i f f i c u l t t o d e f i n e i n t e l l e c t u a l l y 
(Davies, 1988). 

9) "The "eco-feminism" of the 80s which overlaps w i t h 
" c u l t u r a l feminism" and has been c a l l e d a new wave i n 
feminism proposes t h a t women must l i b e r a t e t he e a r t h 
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because i t i s they who l i v e more i n harmony w i t h "nature" 
(Segal, 1987). 

10) Another example of women being c a l l e d eco-feminists 
i s t h e case of the N a t i o n a l Council of Women i n Kenya. I n 
order t o act on the problems t h a t women were f a c i n g : of 
firewood, m a l n u t r i t i o n , lack of food and adequate water, 
unemployment, s o i l erosion, problems of maldevelopment, 
the c o u n c i l got i n t o a c t i o n . "Women are concerned about 
the c h i l d r e n , about the f u t u r e " . The women were 
encouraged t o "use t h e i r common sense", l o o k i n g f o r 
seeds, and p l a n t i n g t r e e s . "Women do not have t o w a i t f o r 
anybody t o p l a n t t r e e s . They are f o r e s t e r s w i t h o u t a 
diploma". " I n Kenya ...80% of the farmers and the f u e l 
g a therers- are women" (Ms Magazine, 1991). 

There are f o u r basic p r i n c i p l e s common t o a l l the diverse 
e c o l o g i c a l and f e m i n i s t ways of t h i n k i n g : 

1) HOLISM. This i m p l i e s t h a t t he pl a n e t i s a s i n g l e 
a c t i n g ecosystem, composed of various sub-systems, human 
and non-human, a l l of which are responsible t o i n t e r n a l 
and e x t e r n a l f o r c e s . Actions i n one component w i l l a f f e c t 
apparently non-related components (Davies, 1988). 

"The whole i s more than the sum of i t s p a r t s . This type 
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of knowledge i s holism, defined i n the view t h a t wholes 
have p r o p e r t i e s t h a t cannot be explained i n terms of the 
p r o p e r t i e s of the i n d i v i d u a l c o n s t i t u e n t s " (Simmons, I . 
e t a l . , 1985). Holism "can be used...purely i n terms of 
matter and i t s i n t e r n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s , s t r e s s i n g t h a t a t 
any h i e r a r c h i c a l l e v e l , the d i s s e c t i o n i n t o component 
p a r t s always leaves an unresolved residue" (Simmons, I . 
e t a l . , 1985), since "...energy f l o w and matter c y c l i n g 
are j u s t as much fea t u r e s of the man-made world as they 
are of the n a t u r a l environment..." (Simmons I . e t a l . , 
1985). 

The term has been used by the environmental movement of 
the 1960s and 1970s " i n b r i n g i n g t o the f o r e a l l kinds of 
issues ranging from the impacts of p o p u l a t i o n growth, t o 
environmental contamination, the environmental impact of 
high technology and the need f o r high environmental 
q u a l i t y . Above a l l , the movement succeeded i n p l a n t i n g 
the seed of t h e idea t h a t the p l a n e t was one whole and 
t h a t a c t i o n s i n one place might produce unexpected 
outcomes elsewhere, and t h a t t h e whole "had not an 
u n l i m i t e d r e s i l i e n c e t o manipulation by human s o c i e t y " 
(Simmons I . e t a l . , 1985). There i s a l i n k i n these ideas 
t o Susan G r i f f i n ' s p o e t i c approach, since I a n Simmons 
recognizes t h a t "holism can only be p r o p e r l y experienced 
by means of i n t u i t i o n , whose highest form of v e r b a l 
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expression i s poetry" (Simmons I . e t a l . , 1985). 

2) INTERDEPENDENCE. A l l forms of l i f e are i n t e r r e l a t e d , 
and humans are an i n t e g r a l p a r t of t h e ecosystem, not 
separate or su p e r i o r . "We o r i g i n a t e from Earth and r e t u r n 
t o Earth, but we are b i o l o g i c a l systems, using a i r , water 
and n u t r i e n t s t o produce energy and wastes" (Davies, 
1988). 

For the eco-feminists, the idea of m a i n t a i n i n g a healthy 
p l a n e t i s t r a n s l a t e d i n t o r e c i p r o c i t y and cooperation. 
They contend t h a t i f we had cooperation between men and 
women i n each s p e c i f i c context: c h i l d bearing, day-care 
centres, household work, sexual r e l a t i o n s , r a t h e r than 
separate gender r o l e s , they b e l i e v e we' could create 
emotional rewards. Men and women should work together t o 
create technologies t h a t would have a lower impact on the 
environment. 

3) NON-HIERARCHICAL SYSTEMS. These are very much r e l a t e d 
t o interdependence: i f a l l components a f f e c t and are 
a f f e c t e d by each other, then a l l are e q u a l l y important. 
Eco-feminists u n d e r l i n e the importance of each p a r t of 
the system- each element having a unique r o l e and 
f u n c t i o n - and are b a s i c a l l y against the h i e r a r c h i c a l and 
anthropocentric philosophies t h a t s t r e s s the s u p e r i o r i t y 



of humans i n general (and of white males i n p a r t i c u l a r ) . 
These phi l o s o p h i e s , they say, denigrate the value of 
women and of nature (Davies, 1988). 

So, e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s and f e m i n i s t s w i l l g ive equal value 
t o a l l p a r t s of the human-nature system and take care t o 
examine the long and sh o r t range consequences of 
decisions a f f e c t i n g an i n d i v i d u a l , group or species. 
Eco-feminists see l i f e on Earth as an interconnected web, 
not as a h i e r a r c h i c a l system such as human s o c i e t i e s tend 
t o be and which i s p r o j e c t e d onto nature and used t o 
j u s t i f y s o c i a l domination (King, 1989). 

4) PROCESS.- The t o t a l amount of energy reaching the 
Earth i s almost constant. Energy i s changed and exchanged 
i n i t s c o n t i n u a l f l o w through the interconnected p a r t s . 

The s t r e s s on dynamic processes i n nature i s because they 
have, eco-feminists say, i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r change and 
process i n human s o c i e t i e s . The exchange and f l o w of 
i n f o r m a t i o n through the human community i s the basis f o r 
d e c i s i o n making. Discussions i n which men and women 
p a r t i c i p a t e as equals are an ap p r o p r i a t e goal f o r both 
e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t s and f e m i n i s t s . Each i n d i v i d u a l has 
experience and knowledge t h a t i s of value t o the human 
nature community. 
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U.S.- General alms 

The general goal of the eco-feminist movement i s t o reach 
a n o n - v i o l e n t t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of the s t r u c t u r e of s o c i e t y , 
which w i l l create a f r e e s o c i e t y i n which e c o l o g i c a l and 
f e m i n i s t p r i n c i p l e s mediate humanity's r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 
nature. The women of t h i s movement see themselves as 
agents of a t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ("bringing a new world t o 
b i r t h " ) and f o r many, f e m i n i s t s p i r i t u a l i t y -earthbased 
s p i r i t u a l i t y - i s not j u s t a theory or a philosophy, i t i s 
a p r a c t i c e , a way of l i f e . 

For many eco-feminists, compassion i s the essence of 
t h e i r new paradigm. "Feeling" the l i f e of "The Other" and 
l i t e r a l l y experiencing i t s existence i s t o become the new 
s t a r t i n g p o i n t of human d e c i s i o n making. That i s 
r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t from the d r i v i n g f o r c e behind the 
s e l f - i n t e r e s t e d approach t o the n a t u r a l world t h a t 
u n d e r l i e s the e n t i r e realm of many modern human 
a c t i v i t i e s , such as the logging i n d u s t r y , mining 
i n d u s t r y , war machine production and so f o r t h . 

The environmental movement, i n theory and p r a c t i c e , 
attempts t o speak f o r nature, "The Other" i n eco-feminist 
words. This "Other" has no voice and i s conceived of 
s u b j e c t i v e l y . I n our c i v i l i z a t i o n i t i s o b j e c t i f i e d and 



subordinated, as are women. Feminism represents the 
r e f u s a l of the o r i g i n a l "Other" i n t h e p a t r i a r c h a l human 
s o c i e t y t o remain s i l e n t or t o continue being "the other" 
f o r much longer. 

One main aspect of p a t r i a r c h y t h a t eco-feminists a t t a c k 
i s the d u a l i t y of i t s t h i n k i n g . I n t h i s they adopt 
arguments from French feminism and from the postmodern 
c r i t i q u e . There are problems w i t h a d u a l i s t i c mode of 
thought. One of them i s t h a t i t s t r u c t u r e s our approach 
t o knowledge of the world i n an a p r i o r i f a s h i o n and 
imposes premises, dualisms and dichotomies t h a t do not 
e x i s t on t o the o r g a n i z a t i o n of t h e n a t u r a l world 
( B l e i e r , 1985). Some r a d i c a l eco-feminists and ( r a d i c a l 
f e m i n i s t s ) b e l i e v e t h a t the o r i g i n of the subordination 
of women and nature l i e s i n these dualisms, i n the 
dichotomous ways i n which human a c t i v i t i e s are 
categorized and analyzed ( B l e i e r , 1985); i n the idea of 
a separated mind and body, c u l t u r e and nature, p u b l i c and 
p r i v a t e , men and women. Connecting feminism and ecology, 
eco-feminists consider, w i l l enable us t o step outside 
the d u a l i s t i c c u l t u r e i n t o which we are a l l born. I n 
f a c t , f e m i n i s t s c i e n t i s t s ( B l e i e r , 1985) consider t h a t a 
c e n t r a l p o i n t i n f e m i n i s t science i s the r e j e c t i o n of 
du a l i s m s such as o b j e c t i v i t y / s u b j e c t i v i t y , 
r a t i o n a l / e m o t i o n a l and n a t u r e / c u l t u r e which focus our 
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t h i n k i n g around the world. 

Susan G r i f f i n gives us a very good example of what 
dualism means t o many ( r a d i c a l ) e c o - f e m i n i s t s : " t h i s 
c i v i l i z a t i o n t h a t has shaped our minds i s also d e s t r o y i n g 
the e a r t h . . .the dividedness i n our minds i s etched i n our 
language; thought i s d i f f e r e n t from f e e l i n g , a l s o mind i s 
d i f f e r e n t from body, feminine and masculine mean two 
a l i e n and a l i e n a t e d poles of human behaviour - our 
s e x u a l i t y i s a source of separation.. .we d i v i d e ourselves 
and a l l t h a t we know along an i n v i s i b l e b o r d e r l i n e 
between what we c a l l Nature and what we b e l i e v e i s 
superior t o Nature" ( G r i f f i n i n Ginzberg, 1989). 

Eco-feminists challenge t h i s d u a l i s t i c b e l i e f t h a t nature 
and c u l t u r e are separate and opposed. For eco-feminists, 
misogyny i s a t t h e r o o t of t h i s o p p o s i t i o n . Feminist 
theology, l i k e much feminism, sees d u a l i s t i c s p l i t s as 
the cause not only of sexism, but of racism, classism and 
e c o l o g i c a l d e s t r u c t i o n ( T u t t l e , 1987). 

I I . 6 . - Strategies 

Eco-feminists have developed some s t r a t e g i e s t o stop t h i s 
oppression o f women and nature. Their s t r a t e g i e s f o r 
change advocate a r e a f f i r m a t i o n of female consciousness, 
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associated w i t h wholeness and interdependence. This i s 
mainly because they b e l i e v e women are more aware of the 
n a t u r a l world than men, and t h a t women have a v i t a l r o l e 
t o p l a y i n t h i s r e - a f f i r m a t i o n and i n the necessary 
r e s t r u c t u r i n g of s o c i e t y . " I t i s time t o r e c o n s t i t u t e our 
c u l t u r e i n the name of nature and of peace and freedom 
and i t i s women who can show the way" (King, 1989). 

The general s t r a t e g y f o r change has both 
h i s t o r i c a l / i d e o l o g i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l / p h y s i o l o g i c a l 
components (Di n n e r s t e i n , 1976). 

H i s t o r i c a l / i d e o l o g i c a l (eco) f e m i n i s t s argue t h a t women 
should create a c u l t u r e which honours women and nature i n 
order t o emphasize the importance of each. This 
h y p o t h e t i c a l c u l t u r e should c o n t a i n myths, r i t u a l s , 
language and philosophies which recognize women and t h e i r 
r o l e i n s o c i e t y , as w e l l as human interdependence w i t h 
the n a t u r a l world. Some would l i k e a m a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y 
as a method of r e p a i r i n g the damage done by p a t r i a r c h y . 
This s o c i e t y would elevate the s t a t u s of women, h e l p i n g 
them t o i n t e g r a t e t r a d i t i o n a l female r o l e s i n t o male 
consciousness. The end e f f e c t would be an h y p o t h e t i c a l l y 
more balanced s o c i e t y . Although some very r a d i c a l eco-
f e m i n i s t s would promote some s o r t of s e p a r a t i s t s o c i e t y , 
the m a j o r i t y want a f a i r s o c i e t y where "female values" of 



c a r i n g and respect would be the norm. 
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11.7. - Authors 

Vandana Shiva and Caroline Merchant may be c a l l e d eco 
f e m i n i s t s and w i l l be d e a l t w i t h i n more d e t a i l i n the 
f o l l o w i n g chapter: Women and Nature. 

11.8. - Critiques 

Although the movement i s popular among many ( u s u a l l y but 
not e x c l u s i v e l y women), e s p e c i a l l y among those of the 
generation t h a t grew up d u r i n g the 60s, i t has been 
c r i t i c i z e d . 

Eco-feminists can be c a l l e d i d e a l i s t s . For them the 
changes seem easy, making s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s look t r i v i a l . 
But s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l systems should be analyzed as 
processes w i t h t h e i r own p a r t i c u l a r l o g i c ; they need t o 
be understood i f one i s t o challenge power and 
s u b o r d i n a t i o n . Without t h i s a n a l y s i s and understanding, 
a r e a l i s t i c and e f f e c t i v e s t r a t e g y f o r change i s 
d i f f i c u l t t o develop. Eco-feminists are t h e r e f o r e 
c r i t i c i s e d f o r not c h a l l e n g i n g the system (although t h i s 
can be explained by a r e f u s a l t o a c t v i o l e n t l y ) . 
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By considering t h a t the o r i g i n of the dominance of women 
and nature i s located i n the male consciousness, eco-
f e m i n i s t s imply t h a t "economic systems are simply 
d e r i v a t i v e of male t h i n k i n g " ( P r e n t i c e , 1988). Eco-
f e m i n i s t s accuse c a p i t a l i s m of j u s t i f y i n g the 
e x p l o i t a t i o n of nature and women, of making i t m o r a l l y 
r i g h t ( P r e n t i c e , 1988). But s o c i a l i s m , a system t h a t i s 
t h e o r e t i c a l l y f a i r e r t o the people, has also caused great 
harm t o the environment, and women do not stand i n a 
b e t t e r p o s i t i o n i n s o c i a l i s m than i n a c a p i t a l i s t world. 

Eco-feminists can also be c a l l e d r e a c t i o n a r i e s ( P r e n t i c e , 
1988) because they argue t h a t women have a s p e c i a l l y 
n u r t u r i n g and maternal nature t h a t makes them m o r a l l y 
sup e r i o r , an argument very s i m i l a r t o t h a t used by r i g h t 
wing conservatives as an excuse t o subordinate women 
because they say i t i s n a t u r a l f o r men t o dominate and 
r u l e as a r e s u l t of t h e i r innate q u a l i t i e s . With t h i s 
argument, they seem t o be accepting t h a t b i o l o g y i s 
de s t i n y , and t h a t dualism and oppression are innate t o 
men and t o x i c t o a l l l i v i n g t h i n g s : women are always i n 
tune w i t h nature and always good f o r i t ; whatever they 
i n i t i a t e i s good and hea l t h y ; men are doomed by b i o l o g y , 
women are blessed by i t . By r a i s i n g t h i s l a s t p o i n t they 
f a l l i n t o c o n t r a d i c t i o n w i t h t h e i r p r i n c i p l e of non-
h i e r a r c h i e s because they are assuming women are b e t t e r 
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than men, so although they disagree i n p r i n c i p l e w i t h 
dualism, they seem t o maintain i t by b e l i e v i n g women are 
supe r i o r . " I n emphasizing the female, body, nature of the 
d u a l i t i e s male/female, mind/body and c u l t u r e / n a t u r e , we 
run the r i s k of perp e t u a t i n g the same value h e i r r a c h i e s 
t h a t we seek t o overthrow" (Merchant, 1980). Carolyn 
Merchant contends t h a t t h i s could r e i n f o r c e t r a d i t i o n a l 
forms of oppression (Merchant, 1981). 

I t can also be s a i d t h a t they are speaking from a 
pr e v i l e g e d standpoint as the product of North American 
values, because they have not considered the d i f f e r e n t 
context i n which other women i n the world e x i s t : women 
whose thoughts have nothing t o do w i t h changing men's 
m e n t a l i t y and women's s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n t o nature but who 
s t r u g g l e against imperialism, racism and poverty, p o i n t s 
t h a t do not seem t o f i g u r e i n t h e i r agenda f o r change. 

The eco-feminist movement has been c a l l e d "regressive" 
( P r e n t i c e , 1988), and accused of slowing down the 
advancement of both the f e m i n i s t and the e c o l o g i s t -
e n v i r o n m e n t a l i s t movements, because i t o f f e r s a good 
counter-argument t o the c o n v i c t i o n of these two movements 
t h a t men and women are as d i f f e r e n t as the d i f f e r e n t 
c u l t u r e s they beloong t o , t h a t m a s c u l i n i t y and f e m i n i t y 
are not n a t u r a l and t h a t both men and women should f e e l 



responsible f o r the environment. Many f e m i n i s t s today are 
c r i t i c a l of e s s e n t i a l i s t accounts of women's "nature" and 
consider them t o obscure the r e a l i t y of d i v e r s i t y . 

Despite t h i s , eco-feminism can be s a i d t o have a u s e f u l 
i n s i g h t : the awareness of i n t e r c o n n e c t i n g g l o b a l l i f e 
should be incorporated i n t o p o l i t i c s and p r a c t i c e , maybe 
being used t o challenge the m u l t i p l e systems of 
oppression, and p o s s i b l y t o create a form of a n a l y s i s 
t h a t can deal w i t h the dominating systems of c l a s s , 
gender and race, and w i t h e c o l o g i c a l d e s t r u c t i o n . 

One l a s t and p u z z l i n g aspect of eco-feminism i s the 
extent t o which eco-feminists consider women t o be 
sympathetic t o nature. There are many " n a t u r a l " f a c t o r s 
t h a t are not l i k e l y t o r e l a t e i n a f r i e n d l y manner w i t h 
people, so how much respect do eco-f eminists have f o r 
plagues, mice, r a t s , diseases? A l l t h r e a t e n human l i f e 
and would be very d i f f i c u l t t o i n t e r c o n n e c t w i t h . 

I I . 9 . - Mother Earth 1991 

L a t e l y , t h e r e has been a " r e - b i r t h " i n New Age w r i t i n g s 
of h i p p i e s t y l e movements t h a t have a c u l t of a female 
goddess. "When God was a Woman" Time Magazine (1991), 
r e p o r t s , f o r instance, a movement which celebrates 
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ceremonies t o commemorate Earth Day, i n Mount Horeb, 
Wisconsin, " l i t e r a l l y p r a y i n g " t o Mother Earth. This 
seems t o be p a r t of a growing U.S s p i r i t u a l movement 
whose aim i s t o worship a goddess, t h i s being an e f f o r t 
t o create a female-centred focus f o r s p i r i t u a l 
expression; the p a r t i c i p a n t s are mostly women who seek a 
d e i t y other than the God the Father of t h e p a t r i a r c h a l 
Judaeo-Christian t r a d i t i o n . The movement i s bel i e v e d t o 
inco r p o r a t e as many as 100,000 American women. I t s 
members be l i e v e t h a t the goddess i s located w i t h i n each 
i n d i v i d u a l and w i t h i n a l l t h i n g s i n nature; most 
p a r t i c i p a n t s embrace (mostly) good b e l i e f s , e s p e c i a l l y 
harmony w i t h nature. Their aim i s t o r e s t o r e a 
p r e h i s t o r i c b e l i e f t h a t was eradicated i n Europe and the 
Middle East around 6,000 years ago by " p a t r i a r c h a l 
invaders". The p r e - p a t r i a r c h a l Utopia i s po r t r a y e d as 
e g a l i t a r i a n , peace l o v i n g and gynocentric. Archaeologist 
M a r i j a Gimbutas supports t h i s i n : The Language of the 
Goddess and the C i v i l i z a t i o n of the Goddess. 
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WOMEN MID NATURE 

H i d e - Introduction 

My o b j e c t i n reviewing published work by academics on the 
woman/nature debate i s t o be able t o compare i t w i t h the 
eco-feminist standpoint. Although both perspectives a t 
some p o i n t , make the same suggestions, t he f i n a l 
conclusions reached by the two groups d i f f e r 
considerably. 

Many authors (Moore, 1988; Reeves Sanday, e t a l . , 1990) 
f o l l o w Sherry Ortner (1974) i n s t a t i n g t h a t t h e r e are 
c e r t a i n oppositions t h a t recur f r e q u e n t l y i n gender 
i d e o l o g i e s , c r o s s - c u l t u r a l l y . One o f these i s the 
male:female::culturemature o p p o s i t i o n ; t h i s has been 
widely debated among a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , and many f e m i n i s t s 
b e l i e v e i t i s the cause f o r the apparently generalized 
s u b o r d i n a t i o n of women. 

Gender i d e o l o g i e s are f r e q u e n t l y seen as h i e r a r c h i c a l l y 
organized, w i t h males being i n the dominant place over 
women. Some authors such as Maurice Bloch b e l i e v e t h a t 
gender ideology everywhere "depends on the c r e a t i o n of a 
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nightmarish image of the world so t h a t the i r r e v e r s i b l e 
processes of l i f e : b i r t h , conception and death, can be 
devalued and transcended" (Bloch, 1987:324-340). During 
h i s research i n Menina, Madagascar, Bloch concluded t h a t 
t h e c o n s t r u c t i o n o f an ideology depends f i r s t on the 
emphasis on, and then on the expulsion o f , the 
d i a l e c t i c a l worlds represented by f e m i n i n i t y . 

This conclusion has been accepted by some and challenged 
by o t h e r s . We thus see t h a t much depends on the d i f f e r e n t 
c o n s t r u c t i o n s of gender, the d i f f e r e n t conceptions of 
"nature" and " c u l t u r e " i n a s p e c i f i c s o c i e t y , and the 
v a r i e t y of symbols by which these concepts are 
represented. 

The d u a l i t y woman/nature has been analyzed i n order t o 
t r y t o e x p l a i n the s u b o r d i n a t i o n of both woman and nature 
from d i f f e r e n t perspectives, although always w i t h a 
western p o i n t of view. Some analyses have been made w i t h 
a f e m i n i s t i n s i g h t based on the idea of recovering 
h i s t o r i c a l f a c t s " t h a t t h e andro c e n t r i c t r a d i t i o n has 
f a i l e d t o record, and t h a t might be recovered by 
review i n g h i s t o r y w i t h a f e m i n i s t eye" (Tuana, 1989). 
Such are the analyses of Carolyn Merchant (1989; 1990), 
Susan G r i f f i n (1978) and Jeanne Achterberg (1990). 
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Others, such as Sherry Ortner (1974) and M i c h e l l e Rosaldo 
and Louise Lamphere (1974) , have t r i e d t o f i n d the 
answers i n the b i o l o g i c a l and psycho l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s 
between the sexes, concluding t h a t t he p h y s i o l o g i c a l 
f u n c t i o n s of women are o f t e n used by s o c i e t y t o create 
the dichotomy n a t u r e / c u l t u r e . A n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , i n c l u d i n g 
H e n r i e t t a Moore (1988), M a r i l y n S t r a t h e r n (1981) , Melissa 
Llewelyn-Davies (1981) and Bradd Shore (1981) , have based 
t h e i r research on the c a t e g o r i z a t i o n of women i n 
d i f f e r e n t s o c i e t i e s , t r y i n g t o discover whether or not 
sexual asymmetry i s a u n i v e r s a l f e a t u r e , and i n t r o d u c i n g 
i n t h e i r analyses the idea t h a t nature and c u l t u r e can 
have d i f f e r e n t meanings i n d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r e s . 

There i s a new tendency f o r a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s who are 
i n v e s t i g a t i n g gender t o d i s c a r d t he r i g i d d u a l i s t i c 
models t h a t have long dominated a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l 
discussions and most of which were degrading t o women. 
Some t h i n k now t h a t " d u a l i s t i c models may conceal deep 
pockets of negation", always making women "The Other". 
These researchers are now moving i n a way t h a t 
reevaluates women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n s o c i e t y , and t r y i n g 
t o r e s t o r e t o women an independent r o l e , t h a t of subject 
( G o t t l i e b , 1990). 

There have also been challenges t o the p r a c t i c e o f 
w r i t i n g about "the s t a t u s of women" as i f i t were 
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something unchangeable (Lepowsky, 1990) or even using i t 
a t a l l as a concept. For Barbara Rogers (1980), the 
concept of women's sta t u s conceals as much as i t 
enl i g h t e n s . She sees i t as a concept t h a t ignores the 
enormous v a r i e t y of s i t u a t i o n s i n which i n d i v i d u a l women 
l i v e , t h a t depend on innumerable f a c t o r s such as t h e i r 
p o s i t i o n i n the f a m i l y , age, occupation and many others. 
She considers t h a t the " s t a t u s of women" i s a 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n about h a l f t he people i n a s o c i e t y based 
on statements made e i t h e r by o u t s i d e r s or by the men of 
those s o c i e t i e s . For her, the use o f the concept of 
" s t a t u s " dehumanizes and o b j e c t i f i e s the people t o which 
i t i s a p p l i e d . Rogers does not consider i t a u s e f u l 
concept. 

I t i s a l s o seen as a term used l o o s e l y and w i t h d i f f e r e n t 
meanings and i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s depending on f a c t o r s o f time 
and place. " I t i s a d e l i b e r a t e l y value-laden expression, 
e f f e c t i v e and emotive, not intended t o r e f e r t o a 
measurable q u a n t i t y " (Momsen and Townsend, 1987). 

Women's s t a t u s was f o r a long time t r e a t e d ( G o t t l i e b , 
1990), as "simple and u n i t a r y " , probably because of the 
long i n f l u e n c e of b i o l o g i c a l determinism. B i o l o g i c a l 
determinism made of women's s t a t u s a simple u n i v e r s a l 
b i o l o g i c a l f a c t , and thus i n f l u e n c e d the making of a 
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s i n g l e gender ideology and a s i n g l e mode of 
d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of male and female. Alma G o t t l i e b and 
others f i n d i t e s s e n t i a l t o consider the female r o l e as 
m u l t i p l e , complex and changeable w i t h i n d i f f e r e n t 
contexts. Thus i t becomes possi b l e t o analyze i t , as w e l l 
as femaleness and f e m i n i n i t y , as c u l t u r a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s 
r a t h e r than as n a t u r a l f a c t s . 

111.2.- The origins (history and prehistory) 

A l l c u l t u r e s have myths about t h e i r o r i g i n s . (Western 
c u l t u r e d e rives i t s myths from the Greeks and from the 
Judaeo-Christian myth about the Garden of Eden). The war 
between the sexes and the bina r y o r g a n i z a t i o n of the 
world, some authors b e l i e v e , f i g u r e i n a l l c u l t u r e s 
(Segal, 1987) . I n many c u l t u r e s and a t some p o i n t i n 
time, women do seem t o have been associated w i t h nature 
(Achterberg, 1990). 

Although some f e m i n i s t s t a l k about and would l i k e t o 
be l i e v e i n m a t r i a r c h i e s , t h e r e i s no proof t h a t they ever 
e x i s t e d (Achterberg, 1990). But what has been proved i s 
t h a t s o c i e t i e s e x i s t e d where women were respected and 
were as important as men; where they h e l d p o s i t i o n s of 
power, as priestesses and healers (Achterberg, 1990). 



Eleanor Leacock's a n a l y s i s of pre-conquest America also 
supports the pre-conquest importance of women. Merlyn 
Stone (1976) maintains t h a t , i n p r e h i s t o r y , goddesses 
l i k e t he Earth Mother were widely worshipped and women 
had a higher s t a t u s i n s o c i e t y than i n more recent 
h i s t o r y . 

Jeanne Achterberg gives one account of successive myths. 
I n her view, i t was r a t h e r suddenly t h a t male symbols 
became the o b j e c t o f worship. One p o s s i b l e explanation 
f o r t h i s i s a sudden change i n ecology and economy, and 
probably invasions (although the author does not s p e c i f y 
who t h e invaders were). Women and the products of t h e i r 
work (foods grown and gathered by them) became secondary 
t o what men provided, not too c o n s i s t e n t l y , from hunting 
and afterwards from herding. But the breaking p o i n t i s 
presented as coming when men discovered t h e i r r o l e i n 
conception. Then they thought o f themselves as the 
c r e a t i v e generative f o r c e of the universe. L a t e r , men 
s t a r t e d e s t a b l i s h i n g men's lodges which aimed t o 
t e r r o r i z e and subjugate women. P a t r i a r c h a l r e l i g i o n s 
o r i g i n a t e d from here; they had t h e i r own c r e a t i o n myths, 
which promoted a c r e a t o r i n man's own image. So man's 
s u p e r i o r i t y was proclaimed. And i t i s from these myths 
(Achterberg, 1990) t h a t t he Hebrew t r a d i t i o n , which 
subsequently was the source of the Judaeo-Christian 



47 
r e l i g i o n , seems t o come. 

Records of more recent times show t h a t the n a t u r e - c u l t u r e 
dichotomy also appeared i n the e a r l y h i s t o r y of European 
thought. But i t s e a r l i e r expressions seem t o have been 
more concerned w i t h b r i d g i n g the gap between the two 
concepts than w i t h assigning a gender value. There are 
t a l e s of a w i l d man (a b e a s t - l i k e man) and of a bear (a 
man-like beast) who seem t o have served f o r t h i s purpose 
i n medieval and e a r l y modern European mythology and 
r i t u a l . I n v i l l a g e r i t u a l s of t r a d i t i o n a l Europe, i t 
seems t o have been a young woman who "tamed" the beasts, 
and thus was seen as the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the s o c i a l , as 
the triumph of c u l t u r e over nature (Achterberg, 1990). 
The subsequent a s s o c i a t i o n of women w i t h nature r a t h e r 
than c u l t u r e was, some t h i n k , connected w i t h major 
tr a n s f o r m a t i o n s i n other kinds of s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s a f t e r 
t h e r e s t r u c t u r i n g of the economic and p o l i t i c a l systems 
a t the s t a r t of the modern world system (Schlegel, 1990). 

This h i s t o r y of the " f a l l of women" i n ancient times i s 
one explanation of the existence of p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t i e s 
w i t h which we are f a m i l i a r : mainly western s o c i e t i e s , 
which are h i g h l y s t r a t i f i e d by gender, class and race. 
M e r l i n Stone (1976) suggests t h a t dualism o r i g i n a t e d i n 
the Judaeo-Christian t r a d i t i o n . For her, the Genesis myth 
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of c r e a t i o n i s both h i e r a r c h i c a l and ant h r o p o c e n t r i c , 
l e g i t i m a t i n g t he supposed " d i v i n e r i g h t " of men t o 
dominate and e x p l o i t nature. 

Carolyn Merchant's an a l y s i s of more recent change w i l l be 
discussed below. 

The c o n t r o l and domination of nature by s c i e n t i f i c man 
has h i s t o r i c a l l y been expressed i n sexual metaphors, 
considering the c o n t r o l by men of women, and women's 
s e x u a l i t y , as n a t u r a l . Jordanova describes 18th century 
science and medicine i n B r i t a i n and France as a c t i v i t i e s 
"associated w i t h sexual metaphors which were c l e a r l y 
expressed i n desi g n a t i n g nature as a woman t o be 
unve i l e d , unclothed and penetrated by masculine science" 
(Jordanova, 1980:42-69). I t was considered t h a t nature 
and f e m i n i n i t y were associated, and t h a t t o enable 
s o c i e t y t o continue advancing i n science, t o become more 
" c i v i l i z e d " , both nature and f e m i n i n i t y had t o be 
dominated. C i v i l i z a t i o n was seen as a marriage i n which 
nature (the b r i d e ) was t o be tamed by the mind of men 
(the groom). S c i e n t i s t s were advised t o t o r t u r e nature's 
secrets i n order t o modernize: That o l d e r science 
represented only a female o f f s p r i n g , passive, weak, 
expectant, but now a son was born (the new science), 
a c t i v e , v i r i l e , generative (Achterberg, 1990; Merchant, 
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1989). 

I n 1884, Engels, i n "The O r i g i n of the Family, P r i v a t e 
Property and State", proposed a theory of women's 
subo r d i n a t i o n . He explained the d i v i s i o n of labour as a 
n a t u r a l occurrence. Men hunted, fought wars and procured 
the raw m a t e r i a l f o r food; they were the masters of the 
f o r e s t . I n Engels, view, women looked a f t e r the house, 
prepared food, wove; they were the mistresses of the 
house. Each sex owned what was needed f o r i t s a c t i v i t i e s , 
and t h e r e was communal pr o p e r t y : house, garden and boat. 
There e x i s t e d the "Mother's Right", which was t h e only 
t i e recognized ( r e l a t i n g mother and c h i l d ) and which was 
the basis of s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n . 

Engels considered the domestication of animals 
transformed t h i s " n a t u r a l s t a t e " . He thought i t t o be the 
f i r s t major development of the pr o d u c t i v e f o r c e s . (He 
could s t i l l not e x p l a i n how communal c a t t l e became 
p r i v a t e p roperty.) C a t t l e became the p r i v a t e p r o p e r t y of 
men, not of women, because, he says, men were the ones 
who hunted and procured other n e c e s s i t i e s of l i f e . This 
change had dramatic consequences: the household became a 
p r i v a t e s e r v i c e and the w i f e became a servant, excluded 
from a l l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n s o c i a l p r o d u c t i o n . Men 
abolished the "Mother's Right" and transformed the 



m a t r i l i n e a l descent i n t o p a t r i l i n e a l descent. Engels 
c a l l e d t h i s "The H i s t o r i c a l Defeat of the Female Sex". 
The man took command of the house (Aaby, [no d a t e ] ) . 

This view has been very i n f l u e n t i a l because of the 
importance of Engels t o s o c i a l i s t w r i t e r s and s t a t e s ; i t 
i s s t i l l much discussed. 

Many misconceptions have been found i n Engels' theory, 
e s p e c i a l l y ethnographic e r r o r s , and the theory has become 
questionable. According t o Peter Aaby, Engels' o r i g i n a l 
s o c i e t y was based on mutual dependency; but t h i s 
r e l a t i o n s h i p v a r i e d according t o the e c o l o g i c a l 
circumstances of the soc i e t y ' s settlement and t o the 
q u a l i t y of i t s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h other groups and i n 
co n d i t i o n s where hunting became c r i t i c a l or excl u s i v e 
then men came i n t o c o n t r o l . Aaby considers t h a t "the 
grea t e r the degree of c o n t r o l and i n f l u e n c e obtained by 
one sex as a r e s u l t of the h i s t o r i c a l , s t r u c t u r a l and 
e c o l o g i c a l c o n d i t i o n s the more i t s p o s i t i o n was 
strengthened i n the process of s o c i a l r e p roduction. 
Complementarity changes and causes imbalance i n power" 
(Aaby, [no d a t e ] ) . This summarizes the view now widely 
h e l d . 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p of science, s e x u a l i t y and the 
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p a t r i a r c h a l order can also be s t u d i e d a t a more a b s t r a c t 
l e v e l . A p a t r i a r c h a l way of thought i s s a i d t o 
dichotomize the world i n t o systems of c o n t r o l and 
domination. A p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y d i v i d e s the c i v i l i z e d 
w o r l d i n t o the p u b l i c - p o l i t i c a l (men) and p r i v a t e -
domestic (women) spheres. From here, t h e r e seems t o have 
developed a p a t t e r n of d u a l i t i e s : men are t o women as 
c u l t u r e i s t o nature, as mind i s t o body, as s u b j e c t i s 
t o o b j e c t , as domination i s t o s u b o r d i n a t i o n (Ortner, 
1974) . 

The o r i g i n of t h i s D u a l i s t i c philosophy i s explained by: 

A) The h i s t o r i c a l / i d e o l o g i c a l approach: t h i s t r a c e s the 
development of dualism i n p a t r i a r c h a l c u l t u r e s , w i t h 
t h e i r concomitant ranking of two halves: mind and body, 
s p i r i t and f l e s h , women and men, a l l seen as opposites 
r a t h e r than as complements, and a l l c o n t a i n i n g a superior 
and an i n f e r i o r h a l f . As a r e s u l t , body, f l e s h , nature 
and women have been l i n k e d i n mythology, philosophy and 
l i t e r a t u r e as the degraded i n f e r i o r h a l f of the d u a l i t y 
( D i n n e r s t e i n , 1988). 

H i s t o r i c a l / i d e o l o g i c a l t h e o r i s t s vary i n t h e i r 
explanations of the o r i g i n s of t h i s d u a l i s t i c philosophy: 
some l o c a t e them i n p r e h i s t o r y , others i n the Judaeo-
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C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , others i n the Enlightenment or the 
I n d u s t r i a l Revolution, as we have j u s t seen ( M e r l i n Stone 
and Carolyn Merchant). 

B) The complementary p s y c h o l o g i c a l / p h y s i o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g y 
suggests t h a t the female and male psychologies would be 
el i m i n a t e d i f men assumed equal r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r c h i l d 
care. Under equal p a r e n t i n g boys would i d e n t i f y w i t h 
t h e i r b i o l o g i c a l l y s i m i l a r f a t h e r , e l i m i n a t i n g the 
separation and a l i e n a t i o n caused by ex c l u s i v e mothering. 
This would change male a t t i t u d e s and i n t e g r a t e 
t r a d i t i o n a l "women's work" i n t o t he male domain 
(Chodorow, 1974). 

This approach ( D i n n e r s t e i n , 1988; Chodorow, 1974), t r a c e s 
the o r i g i n s of the subor d i n a t i o n of women t o t h e i r 
t r a d i t i o n a l r o l e s as mothers and n u r t u r e r s . I n 
p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t i e s i t i s assumed t h a t since women 
gestate, g i v e b i r t h and suckle new human l i f e , they are 
b e t t e r n u r t u r e r s and care g i v e r s than men. As a r e s u l t , 
women are almost always responsible f o r c h i l d care. 

Nancy Chodorow's work on sex r o l e s , gender and the 
i n s t i t u t i o n of mothering has been very i n f l u e n t i a l 
because she r e j e c t e d the theory t h a t women's u n i v e r s a l 
primary r o l e i n c h i l d care could be explained by b i o l o g y 
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or by a p a t r i a r c h a l s o c i e t y which p r o h i b i t e d other r o l e s 
t o women. She considered t h a t "women's mothering 
perpetuates i t s e l f through s o c i a l - s t r u c t u r a l l y induced 
psyc h o l o g i c a l mechanisms. Her conclusion i s t h a t because 
i n e a r l y childhood experiences males and females develop 
d i f f e r e n t l y , subsequently a d u l t men tend t o f e a r t h i n g s 
t h a t are d i f f e r e n t from themselves, w i t h the end e f f e c t 
t h a t they d e s i r e t o c o n t r o l and e x p l o i t people, t h i n g s , 
s i t u a t i o n s and surroundings (women and nature i n c l u d e d ) , 
i n a world w i t h d u a l i s t i c values. 

So, t o achieve women's l i b e r a t i o n , men and women should 
share p a r e n t i n g r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s e q u a l l y , so t h a t 
c h i l d r e n grow up being "parented" by both genders from 
t h e i r e a r l i e s t days. 

111.3.- Nan:culture::women:nature 

The explanatory uses of the dichotomy c u l t u r e / n a t u r e , as 
opposed t o men/women, can be t r a c e d back t o Simone de 
Beauvoir (1952) and Margaret Mead (1949). They were the 
f i r s t t o focus on sexual i n e q u a l i t i e s from a cross-
c u l t u r a l perspective and t o t r y t o g i v e explanations 
e i t h e r w i t h c u l t u r a l or b i o l o g i c a l u n i v e r s a l s or by 
s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l l y constructed s o c i a l formations; both 
b e l i e v e d i n u n i v e r s a l sexual asymmetry (Sanday, 1990). 
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Mead t a l k e d of the existence of " p r e - c u l t u r a l " sex 
d i f f e r e n c e s which a f f e c t e d both s o c i a l r o l e s and 
temperament (Mead, 1949). For her, t h e r e e x i s t e d s o c i a l l y 
r e l e v a n t b i o l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s . 

Simone de Beauvoir was very much i n f l u e n c e d by various 
t h i n k e r s . She accepted Levi-Strauss's (1969) p r o p o s i t i o n 
regarding o p p o s i t i o n and d u a l i t y i n the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n 
from nature t o c u l t u r e ("from raw food t o cooked"), and 
l i k e him, b e l i e v e d i n the existence of s t a t i c f e a t u r e s i n 
the c u l t u r a l e l a b o r a t i o n of sex d i f f e r e n c e s . From Hegel, 
she accepted views on "the deep s t r u c t u r e s of the human 
mind". She read St. Thomas, who regarded woman as the 
"imperfect man", and A r i s t o t l e , who bel i e v e d t h a t "female 
i s female by a lack of c e r t a i n q u a l i t i e s " . She 
constructed s o c i o - c u l t u r a l u n i v e r s a l s t h a t she thought 
explained t he sexual asymetries (The Second Sex, 1952). 
She considered t h a t the symbols which d e f i n e masculine 
and feminine conform t o a s t a t i c d i a l e c t i c p a t t e r n of 
bin a r y o p p o s i t i o n i n a l l s o c i e t i e s and t h a t t h i s 
d i a l e c t i c f o l l o w s a u n i v e r s a l p a t t e r n which i s the 
as s o c i a t i o n man:woman::culture:nature; and t h a t , because 
of the nature of t h i s d i a l e c t i c , men were placed i n the 
dominant p o s i t i o n and e x p l o i t e d women as c u l t u r e e x p l o i t s 
nature. She belie v e d t h a t the o p p o s i t i o n male/female 
e x i s t e d more as a negation of each other than as 



55 
complements. 

The approaches t o the man:culture::woman:nature debate 
vary, as we have seen. Some w r i t e r s are h i g h l y emotional 
and passionate (Susan G r i f f i n , Vandana Shiva); and, even 
when not convincing everyone, they make powerful 
impressions as they d e l i v e r t h e i r f u r i o u s message of 
anger towards men, p a t r i a r c h y and c a p i t a l i s m . Others 
argue more s y s t e m a t i c a l l y , d e a l i n g w i t h aspects of 
h i s t o r y , philosophy and psychology and anthropology. 
Their arguments r e s t on d e t a i l e d evidence and seek t o 
convince c r i t i c s ; the form of argument i s " r a t i o n a l " and 
" s c i e n t i f i c " , and " o b j e c t i v i t y " i s s o u g h t - a l l a t t r i b u t e s 
which are s t r o n g l y c r i t i c i z e d by the f i r s t group as being 
p a t r i a r c h a l t r a i t s . Among these l a t t e r f e m i n i s t s we f i n d 
Carolyn Merchant and Sherry Ortner, whose work w i l l be 
discussed a t greater l e n g t h below. 

We have seen t h a t language i t s e l f shapes understanding. 
Anna Meigs (1990), A l i c e Schlegel (1990), Alma G o t t l i e b 
(1990), Rena Lederman (1990), and Peggy Reeves Sanday 
(1990), have demonstrated t h a t "gender r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s 
are m u l t i f a c e t e d and must be understood f i r s t i n terms of 
the context i n which they appear and second i n terms of 
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t h e i r f i t w i t h other representations i n other contexts" 
(Sanday, 1990). That i s a s i g n i f i c a n t change from the 
usual western approach t o gender as "a sexual d i f f e r e n c e 
t h a t remained i n v a r i a n t across a l l c o n t e x t s " (Sanday, 
1990). 

An t h r o p o l o g i s t s have o f t e n used the concept of p o l l u t i o n 
by women's b o d i l y substances as an explanation. This 
supposedly c o n t r i b u t e s t o women's sub o r d i n a t i o n by making 
them nearer t o nature, w i t h t he analogy: 
male:female::pure:polluting. The concept, however, has 
proved t o be not u n i v e r s a l , as had been thought; Alma 
G o t t l i e b (1990) i n her research on the I v o r y Coast has 
proved t h a t t h e r e i t i s not t r u e or r e l e v a n t . 

The system of the Beng of the Cote d ' l v o i r e , u n l i k e many 
other systems t h a t have been c l a s s i f i e d as bi n a r y models 
of gender r e l a t i o n s t h a t see women only as symbolic 
t h r e a t s t o men, seems t o have two very d i s t i n c t models of 
gender symbolism: one t h a t stresses female s e x u a l i t y 
alone but i n both a p o s i t i v e and a negative way and t h a t 
emphasizes female r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and another t h a t 
stresses male-female s e x u a l i t y and blames the sex act 
i t s e l f as p o l l u t i n g . This case, G o t t l i e b p o i n t s out, 
challenges us t o consider the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of m u l t i p l e 
models w i t h i n a s i n g l e s o c i e t y , as w e l l as lo o k i n g i n t o 
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s o c i a l contexts " t h a t d e f i n e and r e d e f i n e what could only 
be glossed crudely as female p o l l u t i o n " ( G o t t l i e b , 
1990:130). 

F i n a l l y , t h e r e i s one l a s t group of people ( B l e i e r , 
1984) , who consider t h a t " i t i s now a n a c h r o n i s t i c " i n the 
extreme" t o continue discussion on na t u r e - n u r t u r e ; 
heredity-environment". They question i t as a serious 
i n t e l l e c t u a l issue, and are s u r p r i s e d t h a t the argument 
continues. For them, the worst aspect i s t h e use t h a t can 
be made of these ideas i n p o l i t i c s , e s p e c i a l l y i n keeping 
women and non-whites subordinated ( w i t h t he backing of 
" s c i e n t i f i c research"). Some consider t h a t "the lengthy 
discussions of the western t r a d i t i o n t h a t a l l i e s females 
t o nature and males t o c u l t u r e seem l i k e a pervasive 
c u l t u r a l axiom, t r a c i n g i t s expression i n medical, 
educational and s o c i a l ideology of the 18th and 19th 
century" (Schlegel, 1990). They consider t h a t the 
nature / n u r t u r e debate i s "conceptually inadequate" and 
" s i m p l i s t i c " (Segal, 1990). We s h a l l now see how selected 
authors have approached the women:nature debate, and what 
response they have evoked. 
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CHAPTER IV 

SELECTED WRITERS ON WOMEN AND NATURE 

The discourse on women and nature and even on ecofeminism 
i s best entered through an examination of selected 
w r i t e r s . The most i n f l u e n t i a l w i l l be reviewed here. 

I V . l . - Susan G r i f f i n 

Susan G r i f f i n ' s main statement i s found i n : Woman and 
Nature: The Roaring I n s i d e Her (1978). 

I t i s b e a u t i f u l l y w r i t t e n i n the l i t e r a r y sense. The way 
i n which she uses language, w i t h many symbolic phrases 
and two "voices" c a r r y i n g along i n p a r a l l e l , one being 
the women's voice, the other the men's or p a t r i a r c h y ' s 
v o i c e , and the idea of women and nature's s p e c i a l 
r e l a t i o n , both being subordinated, i s made very c l e a r , i n 
a p o e t i c and s e n s i t i v e manner: "we are the rocks, we are 
the s o i l , we are t r e e s , r i v e r s , we are wind, we c a r r y the 
b i r d s , we are horses, we are..." ("we" meaning a l l 
women). She overlaps i t w i t h the language of p a t r i a r c h y : 
" t h a t as regards h i s i n t e l l e c t u a l f a c u l t i e s , the Negro 
partakes of the nature of the c h i l d or the female or the 
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s e n i l e white", c r e a t i n g an emotional response t h a t could 
e v e n t u a l l y lead to a r e t h i n k i n g of the whole of 
humanity's (not only men's) behaviour towards women and 
nature. 

For Susan G r i f f i n , h i s t o r y has been a powerful t o o l to 

remind women t h a t men are e q u i v a l e n t to c u l t u r e : she sees 

men as u n i v e r s a l i n v e n t o r s and d i s c o v e r e r s , man's t r u t h 

i s u n i v e r s a l . She p o r t r a y s women as r e c i p i e n t s f o r 

f e e l i n g s , regarded by men as too extreme or non e x i s t e n t . 

She has b a s i c a l l y separated men and women as being two 

t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t s p e c i e s , w ith nothing i n common. For 

her, women are n a t u r a l , n o n - c u l t u r a l , mortal, and men are 

the opposite, non-natural, c u l t u r a l , non-female and 

transcendent. 

To Susan G r i f f i n "those of us who are born female are 

ofte n l e s s s e v e r e l y a l i e n a t e d from nature than a r e most 

men" ( G r i f f i n , 1978) . For her (as f o r Adrienne R i c h , 

another r a d i c a l American f e m i n i s t ) , i t i s the c a p a c i t y to 

bear c h i l d r e n t h a t g i v e s the a b i l i t y t o connect 

themselves with what Adrienne R i c h c a l l s "The essence of 

womanhood"; being i n touch with the e s s e n t i a l l y c r e a t i v e 

nature, i s what b a s i c a l l y connects women and nature, both 

of whom are c r e a t i v e and n u r t u r i n g . But although Susan 

G r i f f i n emphasises the s i g n i f i c a n c e of female biology, 
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she does recognize t h a t the idea of nature i s c u l t u r a l l y 

constructed, being man- made. S t i l l , i t i s her f e e l i n g 

t h a t women should express "what i s s t i l l w i l d i n us", and 

th i n k through her body women's bodies. 

Much of Susan G r i f f i n ' s work has emotional and even 

i n t e l l e c t u a l appeal, but i t can be s e v e r e l y c r i t i c i z e d . 

I t can be argued t h a t Susan G r i f f i n seems to be 

r e f l e c t i n g on her own experience, and t h a t by 

g e n e r a l i z i n g she a l i e n a t e s h e r s e l f from those women who 

th i n k t h a t , by making the s p i r i t u a l component of humanity 

the female component, she i s weakening the cause of 

feminism. She sees men and women, who a r e sexual 

p a r t n e r s , as a n t a g o n i s t i c . But i t should be r e a l i z e d t h a t 

men and women a l s o r e l a t e i n other ways, as s i s t e r s and 

brothers, as mothers and sons, as f r i e n d s , and i n these 

contexts, a t t i t u d e s vary. Her a t t i t u d e s towards 

P a t r i a r c h y ("...ovum i s nature; sperm i s the s p i r i t with 

new v a r i a t i o n s " . . . ) , racism ("...minds of women and 

i n f e r i o r r a c e s . . . " ) , and androcentrism, ("...women who 

have s u r v i v e d a r e those who have succeeded i n p l e a s i n g 

men...") are e s s e n t i a l i s t , and p o s s i b l y t y p i c a l of an 

extreme r a d i c a l f e m i n i s t who assumes t h a t ALL men are 

NATURALLY bad and a l l women are NATURALLY good; women are 

very u n r e a l i s t i c a l l y sublimated by her. And f o r t h i s , she 

could be c a l l e d s e x i s t . 
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IV.2.= Sherry B. ort n e r 

e 

For Sherry Ortner the r e l a t i o n women-nature i s my t h i c a l 

(Ortner, 1974) . Her aim i s to i d e n t i f y and l o c a t e the 

c u l t u r a l v a l u a t i o n s t h a t make women appear as " c l o s e r to 

nature"; she co n s i d e r s t h a t "the whole scheme i s a 

c o n s t r u c t of c u l t u r e r a t h e r than a f a c t of nature" 

(Ortner, 1974) . Women b e l i e v e d i f f e r e n t l y and thus behave 

d i f f e r e n t l y . She suggests t h a t women a r e a s s o c i a t e d with 

nature and men with "the higher ground of c u l t u r e " i n the 

gender symbolism of a l l human s o c i e t i e s , so t h a t women 

are t h e r e f o r e u n i v e r s a l l y devalued. For her, the se a r c h 

f o r a genuinely e g a l i t a r i a n , l e t alone m a t r i a r c h a l 

c u l t u r e , has proved f r u i t l e s s . I n looking f o r an 

explanation f o r t h i s apparently u n i v e r s a l d e v a l u a t i o n of 

women, she d i s c a r d s the idea of b i o l o g i c a l determinism. 

She accepts male/female b i o l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s as long as 

they a r e seen " w i t h i n the framework of c u l t u r a l l y defined 

v a l u e systems" (Ortner, 1974:71). She has t h e r e f o r e 

looked f o r explanations i n the " l i g h t of other 

u n i v e r s a l s " l i k e human r e l a t i o n s t o non-human nature. 

T h i s she c o n s i d e r s to be the one t h i n g common to every 

c u l t u r e t h a t l e a d s to women being devalued through t h e i r 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n w ith nature. And, she argues, nature w i l l 

always be opposed t o c u l t u r e , which generates and 

s u s t a i n s systems of thought and technology" t h a t enable 
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humanity (men) to transcend the n a t u r a l world" (Ortner, 

1974). 

Ortner develops three p o i n t s : 

a) Women have a body with " p r o c r e a t i v e f u n c t i o n s " 

s p e c i f i c to women alone, which i s involved i n producing 

l i f e . T h i s p l a c e s women nearer t o nature. 

b) Because of these b o d i l y f u n c t i o n s , women are put i n 

s o c i a l r o l e s which are considered i n f e r i o r t o men's 

c u l t u r a l r o l e s . 

c) And because of these t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i a l r o l e s , women 

develop a "psy c h i c s t r u c t u r e " which i s a l s o seen as 

c l o s e r to nature. 

a) I n developing t h i s p o i n t she agrees with Simone de 

Beauvoir t h a t "more of a woman's' body space, f o r a 

g r e a t e r percentage of her l i f e t i m e , and a t some 

-sometimes g r e a t - c o s t to her personal h e a l t h , s t r e n g t h , 

and general s t a b i l i t y , i s taken up with the n a t u r a l 

p r o c e s s e s surrounding the reproduction of the s p e c i e s " 

(Beauvoir, 1952). Women c r e a t e " p e r i s h a b l e s , human 

beings"; but men, l a c k i n g n a t u r a l c r e a t i v e f u n c t i o n s , 

a s s e r t t h e i r c r e a t i v i t y through i n v e n t i n g t h i n g s , e t e r n a l 
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and transcendent. For Ortner, a man's physiology l e a v e s 
him f r e e to i n v o l v e h i m s e l f i n c u l t u r a l p r o j e c t s (Ortner, 
1974). 

With t h i s argument, the f a c t t h a t men's oft e n d e s t r u c t i v e 

a c t i v i t i e s (warfare, hunting) are given t r a n s c e n d e n t a l 

p r e s t i g e over women's a b i l i t y to produce l i f e seemed to 

be somehow explained by her. But Ortner c o n s i d e r s t h a t by 

t h i n k i n g , t a l k i n g , c r e a t i n g and manipulating symbols, 

languages and v a l u e s women have proved t h a t they a l s o 

belong to c u l t u r e , y e t , by accepting t h e i r i n f e r i o r i t y 

women have taken c u l t u r e ' s p o i n t of view. Marilyn 

S t r a t h e r n , (1981:178), d i s a g r e e s . T h i s then, according t o 

Ortner, l o c a t e s women i n an intermediate p o s i t i o n between 

nature and c u l t u r e , although s t i l l lower i n the s c a l e of 

transcendence than men. Also, women s o c i a l i z e the 

c h i l d r e n , and transform them i n t o c u l t u r e d a d u l t s from 

being "mere organisms" (Ortner, 1974:80) , so women cannot 

be a l l nature. She agrees with L e v i - S t r a u s s (1969) who 

o r i g i n a l l y made the r e l a t i o n Woman- Nature, comparing raw 

foods with nature and cooked ones with c u l t u r e . The 

transformation from raw to cooked r e p r e s e n t s a conversion 

process from nature t o c u l t u r e . 

b) Women's s o c i a l r o l e s are determined ( a t l e a s t confined 

and l i m i t e d ) by our p h y s i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n s t o c e r t a i n 
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s o c i a l contexts which are a l s o r e l a t e d t o nature: i n 
p a r t i c u l a r the l a c t a t i o n process motivates women's 
confinement to the domestic f a m i l y context. Following 
L e v i - S t r a u s s , Sherry Ortner b e l i e v e s t h a t the f a c t t h a t 
women and fa m i l y go n a t u r a l l y together strengthens the 
r e l a t i o n woman-nature, because t h e r e i s an opposition 
between the terms domestic/public, very much r e l a t e d to 
the opposition n a t u r e / c u l t u r e . 

c) Women's psyche i s " d i f f e r e n t " from men's. 

Ortner argues t h a t the u n i v e r s a l " p s y c h i c a l " d i f f e r e n c e s 

between men and women are: r e l a t i v e concreteness ( f . ) v s . 

r e l a t i v e a b s t r a c t n e s s (m.) and r e l a t i v e s u b j e c t i v i t y ( f . ) 

v s . r e l a t i v e o b j e c t i v i t y (m.). These d i f f e r e n c e s , which 

are c u l t u r a l l y acquired, have f u r t h e r c o n t r i b u t e d t o the 

view t h a t men are more c u l t u r a l than women (Ortner, 

1974:82) . Here too, Ortner f i n d s women somehow r e l a t e d to 

c u l t u r e because of t h e i r a b i l i t y t o form personal 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s with a c e r t a i n degree of commitment t o them 

(not only the mother- c h i l d r e l a t i o n ) . By seeking these 

types of r e l a t i o n s , " t y p i c a l of women", women become 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the h i g h e s t l e v e l s of the c u l t u r a l 

process (Ortner, 1974:83). 
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IV.3.1.- c r i t i q u e s Of Ortner: Maria Lepowsky, H e n r i e t t a 

Moore, Carole Pateman, Bradd Shore. 

Although Ortner's theory has been c r i t i c i s e d , i t s t i l l 

c onsidered by some as a u s e f u l s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r 

d i s c u s s i n g the c u l t u r a l c o n s t r u c t i o n of gender and f o r 

examining how the symbolic a s s o c i a t i o n given t o the 

c a t e g o r i e s "man" and "woman" can be understood as the 

r e s u l t of c u l t u r a l i d e o l o g i e s r a t h e r than as inherent 

q u a l i t i e s of physiology (Moore, 1988; B l e i e r , 1985). 

Ortner was i n f l u e n c e d by Simone de Beauvoir (1952) and 

L e v i - S t r a u s s (1969) and t h e i r theory of opposition, which 

r e a f f i r m e d the b e l i e f s i n a u n i v e r s a l s e x u a l asymmetry. 

She, together with H a r r i e t t Whitehead, argued f o r the 

c u l t u r a l c o n s t r u c t i o n of gender r e l a t i o n s . For t h e i r 

r e s e a r c h they used a n a l y t i c c a t e g o r i e s such as sex s t a t u s 

and u n i v e r s a l male dominance, and dichotomies l i k e 

public/domestic, a l l of which have been challenged now by 

new r e s e a r c h i n t o gender r e l a t i o n s (Lepowsky, 1990; 

S c h l e g e l , 1990; Sanday and Goodenough, 1990). 

The f i n d i n g s of Maria Lepowsky, among others (such as 

C a r o l i n e Bledsoe (1980) who found out t h a t marriage and 

c h i l d bearing do not a u t o m a t i c a l l y a s s o c i a t e women with 

n a t u r e ) , challenge Sherry Ortner's theory. Maria 
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Lepowsky's (1990) r e s e a r c h with the V a n a t i n a i (who l i v e 

i n one l a r g e i s l a n d 225 m i l e s southeast of mainland New 

Guinea) has l e d her to b e l i e v e t h a t t h e i r mythology and 

b e l i e f s about the s u p e r n a t u r a l bases of power and r i t u a l 

p r a c t i c e do not separate out female v s . male domains of 

power or give p r i v i l e g e to one gender over the other. 

Females, she says, are as c u l t u r a l and as n a t u r a l as 

males and are j u s t as e s s e n t i a l to the c o n s t r u c t i o n and 

c o n t i n u i t y of the human and s u p e r n a t u r a l worlds. The 

gender ideology of the V a n a t i n a i holds both male and 

female as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of nature and c u l t u r e ; both 

have n a t u r e / c u l t u r e a t t r i b u t e s t o the same degree. I n 

myth, both males and females c o n t r i b u t e t o c u l t u r e . For 

them, Maria Lepowsky has found, women a r e held 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r both b i o l o g i c a l and c u l t u r a l 

reproduction. Death and b i r t h remain i n the domain of 

nature as opposed to c u l t u r e , and both men and women have 

the power t o destroy. (The V a n a t i n a i s a r e considered as 

an e g a l i t a r i a n s o c i e t y . ) 

Another s o c i e t y , the people from Misima, Paneati and 

Calvados Chain I s l a n d s , have witches, the d e s t r o y e r s of 

l i f e , who are u s u a l l y women; and h e a l e r s , who are u s u a l l y 

men and who counteract the power of w i t c h c r a f t (Lepowsky, 

1990) . T h i s too c o n t r a d i c t s Sherry Ortner's theory. Edwin 

Ardener (1975) has a l s o found i n Y e r a n i a t h a t women, when 
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transforming food, are considered as the agent i n the 

c u l t u r a l process and by extension, the man i s designated 

to "nature" through h i s a c t i v i t i e s o u t s i d e the home. 

H e n r i e t t a Moore's w r i t i n g s d e a l e s p e c i a l l y w i t h the 

assumed u n i v e r s a l subordination of women. I n "Feminism 

and Anthropology" (1988) she d e a l s with "what i t i s t o be 

a woman", the c u l t u r a l v a r i a t i o n s of the category "woman" 

through space and time and how these v a r i a t i o n s a c t u a l l y 

r e l a t e t o women's p o s i t i o n i n d i f f e r e n t s o c i e t i e s . I n 

doing so, she has a r r i v e d , as many an t h r o p o l o g i s t s have 

done, a t the question of the o r i g i n s and u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n 

of women's subordination. She c o n s i d e r s t h a t Sherry 

Ortner's reasons f o r c o n s i d e r i n g women as c l o s e r to 

nature " r a i s e a whole s e r i e s of i s s u e s from the 

foundations of the f e m i n i s t c r i t i q u e , but which a l s o 

t h r e a t e n a t moments, to overwhelm i t " (Moore, 1988:14). 

She c o n s i d e r s t h a t her formulation t h a t "nature i s to 

c u l t u r e what female i s t o male", has provided s o c i a l 

anthropology with a powerful a n a l y t i c a l framework which 

has had gr e a t impact on the d i s c i p l i n e i n the l a t e 70's 

and e a r l y 80's (Moore, 1988:15). But she questions the 

u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n of women as c l o s e r to nature than men, 

c h i e f l y because she c o l l e c t e d information from the 

Kaulong ( i n New B r i t a i n ) s o c i e t y (Moore, 1988:17) which 

seemed t o point s t r o n g l y to a c r o s s c u l t u r a l v a r i a b i l i t y 
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i n men's and women's behaviour. H e n r i e t t a Moore agrees 

with Sherry Ortner's argument t h a t women are r e l a t e d to 

nature through t h e i r physiology and rep r o d u c t i v e r o l e s , 

which some c u l t u r e s regard as p o l l u t i n g . But men too, she 

contends, i n s o c i e t i e s l i k e the Kaulong s o c i e t y , are 

r e l a t e d t o the f o r e s t and the n a t u r a l world through t h e i r 

involvement i n s e x u a l r e l a t i o n s . Following Jane Goodale 

(1980), she bases her f i n d i n g s on the Kaulong model, i n 

which both women and men are a s s o c i a t e d with nature 

through t h e i r involvement with reproduction. She 

questions Sherry Ortner's u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n because i n her 

view, t h e r e i s no strong evidence t o r e l a t e men and 

c u l t u r e , which i s a frequent a s s o c i a t i o n when women and 

nature a r e r e l a t e d . 

C a r o l e Pateman (1985) c o n s i d e r s Sherry Ortner as having 

had g r e a t i n f l u e n c e i n anthropology, but d i s a g r e e s with 

her, c o n s i d e r i n g t h a t she f a i l e d to g i v e s u f f i c i e n t 

weight to the fundamental f a c t s t h a t women and men are 

s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l beings, or t h a t "nature" always has 

a s o c i a l meaning which v a r i e s among d i f f e r e n t s o c i e t i e s 

and times. "She does not agree with approaching the 

" u n i v e r s a l i t y " of women's subordination by ask i n g 

questions i n u n i v e r s a l terms and looking f o r genera l 

answers formulated i n terms of u n i v e r s a l dichotomies. For 

her, the d i s t i n c t i o n between the domestic/private l i f e of 
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women and the p u b l i c l i f e of men does not have the same 

meaning i n pre-modern european s o c i e t y as i n our present 

c a p i t a l i s t s o c i e t y . 

Bradd Shore (1981) b e l i e v e s t h a t the assumption t h a t 

women a r e a s s o c i a t e d with nature i s suggesting something 

about how they are ca t e g o r i z e d ; i t does not mean t h a t 

women are i n f a c t more " n a t u r a l " or l e s s " c u l t u r a l " than 

men. He b e l i e v e s there i s no ethnographic evidence t o 

prove t h a t a l l s o c i e t i e s have e l a b o r a t e d an e x p l i c i t 

dichotomy between nature and c u l t u r e , or even t h a t binary 

opposites w i l l be c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the symbolism of 

every c u l t u r e , although many c u l t u r e s do have t h i s binary 

symbolism and the n a t u r e / c u l t u r e dichotomy i s i m p l i c i t 

i n a g r e a t d e a l of t h i s symbolism. I t i s i n these c a s e s 

t h a t we can expect the females t o be a s s o c i a t e d with 

nature. He too questions Sherry Ortner's 

u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n , on the b a s i s of h i s f i n d i n g s i n Samoa, 

where the symbolism of women and of gender i t s e l f i s 

importantly framed by the double v a l e n c e of the feminine. 

Agreeing with Sherry Ortner, he acc e p t s t h a t t h i s s t a t e 

of a f f a i r s may w e l l o r i g i n a t e i n c e r t a i n f a c t s of nature, 

i n the physiology and psychology of reproduction, but i t 

i s e q u a l l y t r u e t h a t any p a r t i c u l a r conception of the 

feminine i s the handiwork of c u l t u r e and must be 

i n t e r p r e t e d as such. 
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Sherry Ortner and her c r i t i c s a re a t the cen t r e of the 
woman/ nature debate, and generate e x t e n s i v e academic 
d i s c u s s i o n . 

IV.4.- Marilyn S t r a t h e r n and M e l i s s a Llewelyn-Davies 

These two f e m i n i s t s suggest, from t h e i r f i n d i n g s i n Mount 

Hagen, New Guinea, ( S t r a t h e r n , 1981) and among the 

A f r i c a n Masai r e s p e c t i v e l y , (Llewelyn-Davies, 1981) t h a t 

the dimension of opposition between the sexes i s the 

c o n t r a s t between what Marilyn S t r a t h e r n c a l l s 

" s e l f - i n t e r e s t " and "the s o c i a l good". (Ortner and 

Whitehead, 1981:7) T h i s means t h a t women are more 

involved with p r i v a t e and more p a r t i c u l a r concerns t h a t 

b e n e f i t themselves and t h e i r c h i l d r e n whereas men have a 

more u n i v e r s a l i s t i c concern with the w e l f a r e of the 

s o c i a l whole. T h i s a s s o c i a t i o n i s , they contend, found i n 

many c u l t u r e s and i s r e l a t e d t o a widespread 

" s o c i o l o g i c a l d i s t i n c t i o n of the sexes". Almost 

u n i v e r s a l l y men have c o n t r o l of the p u b l i c domain and i n 

the same way women are confined t o the "domestic domain", 

i n charge of t h e i r f a m i l i e s (Ortner and Whitehead, 

1981:7). T h i s r e l a t i o n has been "sensed and a r t i c u l a t e d " 

before, by, among others, L e v i - S t r a u s s (1969), who sees 
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f a m i l y " ) and the p u b l i c domain as the f i r s t t r u l y 

" c u l t u r a l a c t " which invokes the nature- c u l t u r e 

opposition i n r e f e r e n c e to the domestic-public 

d i s t i n c t i o n . They consi d e r t h a t the suggested 

o p p o s i t i o n s : n a t u r e - c u l t u r e , domestic-public, s e l f 

i n t e r e s t - s o c i a l good, d e r i v e from the same c e n t r a l 

s o c i o l o g i c a l i n s i g h t : t h a t the sphere of s o c i a l a c t i v i t y 

predominantly a s s o c i a t e d with males encompasses the 

sphere predominantly a s s o c i a t e d with females, and f o r 

t h i s reason i s c u l t u r a l l y accorded higher v a l u e . 

M e l i s s a Llewelyn-Davies a l s o questions whether the 

concept female-nature v s . male-culture i s a u n i v e r s a l 

preoccupation and thus able to account f o r some of the 

c r o s s c u l t u r a l s i m i l a r i t i e s i n the p o s i t i o n of women 

(Llewlyn-Davies 1981:353). The concept of nature, she 

s a y s , i s a v a r i a b l e one, because what i s p e r c e i v e d as 

" c u l t u r a l " must depend upon what i s p e r c e i v e d as 

" n o n - c u l t u r a l " To some, nature i s "the w i l d " (Edwin 

Ardener); to others i t i n c l u d e s female reproduction 

(Sherry O r t n e r ) . Moreover, she continues, as among the 

Masai, the elements of the "not c u l t u r a l " a r e not always 

l i n k e d together i n a s i n g l e concept "nature". She 

questions Sherry Ortner's idea of women's r o l e as c l o s e r 

t o nature because they are confined to "lower l e v e l s " of 
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s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l o r g a n i z a t i o n , again with the Masai 
examples where women are "indeed l e s s c u l t u r a l , though I 
do not b e l i e v e t h a t they are seen correspondingly more 
" n a t u r a l " i n any of the E n g l i s h senses of the word" 
(Llewelyn-Davies, 1981:353). 

S t r a t h e r n i s of the opinion t h a t , w h i l e the 

acknowledgment of gender seems to be u n i v e r s a l , t h e r e are 

some, very few, c u l t u r e s which do not seem to u t i l i z e i t 

to any gr e a t extent. ( S t r a t h e r n , 1976) For the Hagens of 

New Guinea, "maleness" and "femaleness" a r e a l l i e d to a 

s e r i e s of oppositions such as l i f e and death, p i g s and 

b i r d s , but not to c u l t u r e and nature, so the 

n a t u r e / c u l t u r e dichotomy cannot be a p p l i e d i n t h i s case. 

Marilyn S t r a t h e r n c o n s i d e r s t h a t they use gender as an 

a b s t r a c t b a s i s f o r c l a s s i f y i n g the world, but t h a t the 

gender c a t e g o r i e s do not n e c e s s a r i l y exhaust the range of 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r i n d i v i d u a l men and women. 

IV.5.- Carolyn Merchant 

Carolyn Merchant b e l i e v e s i n an age-old a s s o c i a t i o n or 

" a f f i l i a t i o n " , as she c a l l s i t , between woman and nature 

(Merchant, 1980). 
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She w r i t e s i n a very detached manner (vs. the very 

p a s s i o n a t e and s e l f - r i g h t e o u s way i n which r a d i c a l 

e c o f e m i n i s t s d e s c r i b e the same e v e n t s ) . She d e s c r i b e s the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p of PEOPLE with nature, demonstrating, with 

f a c t s , the very important p a r t t h a t women worldwide had 

i n h o r t i c u l t u r e and a g r i c u l t u r e before the i n f l u e n c e of 

western s o c i e t y : knowledge about seed s e l e c t i o n , 

n u t r i t i o n , b i o l o g i c a l c o n t r o l , s e a s o n a l i t y , managing 

storage and d i s t r i b u t i o n , perhaps even t o o l i n v e n t i o n 

(although she accepts she cannot prove t h i s through the 

a r c h a e o l o g i c a l r e c o r d ) . 

Hers i s an h i s t o r i c a l and i d e o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s (Merchant, 

1989) of the major e c o l o g i c a l changes t h a t a f f e c t e d the 

ea r t h between 1600 and 1860, i n which human r e l a t i o n s 

with non-human nature and r e l a t i o n s among men and women 

were changed d r a s t i c a l l y . She t r a c e d i n h i s t o r y the f i r s t 

r e cords of the l i n k s between women and nature and the 

r i s e of male dominance which ended t h i s r e l a t i o n . 

Merchant c o n s i d e r s t h a t s c i e n c e developed from and w i t h i n 

a p a t r i a r c h a l atmosphere t h a t even generated a 

" p a t r i a r c h a l language" and a new c u l t u r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of the word "nature" t h a t seemed t o j u s t i f y domination of 

women and nature. She a l s o sees men, i n the image of 

F r a n c i s Bacon, as having a d e s i r e f o r knowledge about 

"nature's s e c r e t s " , something t h a t , she argues, together 
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with the growth of c a p i t a l i s m l e d t o environmental 
degradation and the "Death of Nature" (Merchant, 1989). 

Carolyn Merchant (1990) examines more r e c e n t h i s t o r i c a l 

a s s o c i a t i o n s between women and nature, e s p e c i a l l y the 

c r u c i a l ones experienced during and s i n c e the s c i e n t i f i c 

r e v o l u t i o n of the 17 t h century. Then the t h e o r e t i c a l 

s t r u c t u r e t h a t dominated the h e a l i n g a r t s , which u n t i l 

then had included women, omitted them. "Women and nature 

were e x p l i c i t l y bound i n the emerging metaphor t h a t 

proclaimed the need to dominate and c o n t r o l the feminine 

f o r c e s " (Acherberg, 1990) . Mind and s p i r i t were from then 

separated, as i s proved by the w r i t i n g s of F r a n c i s Bacon 

on the r e l a t i o n of women and nature, "a r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t 

was obvious to e a r l i e r c u l t u r e s but t h a t was 

r e i n t e r p r e t e d to advance the aims of s c i e n c e " 

(Achterberg, 1990; Merchant, 1990). The predominant 

b e l i e f , f o r s c i e n t i s t s of t h a t time, was t h a t men were 

s u p e r i o r to women, and women were c l o s e r to e a r t h : a 17th 

century metaphor t h a t devalued them i n s t e a d of making 

them worthy of r e s p e c t (Achterberg, 1990; Merchant, 

1990). Merchant d e s c r i b e s an e c o f e m i n i s t i d e a l i n her 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the pre-conquest North American way of 

l i f e (Merchant, 1990) which included the I n d i a n 

environmental e t h i c t h a t maintained s u r v i v a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s between the inanimate world and the 
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i n t e r d e p e n d e n t community o f humans. I n d i a n s had a g r e a t 
r e s p e c t f o r e v e r y t h i n g human and non-human, an " o r g a n i c " 
r e s p e c t , meaning an h o l i s t i c p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e w o r l d 
w h i c h r e a f f i r m s n o t o n l y t h e f e m i n i s t a s p e c t b u t a l s o t h e 
non r a c i s t approach o f t h e f e m i n i s t and eco f e m i n i s t 
movements. 

Another o f h e r r e l e v a n t p o i n t s i s t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f t h e 

s o c i a l r e p r o d u c t i o n a s p e c t o f women's r o l e s ( v s . t h e 

t y p i c a l d e s c r i p t i o n o f ONLY b i o l o g i c a l r e p r o d u c t i o n w i t h 

w h i c h women a r e more commonly r e l a t e d and one o f t h e 

s t r o n g e s t reasons by which t h e y a r e seen as more 

" n a t u r a l " ) . But, a t t h e same t i m e t h a t she i s "making 

women v i s i b l e " by s t a t i n g women's i m p o r t a n c e i n v a r i o u s 

a s p e c t s , she does n o t f o r g e t men. Women a r e n o t made t o 

appear more i m p o r t a n t t h a n men: "The sexes t h u s p l a y e d 

complementary r o l e s i n s u r v i v a l " (Merchant, 1989:84), and 

t h e r e was n o t a s t r i c t gender d i v i s i o n o f l a b o u r . 

( R a d i c a l eco f e m i n i s t s would n o t agree i n t h i s p o i n t ) . I t 

i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o see how she d e s c r i b e s t h e i m p o r t a n c e o f 

t h e c l a s h o f i d e a s , consciousness and symbols, and how 

th e s e a r e used t o j u s t i f y and l e g i t i m a t e t h e s u b j u g a t i o n 

o f w i l d e r n e s s and o f women; o n l y i n t h i s c o n t e x t can t h e 

w i t c h t r i a l s and b u r n i n g o f women, because o f t h e i r 

" a s s o c i a t i o n " and semblance t o n a t u r e , be u n d e r s t o o d . 
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N a t u r e , f r o m b e i n g "mother n a t u r e " and one w i t h humanity, 

i s s i m u l t a n e o u s l y e x p l o i t e d and seen as r e f u g e . 

C o n s e r v a t i o n movements appear, she contends, because o f 

t h e new consciousness o f t h e v a l u e o f p l a n t s , a n i m a l s and 

n a t u r a l scenery w h i c h i s l i n k e d t o female p i e t y . I t i s 

l i k e a new e t h i c r e l a t e d t o God: we now have t h e 

o b l i g a t i o n t o conserve. 

But, b e s i d e s a l l t h i s , she emphasizes t h e need f o r a 

socio-economic r e v o l u t i o n , meaning t h a t we need new 

s o c i o - economic forms, new gender r o l e s , t o break w i t h 

t h e p a t r i a r c h a l and c a p i t a l i s t ways. She o f f e r s an 

a l t e r n a t i v e i d e o l o g y r e g a r d i n g n a t u r e , women and s c i e n c e 

and t e c h n o l o g y . For C a r o l y n Merchant, E n v i r o n m e n t a l i s m 

and R a d i c a l Eco-Feminism have t h e same h o l i s t i c 

p r i n c i p l e s and share t h e b e l i e f t h a t women's c e n t r a l r o l e 

i s k e e p i n g t h e e a r t h c l e a n and u n p o l l u t e d , and b o t h 

d i s a g r e e w i t h c a p i t a l i s m . But she t r e a t s r a t h e r as a 

f i g u r e o f speech, because she s p e c i f i e s t h a t she does n o t 

i n t e n d i n h e r a n a l y s i s t o r e i n s t a t e n a t u r e as t h e mother 

o f humankind, nor t o advocate t h a t woman reassume h e r 

r o l e o f n u r t u r e r as had been d i c t a t e d by h e r h i s t o r i c a l 

i d e n t i t y (Merchant, 1989). She f e e l s t h a t t h e r e i s t h e 

p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h e f u l l e x p r e s s i o n o f b o t h male and 

female t a l e n t f o r t h e maintenance o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

i n t e g r i t y . She r e a l i z e s t h a t changes s h o u l d be made a t 
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t h e l e v e l o f consciousness, w i t h d u a l i t i e s becoming 
i n t e g r a t e d . And a t t h e r e s e a r c h l e v e l , Merchant says t h a t 
by i n c l u d i n g gender a n a l y s i s i n h i s t o r y and by g i v i n g 
r e p r o d u c t i o n as much v a l u e as i t dese r v e s , f u r t h e r 
s t u d i e s w i l l be much more complete and women w i l l become 
more v i s i b l e . Her c o n c l u s i o n s a r e o p t i m i s t i c . W i t h a l l 
t h i s knowledge i n mind she o f f e r s t h e i d e a t h a t , even 
b i a s e d and t r a n s f o r m e d as i t i s now, e c o l o g i c a l t h i n k i n g 
o f f e r s t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f a new r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
humans and non-human n a t u r e t h a t c o u l d mean a more 
a p p r o p r i a t e t r e a t m e n t o f n a t u r e i n t h e f u t u r e . 

T h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p woman/nature has been a cause o f debate 

among f e m i n i s t s , e s p e c i a l l y f e m i n i s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , who 

have p r o b a b l y c o n t r i b u t e d much t o t h e development o f t h e 

f e m i n i s t t h e o r y by p r o v i d i n g a c r o s s - c u l t u r a l p e r s p e c t i v e 

t o w e s t e r n f e m i n i s t s t h a t has h e l p e d prove t h a t gender i s 

c u l t u r a l l y c o n s t r u c t e d and t h a t i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o t a l k 

a bout u n i v e r s a l s l i k e t h e n a t u r e - c u l t u r e d u a l i s m . They 

have proved t h a t women a r e n o t bound i n t h e i r b e h a v i o u r 

by a s i n g l e i d e o l o g i c a l model (Moor,1988). 

But i t s h o u l d be t a k e n i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n i n a l m o s t any 

t y p e o f a n a l y t i c a l r e s e a r c h , t h a t s c i e n t i s t s , l i k e 

everybody e l s e , have a p a r t i c u l a r s e t o f b e l i e f s , b i a s e s , 

v a l u e s , and o p i n i o n s t h a t w i l l a f f e c t i n one way o r o t h e r 
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t h e r e s u l t s o f t h e i r work, e s p e c i a l l y when t h e r e s e a r c h 
touches t h e d a i l y l i f e o f t h e r e s e a r c h e r , as gender 
r e l a t i o n s do. Very o f t e n t h e c h o i c e o f assumptions and o f 
methods as w e l l as t h e c h o i c e o f q u e s t i o n s t o be 
i n v e s t i g a t e d a r e c h o i c e s based on v a l u e s . 

Many o f t h e v a l u e s and p r a c t i c e s most common i n w e s t e r n 

s o c i e t y , and w i t h t h e s t r o n g e s t i n f l u e n c e on i n d i v i d u a l s , 

have been r e i n f o r c e d by r e l i g i o u s b e l i e f s , e s p e c i a l l y 

w i t h J u d a e o - C h r i s t i a n r e l i g i o n s w h i c h promote a male God, 

i n whose image man was c r e a t e d , and who gave men t h e 

p r i v i l e g e t o e x p l o i t n a t u r e ; and by w e s t e r n s c i e n c e and 

t e c h n o l o g y , w h i c h seem t o somehow j u s t i f y women's 

i n f e r i o r i t y by b e i n g d e t e r m i n i s t i c ( b i o l o g y i s d e s t i n y ) 

and by n o t making women v i s i b l e . 

These can g i v e r i s e t o a n d r o c e n t r i c r e a d i n g s o f c e r t a i n 

c u l t u r a l processes t h a t have d i s t o r t e d o r covered up t h e 

s i g n i f i c a n c e o f female a c t i o n i n many s o c i e t i e s . 
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CHAPTER V 

WOMEN DISCOVERED AS SAVIOURS OF THE THIRD WORLD 

v . l . ~ I n t r o d u c t i o n 

Peasant women, i n many c o u n t r i e s , work i n t h e f i e l d s ; 

t h e y a l s o manage f i r e and w a t e r i n t h e home, so t h e y a r e 

i n charge o f managing n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s : s o i l , w a t e r , 

f o r e s t s and energy. I n some p l a c e s t h e y work a l o n g s i d e 

t h e men; elsewhere t h e y dominate t h e s e a c t i v i t i e s . 

They o f t e n have a p r o f o u n d knowledge o f t h e p l a n t s and 

an i m a l s and e c o l o g i c a l processes s u r r o u n d i n g them, 

a l t h o u g h t h e more c o n t a c t t h e y have w i t h market 

economies, t h e more t h i s knowledge i s l o s t ; knowledge 

s u b s e q u e n t l y becomes more "modern" and s p e c i a l i z e d , l e s s 

r e l a t e d t o t h e i r own p l a c e . 

They have t r a d i t i o n a l ways o f d o i n g t h e i r work, and t h e i r 

knowledge i s passed f r o m g e n e r a t i o n t o g e n e r a t i o n 

(something w h i c h may s l o w l y be changing) u s u a l l y h e l p i n g 

t o s u s t a i n t h e environment. But t h e i r v o i c e , l i k e t h e i r 

knowledge and e x p e r i e n c e , has v e r y r a r e l y been r e c o r d e d . 

Two r e c e n t e c o - f e m i n i s t books p r e s e n t women as " S a v i o u r s 
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o f t h e T h i r d World"; around t h e s e t h e r e a r e many l e s s e r 

s t u d i e s and a r t i c l e s . 

V.2.- Vandana Shiva 

A p o w e r f u l case has been made by Vandana Shiva 

( p h y s i c i s t , p h i l o s o p h e r and f e m i n i s t ) , an I n d i a n woman, 

who may be c o n s i d e r e d an e c o - f e m i n i s t . She has e v a l u a t e d 

( S h i v a , 1988) t h e development p l a n s d e s i g n e d by "wester n 

w h i t e men" f o r I n d i a f r o m a f e m i n i s t and non-western 

p e r s p e c t i v e and has sought t o c r e a t e an awareness o f what 

she c a l l s "mal-development" i n T h i r d World c o u n t r i e s . 

T h i s "mal-development" has been advanced by t h e poor 

c o u n t r i e s ' economic c r i s i s ( s i n c e t h e mid 1970s) and t h e 

surge o f development p l a n s f r o m t h e west, w h i c h , a l t h o u g h 

r a t i o n a l l y i n t e n d e d t o h e l p , have, she argues, r e a l l y 

i n c r e a s e d women's s u b o r d i n a t i o n and e x p l o i t a t i o n , 

t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e d e g r a d a t i o n o f t h e en v i r o n m e n t . For 

Vandana Shiva t h e r e i s a s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n between women 

and n a t u r e , a r e l a t i o n t h a t , a c c o r d i n g t o h e r , w e s t e r n e r s 

do n o t r e s p e c t , so i t i s g r a d u a l l y b e i n g d e s t r o y e d by t h e 

i n f l u e n c e o f c a p i t a l i s m , p a t r i a r c h y , w e s t e r n s c i e n c e and 

w e s t e r n t e c h n o l o g y . These l a s t two a r e seen by h e r as "a 

ma s c u l i n e and p a t r i a r c h a l p r o j e c t " , "a male v e n t u r e " , a 

" c o n s c i o u s l y gendered p a t r i a r c h a l a c t i v i t y " , t h a t , 

t o g e t h e r w i t h w e s t e r n d u a l i s m , have b r o u g h t w i t h them a 
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l i m i t l e s s a p p e t i t e f o r r e s o u r c e e x p l o i t a t i o n and "new 

p a t t e r n s o f d o m i n a t i o n and mastery over women" ( S h i v a , 

1 9 8 8 : x v i i ) . She sees a l l t h e s e as f o r c e s t h a t have 

overwhelmed t h e I n d i a n p h i l o s o p h y o f c o m p l e x i t y and 

d i v e r s i t y and c o n s i d e r s them t o be t h e c u l p r i t s o f t h e 

disappearance o f t h e e n v i r o n m e n t a l knowledge t h a t i s 

o f t e n h e l d by women. She agrees w i t h M a r i a Mies (1988) 

when she says o f w e s t e r n man t h a t "he i s b a s i c a l l y a 

p a r a s i t e , n o t a p r o d u c e r " (Mies, 1988:62). Vandana Shiva 

suggests g o i n g back t o "E t h n o s c i e n c e " , t o f i n d t h e " r e a l 

v a l u e " o f n a t u r e and i t s d i v e r s i t y , and t h e e m p i r i c a l 

knowledge o f i t s " n a t i v e s " ( a l t h o u g h n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y o f 

women). 

Vandana Shiva c o n s i d e r s t h a t l a r g e - s c a l e a g r i c u l t u r a l 

e x p a nsion p l a c e s i m p o s s i b l e demands on women who, even 

assuming t h a t t h e y have access t o l a n d , w i l l n o t have 

access t o c r e d i t , machinery, o r h y b r i d seeds. She i s a 

s t r o n g d e f e n d e r o f f o r e s t s i n p a r t i c u l a r , and c r i t i c i z e s 

" s c i e n t i f i c f o r e s t r y " which has r e p l a c e d t h e o l d 

p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e f o r e s t as h a v i n g m u l t i p l e f u n c t i o n s f o r 

s a t i s f y i n g d i v e r s e and v i t a l human needs f o r a i r , w a t e r 

and f o o d . 

Shiva wants t o l e a r n from p e o p l e , e s p e c i a l l y f r o m r u r a l 

women, and t o "channel t h e i r knowledge i n t o p o l i c y " 
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(Dankelman and Davidson, 1988:118). Her e v i d e n c e f o r 

s a y i n g t h a t women a r e t a k i n g a c t i o n i n t h e e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

movement i n c l u d e s n o t o n l y t h e women f r o m t h e Chipko 

Movement ( p u b l i c i z e d by t h e media) b u t a l s o t h e women who 

p r o t e s t elsewhere when t h e r e i s no w a t e r , who r e s i s t when 

t h e r e i s an o v e r - f e l l i n g o f t r e e s . However, she adm i t s 

t h a t women's p r o t e s t s ("as a r e many o t h e r p r o t e s t s " - I a n 

Simmons, p e r s . comm.) a r e o f t e n i n v i s i b l e and f r e q u e n t l y 

d i e o u t . For Shiva, women have c o n c e p t u a l i z e d t h e 

e c o l o g i c a l c r i s i s and a r e aware o f "ma1-development" 

( S h i v a , 1988), meaning t h a t development p l a n s have gone 

wrong; t h e r e a l c o n s e r v a t i o n i s t s a r e t h o s e who l i v e w i t h 

t h e r e s o u r c e and fr o m i t , who have t o keep i t a l i v e and 

r e p r o d u c i n g i t s e l f . The s u s t a i n a b l e a g r i c u l t u r e package 

( w h i c h means u s i n g t h e r e s o u r c e s i n such a way t h a t t h e y 

w i l l n o t be d e p l e t e d ; t h i n k i n g o f l o n g t e r m r e t u r n s f r o m 

n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s ) i s f o r h e r a must, b u t i t must be 

based on t h e p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f women, and she c o n s i d e r s i t 

o f t h e utmost importance t o e s t a b l i s h a system o f 

n e t w o r k i n g t o enable l o c a l c o n s e r v a t i o n movements t o l i n k 

w i t h each o t h e r t o c o u n t e r t h e g l o b a l d e s t r u c t i o n t a k i n g 

p l a c e . 

I n t h e words o f Dianne Rocheleau, Vandana Shiva " p o s i t s 

s u r v i v a l as t h e u l t i m a t e c r i t e r i o n f o r v e r i f i c a t i o n o f 

poor r u r a l women's knowledge" (Rocheleau, 1988:1). Shiva 
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p o r t r a y s r u r a l women's combined s o c i a l , economic and 

e c o l o g i c a l s t r a t e g i e s as a s c i e n c e o f s u r v i v a l . "The 

metaphors and concepts o f minds d e p r i v e d o f t h e f e m i n i n e 

p r i n c i p l e have been based on s e e i n g n a t u r e and women as 

w o r t h l e s s and p a s s i v e , and f i n a l l y as d i s p e n s a b l e . These 

e t h n o c e n t r i c c a t e g o r i z a t i o n s have been u n i v e r s a l i z e d , and 

w i t h t h e i r u n i v e r s a l i z a t i o n t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f n a t u r e and 

t h e s u b j u g a t i o n o f women have come about ( S h i v a , 

1988:223) . Shiva wants t o p u t an end t o t h i s and t o g i v e 

a v o i c e t o t h o s e t h a t have been s i l e n c e d ; she hopes f o r 

t h e r e c o v e r y o f t h e f e m i n i n e p r i n c i p l e i n n a t u r e and 

s o c i e t y , and t h r o u g h i t t h e r e c o v e r y o f t h e e a r t h as 

s u s t a i n e r and p r o v i d e r . Shiva opposes p a t r i a r c h y 

s t r o n g l y , by c r i t i c i z i n g t h e "one c u l t u r e " t h a t w e s t e r n 

man has produced. She c l a i m s t h a t "women's s t r u g g l e s f o r 

s u r v i v a l t h r o u g h t h e p r o t e c t i o n o f n a t u r e a r e r e d e f i n i n g 

t h e meaning o f b a s i c c a t e g o r i e s " ( S h i v a , 1988:223). She 

c o n s i d e r s we need t o r e - t h i n k two b a s i c p o i n t s . How do we 

un d e r s t a n d what c o n s t i t u t e s knowledge, and who a r e t h e 

knowers and pr o d u c e r s o f i n t e l l e c t u a l v a l u e ? How do we 

c o n c e p t u a l i s e w e a l t h and economic v a l u e ? Her a n a l y s i s o f 

t h e s i t u a t i o n o f women i n p o o r e r c o u n t r i e s and how t h e 

"ma 1 -development" a f f e c t s them can be seen as a s t a t e m e n t 

o f t h e c h a l l e n g e t h a t women i n e c o l o g y groups a r e making, 

by p r o c l a i m i n g a n o n - v i o l e n t and human a l t e r n a t i v e t o t h e 

we s t e r n s c i e n t i f i c and development i d e a s , some o f wh i c h 
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seem t o have such a h a r m f u l e f f e c t on t h e en v i r o n m e n t . 

V.3.- I r e n e Dankelman and Joan Davidson 

I r e n e Dankelman ( c o - o r d i n a t o r f o r t h e IUCN w o r k i n g group 

on Women, Environment and S u s t a i n a b l e Development) and 

Joan Davidson (a Research F e l l o w a t U n i v e r s i t y C o l l e g e 

London, e n v i r o n m e n t a l w r i t e r and c o n s u l t a n t ) (Dankelman 

and Davidson, 1988) have a comparable argument. They, as 

w e s t e r n e r s c o n s i d e r t h a t : " n o r t h e r n woman, w r i t i n g about 

l i f e i n t h e South, can do l i t t l e more t h a n t r y t o g i v e 

some v o i c e t o t h e v o i c e l e s s " (Dankelman and Davidson, 

1988. A u t h o r ' s p r e f a c e ) . They l a y s t r o n g emphasis on 

s u s t a i n a b l e development i n o r d e r t o p r e s e r v e (some s o r t 

o f ) e c o l o g i c a l b a l ance and t o a v o i d t h e l o s s o f 

r e s o u r c e s , a p o i n t w h i c h was emphasized by t h e B r u n d t l a n d 

Commission i n 1987, a l t h o u g h i t d i d n o t s p e c i f i c a l l y 

m e n t i o n women. They m a i n t a i n , w i t h what t h e y p r e s e n t as 

good e v i d e n c e , t h a t t h e women o f t h e w o r l d a r e and w i l l 

be i n charge o f t h i s . Dankelman and Davidson argue t h a t 

t h e r e i s a r e l a t i o n s h i p between p o v e r t y and e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

d e g r a d a t i o n w h i c h must be s t u d i e d . They seek t o 

demonstrate t h a t t h e g o a l o f s u s t a i n a b i l i t y , w h i c h i s 

what i s needed (and i s now w i d e l y p r o c l a i m e d ) i f we want 

t o m a i n t a i n our r e s o u r c e s , i s i n t h e hands o f women, w i t h 

t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge and t h e i r c o ncern f o r t h e i r 
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c h i l d r e n ' s f u t u r e . 

I n most T h i r d World C o u n t r i e s , most r u r a l p e o p l e a r e 

poor, and Dankelman and Davidson argue t h a t women a r e t h e 

p o o r e s t o f them a l l . " P o v e r t y , i t i s now a c c e p t e d , i s a 

major cause o f e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n " (Dankelman and 

Davidson, 1988:175). Through t h e c i r c l e o f p o v e r t y and 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l d e g r a d a t i o n women a r e sometimes f o r c e d t o 

c o n t i n u e t h e d e g r a d a t i o n o f r e s o u r c e s even when t h e y know 

b e t t e r and have t h e knowledge f o r s u s t a i n a b l e 

development. They c o n s i d e r l a n d t o be t h e most v a l u a b l e 

r e s o u r c e (Sontheimer, 1991); b u t poor p e o p l e have l i t t l e 

access t o i t , so t h e y a l s o have l i t t l e access t o f o o d . 

Dankelman and Davidson p r o v i d e us w i t h s t a t i s t i c s : o f t h e 

w o r l d ' s 13,250 m i l l i o n h e c t a r e s o f l a n d , about 30% i s 

e s t i m a t e d t o be a r a b l e , h a l f o f w h i c h i s under 

c u l t i v a t i o n . The i n e q u i t y o f access t o l a n d w i t h i n 

c o u n t r i e s i s s e v e r e : 66% [ o f a l l r u r a l h o u s e - h o l d s ] i n 

Mexico a r e l a n d l e s s o r n e a r - l a n d l e s s (Sontheimer, 1991). 

Many o f t h o s e w i t h no l a n d a r e women and t h e i r c h i l d r e n , 

a l t h o u g h t h e y produce more t h a n 30% o f t h e f o o d i n L a t i n 

America (Sontheimer, 1991). They make up t h e m a j o r i t y o f 

s u b s i s t e n c e f a r m e r s , p r o v i d i n g t h e f a m i l y w i t h a b a s i c 

d i e t . But t h e i r work i s n o t accounted f o r , " f o r 

s t a t i s t i c s most o f t e n measure wage l a b o u r , n o t u n p a i d 

k i t c h e n - g a r d e n work" (Sontheimer, 1991:5). 
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Dankelman and Davidson document women's everyday l i v e s 

and see them as a f f e c t e d by t h e t e c h n i f i c a t i o n and 

i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n o f a g r i c u l t u r e , as when t h e y t r y t o 

o b t a i n c l e a n w a t e r , f o o d and f u e l f r o m t h e l o c a l 

e n v ironment. There i s a g e n d e r - s p e c i f i c d i v i s i o n o f 

l a b o u r i n most r u r a l s o c i e t i e s , w h i c h means t h a t many o f 

t h e immediate i l l e f f e c t s a r e c o n f i n e d t o women. The f u l l 

i l l e f f e c t s o f hunger and d i s e a s e a r e o f course f e l t by 

t h e whole f a m i l y , b u t i t i s women who s t r u g g l e t o a v o i d 

them. 

Women's " s p e c i f i c " t a s k s , Dankelman and Davidson n o t i c e , 

a r e o f t e n r e n e g o t i a t e d depending on v a r i o u s c o n d i t i o n s : 

e c o l o g i c a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s , s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s , economic 

r e l a t i o n s . Women's a c t u a l a g r i c u l t u r a l t a s k s (weeding, 

h a r v e s t i n g , i r r i g a t i n g , t e n d i n g p o u l t r y and s m a l l g r a z i n g 

a n i m a l s , f o o d p r e p a r a t i o n and m a r k e t i n g ) depend on where 

t h e y l i v e and on t h e i r p l a c e i n t h e r u r a l economy 

(Sontheimer, 1991). E r o s i o n and d e s e r t i f i c a t i o n o f t e n 

r e s u l t f r o m t e c h n i f i c a t i o n , and t h e y make women's t a s k s 

even more d i f f i c u l t . People may be f o r c e d t o m i g r a t e i n 

sea r c h o f new l a n d and women's t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge may 

be i n a p p r o p r i a t e i n t h e new p l a c e s . 

A l l t h e s e e v e n t s e v e n t u a l l y make women's a c t i v i t i e s more 

burdensome and l e s s s o c i a l l y v a l u e d . M a r g i n a l i z a t i o n 
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o c c u r s . Women f a l l i n t o what Dankelman and Davidson c a l l 
t h e "double day"; t h e l a b o u r necessary f o r s u r v i v a l 
i n c r e a s e s and a t t h e same t i m e women must o f t e n i n c r e a s e 
t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e market economy, w h i c h has 
v a r y i n g importance i n d i f f e r e n t g e o g r a p h i c a l r e g i o n s 
(Sontheimer, 1991). 

Dankelman and Davidson have shown t h e c e n t r a l r o l e t h a t 

women p l a y as f o o d p r o v i d e r s and how i t i s a f f e c t e d by 

t h e development o f l a r g e s c a l e m o n o c u l t u r e s t h a t produce 

cash c r o p s , perhaps f o r e x p o r t . Women t h e n t e n d t o make 

l e s s use o f t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge, w h i c h u s u a l l y 

i m p l i e s knowledge o f p o l y c u l t u r e s . A s i d e e f f e c t o f t h i s 

i s a change i n t h e t r a d i t i o n a l d i e t s o f r u r a l p e o p l e , 

w h i c h may be r e p l a c e d by processed f o o d o r by s t a p l e s o f 

low e r n u t r i t i o n a l v a l u e . 

Because o f d e f o r e s t a t i o n and e r o s i o n (a common e f f e c t o f 

excess use o f ag r o - c h e m i c a l s i n l a r g e s c a l e mono­

c u l t u r e s ) and t h e subsequent s c a r c i t y o f f o o d , 

n u t r i t i o n a l l e v e l s drop (Sontheimer, 1991). I n t h e 

h i g h l a n d s o f Mexico, where beans have been t h e p r i n c i p a l 

s ource o f p r o t e i n s f o r t h e poor, t h e r e i s d i f f i c u l t y now 

i n c o o k i n g them, because so much f i r e w o o d i s needed (15 

Kg o f wood per Kg o f beans (Dankelman and Davidson, 1988) 

and i t i s t o d i f f i c u l t t o f i n d i t . So t h e p o o r e r t h e 



88 
f a m i l y i s , t h e l e s s beans t h e y e a t , w i t h women a t t h e end 

o f t h e f e e d i n g l i n e . The o t h e r s t a p l e f o o d i n Mexico, 

tortillas ( f l a t cakes made o f ground m a i z e ) , now c o s t s 

more when p r e p a r e d a t home t h a n when bought (Dankelman 

and Davidson, 1988). A l l t h e e x t r a r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f a l l s 

h e a v i l y upon women. 

Dankelman and Davidson say t h a t " g e n d e r - b l i n d " 

development (Sontheimer, 1991:15) i s now t a k i n g p l a c e i n 

p o o r e r c o u n t r i e s . T h i s u l t i m a t e l y d i m i n i s h e s i f i t does 

n o t a b o l i s h women's e c o l o g i c a l l y sound t r a d i t i o n a l 

knowledge. Women, who t h e y c o n s i d e r " t h e w o r l d ' s most 

i m p o r t a n t f o o d p r o d u c e r s " (Sontheimer, 1991:15), depend 

d i r e c t l y on a h e a l t h y environment. Dankelamn and Davidson 

suggest "Working t o g e t h e r f o r t h e F u t u r e " : women "are 

sh a p i n g t h e environment and c a r i n g f o r i t , e s p e c i a l l y t h e 

p o o r e s t ; a h e a l t h y environment i s fu n d a m e n t a l f o r 

s u r v i v a l " (Dankelman and Davidson, 1988:171). They agree 

w i t h t h e message o f t h e World C o n s e r v a t i o n S t r a t e g y and 

t h e World Commission on Environment and Development 

(IUCN, 1980), t h a t c o n s e r v i n g t h e env i r o n m e n t i s a 

fundament a l i n g r e d i e n t o f s u s t a i n a b l e development, t h e 

s t r a t e g y now proposed by almo s t everyone i n v o l v e d and 

i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e en v i r o n m e n t . They see women as t h e 

agents o f change, as t h o s e who can make a major 

c o n t r i b u t i o n t o e n v i r o n m e n t a l r e h a b i l i t a t i o n by t h e i r 
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knowledge o f and s k i l l s I n n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e management, 
by t h e i r c a p a c i t y f o r w o r k i n g t o g e t h e r and b e i n g a b l e t o 
share and i n t e r c h a n g e i n f o r m a t i o n and by t h e i n f l u e n c e 
t h e y have i n e d u c a t i n g c h i l d r e n t o a r e s p e c t f u l a t t i t u d e 
t o wards t h e environment. Dankelman and Davidson m a i n t a i n 
t h a t as a means o f i m p r o v i n g women's p o s i t i o n , 
development p l a n s s h o u l d i n c l u d e women, b o t h as agents 
and as b e n e f i c i a r i e s . I n a summary o f p r a c t i c a l 
recommendations on t h e theme o f women and t h e 
envir o n m e n t , t h e y l i s t as p r i o r i t i e s : t o improve women's 
c a p a c i t y t o conserve and b e n e f i t f r o m s u s t a i n a b l e 
development a t t h e l o c a l l e v e l ; t o improve t h e i r access 
t o t r a i n i n g ; and t o c o n t i n u e a w a r e n e s s - r a i s i n g and 
advocacy (Dankelman and Davidson, 1988:176). 

G i t a Sen and Caren Grown (Sen and Grown, 1988), 

c o n s t i t u t e d as DAWN (D e v e l o p i n g A l t e r n a t i v e s w i t h Women 

f o r a New Era) , a r e two a u t h o r s who have a l s o w r i t t e n 

about poor r u r a l women and t h e e f f e c t development p l a n s 

have had on them. They see women's movements t o o r g a n i z e 

e f f e c t i v e s t r a t e g i e s f o r b a s i c s u r v i v a l as c e n t r a l t o an 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e development pr o c e s s t h a t , as has 

been s a i d , has v a r i o u s e f f e c t s on t h e envi r o n m e n t . 

These a u t h o r s a r e j u s t examples o f some o f t h e women, 

w o r l d w i d e , who have examined t h e p o s i t i o n o f women i n 
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r e l a t i o n t o t h e environment; who r e c o g n i z e t h e major r o l e 
o f women i n managing n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s and who l i n k t h e i r 
m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n w i t h t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f n a t u r e , 
e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e T h i r d World; who b e l i e v e i n and who 
expec t t o demonstrate women's a b i l i t y t o p r o t e c t t h e 
environment on which t h e y s u r v i v e . 

These a u t h o r s have w r i t t e n c o n v i n c i n g accounts o f t h e 

r e l a t i o n s h i p o f t h i r d w o r l d women w i t h t h e i r n a t u r a l 

e n v i r o n m e n t s . But t h e y make a p o i n t i n p o r t r a y i n g t h i s as 

a n a t u r a l a f f i n i t y , something w h i c h I c o n s i d e r an e r r o r . 

P o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l a s p ects o f women, as w e l l as as p e c t s 

o f c l a s s , a r e what r e a l l y d e t e r m i n e s t h e i r r e l a t i o n s h i p 

t o t h e environment. 
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SECTION TWOS MEXICO 

INTRODUCTION 

S e c t i o n One has r e v i e w e d i d e a s o f women, n a t u r e and eco-

fe m i n i s m i n t h e West and i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y ; S e c t i o n Two 

w i l l examine t h e s i t u a t i o n i n Mexico, i n academia and 

among r u r a l women. 

The i d e a t h a t n a t u r e i s a l i v i n g b e i n g t h a t has powers 

t h a t men cannot c o n t r o l , and t h a t r e s p e c t and c a r e a r e 

due t o i t , i s common t o v a r i o u s I n d i a n groups t h r o u g h o u t 

Mexico (Suarez, 1992:67). But i n Mexico t h e r e a r e no 

w r i t e r s comparable t o Merchant, Shiva o r G r i f f i n , and 

none o f t h e s e i s a v a i l a b l e i n t r a n s l a t i o n . 

A few such i d e a s appear ( r a r e l y ) i n f e m i n i s t 

p u b l i c a t i o n s . We s h a l l see t h a t l i t t l e i s w r i t t e n on 

r u r a l women and t h e environment i n Mexico and t h a t l i t t l e 

i n f o r m a t i o n i s a v a i l a b l e , a l t h o u g h t h e r e i s now some 

r e s e a r c h , d i s c u s s e d below, b u t u n p u b l i s h e d . Of what t h e r e 

i s , more r e l a t e s t o h e a l t h and r e p r o d u c t i o n t h a n t o 

women's work i n a g r i c u l t u r e , and t h e r e appear t o be no 

s t u d i e s on f u e l w o o d c o l l e c t i o n o r even women's r o l e i n 

t h e p r o v i s i o n o f w a t e r . Much o f t h i s s e c t i o n w i l l show 

how much women work w i t h t h e n a t u r a l environnment, i n 

home gardens, h e a l t h c a r e and a g r i c u l t u r e ; t h i s p roves 

t h e e x t e n t o f t h e i r knowledge. 
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F i r s t , how much i n f o r m a t i o n does t h e r e appear t o be? 
Does t h e evidence s u p p o r t t h e c o n t e n t i o n s o f Vandana 
Sh i v a , o r o f I r e n e Dankelman and Joan Davidson? (V.2 and 
V.3). The l i t e r a t u r e s e arch w h i c h I conducted on women 
and t h e environment i n r u r a l Mexico p r o v e d r e m a r k a b l y 
u n p r o d u c t i v e , which i s i t s e l f a f i n d i n g o f some i n t e r e s t . 
(The p r o c e d u r e i s summarized i n Appendix A.) The s t a n d a r d 
ways o f f i n d i n g l i t e r a t u r e , whether by s e a r c h i n g i n d a t a 
banks ( u s i n g key words and t i t l e s and t h e names o f 
a u t h o r s known t o work on p e o p l e and n a t u r e ) o r by 
s c a n n i n g l i k e l y j o u r n a l s , p r o v e d a l m o s t f r u i t l e s s . One 
c o u l d a r r i v e a t t h e c o n c l u s i o n t h a t n o t h i n g much has been 
w r i t t e n about Mexican r u r a l women and t h e i r knowledge o f 
t h e n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s t o w h i c h t h e y r e l a t e d a i l y . But 
some i n f o r m a t i o n was found i n a few sources d e a l i n g w i t h 
r u r a l women, peasants, e t h n o b o t a n i c a l r e s e a r c h and o t h e r 
such s u b j e c t s t h a t seemed r e l e v a n t . As I was t o l d by two 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s ( G l o r i a Ramirez and Manuel Jimenez, p e r s . 
comm.), comments have been made about Mexican r u r a l women 
and t h e environment, b u t "you must l o o k f o r them", "you 
have t o make i n f e r e n c e s " . I n t h i s way, some i n f o r m a t i o n 
has been assembled. 

I t can be deduced, t h e n , t h a t i n t h e course o f o t h e r 

k i n d s o f r e s e a r c h t h e r e s e a r c h e r s s t u m b l e d upon women and 

documented what came t o t h e i r hands j u s t by chance. But 
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i t can be s a i d w i t h some degree o f c e r t a i n t y t h a t few 
have s e t o u t t o f i n d o u t about r u r a l Mexican women and 
t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o t h e i r e n v ironment. Such m a t e r i a l as was 
fo u n d on women and t h e environment d i d c l a r i f y c e r t a i n 
a s p e c t s o f r u r a l women i n g e n e r a l , and o f Mexican women 
and t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o t h e environment i n p a r t i c u l a r . 

Not a l l t h e l i t e r a t u r e has been searched; I have combed 

some a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l monographs, b u t l a r g e numbers e x i s t . 

None i s devoted t o women o r even men i n t h e r u r a l 

e n v i r o n m e n t , b u t many must have v a l u a b l e p a s s i n g 

r e f e r e n c e s . As suggested by Browner ( V I I I . 4 ) , a 

comprehensive s e a r c h would be o f i n t e r e s t . 

When I f i r s t s t a r t e d t h i s t h e s i s , my o b j e c t i v e was t o 

se a r c h f o r one u n i v e r s a l : t h e r e l a t i o n o f r u r a l women t o 

t h e e n v i r o n m e n t , w i t h t h e premise t h a t women were t h e 

pr i m e c a r e r s f o r r e s o u r c e s . Throughout t h e course o f t h e 

r e s e a r c h , a l t h o u g h i t was f o c u s s e d on Mexico, two p o i n t s 

became c l e a r : 1) t h a t t h e r e e x i s t s a " c u l t u r a l 

m u l t i p l i c i t y " (Marcos, 1986) t h a t must be c o n s i d e r e d 

b e f o r e one makes g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s about women i n Mexico -

t h e r e i s no one r e l a t i o n o f "women" t o "environment". 2) 

That t h i s m u l t i p l i c i t y , as w i l l be seen, depends n o t o n l y 

on t h e c u l t u r e under s t u d y b u t on t h e way each element i s 

p e r c e i v e d and i n t e r p r e t e d . 
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We s h a l l see t h a t much o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n t h a t we s h o u l d 
l i k e t o have, i s s i m p l y m i s s i n g . I n Mexico, as elsewhere, 
"The r e l e v a n t e s t a b l i s h e d academic f i e l d s and d i s c i p l i n e s 
d e a l i n g w i t h r u r a l development have l a r g e l y i g n o r e d t h e 
f a c t t h a t t h e r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n c o n s i s t s o f two genders 
and t h a t t h e d i v i s i o n o f l a b o u r i n r u r a l areas i s i n many 
fund a m e n t a l ways s t r u c t u r e d a l o n g gendered l i n e s ; e.g. 
a g r i c u l t u r a l economics g e n e r a l l y t r e a t s l a b o u r as a 
c o n c e p t u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d by gender, w h i l e t h e f i e l d o f 
peasant s t u d i e s i s f u l l o f r e f e r e n c e s t o *the peasant, 
he' d e s p i t e t h e f a c t t h a t t h e w i v e s and d a u g h t e r s o f male 
peasants n o t o n l y c a r r y o u t t a s k s c r u c i a l t o t h e economic 
and s o c i a l s u r v i v a l o f male-headed households b u t a r e 
o f t e n major economic a c t o r s i n t h e i r own r i g h t as t h e 
p r i m a r y f o o d p r o d u c e r s and as r u r a l t r a d e r s " ( P e l z e r 
W h i t e , 1984:1). 

And f i n a l l y , I s h a l l c onclude by s u g g e s t i n g what academic 

work c o u l d be done t o f i l l i n t h e gaps. 
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CHAPTER VI 

SILENCED VOICES, OR A LITERATURE WITHOUT WOMEN 

V I . l . - I n t r o d u c t i o n 

"That t h e peasant women have never spoken means more t h a t 

no one has b o t h e r e d t o c o l l e c t t h e i r words. Because t h e y 

d i s t u r b us when t h e y d i s p l a y t h e i r p r o f o u n d knowledge 

about t h e i r n a t u r a l w o r l d ; because t h e y s u r p r i s e us when 

t h e y d e s c r i b e an i n t e g r a l i s t c o s m o v i s i o n o f t h e u n i v e r s e 

and because, b e i n g women's words, t h e y do n o t m a t t e r t o 

an a n d r o c e n t r i c h i s t o r y " ( A r i z p e , 1989:78). 

One way t o s i l e n c e p e o p l e , e s p e c i a l l y m i n o r i t i e s (and 

women a r e c o n s i d e r e d a m i n o r i t y , a l t h o u g h t h e y a r e h a l f 

t h e w o r l d ' s p o p u l a t i o n ) , i s by t h e c r e a t i o n o f a s e l f -

image o f ig n o r a n c e and i n f e r i o r i t y . So women's words a r e 

o f t e n n o t known, n o t o n l y because no one asks and no one 

l i s t e n s t o them, b u t a l s o because women have a c u l t u r a l 

t r a d i t i o n o f h a v i n g a v e r y low s e l f esteem. T h i s has 

e x i s t e d i n Mexico f o r f i v e c e n t u r i e s i n some cases and i n 

o t h e r s f o r l o n g e r , as p a r t o f c u l t u r a l p a t t e r n s i n w h i c h 

p a t r i a r c h y i s v e r y s t r o n g . 

Women a r e a l s o s i l e n c e d by b e i n g i g n o r e d i n N a t i o n a l 
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P o p u l a t i o n Censuses. There i s r e s e a r c h ( P e l z e r and Young, 
1984) w h i c h a n a l y z e s t h e ways i n which L a t i n America 
censuses and surveys have " m i s l e a d i n g l y o m i t t e d and t h u s 
r e n d e r e d i n v i s i b l e most o f r u r a l women's work" ( P e l z e r 
W h i t e , 1984), b e s i d e s t h a t f a c t a l r e a d y s t a t e d t h a t t h e 
d e f i n i t i o n o f work does n o t u s u a l l y i n c l u d e women. 

I n t h e absence o f s t u d i e s on r u r a l women's r e l a t i o n s h i p 

w i t h t h e environment i n Mexico, i t becomes necessary t o 

se a r c h f o r c l u e s . O f t e n , we know t h a t women do c e r t a i n 

work and t h e r e f o r e have t h e i n f o r m a t i o n necessary f o r 

d o i n g t h a t work. We can t h e n i n f e r t h a t t h e y have 

knowledge, a l t h o u g h t h i s w i l l t e l l us n o t h i n g about o t h e r 

a s p e c t s o f t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p , such as a t t i t u d e s o r 

emotions. 

The f i r s t problem i s t h e v e r y poor r e c o r d i n g o f t h e work 

o f r u r a l women i n Mexico, as indee d w e s t e r n f e m i n i s t s 

w ould e x p e c t . F e m i n i s t r e s e a r c h has c l a i m e d t h a t women 

make up t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e w o r l d ' s f o o d p r o d u c e r s and 

al m o s t a l l o f t h e f o o d p r e p a r e r s (Dankelman and Davidson, 

1988). Women's p r o d u c t i o n o f f o o d has been l a r g e l y 

n e g l e c t e d i n Mexico because o f t h e " c u l t u r a l s t e r e o t y p e 

t h a t L a t i n American women a r e n o t wo r k e r s b u t r a t h e r 

mothers and w i v e s " (Browner, 1989:461) . Mexican women a r e 

t h e r e f o r e i n c l u d e d i n t h i s s t e r e o t y p e . Women do produce 
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f o r t h e market; t h e y c o n s t i t u t e a " l a r g e and g r o w i n g 
p r o p o r t i o n o f t h e L a t i n American l a b o u r f o r c e , w i t h t h e i r 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n a v e r a g i n g about 25% o f p a i d w o r k e r s 
t h r o u g h o u t t h e r e g i o n " (Browner, 1989:461) so women a r e 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g more and more i n t h e ( p a i d and unpaid) 
p r o d u c t i o n p r o c e s s . A c c o r d i n g t o t h e ILO (ILO, 1979) 5% 
o f t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r f o r c e i n Mexico was female i n 
1970. T h i s i s o n l y an e s t i m a t e , and c e r t a i n l y t h e i r 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n s e r v i c e s i s much h i g h e r (36% o f a l l 
s e r v i c e w o r k e r s , i n 1970). Women i n Mexico p a r t i c i p a t e 
f a r l e s s i n a g r i c u l t u r e t h a n i n A f r i c a o r South A s i a . 
Even so, t h e d e f i n i t i o n o f " w o r k i n g woman" o r "worker" 
a p p l i e s e x c l u s i v e l y t o t h o s e who produce f o r t h e market 
o r a r e p a i d (World Bank, 1992) . T h i s i s t h e d e f i n i t i o n 
approved by t h e UN f o r t h e p r o d u c t i o n o f Standard 
N a t i o n a l Accounts. I t i s because s t a t i s t i c s a r e p r e p a r e d 
w i t h i n t h i s m a l e - o r i e n t e d m e n t a l i t y t h a t women seldom 
appear i n them. T h e i r work i s h i g h l y p r o d u c t i v e ; i t does 
n o t o n l y a s s i s t men's work. 

Exp e r i e n c e i n Mexico has shown t h a t b o t h r u r a l men and 

women, when q u e s t i o n e d about work p a t t e r n s , o f t e n s t a t e 

t h a t men do most o f t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l work w h i l e women 

" h e l p o u t " . But d i r e c t o b s e r v a t i o n enables r e s e a r c h e r s t o 

g e t beyond t h i s p r e c o n c e i v e d i d e a and has d e monstrated 

t h a t i n many s i t u a t i o n s women a c t u a l l y p u t i n as much o r 
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more t i m e i n t h e f i e l d s as men ( P e l z e r W h i t e , 1984:2) . I t 
i s o n l y t h r o u g h i n - d e p t h s t u d i e s o f women's w o r k i n g l i v e s 
and t h e i r o p t i o n s t h a t we b e g i n t o a p p r e c i a t e how complex 
a r e t h e i d e o l o g i c a l and s o c i o - c u l t u r a l c o n s t r a i n t s t h a t 
a f f e c t women's economic b e h a v i o u r . 

Whether women a r e c o n s i d e r e d a p a r t o r as a d i s t i n c t sub­

group w i t h i n t h e l a r g e r p o p u l a t i o n , t h e terms o f t h e i r 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n a r e u s u a l l y d i s t i n c t f r o m t h o s e o f men. 

T h i s can be seen as f a r as q u a l i t y , q u a n t i t y and terms o f 

access t o t h e l a n d a r e concerned. Women's access t o o t h e r 

p r o d u c t i v e r e s o u r c e s t h r o u g h - o u t t h e w o r l d ( w a t e r , d r a f t 

power, a g r o c h e m i c a l s , c r e d i t , l a b o u r , i n f o r m a t i o n ) a l s o 

d i f f e r s f rom men's (Rocheleau, 1988:149-151). But one 

asp e c t i s q u i t e c o n s t a n t : women o f t e n a r e 

d i s p r o p o r t i o n a t e l y r e p r e s e n t e d among t h e p o o r e s t o f t h e 

poo r , e s p e c i a l l y i n t h e r u r a l areas o f d e v e l o p i n g 

c o u n t r i e s (White e t a l . , 1986; Dankelman and Davidson, 

1988) . I n t h e l a s t 10 y e a r s t h e amount o f r e s e a r c h on 

peasant women and t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n p r o d u c t i v e 

a c t i v i t i e s , a c t i v i t i e s t h a t i m p l y knowledge o f t h e 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e s u r r o u n d i n g n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s , has 

i n c r e a s e d c o n s i d e r a b l y ( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986). I t i s 

f r o m t h i s r e s e a r c h t h a t i n f e r e n c e s must be drawn about 

peasant women's knowledge and a c t i v i t i e s r e g a r d i n g t h e i r 

s u r r o u n d i n g n a t u r a l e nvironment. 



When t h i n k i n g o f r u r a l f a m i l i e s , i t i s w i d e l y assumed 

t h a t a man i s i n charge. But i t i s c a l c u l a t e d t h a t a 

t h i r d t o a s i x t h o f t h e w o r l d ' s households a r e headed by 

women (Momsen and Townsend, 1987:52) and a l t h o u g h t h e r e 

a r e r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n s , " g l o b a l l y t h e number o f de f a c t o 

women-headed households i s i n c r e a s i n g r a t h e r t h a n 

d e c l i n i n g " (Moser, 1989:7). Throughout b o t h r u r a l and 

urban L a t i n America t h e p r o p o r t i o n o f women-headed 

households i s i n c r e a s i n g (Browner, 1989:467) t h r o u g h 

m i g r a t i o n , m a r i t a l breakdown and d i v o r c e . 

I n many households w i t h a low income, "women's work" 

means n o t o n l y r e p r o d u c t i v e t a s k s ( d o m e s t i c and c h i l d 

c a r e a c t i v i t i e s ) , b u t a l s o p r o d u c t i v e work (income 

g e n e r a t i n g ) , f o r w h i c h women a r e o f t e n c o n s i d e r e d 

"secondary e a r n e r s " (Moser, 1989). The s t u d y o f 

households and t h e l i f e h i s t o r i e s o f t h e women who manage 

them has proved t o be a u s e f u l t o o l t h r o u g h w h i c h t o 

s t u d y t h e i n t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s o f c l a s s , gender and 

e t h n i c i t y . Class p o s i t i o n i s s a i d t o " s e t t h e framework 

f o r t h e degree o f a c t i v i t y i n a g r i c u l t u r a l t a s k s " (Nash, 

1986:15). 

I n Mexico, peasant women a r e i m p o r t a n t because t h e y 

"comprise t h e a x i s o f t h e f a m i l y and community c o h e s i o n 

and a r e t h e p r i n c i p a l t r a n s m i t t e r s o f p r i m a r y c u l t u r a l 
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and b e h a v i o r a l p a t t e r n s " ( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986). They 
work i n secondary a c t i v i t i e s and v e r y o f t e n a r e c e n t r a l 
t o a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s . "They p l a y an amazingly 
i m p o r t a n t p a r t i n peasant s o c i e t y and a r e t h e c e n t e r o f 
peasant i d e n t i t y . The d a i l y l i f e o f peasant Mexicans 
g y r a t e s around t h e peasant woman i n t h e i r d a i l y 
a c t i v i t i e s " ( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986:138). 

R u r a l women t o d a y , say Dankelman and Davidson ( 1 9 8 8 ) , 

l i v e i n a s i t u a t i o n "where t h e i r r i g h t s and access t o 

c u l t i v a b l e l a n d have decreased and t h e open f o r e s t , 

woodlands and bush from which t h e y g a t h e r such v i t a l 

n e c e s s i t i e s as f o d d e r , f u e l w o o d and w a t e r have grown 

s c a r c e o r have d i s a p p e a r e d " (Sontheimer, 1991). T h i s i s 

c l e a r l y seen i n t h e Mexican c o u n t r y - s i d e . For t h e s e 

reasons, reasons t h a t c o n t r a d i c t e c o - f e m i n i s t s b e l i e f s , 

women a r e o f t e n seen as r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e disappearance 

o f n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s , because t h e y a r e o f t e n seen 

c a r r y i n g l o a d s o f fue l w o o d , p o l l u t i n g t h e w a t e r s w i t h 

t h e i r washing and b e a r i n g " t o o many c h i l d r e n " 

(Sontheimer, 1991). 

Women have t r a d i t i o n a l ways o f d o i n g t h e i r work. I n 

Mexico women work i n t h e f i e l d s and i n t h e i r home gardens 

a p p l y i n g t h e knowledge t h a t i s passed f r o m g e n e r a t i o n t o 

g e n e r a t i o n , o f t e n l i v i n g s u s t a i n a b l y i n t h e environment. 



101 
But a g a i n t h e i r v o i c e , l i k e t h e i r knowledge and 
e x p e r i e n c e , has v e r y r a r e l y been r e c o r d e d . I n c r e a t i n g 
t h e i r home gardens, f o r i n s t a n c e , women demonstrate t h a t 
t h e y do possess knowledge about t h e p h y s i c a l and l i v i n g 
e n v i r o nment t h a t surrounds them. Women do seem t o be 
aware o f t h e d e s t r u c t i o n o f t h e n a t u r a l w o r l d t h a t 
s u r r o u n d s them. But t h e i r p e r c e p t i o n o f i t v a r i e s : t h e y 
w o r r y about f u t u r e j o b s f o r t h e i r c h i l d r e n ; t h e y wonder 
where e l s e t h e y w i l l have t o go t o f i n d more l a n d ; t h e y 
sometimes p u t up a f i g h t t o p r o t e c t what t h e y c o n s i d e r 
t h e i r p a t r i m o n y . 

Both women and n a t u r e have been f o r g o t t e n i n t h e T h i r d 

World's r u s h t o dev e l o p . Some a r e now r e c o g n i z i n g t h i s . 

We know t h a t i n many n a t i o n s women a r e t h e p r i m a r y 

n a t i o n a l r e s o u r c e managers; t h e y a r e t h e key t o t h e 

s u s t a i n a b l e management o f n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s (Dankelman 

and Davidson, 1988). 

Yet, f o r t o o l o n g , women have been i n v i s i b l e i n a l l b u t 

our r e p r o d u c t i v e r o l e s . 

V I . 2 . - Gi v i n g Mexican r u r a l women a p l a c e i n h i s t o r y 

From our s c h o o l days, i n Mexico we have been t a u g h t a 

h i s t o r y t h a t i s f u l l o f male heroes, male a c t i o n , male 
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a c t o r s . We a r e t o l d t h a t b e h i n d e v e r y g r e a t man t h e r e i s 
a g r e a t woman, something t h a t seemed enough f o r some t i m e 
b u t now sounds l i k e an i n s u l t . 

We now want and need t o know how i s i t t h a t women h a r d l y 

f i g u r e i n h i s t o r y t e x t s , o r i n any k i n d o f w r i t t e n t e x t . 

Women a r e a l s o a l m o s t t o t a l l y absent f r o m t h e l i t e r a t u r e 

o f p e o p l e and n a t u r e , a s u b j e c t v e r y few w r i t e r s seem t o 

have d e a l t w i t h . G i v i n g women a p l a c e i n h i s t o r y , 

e s p e c i a l l y i n Mexico, has t u r n e d o u t t o be a "rescue 

m i s s i o n " . 

Some Mexican women h i s t o r i a n s such as Verena Radkau 

(1986) r e c o g n i z e t h a t t h e r e has been l i t t l e s t u d y o f 

women, and t h e y c a l l t h i s " s e l e c t i v e o m i s s i o n " . T h i s , as 

Radkau p o i n t s o u t , i s n o t due t o a c o n s p i r a c y o f e v i l by 

male h i s t o r i a n s b u t t o a v e r y deep i d e a t h a t h i s t o r y , and 

t h u s t h e s u b j e c t o f h i s t o r i o g r a p h y , i s t h a t which t a k e s 

p l a c e w i t h i n t h e p o l i t i c a l and p u b l i c spheres, spheres i n 

which women do n o t move. What needs t o be done, she says, 

i s t o " i n v e r t " t h e h i e r a r c h y o f r e l e v a n t i n f o r m a t i o n i n 

h i s t o r i o g r a p h y , r e v i e w t h e t r a d i t i o n a l m e t h o d o l o g i c a l 

baggage and a m p l i f y t h e areas o f h i s t o r i c a l r e s e a r c h . I n 

t h i s way one would a l s o q u e s t i o n t h e h i e r a r c h y o f 

dominant v a l u e s i n t h e s o c i e t y a n a l y z e d and i n t h a t o f 

t h e r e s e a r c h e r , who v e r y o f t e n r e t a i n s t h e s e v a l u e s . 



103 
Women's a c t i v i t i e s would t h e n be d e s c r i b e d and a " t o t a l 
h i s t o r y " would be w r i t t e n , one which would i n c l u d e s o c i a l 
l i f e , t h e " p r i v a t e sphere", " t h e s t u d y o f t h e s t r u c t u r e 
o f t h e f a m i l i e s , s e x u a l i t y , r e p r o d u c t i o n , f e m i n i n e 
c u l t u r e , domestic work, c h i l d r e n ' s s o c i a l i z a t i o n , h e a l t h " 
(Nash M., 1984), and beyond t h i s , t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p o f 
women and o f men t o n a t u r e . Thus t h e concept o f what i s 
and what i s n o t r e l e v a n t m i g h t change. "One evokes n o t 
o n l y an i n c o m p l e t e u n i v e r s a l i t y b u t a l s o a f a l s e one, by 
o m i t t i n g h a l f o f humanity and p e r c e i v i n g i t as n e u t r a l " 
(Radkau, 1986:79) . T h i s i s why we never r e a d o r hear 
about what women have done, and we co n c l u d e t h a t t h e y 
have n o t done a n y t h i n g , because no one has ever b o t h e r e d 
t o w r i t e about them. 

When whole epochs a r e ana l y z e d w i t h o u t m e n t i o n i n g women, 

" t h e a m b i t i o n o f t h i s s o c i a l h i s t o r y . . . t u r n s o u t t o be 

abs u r d " (Radkau, 1986). Could we n o t say t h e same about 

t h e women-nature q u e s t i o n ? H i t h e r t o t h e u s u a l phrase i s 

"man and t h e environment". T h i s "man" i n c l u d e s women, b u t 

women's v i s i o n o f t h e environment can be v e r y d i f f e r e n t 

f r o m men's. Women's e x p e r i e n c e and p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e 

env i r o n m e n t , t h e i r knowledge and s k i l l s , a r e a l s o 

d i f f e r e n t . "How would i t be i f our image o f h i s t o r y had 

been des i g n e d by women and men p l a y e d a secondary r o l e 

and had been t h e "second sex" o r "The Other" (Radkau, 
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1986)? We s h o u l d r e a l i z e t h a t n e i t h e r t h e everyday nor 
t h e s c i e n t i f i c p e r c e p t i o n i s gender n e u t r a l . 

Language a l s o expresses t h i s gender b i a s , and i s r e f e r r e d 

t o by Susan G r i f f i n (1978) as b e i n g a " p a t r i a r c h a l 

language". Spanish and E n g l i s h languages, a t a l l l e v e l s , 

Radkau and G r i f f i n say, l i e t o us about t h e e x i s t e n c e o f 

genders and t h e i r r e l a t i o n s . A " n e u t r a l " v o i c e i s used 

when t a l k i n g o f males and females, peasants, young 

persons, " n e u t r a l i z i n g a l s o t h e c o n c r e t e and v e r y 

d i f f e r e n t h i s t o r i c e x p e r i e n c e s o f f e m i n i n e and ma s c u l i n e 

human b e i n g s " (Radkau, 1986) . I n t h i s way, "a dichotomous 

model o f t h e sexes has been b u i l t , a model t h a t r e l a t e s 

women t o n a t u r e and t o b i o l o g y and men t o c u l t u r e and t o 

h i s t o r y ( O r t n e r , 1974); a model t h a t i s s t i l l used t o 

e x p l a i n t h e unequal r e l a t i o n s between men and women" 

(Radkau, 1986:82). (See I I I . 3 ) 

A Mexican women's magazine c a l l e d V i o l e t a s d e l Anahuac 

i l l u s t r a t e s t h i s model: "For woman, s o f t m e d i a t o r between 

N a t u r e and man, between t h e f a t h e r and son, h e r s t u d y 

i s . . . t h a t o f N a t u r e . For men, c a l l e d t o work, t o t h e 

combats o f t h e w o r l d , t h e g r e a t s t u d y i s H i s t o r y . (...) 

Modern man... i s a worke r , a p r o d u c e r . The woman i s 

harmony". Yet t h i s magazine r e g a r d s i t s e l f as a 

p r o g r e s s i v e d e f e n d e r o f women. 
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Peasant women i n Mexico s u f f e r t h i s same t r e a t m e n t . The 

peasant problem ( l a problematica campesina) c r e a t e s an 

image o f men peasants: w o r k i n g t h e l a n d , m i g r a t i n g , 

c h opping down t h e f o r e s t s . The image o f women 

p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n t h e s e a c t i v i t i e s i s s t i l l uncommon. I t 

e x i s t s i n t h e minds o f t h o s e d o i n g r e s e a r c h s p e c i f i c a l l y 

a bout peasant women, and o f course i n t h e minds o f t h e 

peasant women themselves. T h i s t h e s i s seeks t o add t o t h e 

r e s e a r c h t h a t w i l l , I hope, c r e a t e a new image o f t h e 

Mexican peasant woman, whose knowledge and a c t i o n s make 

h e r a p r o d u c t i v e member o f t h e p e a s a n t r y i n Mexico, and 

who shares sometimes i n d e s t r o y i n g and sometimes i n 

p r e s e r v i n g t h e environment. 

An i l l u s t r a t i v e example o f how women a r e o f t e n l e f t o u t 

of t h e d e s c r i p t i o n o f a s o c i e t y i s t h e f o l l o w i n g a r t i c l e 

e n t i t l e d " G a t h e r i n g and S u b s i s t e n c e P a t t e r n s among The 

P'urhepecha I n d i a n s o f Mexico" by J a v i e r C a b a l l e r o and 

C r i s t i n a Mapes ( C a b a l l e r o and Mapes, 1985). I t does make 

some gender s p e c i f i c p o i n t s : f o r example, t h a t g a t h e r i n g 

" i s done b a s i c a l l y by men a l t h o u g h a t t i m e s t h e women 

a l s o p a r t i c i p a t e " . I n a d d i t i o n b o t h men and women make 

s p e c i a l t r i p s t o g a t h e r h e r b s and mushrooms t o s e l l i n 

mar k e t s , and s p e c i a l foods f o r themselves w h i c h t h e y 

c o n s i d e r d e l i c a c i e s ( C a b a l l e r o and Mapes, 1985:33). I n 

t h i s case, " t h e men s t o p t o cook ( t h e p o t a t o e s t h e y have 



106 
g a t h e r e d ) i n t h e f i e l d d u r i n g t h e i r a g r i c u l t u r a l l a b o u r s " 
( C a b a l l e r o and Mapes, 1985:33). 

But then, t h e men and women d i s a p p e a r . "These most h i g h l y 

esteemed s p e c i e s a r e g a t h e r e d by t h e people ( C a b a l l e r o and 

Mapes, 1985:33 emphasis added). And, d e s c r i b i n g t h e 

c o l l e c t i o n o f f i r e w o o d , "The s e l e c t i o n o f one o r a n o t h e r 

s p e c i e s depends on t h e k i n d o f f i r e d e s i r e d o r 

a v a i l a b i l i t y " . And " ( t h e f i r e w o o d ) i s u s u a l l y g a t h e r e d 

o n l y f r o m dead, f a l l e n t r u n k s " ( C a b a l l e r o and Mapes, 

1985:33). "Long wa l k s a r e now r e q u i r e d t o o b t a i n 

f i r e w o o d " ( C a b a l l e r o and Mapes, 1985:33) . One may ask who 

does t h e s e l e c t i o n and t h e w a l k i n g ? 

"The major uses o f m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s a r e t o p r e v e n t o r 

c u r e i l l n e s s e s o f t h e d i g e s t i v e t r a c t " ( C a b a l l e r o and 

Mapes, 1985:33). Who uses t h e m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s ? 

I n many cases, t h e r e l e v a n t m a t e r i a l was n o t f o u n d where 

most e x p e c t e d , e t h n o g r a p h i e s and s i m i l a r works; i t 

"showed up" m o s t l y by t h e r e a d i n g o f many a r t i c l e s u n t i l 

some " r u r a l women's a c t i v i t i e s and knowledge" were f o u n d . 

E t h n o b o t a n i c a l l i t e r a t u r e , w i t h few e x c e p t i o n s , p r o v e d t o 

d e a l b a s i c a l l y w i t h " people" and "peasants" b u t w i t h no 

s p e c i f i c m e n t i o n o f "women". 

"groups o f pe o p l e c o l l e c t branches and f l o w e r s " ( f o r 
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ornamental or decorative purposes)(Caballero and Mapes, 
1985:36, emphasis added). 

"The people recognize t h a t using l o c a l p l a n t s i s cheaper 
and u s u a l l y more e f f e c t i v e " (Caballero and Mapes, 
1985:36, emphasis added). 

This a r t i c l e i s not as bad as many, i t does sometimes 
s p e c i f y who i s doing the tasks, but many of the 
ethnobotanical a r t i c l e s , i n which we would expect a 
d i v i s i o n by gender of knowledge and uses of n a t u r a l 
elements, completely f a i l t o s p e c i f y : 
"...honey gathered..." (Caballero and Mapes, 1985:36). 
"Groups of people go t o d i g up the nests" (Caballero and 
Mapes, 1985:38). 
"On the other hand, medicinal p l a n t s and firewood are 
c o l l e c t e d the year round" (Caballero and Mapes, 1985:39) . 

".. .medicinal p l a n t s are st o r e d . . . " (Caballero and Mapes, 
1985:39) . 

By the use of t h i s n e u t r a l language, women's a c t i o n s are 
completely ignored, and the general impression the reader 
obtains i s t h a t men do most of the work. 

But one p o i n t should be borne i n mind i n determining the 
causes f o r the lack of l i t e r a t u r e on women. This i s t h a t 
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o f t e n personal, p o l i t i c a l and i n t e l l e c t u a l aspects of 
f i e l d work are i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d , and thus i t i s not 
pos s i b l e t o be a " n e u t r a l " i n v e s t i g a t o r . I t i s 
understandable t h a t t o be male, or even female, and t o 
have been t r a i n e d i n the t r a d i t i o n a l academic system w i l l 
hamper the achievement of unbiased research. S t i l l , i t 
would be u n f a i r t o deny t h a t i n the l a s t decade women 
have been "recovered" from h i s t o r y . 

Feminist researchers have begun t o make a p a r a l l e l 
h i s t o r y of women, of t h e i r very r e a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 
various issues worldwide and of t h e i r experiences. The 
subj e c t of women (urban and r u r a l ) and the environment i n 
Mexico, remains t o be opened; other aspects of the l i f e 
of peasant women have been recorded but not t h i s . 

VI.3.- Culture; Self-image; Cosmovision 

"Although the women of any p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t y are o f t e n 
depicted i n the l i t e r a t u r e as an u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d s o c i a l 
group, t h e i r i n t e r e s t s and experiences o r d i n a r i l y vary 
d r a m a t i c a l l y " (Molyneux, 1985:89). One f a c t o r important 
t o the d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n i s c u l t u r e , which, according t o 
Goodenoughe, i s : "Knowledge, or what people must l e a r n i n 
order t o f u n c t i o n as n a t i v e a ctors i n a s o c i e t y " (Browner 
[ d r a f t ] : 2 ) . 
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I n order t o l e a r n about p a r t i c u l a r c u l t u r e s , researchers 
employ informants; the more informants agreeing on an 
answer, the more l i k e l y i t i s they are p r o v i d i n g the 
c o r r e c t c u l t u r a l response (Romney, Weller and Batchelder, 
1986). Goodenoughe's d e f i n i t i o n , though, i s considered 
incomplete because i t does not assess "the extent t o 
which a person's knowledge may f a c i l i t a t e f u n c t i o n i n g 
w i t h i n h i s / h e r n a t u r a l environments, and his/her a b i l i t y 
t o achieve associated goals" (Browner [ d r a f t ] : 2 ) . So, t o 
make t h e d e f i n i t i o n more accurate, the term "adaptative 
competence" has been added (e.g. an "informant's 
awareness of l o c a l l y a v a i l a b l e h erbal remedies t h a t 
c o n t a i n chemicals t h a t enable users t o accomplish the 
p h y s i o l o g i c a l e f f e c t s they seek, should be regarded as 
more a d a p t a t i v e l y competent than someone t h a t knows no 
her b a l remedies, or knows only those t h a t are 
demonstrably i n e f f e c t i v e " (Browner [ d r a f t ] :2-3) . There i s 
also " i n t r a c u l t u r a l v a r i a t i o n " , which accounts f o r 
d i f f e r e n c e s i n knowledge e s p e c i a l l y i n small s o c i e t i e s , 
where b e l i e f s , values and behaviour are thought t o be 
unevenly d i s t r i b u t e d (Browner [ d r a f t ] : 1 ) . 

Research on Mexican healers ( i n P ihataro, Michoacan, w i t h 
a r u r a l Tarascan community) by Linda Garro (1986) has 
proved t h a t i n t r a c u l t u r a l v a r i a t i o n i s an important 
element. 
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Curanderas, or healers, are defined (Garro, 1986:354) as 
persons s k i l l e d i n the use of f o l k remedies i n t r e a t i n g 
i l l n e s s and who provide t h e i r services f o r a fee. Among 
na t i v e s of Pichataro, these healers are almost 
e x c l u s i v e l y women, u s u a l l y middle aged or o l d e r , 
i l l i t e r a t e , and "they use herbal remedies almost 
e x c l u s i v e l y " (Garro, 1986:354). V a r i a t i o n i n l o c a l l y 
s p e c i f i c knowledge seems t o be d i s t r i b u t e d i n a 
systematic fashion, and "the c o g n i t i v e content of an 
i n d i v i d u a l mind i s t o a great extent determined by the 
r o l e system, e s p e c i a l l y by sex r o l e s and the d i v i s i o n of 
labour" (Garro, 1986:353). Much of the v a r i a t i o n i n 
c u l t u r a l knowledge i s now thought t o be not random but 
patt e r n e d (e.g.: the Aguaruna p l a n t i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 
(Boster, 1986)) which shows t h a t women agree more w i t h 
other women than w i t h men, and women i n the same k i n 
group agree more w i t h each other than w i t h other women 
outside the k i n group; a l s o , since women gather p l a n t s 
and men do not, and women i n the same k i n group l i v e and 
work together, v a r i a t i o n and sharing i n p l a n t knowledge 
along these l i n e s cannot be considered s u r p r i s i n g . 
" P a t t e r n i n g i n v a r i a t i o n i s a consequence of l i v i n g i n a 
c u l t u r e " (Garro, 1986:353). So as I have s a i d , i t i s 
through p a r t i c i p a t i o n and communication t h a t people come 
t o l e a r n and share more, and some people share more 
because they have learned more i n s p e c i f i c s i t u a t i o n s . 
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This would again c o n t r a d i c t eco-feminists who b e l i e v e i n 
women's innate a f f i n i t y t o the environment. 

Local and personal cosmovision (Marcos, 1986) i s another 
f a c t o r determining v a r i a b i l i t y of people's r e a l i t y . I t i s 
defi n e d as "a c o l l e c t i v e c u l t u r a l product" (Lopez A u s t i n , 
1976) and as "something t h a t i d e n t i f i e s t o an i n d i v i d u a l 
h i s or her r e l a t i o n w i t h the forces of nature and w i t h 
other beings of h i s or her surroundings" (Marcos, 
1986:14)." I t i s profoundly c o l l e c t i v e but also 
i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c , because there are no two i n d i v i d u a l s 
t h a t have an i d e n t i c a l cosmovision 1 1, as Lopez A u s t i n says 
(Marcos, 1986:15). 

As noted i n research i n Tabasco, Mexico, (Dinerman, 
[ d r a f t ] ) , t h e r e has been p a r t i c u l a r neglect about the 
sources of i d e o l o g i e s about the sexes i n research on 
women i n Meso-America. Very l i t t l e has been s a i d about 
women's s o c i a l r o l e s or t h e i r s e l f - p e r c e p t i o n . 

Economic behaviour i s a f f e c t e d (Dinerman, [ d r a f t ] ) by the 
image women have of themselves; can i t be s a i d t h a t i f 
t h e i r s e l f p erception were higher, they might be more 
productive? At l e a s t t h a t they would answer the 
questions: "What do you know?" "What do you do?" "Do you 
work?" w i t h more awareness. One example of t h i s i s the 
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women vendors of Tabasco who do not t h i n k of themselves 
as t r a d e r s although they s e l l seasonal f r u i t s or 
vegetables from t h e i r own gardens i n the tianguis or 
l o c a l market (Dinerman, [ d r a f t ] : 5 ) . 

When I asked women i n south-east Mexico what they knew 
about the l o c a l environment (Townsend w i t h Bain, 1990), 
I was o f t e n t o l d : "nothing" or "men know more because 
they go out more". "The l i m i t a t i o n s t h a t women have when 
t r y i n g t o express themselves p u b l i c l y as a form of s o c i a l 
expression are due t o i d e o l o g i c a l norms" t h a t respond t o 
a s p e c i f i c type of f a m i l i a r and s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n 
(Dinerman, [ d r a f t ] ) . 

My o r i g i n a l t h e s i s t h a t there i s a bias i n research, t h a t 
almost no one has bothered t o i n t e r v i e w women, can be 
only h a l f the explanation. I t i s not only t h a t t h e r e i s 
a b i a s ; even i f these women are int e r v i e w e d , they w i l l 
r e p l y t h a t they are completely i g n o r a n t , as they have 
been taught t o b e l i e v e . 

An example of ideology and cosmovision a f f e c t i n g 
behaviour ( t h a t r e l a t e s women t o nature) i s seen i n 
Tarascan women, who are educated, by var i o u s r i t u a l s , 
i n t o "a world view and a set of associated values and 
a t t i t u d e s " (Dinerman, [ d r a f t ] : 1 0 ) t h a t w i l l suggest the 
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i d e a l behaviour t o them i n r e l a t i o n t o men. When they 
p a r t i c i p a t e i n r e l i g i o u s events (such as the f e a s t of "La 
Candelaria") , Ina R. Dinerman argues t h a t "the a c t of 
p l a c i n g candle-holders and flowers seems t o s i g n i f y both 
the domestic realm and an a s s o c i a t i o n of women w i t h 
l i g h t , the hearth, and n a t u r a l t h i n g s " (Dinerman 
[ d r a f t ] :11) . I n some of the r i t u a l s the women wear herbs: 
Dinerman suspects t h a t t h i s a r i s e s from a t r a d i t i o n "from 
the time when such herbs were used m e d i c i n a l l y as love 
p o t i o n s , aphrodisiacs, and medicines connected w i t h 
c h i l d b i r t h " (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 2 ) . On another occasion, 
a woman s i t s on the house f l o o r , meaning she i s " o f " the 
ea r t h , but not of the d i r t (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 2 ) . "The 
seating....thus connects her w i t h t he e a r t h , f e r t i l i t y 
and n a t u r a l abundance" (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 4 ) . I n another 
set of r i t u a l s , d u r i n g the p r e s e n t a t i o n and d i s t r i b u t i o n 
of fermented d r i n k , the " i d e a l " woman (priosta) i s 
associated w i t h the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of a n a t u r a l product 
(grapes) i n t o a "food", i n t o nourishment (Dinerman 
[ d r a f t ] : 1 4 ) . Any western eco-feminist would d e l i g h t i n 
these symbols. 

When a red s k i r t i s used by Tarascan women, red s i g n i f i e s 
blood, s e x u a l i t y , f e r t i l i t y , heat, and the s t i t c h i n g of 
a green cord t o the s k i r t i s supposed t o mean the 
r e l a t i o n between female and e a r t h , f e r t i l i t y and 
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p r o d u c t i v i t y (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 7 ) . I n an apron also used 
by the women, the embroidered f i g u r e s are almost always 
f r u i t s , f l owers or b i r d s , "the same items which occur 
over and over again i n a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h women durin g 
r i t u a l " . When the priosta cleans the "lower" or secondary 
p a r t of the church, t h i s repeats her a s s o c i a t i o n w i t h the 
e a r t h , w i t h "below" (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 8 ) . During 
Christmas f e s t i v i t i e s , t h e r e seems t o be an a s s o c i a t i o n 
of sweet t h i n g s such as candy and earthy t h i n g s such as 
peanuts w i t h the mother (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 8 ) . 
I n t e r e s t i n g l y , i t i s processed food which appears i n 
r i t u a l , c r e a t i n g an image of woman, the food-preparer 
(Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 9 ) . "Women's s e l f images are rooted i n 
the very models suggested by the r i t u a l s " (Dinerman 
[ d r a f t ] : 2 0 ) . 

Mesoamerican cosmovision i s i n t h i s case seen as the 
combination of two systems of b e l i e f s : Mexican I n d i a n 
b e l i e f s and Spanish b e l i e f s . This i s seen i n a process 
t h a t p a r a l l e l s t he "Virgin-wife-mother" f i g u r e who 
oversees the f a m i l y ' s " w e l l being and the e q u i t a b l e 
sharing of household resources" (Dinerman [ d r a f t ] : 1 2 ) . 
Womanhood i n these cases i s not an e s s e n t i a l i s t l i n k t o 
nature. 

Women's knowledge and a t t i t u d e s towards t h e environment 
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vary considerably, as we have seen i n t h i s s e c t i o n , 
depending on t h e i r c u l t u r e as w e l l as on many other 
f a c t o r s . I n t h i s s e c t i o n we have seen i n d i v i d u a l women 
from d i f f e r e n t geographical areas i n Mexico, and from 
d i f f e r e n t e t h n i c groups behaving i n ways t h a t r e f l e c t not 
only t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l backgrounds and c u l t u r a l i n f l u e n c e , 
but also a p e r s o n a l i t y and character t h a t i s very much 
t h e i r own and which gives them a d i f f e r e n t "adaptative 
competence". 

VI.4.- Women's environmental perception 

The answer t o the question whether or not woman have a 
s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n t o nature must l i e i n the "environmental 
p e r c e p t i o n " of both genders. Environmental perception i s 
define d as: "The means by which we understand 
environmental phenomena i n order t o o b t a i n the c o r r e c t 
answers t o r i s k s and t o make the best use of the n a t u r a l 
resources" ( D a l t a b u i t , 1991). 

The process by which environmental p e r c e p t i o n i s 
developed includes d i r e c t experience of the environment 
by means of the senses as w e l l as i n d i r e c t i n f o r m a t i o n 
t h a t i s obtained from other people, mass communication or 
s c i e n t i f i c p u b l i c a t i o n s . Environmental perception i s 
mediated by values, a t t i t u d e s and p e r s o n a l i t y , but i t i s 
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also i n f l u e n c e d by economic and s o c i a l f a c t o r s (Whyte, 
1985; Schuman, 1976). The environmental p e r c e p t i o n of an 
i n d i v i d u a l or a s o c i a l group might tend t o ignore f u t u r e 
r i s k s i n order t o respond, w i t h the e x i s t i n g resources, 
t o immediate problems ( D a l t a b u i t , 1991). 

The environmental perception of d i f f e r e n t groups-
indigenous peasants, a g r i c u l t u r a l mestizos, c a t t l e 
breeders, loggers, saw-mill workers, p o l i t i c i a n s - i s 
conditioned by economic, c u l t u r a l and s o c i a l f a c t o r s . 
Many women have a perception t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t again from 
these because of the a c t i v i t i e s they perform. This also 
v a r i e s , depending on socio-economic p o s i t i o n , occupation 
and education, and on e t h n i c o r i g i n , gender, age 
b i o l o g i c a l s t a t u s ( D a l t a b u i t , 1991:11), and, again, 
p e r s o n a l i t y . 
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MEXICAN RURAL WOMEN 

V I I . 1 . - introduction 

"Huichol women hold s t r o n g l y t o the o l d t r a d i t i o n , a 
philosophy t h a t says: take w i t h confidence but never more 
than what you need. Love l i f e and p r o t e c t i t t o assure 
more l i f e " ( L i l l y , 1992:66). 

This s e c t i o n w i l l examine the s i t u a t i o n of poor r u r a l 
women. F i r s t , what i s the scale of the problem? How many 
are there? The answer depends on the d e f i n i t i o n of 
" r u r a l " . The CONAPO (Consejo Nacional de Poblacidn) and 
the General Census de f i n e r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n as l i v i n g i n 
settlements of not more than 2500 i n h a b i t a n t s (Jimenez 
Lozano, 1979:10). According t o t h i s d e f i n i t i o n , i n 1980, 
33.7% of the country's p o p u l a t i o n was r u r a l ; by 1990 t h i s 
had diminished t o 28.7%. The d i s t r i b u t i o n by sex showed 
of 11,408 m i l l i o n r u r a l females i n 1980 and 12,089 i n 
1990 (World Bank, 1992). They in c l u d e a l a r g e number of 
women who may have knowledge about the environment and an 
impact on i t , which should be st u d i e d . 

Another d e f i n i t i o n (UNORCA, 1991) makes the r u r a l 
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p o p u l a t i o n those who l i v e i n settlements of not more than 
14,999 i n h a b i t a n t s . According t o t h i s , Mexico had, i n 
1980, 16,314.5 m i l l i o n females l i v i n g i n r u r a l areas and, 
i n 1990, 20,965 m i l l i o n , i n s l i g h t l y more than 100,000 
r u r a l communities. Of these the g r e a t m a j o r i t y (89.3% of 
the t o t a l ) d i d not have basic services (water, l i g h t or 
drainage i n t h e i r homes) (UNORCA, 1991:5). This l a s t 
d e f i n i t i o n accepts t h a t settlements of 15,000 or more 
i n h a b i t a n t s f r e q u e n t l y s t i l l have r u r a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
such as a g r i c u l t u r a l production or a peasant way of l i f e , 
as i n Cuauhtemoc, discussed below. Part of the d i f f i c u l t y 
i n d e f i n i n g r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n l i e s i n the i n f l u e n c e of 
c a p i t a l i s m i n the Mexican countryside which has generated 
r e g i o n a l v a r i a t i o n and strong d i v e r s i f i c a t i o n i n the 
co n d i t i o n s of production i n peasant u n i t s ; t h i s "should 
be taken i n t o account when c h a r a c t e r i z i n g t he r u r a l 
p o p u l a t i o n and s p e c i f i c a l l y the s i t u a t i o n o f peasant 
women" (UNORCA, 1991:1). 

As t h i s t h e s i s draws mainly on t h e l i t e r a t u r e , I s h a l l 
r e f e r t o peasant women i n the same sense as the authors 
of each separate piece of research have defined them. 
Probably t h e parameter taken by the m a j o r i t y of authors 
has been t h a t of a r u r a l p o p u l a t i o n not exceeding 2,500 
i n h a b i t a n t s , although t h i s i s not u s u a l l y s p e c i f i e d . 
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There are d i f f i c u l t i e s i n d e f i n i n g t h e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of 
r u r a l women i n Mexico (UNORCA, 1991; de O l i v e r i r a and 
Garci a ) . I n f o r m a t i o n on recent change i s not easy t o 
o b t a i n , because the main source, the Population Census, 
i s not y e t a v a i l a b l e i n d e t a i l f o r 1990 . 

For the purposes of t h i s t h e s i s , t he Mexican r u r a l women 
w i t h whom the t h e s i s i s concerned can be s a i d t o belong 
t o two groups. These are: 

Peasant women (campesinas) are o f mixed I n d i a n and 
Spanish o r i g i n ; they are also c a l l e d mestizasj t h e i r 
c u l t u r e incorporates both Hispanic and I n d i a n b e l i e f s . 
Peasant women i n Mexico l i v e i n a wide range of farming 
systems; they may p r a c t i s e a subsistence, market or 
combined economy; t h e i r land may be e i t h e r i r r i g a t e d or 
r a i n - f e d (Jimenez Lozano, 1979). I n d i a n women (indias) 
belong t o a s p e c i f i c I n d i a n e t h n i c group and have l a r g e l y 
kept t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n s and c u l t u r e . 

I t should be s a i d t h a t the words campesina (peasant 
woman) and i n d i a ( I n d i a n woman) are very o f t e n used 
i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y , both i n w r i t t e n and i n spoken language, 
and t h i s can be very confusing. I t i s also important t o 
note t h a t campesina i s c o r r e c t l y t r a n s l a t e d as " r u r a l 
woman" r a t h e r than "peasant", since t h e category includes 
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not only those w i t h r i g h t s i n land but members of the 
r u r a l p r o l e t a r i a t . 

VII.2.= Women's work: health 

I n t he absence of studies on r u r a l women's r e l a t i o n s h i p 
w i t h t h e environment i n Mexico, i t becomes necessary t o 
search f o r clues. Often, we know t h a t women do c e r t a i n 
work and t h e r e f o r e have the i n f o r m a t i o n necessary t o 
doing t h a t work. We can then i n f e r t h a t they have 
knowledge, although t h i s w i l l t e l l us nothing about other 
aspects of the r e l a t i o n s h i p , such as a t t i t u d e s or 
emotions. 

The f i r s t problem i s the very poor r e c o r d i n g of the work 
of r u r a l women i n Mexico. I t i s i n h e a l t h care t h a t 
women's work and women's knowledge i n r u r a l Mexico are 
most widely recognized. "Women dominate an e m p i r i c a l 
knowledge t h a t has a long t r a d i t i o n i n Mexico . . . w i t h 
t h e i r knowledge about powerful p l a n t s and massages" 
(Marcos, 1986:34). Most curanderas (healers) are 
hierberas ( p l a n t u s e r s ) , hueseras (bone-healers) or 
parteras (midwives) (Marcos, 1986:41). Caring f o r the 
h e a l t h and hygiene of everyone i n the f a m i l y and f o r 
themselves i s seen as something b a s i c a l l y feminine 
( D a l t a b u i t , 1991). This i s why women u s u a l l y have a 
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l a r g e r knowledge of problems r e l a t e d t o h e a l t h i n t h e i r 
homes and i n t h e i r communities. Peasant women's 
a c t i v i t i e s r e l a t e d t o f a m i l y w e l l - b e i n g are a t t r i b u t e d t o 
t h e i r r o l e s as mothers, teachers and housewives on one 
sid e , and of c o l l a b o r a t o r s i n a c t i v i t i e s t h a t produce an 
income and i n community business on the other (FAO, 
1975) . I n r u r a l Mexico, women must be able t o s u s t a i n a l l 
the b i o p h y s i o l o g i c a l f u n c t i o n s of the f a m i l y ; t h i s means 
the p r o v i s i o n of consumer goods and the t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of 
these goods, the p r e p a r a t i o n of food and the maintenance 
of good h e a l t h i n t h e i r f a m i l y (Jimenez Lozano, 1979:17). 
These two l a s t a c t i v i t i e s i n one way or another r e q u i r e 
knowledge of the p r o p e r t i e s of various n a t u r a l products, 
b a s i c a l l y t h e knowledge of herbs and medicinal p l a n t s . 

" I n many p a r t s of L a t i n America, sickness i s a f a c t of 
d a i l y l i f e , and i n most cases, i t i s women who are 
responsible f o r m a i n t a i n i n g household h e a l t h and t r e a t i n g 
i l l n e s s " (Browner, 1989:465). 

There i s no i n t r i n s i c reason f o r t h i s d i v i s i o n of labour, 
because what i s considered women's work v a r i e s very much 
throughout the world, so i t may be t h a t these f u n c t i o n s 
are a l l o c a t e d t o women because they are seen as an 
extension of t h e i r r o l e i n the repr o d u c t i o n of s o c i e t y . 
I t i s widely assumed t h a t most women possess s i g n i f i c a n t 
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s p e c i a l i z e d knowledge concerning h e a l t h care (Browner, 
1989:465). This knowledge includes not only simply 
p r o v i d i n g food, water and f u e l but also p r e s c r i b i n g 
remedies and deciding " a t what p o i n t i n an i l l n e s s t o 
seek outside a t t e n t i o n , and what type o f p r a c t i t i o n e r t o 
co n s u l t " (Browner, 1989:465). When women's e x p e r t i s e i n 
t r e a t i n g i l l n e s s e s a t home i s recognized, t h e r e w i l l be 
a b e t t e r understanding of women's r o l e i n household care. 
I n a l l s o c i e t i e s , the great p a r t of h e a l t h care i s 
provided by women i n the home (Pearson, 1987). 

Findings of studies (Argueta, Miranda e t a l . , 1986) i n 
the n o r t h of Puebla, Mexico, demonstrate t h a t t h e r e are 
d i f f e r e n t degrees of knowledge of the b i o l o g i c a l 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of p l a n t s as w e l l as o f the names they 
are known by. Also, there are d i f f e r e n t i n t e r a c t i o n s of 
people w i t h p l a n t s , and t h i s means th e r e i s 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e d use of the p l a n t s depending on 
socioeconomic f a c t o r s , mestizaje (extent of e t h n i c mix) , 
age and sex. 

Native healers used t o be consulted more o f t e n i n the 
past, but i n recent times the knowledge and use of 
t r a d i t i o n a l h e a l i n g has declined w i t h the i n t r o d u c t i o n of 
modern medicine, as Townsend and Bain found i n Los 
Tuxtlas and Uxpanapa (1991) . Younger women w i t h access t o 
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c i t y - b a s e d p h y s i c i a n s have i n g e n e r a l l e s s knowledge 
(Browner, 1989) o f m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s t h a n o l d e r women, and 
i t i s c o n s i d e r e d (Browner 1989) t h a t accompanying t h i s 
l o s s o f knowledge i s a widespread l o s s o f c o n f i d e n c e " i n 
t h e c u r a t i v e powers o f h e r b a l m e d i c i n e " (Browner, 
1989:466). T h i s i s e x p l a i n e d by Browner as a symptom o f 
t h e w i d e r t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s t a k i n g p l a c e t h r o u g h o u t L a t i n 
America as v i l l a g e s , towns and c i t i e s a r e i n f l u e n c e d by 
t h e w o r l d economic system (Browner, 1989:466). 

The curanderas o r women h e a l e r s o f v a r i o u s I n d i a n and 

peasant communities i n d i f f e r e n t p a r t s o f Mexico ( e . g . : 

t h e S i e r r a N o r t e ) s t i l l show i n t h e i r v a r i o u s r i t e s t h e 

b l e n d i n g o f i d e o l o g i e s t h a t r e s u l t e d when t h e Spanish and 

I n d i a n c u l t u r e s merged (Suarez, 1992). C u l t u r e s l i k e t h a t 

o f t h e OtomI have as "masters o f n a t u r e " d i f f e r e n t 

senores ( l o r d s ) r e p r e s e n t e d by c h i l e ( c h i l e pepper) , c o r n 

and t h e sun. Each has a p o w e r f u l female a s p e c t . They, 

t o g e t h e r w i t h t h e e v i l gods, make e v i d e n t t h e p r e h i s p a n i c 

c oncept o f c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y , i n w h i c h one d e i t y r e p r e s e n t s 

m a s c u l i n e and f e m i n i n e , good and e v i l (Suarez, 1992:65). 

I n Huauchinango (Veracruz) t h e r e a r e women h e a l e r s o f 

mestizo ( I n d i a n and Spanish) o r i g i n , who h e a l t h r o u g h t h e 

s p i r i t s o f dead d o c t o r s ; t h e s e s p i r i t s show t h e women 

whi c h p l a n t s , m i n e r a l s o r st o n e s t o use and how t o use 

them i n s p e c i f i c d i s e a s e s (Suarez, 1992). The main 
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element f o r t h e s e r i t u a l s i s w a t e r . The I n d i a n women 
h e a l e r s o f Tabacal ( i n X i c o t e p e c de Ju a r e z , P u e b l a ) , go 
t o manantiales ( s p r i n g s ) , caves o r h i l l s were t h e y 
b e l i e v e t h e "power o f n a t u r e " i s fo u n d t h a t w i l l h e l p 
them t o f i n d men's w e l l b e i n g (Suarez, 1992). 

Some knowledge o f h e a l t h p r a c t i c e s i s o b t a i n e d by women 

when d i s e a s e and poor h e a l t h occur among t h e i r f a m i l y 

members, because t h e y a r e t h e ones i n charge o f t h e 

f a m i l y h e a l t h . D u r i n g t h i s t i m e t h e y r e c e i v e more 

i n f o r m a t i o n and a r e a b l e t o t e s t i t (Jimenez, 1979:21). 

Women (hueseras o r bone h e a l e r s and hierberas o r p l a n t 

u s e r s ) f o l l o w a r i t u a l when h e a l i n g , "They have t h e 

c a p a c i t y t o p u r i f y t h e s o u l s o f p a t i e n t s i n p a i n f r o m 

e v i l s p i r i t s " (Jimenez, 1979:43). Besides knowing home 

remedies, most w o r k i n g c l a s s Mexican women know how t o 

make limpias ( t o "c l e a n s e " t h e s o u l ) . " T h i s i s a 

p r i v i l e g e o f women o f humble o r i g i n s , because i t i m p l i e s 

a c e r t a i n p e r c e p t i o n o f t h e u n i v e r s e w h i c h w e a l t h i e r 

women would n o t possess". Since A z t e c t i m e s , women have 

been i m p o r t a n t as mid-wives (Jimenez, 1979:43). Women 

s t i l l go t o midwives f o r h e l p . (Our s o c i e t y i s u n u s u a l , 

perhaps u n i q u e , i n a l l o w i n g men t o d e l i v e r b a b i e s ; most 

s o c i e t i e s have assumed t h e y w o u l d n o t know how.) 

Techniques v a r y f r o m p l a c e t o p l a c e . The phrase 

" p r a c t i c a l midwives" i m p l i e s t r a d i t i o n a l p r a c t i c a l 



125 

knowledge. They have an a r s e n a l o f knowledge about herbs 
and t h e r i t u a l s o f t h e i r use. They s i n g songs t h a t 
"impregnate t h e mother-to-be w i t h cosmic meaning and 
s t i m u l a t e h e r t o be i n harmony w i t h t h e n a t u r a l f o r c e s 
g i v e r s o f l i f e " (Jimenez, 1979:44). A g a i n , t h i s would 
appeal t o e c o - f e m i n i s t s and t o t h o s e who see women as 
p o t e n t i a l s a v i o u r s . 

But, d e s p i t e t h i s e x t e n s i v e l i t e r a t u r e on women's h e a l t h 

knowledge, i t i s a l s o seen t h a t " p r o f e s s i o n a l s " , m a i n l y 

f r o m u rban c e n t r e s i n Los T u x t l a s (Townsend w i t h B a i n , 

1991) o f t e n do n o t c o n s i d e r women's knowledge r e s p e c t a b l e 

o r t r u s t w o r t h y even though women's r o l e as mothers, 

u n l i k e t h e i r r o l e as economic p r o d u c e r s , i s w i d e l y 

r e c o g n i z e d . Indeed, an assumption o f much h e a l t h and 

n u t r i t i o n work i s t h a t "most mothers a r e ina d e q u a t e i n 

t h e i r t a s k , engaging i n h a r m f u l h e a l t h and n u t r i t i o n a l 

p r a c t i c e s w h i c h can b e s t be r e c t i f i e d " ( P e l z e r , 1984:4). 

V I I . 3 . - Women's knowledge on reproduction 

C a r o l e Browner (1988) has s t u d i e d d i f f e r e n t i a l knowledge 

among men and women i n r e p r o d u c t i o n . She has d e - m y t h i f i e d 

t h e i d e a o f women as s o l e possessors o f h e a l t h knowledge 

t h r o u g h h e r r e s e a r c h i n San F r a n c i s c o , a peasant 

community i n t h e S i e r r a de J u a r e z , about 100 Km. n o r t h o f 
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Oaxaca. She sought t o e s t a b l i s h whether women knew more 
t h a n men about m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s used f o r r e p r o d u c t i v e 
purposes, and i f t h i s was so, i f t h e women had more 
c o n t r o l o ver t h e i r f e r t i l i t y and t h e i r l i f e i n g e n e r a l 
due t o t h i s knowledge. 

As t h e r e i s u s u a l l y an i m p l i c a t i o n i n w o r l d l i t e r a t u r e 

and among e c o - f e m i n i s t s t h a t i n t r a d i t i o n a l s o c i e t i e s 

women do have c o n t r o l over c h i l d b e a r i n g and o t h e r a s p e c t s 

o f b i o l o g i c a l r e p r o d u c t i o n , Browner and h e r team e x p e c t e d 

t h i s t o be t h e case. To t h e i r s u r p r i s e , t h e y found "women 

and men named remedies f o r s i m i l a r p r o p o r t i o n s o f t h e 

e i g h t r e p r o d u c t i v e h e a l t h c o n d i t i o n s " (Browner, 1988:88). 

"With t h e e x c e p t i o n o f m e n s t r u a l hemorrhaging, men were 

as l i k e l y as women t o name a remedy f o r each c o n d i t i o n , 

and t h e y were more l i k e l y t h a n women t o name one f o r 

c o n t r a c e p t i o n . Moreover, t h e r e was a fundamental 

s i m i l a r i t y i n t h e s p e c i f i c remedies t h a t were named by 

b o t h sexes" (Browner, 1988:89). The gender d i v i s i o n o f 

knowledge o f m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s f o r non r e p r o d u c t i v e h e a l t h 

problems was c l o s e l y comparable (Browner, 1988:89). 

I t was observed t h a t women's and men's knowledge o f 

h e r b a l remedies f o r t h e management o f r e p r o d u c t i v e h e a l t h 

problems was s t r u c t u r e d d i f f e r e n t l y (Browner, 1988:89). 

Women were more l i k e l y t h a n men t o name remedies t h a t 
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o t h e r s i n t h e i r community had named. T h e i r knowledge was 
more l i k e l y t h a n men's t o be shared r a t h e r t h a n 
i d i o s y n c r a t i c (Browner, 1988:89-90). S t i l l , as a 
c o n c l u s i o n , t h e r e s e a r c h showed t h a t t h e r e was a 
fundamen t a l s i m i l a r i t y i n men's and women's o v e r a l l 
responses, so women r e a l l y d i d n o t have e x c l u s i v e c o n t r o l 
over knowledge c o n c e r n i n g r e p r o d u c t i o n . These r e s u l t s 
were i n t e r p r e t e d by Browner as men's a c t i o n s t o c o n t r o l 
"female r e p r o d u c t i o n t h r o u g h i d e o l o g y as w e l l as t h r o u g h 
p r a c t i c a l knowledge" (Browner, 1988:94) whic h i s n o t 
e x c l u s i v e t o t h i s community. 

One o b j e c t i v e o f Browner's r e s e a r c h was t o f i n d how 

knowledge o f h e r b a l remedies and o t h e r h e a l i n g t e c h n i q u e s 

was d i s t r i b u t e d t h r o u g h t h e community, and what were t h e 

i m p l i c a t i o n s o f t h i s d i s t r i b u t i o n f o r community-wide 

p a t t e r n s o f s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l o r g a n i z a t i o n (Browner, 

1985a:16). Ten o f t h e t w e l v e i n f o r m a n t s on t h i s a s p e c t 

were female and were chosen on t h e b a s i s o f t h e i r 

e x t e n s i v e knowledge o f h e r b a l remedies f o r r e p r o d u c t i v e 

h e a l t h . The f i n d i n g s show t h a t " t h e d i f f e r e n t i a l 

d i s t r i b u t i o n o f c u l t u r e comes about e i t h e r t h r o u g h r o l e 

p erformance i n a l l o c a t e d s t a t u s e s o r i n t h e course o f t h e 

s e l e c t i v e i n f o r m a t i o n exchange t h a t o c c u r s d u r i n g f a c e t o 

f a c e i n t e r a c t i o n " (Browner, 1988:23). The d a t a 

d e monstrate t h a t b o t h r o l e and i n t e r a c t i o n a r e 
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s i g n i f i c a n t i n e x p l a i n i n g t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n o f h e r b a l 

knowledge i n San F r a n c i s c o , b u t t h a t women and men f o l l o w 

d i f f e r e n t p a t t e r n s ( B o s t e r , 1986). Browner f o u n d t h a t 

"men's knowledge was i n f l u e n c e d more by s t a t u s t h a n by 

i n t e r a c t i o n " (Browner, 1988:23). And, as Townsend and 

B a i n (1991) were t o l d by women i n f o r m a n t s i n Los T u x t l a s 

and Uxpanapa, men g a t h e r e d knowledge about h e r b a l 

m e d i c i n e o u t s i d e t h e community, so men's knowledge was 

o f t e n u n i q u e . " I n c o n t r a s t , b o t h s t a t u s and i n t e r a c t i o n 

were s i g n i f i c a n t i n i n t e r p r e t i n g t h e women's d a t a , f o r 

female F r a n c i s c a n a s c o u l d a c q u i r e h e r b a l knowledge b o t h 

i n s i d e and o u t s i d e t h e community" (Browner, 1988:24). 

C a r o l e Browner (Browner, 1985) has conducted e x t e n s i v e 

work on t h e use o f h e r b a l remedies f o r t h e t r e a t m e n t o f 

r e p r o d u c t i v e h e a l t h problems. She c o n s i d e r s t h a t t h i s 

k i n d o f t r e a t m e n t i s " n e a r l y u n i v e r s a l i n many i n d i g e n o u s 

communities t h r o u g h o u t modern Mexico" (Browner, 

1985:482). One p a r t i c u l a r s t u d y shows t h a t i t i s m a i n l y 

i f n o t s o l e l y women who posses and use t h i s knowledge f o r 

t h e i r own r e p r o d u c t i v e d i s o r d e r s . "82% o f t h e women 

i n t e r v i e w e d used o n l y h e r b a l remedies f o r p o s t p a r t u m 

r e c o v e r y f o l l o w i n g t h e i r l a s t d e l i v e r y " (Browner, 

1985:485) . "The t h e r a p e u t i c e f f e c t s women seek f r o m t h e s e 

p l a n t s a l s o d e r i v e f r o m C h i n a n t e c e t h n o m e d i c a l 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g " (Browner, 1985:492). C a r o l e Browner 
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c o n s i d e r s t h i s community i s n o t u n i q u e i n t h e i r 
p r e f e r e n c e f o r t r a d i t i o n a l m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s , and t h a t 
t h e i r use p e r s i s t s t h r o u g h o u t much o f t h e d e v e l o p i n g 
w o r l d . T h i s i s e x a c t l y t h e o p p o s i t e t o my f i n d i n g s 
(Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991) i n t h e communities i n Los 
T u x t l a s and Uxpanapa. Women appear n o t t o be, 
u n i v e r s a l l y , s a v i o u r s , as e c o - f e m i n i s t s b e l i e v e ( V ) . 

B r i g i t t e J ordan ( 1 9 8 8 ) , i n r e s e a r c h on o b s t e t r i c s among 

Mayan women, concludes t h a t t h e t r a i n i n g c ourses d i r e c t e d 

t o upgrade t h e s k i l l s o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l b i r t h 

a t t e n d a n t s , among o t h e r h e a l t h c a r e r s , "promulgate t h e 

view s o f c o s m o p o l i t a n o b s t e t r i c s and e n f o r c e and propose 

a * p r o g r e s s i v e ' and m e d i c a l i z e d d i s c o u r s e t h a t makes 

i n d i g e n o u s ways o f s e e i n g , t a l k i n g a b o u t , and b e i n g i n 

t h e w o r l d u n m e n t i o n a b l e , i n v i s i b l e and i r r e l e v a n t . " 

" I n t r e a t i n g w e s t e r n o b s t e t r i c s as t h e o n l y k i n d o f 

l e g i t i m a t e knowledge, t h e y do n o t o n l y d e v a l u e i n d i g e n o u s 

e t h n o - o b s t e t r i c wisdom and s k i l l s , t h e y d i s a l l o w t h e v e r y 

methods o f i n d i g e n o u s knowledge and s k i l l a c q u i s i t i o n " 

( J o r d a n , 1988:935) . When t r a n s m i t t i n g " w e s t e r n ways" t h e y 

do n o t acknowledge a woman-centred v i e w o r a low-

t e c h n o l o g y approach t o b i r t h , and t h u s t h e y " r e n d e r 

m idwives' p r a x i s and d i s c o u r s e d e f i c i e n t and w i t h o u t 

i m p o r t " . So, t h e i n d i g e n o u s knowledge t h e y possess, and 
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t h e i r approach, i s "rendered i n v i s i b l e and marked w i t h o u t 
s t a t u s " ( J o r d a n , 1988:935). The c h a t t i n g t h a t p r o v i d e s a 
r e l a x e d s o c i a l s u p p o r t f o r t h e woman i n l a b o u r and o t h e r 
s u p p o r t , o f t e n t h r o u g h h er hands, i s n o t c o n s i d e r e d 
i m p o r t a n t a t a l l , nor i s t h e c o m f o r t o f d e l i v e r i n g i n t h e 
home, among t h e f a m i l y , i n a low l i g h t . 

We see t h e n t h a t a l t h o u g h i t i s a common b e l i e f t h a t 

women do possess knowledge on m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s t o t r e a t 

f e m ale d i s o r d e r s ( e c o - f e m i n i s t s b e l i e f s ) , t h i s has been 

shown t o be o t h e r w i s e by Browner's r e s e a r c h . S t i l l , i t i s 

i m p o r t a n t t h a t i n c o r r e c t g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s s h o u l d n o t be 

made. When i n t e r v i e w e d , women and men i n Los T u x t l a s and 

B a l z a p o t e sometimes r e p l i e d t h a t women knew more. They 

a l s o , i n o t h e r i n s t a n c e s , r e p l i e d t h a t men knew more. So 

r e s e a r c h o f t h i s k i n d s h o u l d be made i n a w i d e r v a r i e t y 

o f p o p u l a t i o n s , t o be a b l e t o compare r e s u l t s . 

V I I . 4 . - Women and a g r i c u l t u r a l production 

T h i s s e c t i o n w i l l examine t h e s i m i l a r i t y and v a r i e t y o f 

women's work i n a g r i c u l t u r e i n Mexico. We s h a l l see t h a t , 

i n c o n t r a s t t o t h e car e o f h e a l t h , t h i s work i s o f t e n 

assumed t o be done i n a c o n d i t i o n o f i g n o r a n c e . 

The s i t u a t i o n o f Mexican peasant women i s e x t r e m e l y 
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d i v e r s e , b u t o f t e n t r e a t e d as homogeneous. " R u r a l women's 
h e t e r o g e n e i t y o f s i t u a t i o n s t e n d s t o be o m i t t e d and her 
t r i p l e s t a t e , as a member o f a peasant f a m i l y , as a 
worker and as a woman, i s n o t made c l e a r " ( A r i z p e and 
Botey, 1986:141). I n t h e c u r r e n t market economy cash 
c r o p s a r e g i v e n p r i o r i t y o v er s u b s i s t e n c e c r o p s . Because 
o f t h e n a t i o n a l economic c r i s i s , f a m i l y income no l o n g e r 
c o v e r s f a m i l y needs; i t i s t h e peasant woman's j o b t o 
bala n c e t h i s s i t u a t i o n w i t h e i t h e r e x t r a u n p a i d work i n 
a g r i c u l t u r e o r w o r k i n g f o r a s a l a r y ( A r i z p e and Botey, 
1986:141). I n t h i s , peasant women a r e indeed a s i n g l e 
c a t e g o r y : almost a l l have been s u b j e c t t o t h e s e 
a d d i t i o n a l demands f o r t h e l a s t decade. But i t i s easy t o 
o v e r g e n e r a l i z e about them. "Peasant women cannot be seen 
o n l y as women. But n o r can t h e y be i d e n t i f i e d o n l y as 
pea s a n t s , d e n y i n g t h e ma 1 n o u r i s h m e n t , t h e p h y s i c a l s t r e s s 
and t h e s e x u a l v u l n e r a b i l i t y t h a t i s imposed upon them 
because o f t h e i r gender and t h a t d i m i n i s h e s t h e i r own 
r o l e as peasants" ( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986:142). 

The c u r r e n t n a t i o n a l economic c r i s i s m a n i f e s t s i t s e l f i n 

a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n . Many T h i r d World c o u n t r i e s t h a t 

used t o s e l l a g r i c u l t u r a l o r b a s i c p r o d u c t s , a r e now 

b u y i n g them i n t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l market, w h i c h "endangers 

t h e peasant p r o d u c t i o n u n i t , t h a t used t o be a b l e t o 

s u r v i v e w i t h t h e h e l p o f t h e s t a t e " ( A r i z p e , 1989). I n 
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o r d e r t o c o n t r o l t h e i r d e b t c r i s i s , governments have c u t 
t h e i r e x p e n d i t u r e , e s p e c i a l l y on e d u c a t i o n and h e a l t h , on 
t h e a d v i c e o f t h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l Monetary Fund and t h e 
World Bank. For L a t i n American c o u n t r i e s t h i s means a 
r e v e r s a l i n t h e i r i d e a s o f development, i d e a s w h i c h were 
t r a d i t i o n a l l y c e n t r e d on s a t i s f y i n g b a s i c needs w i t h t h e 
h e l p o f s t a t e s u b s i d i e s . 

I n Mexico as a consequence o f t h e l o s s o f s t a t e s u p p o r t , 

peasant f a m i l i e s have reduced t h e i r n u t r i t i o n a l l e v e l s 

(UNORCA 1991:4). As we have seen, women w i l l p r o b a b l y 

s u f f e r r e l a t i v e l y more malnourishment. S p e c i a l i z a t i o n and 

i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n o f a g r i c u l t u r e have reduced t h e share o f 

b a s i c f o o d c r o p s i n n a t i o n a l p r o d u c t i o n as o t h e r p r o d u c t s 

have proved t o be more p r o f i t a b l e ( B a r k i n , 1990) . Peasant 

f a m i l i e s a r e n o t g a i n i n g f r o m t h i s and cannot buy enough 

f o o d . There have been c o m p l a i n t s about t o r t i l l a s made 

f r o m i m p o r t e d y e l l o w maize, w h i c h r e f l e c t t h e " r e s u l t i n g 

d e t e r i o r a t i o n o f n u t r i t i o n a l and c o s m e t i c q u a l i t y o f t h i s 

i m p o r t a n t p a r t o f t h e Mexican d i e t " ( B a r k i n , 1990:20). 

Mexican maize i s p a l a t a b l e t o p e o p l e ; US maize, much 

cheaper t o produce, was d e s t i n e d t o f e e d p i g s . A l l t h i s 

b e a r s o u t t h e arguments o f Dankelman and Davidson and o f 

Sen and Grown (see above, V.3). 

Some c o n s i d e r t h a t even though s t u d i e s about peasant 
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women have i n c r e a s e d , l i t t l e i s known, even now, about 
t h e e f f e c t s o f t h e c r i s i s i n t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l s e c t o r and 
e s p e c i a l l y on women (UNORCA, 1991:1). I c o n s i d e r t h a t t h e 
main e f f e c t s a r e a l o s s o f knowledge because o f t h e l o s s 
o f g e n e t i c v a r i a b i l i t y , and l o s s o f h a b i t a t w h i c h r e n d e r s 
knowledge u s e l e s s . I f t h e r e i s a change f r o m w o r k i n g i n 
f i e l d s t o work i n a g r o - i n d u s t r i e s , d a u g h t e r s w i l l n o t 
need t o l e a r n t r a d i t i o n a l i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m mothers who 
may be f o r g e t t i n g i t anyway. 

Mexican r u r a l women have n o t o n l y s u f f e r e d f r o m t h e 

impact o f r e c e s s i o n . Many s u f f e r e d a l s o f r o m change i n 

t h e i r access t o r e s o u r c e s as Mexican a g r i c u l t u r e was 

c o m m e r c i a l i z e d . Most a r e i n d i f f i c u l t i e s because 

a g r i c u l t u r a l systems have n o t changed a p p r o p r i a t e l y as 

p o p u l a t i o n has grown. I t i s i m p o r t a n t , however, n o t t o 

see t h e s e e x t e r n a l changes as dominant. Fiona W i l s o n 

(1984:24) argues a g a i n s t a t t r i b u t i n g a l l changes 

a f f e c t i n g women's l i v e s i n r e c e n t y e a r s t o t h e impact o f 

c a p i t a l i s m i n a g r i c u l t u r e . There i s s t i l l a l a c k o f 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g " t h a t i t i s t h e s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

men and women which w i l l g o v e r n t h e degree and d i r e c t i o n 

o f women's response t o a g r i c u l t u r a l change r a t h e r t h a n 

t h e " i m p a c t " o f c o m m e r c i a l i z a t i o n p e r se" ( W i l s o n , 

1984:136) . Women's work i n a g r i c u l t u r e i n d i f f e r e n t p a r t s 

o f Mexico has n o t been changing i n t h e same d i r e c t i o n . 



134 
Mexico has a g r e a t v a r i e t y o f landscapes and o f r u r a l 
communities w h i c h d i f f e r i n t h e i r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s and 
degree o f r e c e n t change, i n c l u d i n g t h o s e i n whic h changes 
have been r a d i c a l w i t h g r e a t e f f e c t s on t h e environment. 
I n t h e s e r u r a l s o c i e t i e s peasant women a r e i n v o l v e d 
d i r e c t l y o r i n d i r e c t l y i n a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n , b u t 
t h i s i n v o l v e m e n t v a r i e s depending on t h e t y p e o f 
p r o d u c t i v e u n i t t h e y b e l o n g t o . For a n a l y t i c a l purposes, 
t h r e e t y p e s o f p r o d u c t i v e f a m i l y u n i t s can be s a i d t o 
e x i s t , depending on t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o t h e market: a) 
s e l f - p r o v i s i o n i n g , b) s e m i - p r o l e t a r i a n i z e d and c) 
p r o l e t a r i a n i z e d ( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986). (As we have 
seen above, "peasants" i n Mexico i n c l u d e a l l t h e s e 
groups.) 

We s i m p l y do n o t know whether t h e s e l f - p r o v i s i o n o n g 

peasant woman has more freedom t h a n t h e p r o l e t a r i a n woman 

t o d e c i d e on h e r own a g r i c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s . I s she f r e e r 

t o seek t h e s u s t a i n a b i l i t y o f h e r p r o d u c t i o n ? We do n o t 

know. 

I n a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n , women may p a r t i c i p a t e a l o n e 

o r w i t h t h e husband o r p a r t n e r , as d i r e c t l y r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r t h i s work o r as an asalariada ( r e c e i v i n g a wage) . 

Many campesina women work l i t t l e i n t h e f i e l d , b u t o t h e r s 

have a wide a r r a y o f a c t i v i t i e s . When t h e y work on t h e 
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f a m i l y f a r m , t h e y p l a n t , f e r t i l i z e , weed and h a r v e s t . 

Women i n charge o f a s p e c i f i c a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t y o r 

t h o s e who p r a c t i s e some s o r t o f a n i m a l husbandry may do 

i t a l o n e o r w i t h t h e i r husband's o r c h i l d r e n ' s h e l p 

(Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991). One common a c t i v i t y i s t h e 

t e n d i n g o f home gardens w i t h v e g e t a b l e s and f r u i t t r e e s , 

p i g s , c h i c k e n s and t u r k e y s . "Home gardens a r e c o n s i d e r e d 

women's p r o p e r t i e s ..." (Jimenez Lozano, 1979:15). When 

t h e woman does n o t have a husband, she may work on her 

p a r c e l a o r p r e d i o ( p l o t ) h e r s e l f , u s i n g h e r own s k i l l s , 

o r she may h i r e l a b o u r . The peasant woman who i s 

asalarxada ( r e c e i v e s pay f o r h e r work) i n a g r i c u l t u r a l 

a c t i v i t i e s a l s o u s u a l l y works i n p l a n t i n g , t r a n s p l a n t i n g 

o r h a r v e s t i n g (she w i l l u s u a l l y e a r n l e s s t h a n t h e men 

f o r t h e same work) . Women a l s o p a r t i c i p a t e i n non 

a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s t h a t i n v o l v e knowledge o f 

c o n s e r v a t i o n and p r e s e r v a t i o n o f f o o d s t u f f s o r s i m p l y 

r e q u i r e a s s o c i a t e d t a s k s (Jimenez Lozano, 1979). 

"Compared t o peasa n t s , women i n I n d i a n f a m i l i e s a r e made 

t o d e s i g n a whole s e r i e s o f a d d i t i o n a l s t r a t e g i e s . . . " 

among t h e s e . . . " t h e s e l l i n g o f wood and c o a l ( i l l e g a l l y 

o b t a i n e d ) ; o f f l o w e r s and w i l d h e r b s " (Garza 

C a l i g a r i s , : 4 ) . 

Women n o t o n l y work i n t h e f i e l d s , t h e y do so t o a degree 
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t h a t women c o n s i d e r , "...more work..." (Garza 
C a l i g a r i s , : 5 ) . " I p l a n t c o f f e e , I c o l l e c t i t , c l e a n i t , 
d r y i t . I p r e p a r e my f o o d , c l e a n my house a b i t , g a t h e r 
honey, c u t wood, mend my c h i l d r e n ' s c l o t h e s , c a r r y t h e 
p i n e a p p l e , l i m e s and oranges. That i s a l l I do, I do n o t 
have any o t h e r j o b , I c a n ' t do a n y t h i n g e l s e because I 
d i d n o t go t o s c h o o l . . . " (Garza C a l i g a r i s , : 8 ) . 

L a t e r case s t u d i e s w i l l i l l u s t r a t e t h e v a r i e t y o f women's 

r o l e s i n Mexican a g r i c u l t u r e . 

V I I . 5 . - A g r o - I n d u s t r i a l U n i t s f o r (Peasant) Women: UAIM'S 

Even t h e s t a t e r e c o g n i z e s women's r o l e i n a g r i c u l t u r e . 

S i nce 1971, t h e r e e x i s t s i n Mexico what i s c a l l e d a 

"UAIM" ( A g r o - I n d u s t r i a l U n i t f o r Women) ( S t e r n ) ; t h e s e 

a r e s m a l l farms f o r women, o l d e r t h a n 16 y e a r s o f age, 

who a r e n o t ejidatarias ( i e who have no r i g h t s i n l a n d ) 

and who r e p r e s e n t a g r e a t l a b o u r p o t e n t i a l ( A r i z p e and 

Botey, 1986:137). UAIMs were c r e a t e d p a r t l y t o h e l p s t o p 

female m i g r a t i o n t o t h e c i t i e s and t o h e l p improve s o c i a l 

w e l f a r e (UNORCA, 1991:26). UAIMs, however, i n v o l v e i n 

p r a c t i c e v e r y few women i n t o t a l . They a r e fo u n d o n l y i n 

eiidos ( l a n d r e f o r m communities, w h i c h s t i l l occupy h a l f 

t h e a g r i c u l t u r a l a r e a ) . Each e i i d o s h o u l d s e t a s i d e one 

f a r m f o r a UAIM. But t h e e i i d o w i l l comprise perhaps a 
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hundred farms, o f which o n l y one i s a UAIM. Membership o f 

t h e UAIM i s l i m i t e d t o women o f t h e community who have no 

r i g h t s i n l a n d ; u s u a l l y f i f t e e n t o f i f t y b e l o n g t o i t , 

b u t t h e f a r m may be o n l y a few h e c t a r e s . I t s h o u l d be t h e 

same s i z e as t h e o t h e r farms on t h e e j i d o , each i n t e n d e d 

t o s u p p o r t a s i n g l e f a m i l y . 

UAIMs a r e supposed t o h e l p women e s t a b l i s h a s m a l l a g r o -

i n d u s t r i a l o r a g r i c u l t u r a l farm. But even w i t h t h e s e , 

women have v e r y l i t t l e access t o income a r i s i n g f r o m t h e 

l a n d , due more t o c u l t u r a l f a c t o r s t h a n t o t h e law 

( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986:138). The main a c t i v i t i e s i n 

t h e s e u n i t s a r e a g r i c u l t u r a l , c r a f t s and a n i m a l husbandry 

( A r i z p e and Botey, 1986:139). I n r e l a t i o n t o t h i s 

( E x c e l s i o r , Sunday, February 16, 1992) t h e M i n i s t e r o f 

A g r a r i a n Reform, V i c t o r Cervera Pacheco, d e c l a r e d i n 

Me r i d a , Yucatan, i n February 1992, t h a t 10 thousand 

m i l l i o n pesos would be d e s t i n e d f o r t h e c r e a t i o n o f 300 

more UAIMs. He c o n s i d e r e d i t t h e d u t y o f t h e F e d e r a l 

Government t o h e l p t h e s e r u r a l o r g a n i z a t i o n s and s a i d 

t h a t a l l women were e n t i t l e d t o t h i s h e l p r e g a r d l e s s o f 

t h e i r p o l i t i c a l i n c l i n a t i o n s . He a l s o s a i d t h a t a t t h e 

p r e s e n t t h e r e a r e more t h a n 6000 UAIMs and t h a t a l l o f 

them would be h e l p e d i n t h e same way. The mayoress o f t h e 

town, Dulce M a r i a S a u r i Riancho, a l s o s t a t e d t h a t women's 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n t h e s e a g r o - i n d u s t r i a l u n i t s i s p a r t o f 
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t h e s t r u c t u r e o f change t h a t i s t a k i n g p l a c e i n t h e whole 
c o u n t r y . 

The main achievement o f t h e s e UAIM's i s t o have c r e a t e d 

a s o c i a l awareness o f t h e need t o open j o b s f o r women i n 

r u r a l a r e a s , and o f t h e p o t e n t i a l women r e p r e s e n t . But i n 

r e a l i t y , t h e UAIMs have n o t been v e r y s u c c e s s f u l ( S t e r n ) . 

T h i s m i g h t be because t h e government has n o t c o n s i d e r e d 

them v e r y i m p o r t a n t so i t has n o t g i v e n them t h e 

necessary t e c h n i c a l , a d m i n i s t r a t i v e and economic h e l p , 

and a l s o because t h e r e have n o t been t h e means t o 

c o m m e r c i a l i z e t h e i r p r o d u c t s ( S t e r n ) . 

The number o f UAIMs i n t h e c o u n t r y has been and c o n t i n u e s 

t o be q u e s t i o n a b l e . "Nobody r e a l l y knows how many t h e r e 

a r e " (UNORCA, 1991:27) : T e r e s i t a de B a r b i e r i e t a l . (1981) 

r e p o r t e d 4,945 w i t h a p r e s i d e n t i a l xgo ahead', and 280 

a c t u a l l y f u n c t i o n i n g ; Lourdes A r i z p e and C a r l o t a Botey 

say t h a t u n t i l 1986 t h e r e were 8,000 promoted, 1,224 

r e g i s t e r e d and a t o t a l o f 1,112 a c c r e d i t e d ; and t h e 

Centro de Estudios del Agrarismo en Mexico (CEHAM) 

r e p o r t s t h a t a c c o r d i n g t o t h e N a t i o n a l A g r a r i a n R e g i s t r y , 

t h e r e were 2,253 u n i t s r e g i s t e r e d i n t h e c o u n t r y i n 1991, 

t h i s i s , i n 8% o f a l l t h e e i i d o s o f t h e c o u n t r y (UNORCA, 

1991:27). And a c c o r d i n g t o y e t o t h e r sources (UNORCA, 

1991) based i n t h e s t a t e o f Oaxaca, a t p r e s e n t , o f t h e 
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t o t a l amount r e g i s t e r e d , only 10 t o 20% are working. 

V I I . 6 . - Knowledge Related To Production 

We have seen how much women are involved i n a g r i c u l t u r e . 

Knowledge, f o r peasant women, as f o r everyone e l s e , i s 

acquired through experience, through personal 

i n t r o s p e c t i o n and by having c o n t a c t with others or with 

the mass media (Jimenez Lozano, 1979:51). From very 

e a r l y , peasant women s t a r t t h e i r l e a r n i n g process w i t h i n 

t h e i r f a m i l i e s . Throughout t h e i r l i v e s they gather 

information through experience, but i t may be t h a t " t h i s 

experience i s not enough f o r them t o keep on l e a r n i n g " 

(Jimenez Lozano, 1979:51). " I n d i v i d u a l and environmental 

f a c t o r s c o n d i t i o n the communication and p r a c t i c e of 

knowledge" (Jimenez Lozano, 1979:51). The p o s i t i o n of 

women has much to do with the o p p o r t u n i t i e s they have to 

ac q u i r e knowledge. 

The i s s u e can be looked a t from the po i n t of view of how 

women a r e seen by other people i n s o c i e t y ; i f t h e i r 

a b i l i t i e s and s k i l l s a re not seen by others because most 

of t h e i r time i s spent indoors, then i t w i l l simply not 

be known how women acq u i r e information, make d e c i s i o n s 

and d e a l with other people. 
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A common b e l i e f i n Mexico i s t h a t most women t h a t work 

with t h e i r husbands i n a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s do not 

possess a grea t d e a l of t e c h n i c a l knowledge (Jimenez 

Lozano, 1979:143). Ma. Elena Jimenez Lozano (1979), who 

works mainly i n Morelos, argues t h a t the higher the l e v e l 

of women's schooling, the more they want t o ac q u i r e more 

knowledge t h a t could be e i t h e r "modern" or " t r a d i t i o n a l " 

depending on the teacher (Jimenez Lozano, 1979:157). The 

younger the woman and the husband the more the tendency 

to s e a r c h f o r new information, to interchange and apply 

i t , both i n productive and i n home a c t i v i t i e s (Jimenez 

Lozano, 1979:158). Peasant women's knowledge about home 

and productive a c t i v i t i e s comes b a s i c a l l y from 

"communication, information and interchange" (Jimenez 

Lozano, 1979:18). As they apply and p r a c t i s e new 

knowledge, they develop i t and experiment with i t . Again, 

because of t h e i r l i m i t e d a c t i v i t y space, t h i s interchange 

occurs mainly with the husband, c h i l d r e n and other 

r e l a t i v e s they l i v e with, and with neighbours and 

t e a c h e r s . Much of the interchange occurs when f e t c h i n g 

water or when they are i n the molino de nixtamal (corn 

m i l l ) . The people they meet w i l l have more or l e s s the 

same degree of education as they do. And always, new 

knowledge w i l l be adapted t o e x i s t i n g c u l t u r a l 

t r a d i t i o n s . "The opportunity to a c q u i r e new knowledge 

from s p e c i a l i z e d persons, from government sources, i s 



141 
s c a r c e " (Jimenez Lozano, 1979:19-20). ( T h i s of course 
r e f e r s to western knowledge). Women can a l s o get new 
information from r a d i o and T.V. when t h i s i s a v a i l a b l e . 

I t may be t h a t women do not interchange much knowledge 

r e l a t e d to productive t a s k s l i k e a g r i c u l t u r e , bee 

tending, cheese p r e p a r a t i o n and so f o r t h ; such knowledge, 

b a s i c t o the fami l y economy i n thes e f a m i l i e s , i s 

tr a n s m i t t e d from mother to daughter but not outsi d e the 

famil y u n i t , because t h i s knowledge i s j e a l o u s l y guarded 

or because the knowledge i s about processes t h a t are 

" c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of each f a m i l y " (Jimenez Lozano, 

1979:110). 

Among the f a c t o r s t h a t Ma. Elena Jimenez Lozano (1979) 

sees as a f f e c t i n g the degree of knowledge a peasant woman 

has a r e : number of ye a r s i n school, q u a n t i t y of 

equipment, number of members i n the family, t h e i r h e a l t h 

and age. Other f a c t o r s i n c l u d e : a c c e s s t o d r i n k i n g water, 

proximity to schools and h e a l t h c e n t e r s (Jimenez Lozano, 

1979:21). The a p p l i c a t i o n of "knowledge" of productive 

a c t i v i t i e s i s d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d t o the a v a i l a b i l i t y of 

t o o l s , inputs and equipment t o the women. We see t h a t 

"knowledge" here i s being defined as Western i d e a s . 

Informal education becomes gender o r i e n t a t e d . I n Yalcoba, 
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Yucatan, (Jimenez C a s t i l l o , 1985) boys, a t about e i g h t or 

nine y e a r s of age, w i l l s t a r t going out t o the f i e l d s 

w i th t h e i r f a t h e r ; t h e r e w i l l be a po i n t when t h i s 

a c t i v i t y w i l l become duty, even though they might have 

gone to the f i e l d s many times before. ( I t i s s a i d to be 

a man's a c t i v i t y because corn has a s p e c i a l meaning, 

"s a c r e d " f o r men i n t h i s geographical area) . But i n c a s e s 

of extreme poverty or when there i s no man around, women 

w i l l work i n the f i e l d s . I n the same manner, g i r l s of 

seven or e i g h t w i l l be c a l l e d by t h e i r mothers t o s t a r t 

t h e i r d u t i e s : g r i n d corn, make tortillas, e t c . 

As the g i r l s spend more time with t h e i r mothers i n 

Yalcoba they l e a r n (no a c t u a l "teaching" takes p l a c e ) 

more about the "female" t a s k s l i k e cooking and preparing 

home remedies, which i m p l i e s a c e r t a i n knowledge of 

p l a n t s , t h e i r uses and probably growing c o n d i t i o n . Both 

the k i t c h e n and the "home a l t a r " (an a l t a r i n s i d e the 

home, where t h e r e i s an image or s t a t u e of a s a i n t , the 

v i r g i n or C h r i s t , and which i s venerated by the f a m i l y ) , 

which are feminine domains, mean a t r a i n i n g of the g i r l s 

i n t o a "feminine world" t h a t i s s p e c i a l i n t h a t i t i s 

d i f f e r e n t from the boys' world, which, i n i t s own way, i s 

a l s o s p e c i a l . For in s t a n c e , men cu t firewood and leave i t 

s c a t t e r e d f o r the women t o c o l l e c t , meaning t h a t both men 

and women must know which wood w i l l be b e t t e r f o r burning 
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without producing too much smoke, l a s t i n g longer, burning 
slower. 

Both genders can be s a i d to have a " s p e c i a l " r e l a t i o n s h i p 

with t h e i r n a t u r a l environment, a r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t 

d i f f e r s i n each case. 

Manuel Jimenez says (pers.comm.) t h a t t h e r e e x i s t s a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p between Yalcoba women and the patio or 

solar, (home garden or yard) where they spend a great 

d e a l of time. T h i s would imply a c e r t a i n r e l a t i o n with 

t h i s s m a l l environment which s t i l l c o n s t i t u t e s a " n a t u r a l 

environment", as f a r as i t i s formed by " n a t u r a l " 

elements, and to do t h i s work, knowledge about i t i s 

necessary, a knowledge t h a t w i l l be acquired from 

mothers. 

We have seen then, i n general terms, how knowledge i s 

aquired by r u r a l women. The f a c t o r s a f f e c t i n g the 

l e a r n i n g process are v a r i e d and depend on geographical 

and c u l t u r a l a s p e c t s . Yet we say t h a t t h e r e i s a kind of 

knowledge t h a t i s feminine but based on the before 

mentioned f a c t o r s . 
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V I I . 7 . - Women and t h e i r s t r u g g l e f o r land 

Women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n Mexico i n s p e c i f i c p o l i t i c a l 

movements demonstrates t h e i r involvement with the land. 

Opinions vary as t o how much r e s e a r c h has been done on 

women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n p o l i t i c a l movements and on the 

q u a l i t y of t h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n . Some say (Magallon 

Cervantes, 1971) t h a t "very few s t u d i e s have been made of 

women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n peasant movements i n Mexico" and 

t h a t e x i s t i n g r e s e a r c h shows t h a t though t h e r e seems to 

be c e r t a i n involvement of the women with p o l i t i c a l 

movements demanding land, they u s u a l l y "borrow" the 

demands from the men, which does not r e a l l y r e p r e s e n t 

changes i n t h e i r subordinated c o n d i t i o n . I n t h i s view, 

women are but r a r e l y the o r g a n i z e r s of the movements, 

they adhere to them once the movement i s w e l l on i t s way 

(Magallon Cervantes, 1971). 

An opposing view i s t h a t t h e r e e x i s t s a long t r a d i t i o n of 

massive p a r t i c i p a t i o n of women i n the peasant movement 

and i n p o l i t i c a l s t r u g g l e s (Lopez Rodriguez, 1991). 

During the V Workshop of the Caribbean and L a t i n American 

Fe m i n i s t Gathering, i t was d e c l a r e d t h a t women f i g h t 

a g a i n s t l i m i t a t i o n s to the r i g h t to own land, a g a i n s t 

constant v i o l e n c e , a g a i n s t l a c k of s e r v i c e s , a g a i n s t 

v i c t i m i z a t i o n by p a t r i a r c h a l a u t h o r i t i e s . The workshop 

demanded land and r e s p e c t f o r peasant women. 
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Other s t u d i e s ( C a r b a j a l Rios, 1988) seek to prove t h a t 
when and i f women get involved i n these movements, 
besides an a r r a y of d i f f e r e n t causes and o b j e c t i v e s , they 
show an i n t r i n s i c i n t e r e s t i n the land, i n i t s products 
and as an " o b j e c t " to be i n h e r i t e d by t h e i r c h i l d r e n . A 
Mexican peasant woman i s quoted as saying: "We women 
p a r t i c i p a t e openly i n the s t r u g g l e s of our people when 
these concern s e r i o u s problems l i k e the need f o r new 
land, the defence of n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s , the d e s t r u c t i o n 
of land, the p o l l u t i o n of water..." (Magall6n Cervantes, 
1971). Women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i s sometimes i n d i r e c t 
( C a r b a j a l Rios, 1988). When the husbands a r e a c t i v e l y 
p a r t i c i p a t i n g , Mexican women are l e f t i n charge of the 
household and even working the land. But when women 
a c t i v e l y p a r t i c i p a t e , the explanation given by t h e i r 
p a r t n e r s i s "women are the ones t h a t love the land more 
and they defend i t more because i t i s the patrimony f o r 
t h e i r c h i l d r e n " ( C a r b a j a l Rios, e t . a l . , 1991:427). I n 
some i n s t a n c e s , women i d e n t i f y themselves with the land, 
because i t a s s u r e s them a space f o r t h e i r s u r v i v a l 
( A r r i l l a g a , 1988). 

I n whatever way women p a r t i c i p a t e i n the movements, i t i s 

very r a r e l y recognized ( C a r b a j a l Rios, e t . a l . , 

1991:427), not only because t h e r e might be a c e r t a i n b i a s 

i n the r e p o r t i n g of these movements but a l s o because the 
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a t t i t u d e and f e e l i n g of worthlessness o f t e n found i n 

women makes them maintain a low p r o f i l e i n t h i s kind of 

a c t i v i t y . Women have been quoted as saying, "The 

i n s e c u r i t y we f e e l to p a r t i c i p a t e i n the s t r u g g l e or i n 

any other t h i n g , i s due to the f a c t t h a t o f t e n our 

husbands and f a t h e r s have us so in t i m i d a t e d a t home, t h a t 

we don't get t o know anything, because we seldom go out 

and then t h e y ' l l t e l l us t h a t we are u s e l e s s and no good, 

then when the moment comes t o speak i n p u b l i c , i t becomes 

very d i f f i c u l t because we're j u s t used t o t a l k i n g among 

o u r s e l v e s " (Browner, 1986a). 

R u r a l p o l i t i c a l movements have been t r a d i t i o n a l l y formed 

by men and have been seen as i n s t a n c e s of the masculine 

s t r u g g l e . But again, t h e r e are those whose opinion of 

women i s as being " n e i t h e r more nor l e s s c o n s e r v a t i v e 

than men" (Magallon Cervantes, 1971) so t h a t " i n t e r e s t 

and opportunity must be present f o r women to support 

s o c i a l change" (Browner, 1986a:89). The reason given as 

to why women w i l l or w i l l not p a r t i c i p a t e i s t h a t i t 

depends on " i n t e r n a l dynamics w i t h i n r u r a l communities 

(t h a t ) might l i m i t women's a b i l i t y to p a r t i c i p a t e i n 

change e f f o r t s t h a t i n p r i n c i p l e they support" (Browner, 

Carole 1986a:90). Yet, the United Nations Commission on 

the S t a t u s of Women has observed t h a t "women are, on the 

whole, r e c e p t i v e to change f o r an e x p l i c a b l e reason: they 
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u s u a l l y have more to gain by changes brought about by 
community development than by c l i n g i n g to the s t a t u s quo. 
I t has a l s o been observed t h a t r u r a l women "have 
f r e q u e n t l y shown more d e s i r e f o r innovation and change i n 
t h i s r e s p e c t than men" (Browner, 1986a:95). 

The f o l l o w i n g are examples of women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

movements f o r land. 

I n Dona O f e l i a , Calpulapam, i n 1984, women's 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n p o l i t i c a l movements was analyzed 

(Velasco Hernadez, 1988). I t was found t h a t women had 

rel e v a n c e not only because of t h e i r domestic r o l e s , but 

because they had organized a movement ( o r i g i n a t e d i n 

1982) a g a i n s t the e x p l o i t a t i o n of the f o r e s t and i t s 

products, a movement t h a t was s u c c e s s f u l . Reacting t o a 

governmental order (decreto) t h a t was b e n e f i c i a l i n the 

beginning but t h a t e v e n t u a l l y ceased to be h e l p f u l , 

women, who considered the woods as property of the 

community and so f e l t they had the r i g h t and duty to 

defend i t and to e x p l o i t i t r a t i o n a l l y , j o i n e d f o r c e s to 

defend what they f e l t was t h e i r s . "Women were the element 

of change, the a c t i v e element of t h i s s t r u g g l e , of which 

they became l e a d e r s " (Velasco Hernadez, 1988) . They b u i l t 

i n t h e i r c h i l d r e n a consciousness about problems of t h i s 

kind, e x p l a i n i n g to them how t h i n g s were happening; they 
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a l s o educated more women, c h i l d r e n and men; they acted 

with " f e e l i n g and pas s i o n " ; and they s u c c e s s f u l l y got the 

change they wanted. I n t h i s i n s t a n c e i t i s important to 

note t h a t r e l i g i o n had a p o s i t i v e r o l e , as a woman 

pointed out, "Our duty i s to help each other, not only 

with prayer and words, but a l s o with a c t i o n " (Velasco 

Hernadez, 1988). Women i n t h i s case were portrayed as not 

always subordinated to men's p o l i t i c a l s t r u g g l e s , but as 

being an element of change, promoting ideas and a c t i o n s 

on t h e i r own (Velasco Hernadez, 1988:444) and t a k i n g 

a c t i o n a g a i n s t the d e s t r u c t i o n of the n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s 

on which t h e i r l i f e depended. There i s a c l e a r comparison 

with Vandana Shiva's f i n d i n g s i n I n d i a , and wi t h the 

expec t a t i o n s of I r e n e Dankelman and Joan Davidson (see 

V.2 and V.3). 

Another example i s found i n a l e t t e r to a newspaper 

(Lopez Rodriguez, 1991), i n which a peasant woman from 

Oaxaca wrote about many "brothers" being i n c a r c e r a t e d 

during t h e i r s t r u g g l e f o r a p i e c e of land: "Here i s when 

the I n d i a n peasant woman s t a r t s to play an important r o l e 

i n t h i s s t r u g g l e , breaking with a s e r i e s of p r e j u d i c e s 

imposed upon us by a cacique (boss) who e x p l o i t s us. We 

peasant women have not stopped growing corn, beans and 

c h i l e peppers, because we are sure t h a t i f we keep these 

products, our s t r u g g l e w i l l advance, because our 
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an c e s t o r s s u r v i v e d the conquest and today we w i l l keep on 

r e s i s t i n g t h i s m a r g i n a l i z a t i o n t h a t overpowers us", i s 

signed by Juana Vazquez. 

V I I . 8 0 - Women i n a g r i c u l t u r e : Case s t u d i e s 

Women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s has been 

examined i n the s e c t i o n d e a l i n g w i t h "Women and Work". 

The f o l l o w i n g are examples of t h i s p a r t i c i p a t i o n and i t s 

v a r i e t y , which has great i n f l u e n c e on t h e i r r e l a t i o n to 

the p h y s i c a l environment. 

I n San F r a n c i s o (pseudonym) , Oaxaca, a Chinantec speaking 

community, Carole Browner found t h a t women make an 

important c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the household's economy. 

Besides t h e i r domestic d u t i e s , they work t h e i r own f i e l d s 

and many " s i n g l e handed run t h e i r f a m i l y ' s farms" 

(Browner, 1989:464). For t h i s they a r e proud, and "they 

d e r i v e an important p a r t of t h e i r female s e l f - i d e n t i t y 

from these productive a c t i v i t i e s " (Browner, 1989:464). 

Great d i f f e r e n c e s may appear i n communities i n the same 

area. I n a " r i c h " e i i d o c a l l e d Loma Tendida V a l l e de 

Santiago i n Guanajuato, (Wilson, 1984:138) i t was found 

i n 1978 t h a t t r a d i t i o n a l l y women had not worked i n the 

f i e l d s , and even i n re c e n t times, when hands are needed 

to grow sorghum, they were s t i l l excluded from 
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a g r i c u l t u r a l labour by men. I n t h i s case, women were not 

"engaged i n other types of productive e n t e r p r i s e s while 

men work i n a g r i c u l t u r e " (Wilson, 1984:139). Here, women 

spent almost the whole time i n home a c t i v i t i e s . They 

r a i s e d some chickens t h a t were h a r d l y ever s o l d . I f they 

had enough maize, they might f a t t e n some pi g s f o r s a l e . 

Some might even "keep bees and most r a i s e p l a n t s with 

m edicinal p r o p e r t i e s " (Wilson, 1984:139) . T h i s case shows 

t h a t even with the r a p i d i n t r o d u c t i o n of cash crop 

production and major changes i n labour requirements, the 

gender d i v i s i o n of labour i s not n e c e s s a r i l y a l t e r e d 

w i t h i n a g r i c u l t u r e (Wilson, 1984:139). There seems t o be 

a strong e f f o r t put, i n t h i s s p e c i f i c area, i n t o avoiding 

women working i n the f i e l d s (Wilson, 1984:139-140). 

Commercial farming has had no e f f e c t on the sex u a l 

d i v i s i o n of labour. 

A l s o i n the V a l l e de Santiago, i n a poor e i i d o (land 

reform community) c a l l e d Magdalena de Arceo, i t was seen 

t h a t "women had l i t t l e p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a g r i c u l t u r e , but 

when men s t a r t e d migrating s e a s o n a l l y t o the U.S., women 

s t a r t e d c o n t r i b u t i n g more labour time than men i n 

su b s i s t e n c e a g r i c u l t u r e " (Wilson, 1984:140). Here, 

contrar y t o what happened i n Loma Tendida, women were 

kept as p a r t of the household ( i n Loma Tendida women were 

made to leave the community and work f o r wages i n s e c t o r s 
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other than a g r i c u l t u r e ) as the p r i n c i p a l s u b s i s t e n c e 
producers (Wilson, 1984:140). 

I n the strawberry s e c t o r of Zamora, Michoacan, women a l s o 

had the t r a d i t i o n of not working i n a g r i c u l t u r a l 

production. But s i n c e 1965 the s i t u a t i o n has changed and 

women (and c h i l d r e n too) have s t a r t e d working f o r the 

strawberry growers. Women are p r e f e r r e d i n t h i s type of 

work. They can be paid l e s s and are ( t h e r e f o r e ? ) 

p e r c e i v e d as more e f f i c i e n t than men, e s p e c i a l l y during 

h a r v e s t s . 

I n the s t a t e of S i n a l o a ( i n tomato packing p l a n t s ) 

(Wilson, 1984) , women workers are found i n c o n t r a s t i n g 

groups: s e m i - p r o l e t a r i a n i z e d (with a c c e s s t o land but 

depending on wage work as the primary source of income) 

and p r o l e t a r i a n s (depending t o t a l l y on wage income). The 

f i r s t group when not working i n the packing p l a n t s 

undertake productive labour i n a g r i c u l t u r e (e.g. sowing, 

weeding and e s p e c i a l l y h a r v e s t i n g maize, tending animals 

and p r o c e s s i n g f o o d s t u f f s ) . These women " f i n d themselves 

placed simultaneously i n d i f f e r e n t c l a s s s i t u a t i o n s " 

(Wilson, 1984:145). 

Fiona Wilson's opinion i s t h a t "poverty does lead t o some 

of the r i g i d i t i e s i n the gender d i v i s i o n of labour being 
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broken down with women t a k i n g on new types of productive 

work" (Wilson, 1984:141). 

Another aspect of women's r e l a t i o n t o nature i s the one 

shown by the women i n Ayuquila, J a l i s c o (Long and 

V i l l a r r e a l ) , who e s t a b l i s h e d a s m a l l - s c a l e bee-keeping 

e n t e r p r i s e . They got together once a week, working as 

members of a women's group, they dressed i n p r o t e c t i v e 

o u t f i t s and, forming s m a l l groups t o do d i f f e r e n t t a s k s , 

they c u t the g r a s s and c l e a r e d up the area of the 

beehive, sprayed the h i v e s a g a i n s t p e s t s and observed the 

bees and the well- b e i n g of the queen. P e t r a , the 

P r e s i d e n t of the Women' Group, when interviewed, 

demonstrated much knowledge about the c a r e of bees. She 

knew how to recognize the s i c k bees, the o l d queen (Long 

and V i l l a r r e a l , n . d . : 112) and the presence of too many 

drones. A l l t h i s she had l e a r n t during courses which she 

had s t u d i e d thoroughly, and f o r her i t was a very s e r i o u s 

matter (Long and V i l l a r r e a l , n . d . :113) . With time, she had 

l e a r n t , among other t h i n g s , t h a t during the n u p t i a l 

f l i g h t i t was e i g h t and not one of the drones t h a t 

f e r t i l i z e d the queen (Long and V i l l a r r e a l , n . d . : 1 1 4 ) . 

"When speaking of the techniques and s c i e n c e of bee­

keeping, her fac e l i t up to communicate her engagement 

and genuine i n t e r e s t i n the s u b j e c t " (Long and 

V i l l a r r e a l , n . d . : 1 1 4 ) . P e t r a possessed a "considerable 
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i n t e r e s t f o r improving her knowledge of bee-keeping and 

other p r a c t i c a l s k i l l s " (Long and V i l l a r r e a l , n . d . : 1 1 6 ) . 

P e t r a ' s enthusiasm seemed to be i n f l u e n c e d by her 

r e l i g i o n . She, l i k e her f a t h e r , was a Jehovah's Witness', 

t h e r e f o r e "she saw a connection between moral r e c t i t u d e 

and abstinence and seeking godly knowledge" (Long and 

V i l l a r r e a l , :n.d.H6) . Also, the o r g a n i z a t i o n a l s k i l l s and 

d e d i c a t i o n of the members of t h e i r r e l i g i o n were 

v a l u a b l e , i n P e t r a ' s case, f o r s u c c e s s i n t h i s group 

venture, which means the a c q u i s i t i o n and u t i l i z a t i o n of 

new knowledge as w e l l as some degree of commitment t o the 

group. Pe t r a , r e f e r r i n g to the course she took i n bee­

keeping (as quoted), s a i d : "they help us, not only with 

the bees, but as women, to fac e l i f e . I t ' s a b i t of 

everything, we l e a r n new t h i n g s and a r e able t o get out 

of the house f o r a while and i t f i l l s us with the d e s i r e 

t o know more" (Long and V i l l a r r e a l , n . d . :117). She has 

l e a r n t some of nature's " s e c r e t s " and now she would l i k e 

t o p l a n t plums and nopales ( c a c t i ) . With the a d d i t i o n a l 

earnings, they might open a g r i n d i n g m i l l f o r the 

v i l l a g e . 

P e t r a ' s a t t i t u d e could be s a i d to r e f l e c t her general 

background and o r i e n t a t i o n to l i f e , which was i n c o n t r a s t 

t o t h a t of Rosa. Rosa, working i n a tomato s e l e c t i n g 
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p l a n t , s a i d t h a t the beekeeping e n t e r p r i s e had not yet 
reached a point where the earnings from i t could compete 
with those from a g r i c u l t u r a l wage labour. Besides, the 
bee-keeping had "created problems" with Rosa's husband, 
something which tended to stop her from i n v o l v i n g h e r s e l f 
more i n i t . T h i s i s an example of d i f f e r e n t a t t i t u d e s 
towards the use of a l i v i n g r esource, the use of new 
knowledge about i t , and how backgrounds and personal 
h i s t o r i e s can a f f e c t d e c i s i o n s taken regarding the 
environment. I f t h e r e i s environmental degradation, women 
face d i f f e r e n t problems: d i s e a s e , p o l l u t i o n , garbage, 
food shortages and m a l n u t r i t i o n , and a c c e s s to and use of 
reso u r c e s such as firewood, c o n s t r u c t i o n m a t e r i a l s and 
medicines ( D a l t a b u i t , 1991:14). 

I t i s t o be expected t h a t the l e v e l of s e l f s u f f i c i e n c y , 

of people i n general and of women i n p a r t i c u l a r , has 

diminished with the r i s e of the market economy. 

I n d i v i d u a l d i r e c t a c c e s s to n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s has 

diminished. 

Women i n the Huichol e t h n i c group "see t h e i r environment 

as a magic p l a c e , f u l l of d e i t i e s , and as a warehouse of 

u s e f u l and necessary merchandise f o r t h e i r d a i l y l i f e " 

( L i l l y , 1992:66). From the p r a c t i c e they have of j o i n i n g 

what i s m y s t i c a l and what i s p r a c t i c a l i n t o one concept 
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o f r e a l i t y a r i s e s t h e c o n v i c t i o n t h a t human bei n g s s h o u l d 
n o t waste what t h e gods have g i v e n them. They s t r i v e t o 
be s e l f s u f f i c i e n t . As almo s t everywhere e l s e , i t i s 
u s u a l l y t h e women who p r e p a r e t h e meals, b r i n g t h e w a t e r 
f r o m t h e w a t e r source, make and c a r e f o r t h e c l o t h e s . I t 
i s t h e y who t e a c h t h e language and show t h e c u l t u r a l 
t r a d i t i o n s t o t h e c h i l d r e n . They u n d e r s t a n d t h e 
importance o f w a t e r . They know t h a t w i t h o u t i t t h e r e i s 
no h a r v e s t o r f o o d . H u i c h o l women t e a c h t h e i r d a u g h t e r s 
t h a t w a t e r sources m a n a n t i a l e s ( s p r i n g s ) a r e p l a c e s where 
goddesses l i v e , t h e r e f o r e t h e y s h o u l d be v e n e r a t e d and 
p r o t e c t e d . Because t h e y have t o c a r r y t h e w a t e r such l o n g 
d i s t a n c e s , t h e y a p p r e c i a t e t h e v a l u e o f t h i s r e s o u r c e 
t h a t s h o u l d n o t be wasted. Once when d e t e r g e n t was 
i n t r o d u c e d t o t h e community, t h e amount o f foam i t made 
sca r e d t h e women so t h e y r e p l a c e d i t a g a i n w i t h t h e i r 
t r a d i t i o n a l washing p r o d u c t s . 

When t h e r e a r e no men a v a i l a b l e , i t i s women who go o u t 

t o l o o k f o r f i r e w o o d f o r c o o k i n g . They do t h i s w i t h a 

r e s p e c t f u l a t t i t u d e , as i n t h e ceremonies where t h e y 

o f f e r f o o d t o t h e t r e e s . When t h e y have t o k i l l a b u l l , 

t h e y o f f e r i t c h o c o l a t e t o d r i n k and d e c o r a t e i t w i t h 

f l o w e r s ; t h e y c r y and beg f o r f o r g i v e n e s s because t h e y 

a r e k i l l i n g i t , something done o n l y f o r i m p o r t a n t 

ceremonies. O t h e r w i s e , t h e y keep t h e i r Mesoamerican d i e t 
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o f c o r n , squash and beans, supplemented by p r i c k l y pear, 
avocado, f r u i t s and eggs. Sometimes t h e y w i l l v a r y t h e i r 
d i e t w i t h a s m a l l c h i c k e n o r some s m a l l a n i m a l s t h a t men 
k i l l , w h i c h i s c o n s i d e r e d " f o r good l u c k " . The r e l a t i o n 
o f women t o t h e f o r c e s o f n a t u r e , w i t h w h i c h t h e y a r e i n 
c o n s t a n t communication, i s r e f l e c t e d i n t h e t h i n g s t h e y 
embroider. Some women become "shamans'* who h e a l t h o s e i n 
need ( L i l l y , 1992). 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t i d e o l o g i e s ( W i l s o n , 1984:136) a r e 

und e r p i n n e d by " t h e way i n which a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i e t y 

p e r c e i v e s t h e c o n t e x t o f gender r e l a t i o n s and t h e 

s t e r e o t y p e s o f m a s c u l i n i t y and f e m i n i n i t y i n a b s t r a c t " 

( W i l s o n , 1984:136). A l t h o u g h i d e o l o g y i s n o t immutable, 

i t appears t o a g u i r e a c e r t a i n independence t h a t may even 

c o n t r a d i c t t h e c o n d i t i o n s i n w h i c h men and women f i n d 

t h e m selves, e s p e c i a l l y i n t i m e s o f r a p i d socio-economic 

change. 
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CHAPTER V I I I 

WOMEN'S HIDDEN KNOWLEDGE 

V11I.1.- I n t r o d u c t i o n 

E t h n o b i o l o g i s t s ( A l c o r n , 1984; Hernandez, 1985; L a u g h l i n , 

1975) have p o i n t e d o u t t h e r i c h s t o c k o f f o l k knowledge 

i n t r a d i t i o n a l Mexican a g r i c u l t u r e and t h e many uses f o r 

maize i n t h e many d i f f e r e n t e t h n i c groups, w h i c h c o u l d 

account f o r t h e d i v e r s i t y o f maize v a r i e t i e s . There i s 

evidence l i n k i n g s t r a t e g i c d e c i s i o n s t o t h e knowledge o f 

maize v a r i e t i e s and s p e c i f i c e n v i r o n m e n t a l c o n d i t i o n s 

(Brush, B e l l o n and Schmidt, 1988). One way o f e x p l a i n i n g 

t h e maintenance o f l o c a l maize t y p e s i s by t h e concept o f 

t h e " s o c i o - e c o l o g i c a l n i c h e " (Brush, B e l l o n and Schmidt, 

1988) w h i c h i s d e f i n e d as: " t h e edaphic c o n d i t i o n s , 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l regimes, e.g., t e m p e r a t u r e and 

e v a p o t r a n s p i r a t i o n , and human use, e.g., f o r market o r 

home consumption, t h a t may r e q u i r e d i f f e r e n t g r o w i n g 

l e n g t h s o r s p e c i a l c u l i n a r y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s " (Brush, 

B e l l o n and Schmidt, 1988). 

Much r e s e a r c h has been conducted on t h e l o s s o f g e n e t i c 

m a t e r i a l i n t h e T h i r d World ( A l t i e r i , 1987). T r a d i t i o n a l 

a g r i c u l t u r e i s an i m p o r t a n t way o f s t o p p i n g t h i s l o s s , 
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because i t c o n s t i t u t e s a " r e p o s i t o r y o f c r o p germoplasm 1' 
( A l t i e r i , 1987:87). S t i l l , t o s t o p t r a d i t i o n a l 
a g r i c u l t u r e b e i n g "modernized" i s n o t o n l y t e c h n i c a l l y 
c o m p l i c a t e d b u t can a l s o be a p o l i t i c a l l y s e n s i t i v e 
i s s u e ; p r o d u c e r s w i l l a c c e p t new v a r i e t i e s o f seed i f 
t h e y a r e b e t t e r and sometimes when t h e y a r e n o t . T h i s 
t r e n d has a l r e a d y been t h e cause o f a l o s s o f germoplasm. 
An e f f o r t t o s t o p t h i s l o s s must be l i n k e d t o r u r a l 
development programmes t h a t g i v e e q u a l i m p o r t a n c e t o 
l o c a l r e s o u r c e c o n s e r v a t i o n and s u s t a i n a b l e f o o d s e l f -
s u f f i c i e n c y and/or market p a r t i c i p a t i o n . "Any a t t e m p t a t 
in situ c r o p c o n s e r v a t i o n must s t r u g g l e t o p r e s e r v e t h e 
agroecosystem i n w h i c h t h e s e r e s o u r c e s o c c u r " (Nabham 
1979, 1985b). But t h i s cannot be a c h i e v e d i f t h e r e i s no 
e f f o r t t o m a i n t a i n t h e s o c i o - c u l t u r a l o r g a n i z a t i o n o f t h e 
l o c a l p e o p l e . T h i s w i l l mean t h e u t i l i z a t i o n and 
p r o m o t i o n o f autochthonous knowledge such as v a l u a b l e 
c r o p germoplasm and e s s e n t i a l s l i k e f i r e w o o d r e s o u r c e s 
and m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s . 

A l l t h i s , a l t h o u g h a g a i n r a r e l y s p e c i f i e d , i n c l u d e s t h e 

v a l u a b l e knowledge women possess, as t h e y a r e i n charge 

o f many o f t h e a c t i v i t i e s i n w h i c h t h i s knowledge i s 

used. 

Compared t o t h e e f f o r t s o f some groups and i n d i v i d u a l s 
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l i k e Shiva and Dankelman and Davidson (V) who c o n s i d e r i t 

o f t h e utmost i m p o r t a n c e t o conserve and rescue 

i n d i g e n o u s knowledge, e s p e c i a l l y women's knowledge, most 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l s c i e n t i f i c and development communities have 

n o t a s s e r t e d t h i s . They a r e shown by Rocheleau (1989) t o 

have l a r g e l y i g n o r e d r u r a l p e ople's s c i e n c e . Some have 

seen i t as an "unconscious e c o l o g i c a l wisdom" (Rocheleau, 

1989) t h a t c o u l d be u s e f u l f o r t h e g e n e r a t i o n and 

i n t r o d u c t i o n o f new t e c h n o l o g y , b u t n o t even t h e s e 

p o t e n t i a l l y " p r a c t i c a l " v iews o f r u r a l p e o p l e ' s s c i e n c e 

have been p r o p e r l y s t u d i e d and u n d e r s t o o d , and r u r a l 

women's i n t e r e s t s and knowledge have been r e s e a r c h e d even 

l e s s . Research on c o n s e r v a t i o n o f g e n e t i c d i v e r s i t y 

seldom, i f e v e r , d e a l s w i t h gendered knowledge. 

Some o f t h e v a l u a b l e i n f o r m a t i o n women possess i s r e l a t e d 

t o t h e v a r i e t i e s o f s t a p l e s t h a t w ould e v e n t u a l l y 

c o n s t i t u t e a germoplasm bank. One o f t h e s e s t a p l e s i s 

c o r n o r maize, t h e main i n g r e d i e n t o f t h e tortillas, f l a t 

cakes used as t h e main s t a p l e i n alm o s t t h e whole o f t h e 

c o u n t r y . Mexico i s c o n s i d e r e d t o be w i t h i n t h e c e n t r e o f 

o r i g i n o f Zea mays and has t h e h i g h e s t l e v e l s o f g e n e t i c 

d i v e r s i t y o f maize i n t h e w o r l d (Brush, B e l l o n and 

Schmidt, 1988). L i t t l e work has been done i n r e l a t i o n t o 

t h e maintenance o f i t s i n t r a s p e c i e s d i v e r s i t y (Brush, 

B e l l o n and Schmidt, 1988). A s y s t e m a t i c s t u d y on f a r m e r 
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r e c o g n i t i o n and s e l e c t i o n o f maize v a r i e t i e s does n o t 
seem t o e x i s t (Brush, B e l l o n and Schmidt, 1988). A l t h o u g h 
i t i s seldom mentioned, i t may be expected t h a t some o r 
a l l o f t h i s s e l e c t i o n i s p r a c t i s e d by women. The a b i l i t y 
t o s e l e c t i s l i n k e d t o i n d i g e n o u s agro-ecosystems t h a t 
m a i n t a i n t h e germoplasm, t h e human knowledge base and 
b e h a v i o u r i a l p r a c t i c e s . 

Whether i n t h e s t u d y o f t h e whole system o r o f j u s t some 

i s o l a t e d f a c t s , t h e r e e x i s t s t h e danger t h a t t h e 

knowledge women possess w i l l be s o l d as a p a c k e t o f id e a s 

t o t h e s c i e n t i f i c and i n d u s t r i a l communities and women 

w i l l n o t be empowered by t h e r e s e a r c h . 

T h i s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e i n Mexico. 

V I I 1 . 2 . - Proposed realms f o r women: Home gardens and 

a g r o f o r e s t r y 

V11I.2.1.- Home gardens: 

A home garden (patio/solar) i s d e f i n e d as "an area around 

t h e peasant's house where t h e y c u l t i v a t e a complex 

v e g e t a t i o n t o s a t i s f y t h e i r needs" (Lazos Chavero and 

Alvarez-Buy11a, 1988:45). 
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Home gardens i n Mexico a r e v e r y much seen as women's 
re a l m . I n t e r n a t i o n a l l y , " t h e i r f o r m and f u n c t i o n have 
been i n t i m a t e l y r e l a t e d t o t h e e v o l u t i o n o f s o c i e t y , 
c u l t u r e and a g r i c u l t u r e " (Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z -
B u y l l a , 1988) . Such gardens have p l a y e d an i m p o r t a n t r o l e 
i n t h e d o m e s t i c a t i o n o f g r a i n and r o o t c r o p s , and 
c o n t i n u e t o ser v e as an avenue f o r t h e i n t r o d u c t i o n and 
a d a p t a t i o n o f new cr o p s (Johnson, 1972; Nunez, 1984). 
Home gardens r e c e i v e g r e a t i n t e r n a t i o n a l a c c l a i m f r o m 
a g r o n o m i s t s . They serve i m p o r t a n t economic, n u t r i t i o n a l 
and s o c i a l f u n c t i o n s , n o t o n l y i n l a r g e l y a g r i c u l t u r a l , 
d e v e l o p i n g c o u n t r i e s . "Gardens s h o u l d be examined as 
a l t e r n a t i v e use o f sc a r c e development r e s o u r c e s " 
( C l e v e l a n d , 1987:259). 

" P r o d u c t i o n advantages c i t e d f o r household gardens 

i n c l u d e e f f i c i e n t use o f s o i l , w a t e r , and s u n l i g h t , 

c o n t i n u o u s h a r v e s t i n g , h i g h and s u s t a i n e d y i e l d s , and 

u t i l i z a t i o n o f l a b o u r s u p p l i e d i n s m a l l amounts 

i n t e g r a t e d w i t h o t h e r household t a s k s . Gardening i s even 

r e p o r t e d as i m p r o v i n g s u b j e c t i v e f e e l i n g s o f w e l l b e i n g 

( C l e v e l a n d , 1987:263). 

Other advantages o f t h e t r a d i t i o n a l s t y l e o f g a r d e n i n g 

a r e : p r e s e r v a t i o n o f d i v e r s e g e n e t i c r e s o u r c e s adapted t o 

l o c a l c o n d i t i o n s , m i n i m i z e d p e s t and weed problems, a 
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m i x t u r e o f many d i f f e r e n t c r o p s p r o v i d i n g o t h e r p r o d u c t s 

i n a d d i t i o n t o f o o d , and l i t t l e i f any cash i n v e s t m e n t 

( A l c o r n , 1984; A l t i e r i , 1983; B i n k e r t , 1981; Gliessman e t 

a l . , 1981; Moreno, 1985; Soemarwoto, 1981; Sommers, 

1982) . An advantage o f t r a d i t i o n a l s t y l e households i s 

t h a t t h e y r e l y p r i m a r i l y on c u l t i v a t i o n p r a c t i c e s r a t h e r 

t h a n t o x i c c h e m i c a l s t o c o n t r o l weeds, p e s t s and 

d i s e a s e s . So t h e r e i s l i t t l e r i s k o f p o i s o n i n g people o r 

t h e environment (See a l s o B u l l , 1982; Moreno, 1985). 

P r o d u c t s f r o m home gardens a r e n o t dependent on h i g h 

energy i n p u t s , n or t r a n s p o r t a t i o n , m a r k e t i n g nor 

b u r e a u c r a t i c i n f r a s t r u c t u r e s t o d e l i v e r them. Gardens can 

be s o c i a l l y and e n v i r o n m e n t a l l y s u s t a i n a b l e f o o d systems, 

combined w i t h e n e r g y - e f f i c i e n t c u l t i v a t i o n t e c h n i q u e s 

w h i c h m a i n t a i n and i n c r e a s e f e r t i l i t y w h i l e c o n s e r v i n g 

s o i l and w a t e r ( C l e v e l a n d , 1987:263). 

W i t h r e g a r d s t o n u t r i e n t s a v a i l a b l e f o r t h e household, 

home gardens p l a y a v e r y i m p o r t a n t r o l e . "The 

a v a i l a b i l i t y o f n u t r i e n t s w i t h i n t h e household may be 

r e l a t e d t o s o c i a l and c u l t u r a l p a t t e r n s o f d i s t r i b u t i o n 

o f f o o d s " ( C l e v e l a n d , 1987:265); i n Mexico w o r k i n g men 

w i l l be f e d f i r s t , t h e n o l d e r women, younger women and 

t h e i r c h i l d r e n ; t h i s i s due p r o b a b l y t o women's and 

c h i l d r e n ' s "weaker b a r g a i n i n g power w i t h i n t h e household" 

w h i c h as a consequence w i l l l e a d t o a decrease i n 
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n u t r i t i o n a l l e v e l s f o r them i n r e l a t i o n t o men ( C l e v e l a n d 
and S o t e n i , 1987:265) . But i f i t i s women who c o n t r o l t h e 
home garden, as t h e y u s u a l l y do, more f o o d may re a c h them 
and t h e i r c h i l d r e n . Evidence suggests t h a t home gardens 
can have t h e e f f e c t o f i m p r o v i n g t h e d i e t . I n Tabasco, 
Mexico, f r u i t s and v e g e t a b l e s a r e n o t e a t e n u n l e s s grown 
i n home gardens; t h e y a r e t o o e x p e n s i v e t o buy (Dewey, 
1981) . 

So i t i s p o s s i b l e t o say t h a t home gardens a r e b e t t e r f o r 

i m p r o v i n g household n u t r i t i o n " t h a n s t r a t e g i e s t h a t r e l y 

upon i n c r e a s e d income o r l a r g e s c a l e a g r i c u l t u r a l 

p r o d u c t i o n " ( C l e v e l a n d , 1987:264), and t h a t " . . . t h r e e o f 

t h e f o u r most i m p o r t a n t n u t r i t i o n a l problems i n t h e T h i r d 

World: p r o t e i n / e n e r g y u n d e r - n u t r i t i o n o f i n f a n t s and 

c h i l d r e n ; v i t a m i n A d e f i c i e n c y , and anaemia r e s u l t i n g 

f r o m l a c k o f i r o n and V i t a m i n C may be a l l e v i a t e d by 

gardens" (Latham, 1984). Much o f t h i s i s because most o f 

t h e f r u i t s and v e g e t a b l e s can be ea t e n soon a f t e r h a v i n g 

been h a r v e s t e d , when n u t r i e n t c o n t e n t i s s t i l l h i g h . 

Gardens a r e i m p o r t a n t f o r women because many o f t h e 

p r o d u c t s t h e y s u p p l y would be o t h e r w i s e u n o b t a i n a b l e . 

"They (women) a r e f r e q u e n t l y t h e p r i n c i p a l g ardeners as 

w e l l as b e i n g r e s p o n s i b l e f o r p r o v i d i n g weaning f o o d s , 

condiments, r e l i s h e s and sauces" (Smale, 1980). Gardens 
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can a l s o p r o v e t o be a u s e f u l source o f cash f o r women 

fr o m t h e s e l l i n g o f s u r p l u s p r o d u c t s . A problem a r i s i n g 

f r o m t h i s l a s t p o i n t , though, c o u l d be t h a t i f women's 

gardens become s u c c e s s f u l , "men may use t h e i r s u p e r i o r 

s o c i a l p o s i t i o n s t o us u r p women's c o n t r o l " ( C l e v e l a n d , 

1987:266). T h i s can be c r i t i c a l because gardens have 

become one o f t h e few sources o f cash f o r women, m a i n l y 

because t h e y have l o s t c o n t r o l over o t h e r r e s o u r c e s t h e y 

once c o u l d use. I t has even been s a i d t h a t " h o r t i c u l t u r e 

needs t o be p r e s e r v e d as an e n t e r p r i s e o f t h e poor, most 

o f whom a r e women" (Dugan, 1985:18). T h i s l a s t p o i n t , 

t h o u g h , has a l s o been found t o be a s t r a t e g y o f 

e x p l o i t a t i o n o f t h e poor: i t i s t h o u g h t t h a t by a l l o w i n g 

r e d u c t i o n s on t h e v e r y h i g h p r o p o r t i o n o f income spent on 

f o o d f o r t h e poor, t h i s c o u l d make i t p o s s i b l e f o r them 

t o s u r v i v e w i t h even low e r wages (Deere and de J a n v r y , 

1979; P a i n t e r , 1984). When women e x p e r i e n c e t h e l o s s o f 

c o n t r o l o ver r e s o u r c e s , t h e e f f e c t s a r e worse f o r them 

t h a n f o r men, s i n c e t h e y bear t h e p r i n c i p a l burden o f 

s u b s i s t e n c e (Nash, 1986:16). 

V I I 1 . 2 . 2 . - A g r o f o r e s t r y 

A g r o f o r e s t r y i s o f t e n c o n s i d e r e d a good a l t e r n a t i v e f o r 

women, as i t i s t h e y who a r e a l m o s t u n i v e r s a l l y 

r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h e p r o v i s i o n o f f u e l , f o d d e r , f i b r e and 
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a n i m a l p r o t e i n . As c a r e t a k e r s o f t h e household v e g e t a b l e 

o r f a r m p l o t s , t h e y a r e h i g h l y s k i l l e d i n p l a n t 

husbandry, and t h e y have a l s o a c q u i r e d knowledge o f t h e 

changing a g r i c u l t u r a l t e c h n i q u e s , w o r k i n g s i d e by s i d e 

w i t h men (Rocheleau, 1988:149-151). Women's c o n t r o l over 

t h e components ( a n i m a l s , c r o p s , t r e e s , s h r u b s , p a s t u r e ) 

and t h e p r o d u c t s ( f o o d , f o d d e r , f u e l , t i m b e r , cash, 

me d i c i n e ) o f a g r o f o r e s t r y systems i s o f t e n s u b j e c t t o 

r u l e s d i s t i n c t f r o m t h o s e g o v e r n i n g men's a c t i o n s . 

" A g r o f o r e s t r y i s peo p l e o r i e n t e d and e c o - r e s p o n s i v e " 

( B a g c h i , 1989:3). As women a r e t h e most a d v e r s e l y 

a f f e c t e d by t h e d e g r a d a t i o n o f t h e i r immediate 

env i r o n m e n t , " t h e y must a l s o d e v i s e ways t o make do w i t h 

m i n i m a l and i n f e r i o r m a t e r i a l s u b s t i t u t e s . The 

c o n n e c t i o n s a r e c l e a r , an a g r o f o r e s t r y p r o j e c t g o a l 

s h o u l d be so t a i l o r e d as t o address t h e p r i m a r y needs 

a r t i c u l a t e d by t h e female members o f t h e community" 

( B a g c h i , 1989:5). 

Men and women's s e p a r a t e r o l e s and a c t i v i t i e s can be 

complementary o r can be shared and i n t e r c h a n g e a b l e . W h i l e 

" t h e s e d i f f e r e n c e s m i g h t be l i m i t i n g t h e scope and n a t u r e 

o f a g r o f o r e s t r y t e c h n o l o g y and p r o j e c t d e s i g n , t h e r e a r e 

a l s o d i s t i n c t advantages and o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r 

a g r o f o r e s t r y w i t h i n women's s e p a r a t e domains o f space, 

t i m e , a c t i v i t i e s , i n t e r e s t s and s k i l l s . Women may a l s o 

have s p e c i a l knowledge, r i g h t s , and o b l i g a t i o n s t o 
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c e r t a i n c a t e g o r i e s o f a r t i c r a f t e d ( t o o l s ) , n a t u r a l 
o b j e c t s , and phenomena ( w a t e r , f i r e , p l a n t s , a n i m a l s ) " 
(Rocheleau, 1988:149-151). A l t h o u g h a g r o f o r e s t r y may 
impose new demands on women such as t h e need t o n e g o t i a t e 
new arrangements f o r use and management o f shared l a b o u r , 
l a n d s , o r c a p i t a l i n p u t s , i t w i l l a l s o e n a b l e them t o 
l e a r n new s k i l l s o r t o improve t h e ones t h a t t h e y 
possess, l i k e t h e b e t t e r management o f s o i l , w a t e r , 
p l a n t s , p a s t u r e and boundary l a n d s . A g r o f o r e s t r y may a l s o 
v a l i d a t e women's l a n d use r i g h t s o r ownership, i n c r e a s e 
p r o d u c t i o n and decrease g a t h e r i n g t i m e , and r e c o n c i l e 
c o n f l i c t i n g o b j e c t i v e s f o r shared household o r community 
p l o t s (Rocheleau, 1988:151). 

Women and men w i l l o f t e n have d i s t i n c t s k i l l s and 

knowledge i n t h e use o f n a t u r a l v e g e t a t i o n i n f o r e s t s and 

r a n g e l a n d s . They may each have d i f f e r e n t knowledge about 

t h e same p l a n t s and p l a c e s , o r t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e may be 

d i v i d e d by s p e c i e s o r by ecosystem (Rocheleau, 1988:160) . 

"Women's knowledge as consumers and p r o c e s s o r s o f many 

t r e e p r o d u c t s s h o u l d f i g u r e s t r o n g l y i n any u s e r - f o c u s e d 

program o f germoplasm s e l e c t i o n and improvement" 

(Hoskings, 1983). 

Both home gardens and a g r o f o r e s t r y seem on t h e whole a 

good o p t i o n f o r poor r u r a l Mexican women t o engage upon. 
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I (Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991) was a b l e t o see home gardens 

i n B a l z a p o t e and La Laguna, and agree w i t h Ma. Elena 

A l v a r e z B u l l y a e t . a l (1989) who suggest t h a t t h e i r 

b e n e f i t s a r e g r e a t . They can be seen as: a germoplasm 

r e s e r v o i r ( o f a s m a l l number o f w i l d s p e c i e s b u t o f a 

l a r g e number o f c u l t i v a t e d ones) and as good f o r 

p r e s e r v a t i o n o f s o i l . I n t h e s o c i a l sphere, " t h e home 

garden c r o p p i n g system c o n s t i t u t e s an adequate area t o 

dev e l o p v a r i o u s domestic t a s k s and t o conduct s o c i a l and 

l e i s u r e a c t i v i t i e s i n t r o p i c a l r u r a l a r e a s " ( A l v a r e z -

B u y l l a e t a l . , 1989:152). A l t h o u g h n o t e v e r y one agrees 

t h a t t h e y w i l l improve women's and c h i l d r e n ' s n u t r i t i o n 

("yet t h e r e i s l i t t l e e v idence on t h i s p o i n t , and no 

j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r assuming t h a t p r o j e c t gardens w i l l 

a u t o m a t i c a l l y be c o n t r o l l e d by o r b e n e f i t women" (Piwoz 

and V i t e r i , 1 9 8 5 ) ) , I (Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991) c o u l d 

see them as a t l e a s t p r o v i d i n g f o o d o t h e r w i s e d i f f i c u l t 

t o o b t a i n . 

V11I.3.- Case study. Women i n the r a i n f o r e s t : Four 

communities.-

A l l t h i s r a i s e s c e r t a i n q u e s t i o n s . Are r u r a l women more 

i n t e r e s t e d t h a n men i n t h e c o n s e r v a t i o n o f n a t u r a l 

r e s o u r c e s ? Do t h e y have s p e c i a l knowledge about them? I s 

t h e r e c e r t a i n a f f i n i t y between women and t h e environment? 
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(Ques t i o n s t h a t e c o - f e m i n i s t s b e l i e v e a r e answered i n a 
p o s i t i v e way) . S i x t y women i n f o u r r u r a l communities were 
i n t e r v i e w e d i n t h e f o l l o w i n g case s t u d y . 

I s p e n t t h r e e weeks w i t h J a n e t Townsend i n two d i f f e r e n t 

areas o f l a n d s e t t l e m e n t (Los T u x t l a s and Uxpanapa), 

c o m p r i s i n g f o u r new communities. I n t h e s e , we used 

q u e s t i o n n a i r e s and l i f e h i s t o r i e s t o f i n d o u t about 

women's problems i n l a n d s e t t l e m e n t schemes. We a l s o 

asked most women i n t e r v i e w e d and some men about t h e i r 

knowledge o f t h e s u r r o u n d i n g e n v ironment and about t h e i r 

gardens: who tended them and what p l a n t s grew i n them, 

how c o u l d t h e y be used as f o o d f o r home consumption and 

as s a l e p r o d u c t s (as f o o d , as m e d i c i n e , as d e c o r a t i o n and 

as shade). We i n t e r v i e w e d i n t h e area o f Los T u x t l a s , i n 

t h e v i l l a g e s o f La Laguna Escondida and B a l z a p o t e ( b o t h 

l a n d r e f o r m ejidos), and i n t h e area o f Uxpanapa, i n 

F r a n c i s c o J a v i e r Jasso (ejido) and Cuauhtemoc (colonia 

w i t h p r i v a t e l y owned la n d ) (Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991); 

f i f t e e n households were chosen a t random i n each 

s e t t l e m e n t . We chose Los T u x t l a s s p e c i f i c a l l y because Ma. 

Elena A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , Elena Lazos Chavero and Jose Raul 

G a r c i a - B a r r i o s o f t h e UNAM had documented t h e achievement 

o f t h e gardens (Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a Roces, 

1988; A l v a r e z - B u y l l a Roces, Lazos Chavero and G a r c i a 

B a r r i o s , 1989). 
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I n Los T u x t l a s , t h e r e i s an amazing r e s e r v e o f s k i l l and 
knowledge i n t h e development and maintenance o f home 
gardens w h i c h i m i t a t e t h e f o r e s t ; t h i s was seen m a i n l y i n 
B a l z a p o t e , b u t was a l s o t o be seen i n La Laguna. These 
gardens a r e t h e o n l y f u l l y s u s t a i n a b l e p r o d u c t i o n i n 
t h e s e s e t t l e m e n t s (Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991:4; A l v a r e z -
B u y l l a e t a l . , 1989; Lazos Chavero and Alvarez-Buy11a, 
1988) . The home garden i s " t h e o n l y d u a l purpose 
a l t e r n a t i v e t h a t peasant f a m i l i e s manage. I t o f f e r s a 
p r o d u c t i o n o p t i o n , and t h e r e f o r e means o f work, where 
a n i m a l and p l a n t s p e c i e s a r e managed, and a t t h e same 
t i m e i t s e r ves as t h e peasants' h a b i t a t i o n a l u n i t , g i v i n g 
i t a p e c u l i a r v e g e t a t i o n s t r u c t u r e and a p h y s i c a l 
arrangement i n t h r e e components: t h e b a c k y a r d , t h e garden 
and t h e o r c h a r d , each one f u l f i l l i n g d i f f e r e n t a s p e c t s o f 
t h e d u a l purpose" (Lazos Chavero and Alvarez-Buy11a, 
1988:47). The home garden's c o m p o s i t i o n c o n s i s t s 
b a s i c a l l y o f p e r e n n i a l s e l f - g e n e r a t i n g s p e c i e s w h i c h 
a l l o w a c o n t i n u o u s e x t r a c t i o n o f p r o d u c t s . They a r e a l s o 
c a l l e d " m u l t i s p e c i e s a g r o f o r e s t r y c r o p p i n g systems" 
( A l v a r e z - B u y l l a Roces e t . a l . , 1989:34). 

I n B a l z a p o t e "a l a r g e number o f p l a n t s a r e grown" and 

used f o r a v a r i e t y o f purposes. Some s p e c i e s a r e even 

" m u l t i - p u r p o s e p l a n t s " (Lazos Chavero e t . a l . , 1989). 

More t h a n 300 u s e f u l v a r i e t i e s have been f o u n d (Lazos 
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Chavero and Alvarez-Buy 11a 1988; A l v a r e z - B u y l l a Roces e t . 

a l . , 1989) i n t h e s e gardens i n t h i s one v i l l a g e , 

" p r o v i d i n g f o o d , f i r e w o o d , m e d i c i n e s , shades, dyes, 

g l u e s , b u i l d i n g m a t e r i a l s , a n i m a l f o d d e r , r i t u a l p l a n t s , 

o r n a mental s p e c i e s and even a t i n y cash income!" 

(Townsend w i t h B a i n , 1991:6). Of t h e 337 s p e c i e s f o u n d , 

127 have an ornamental use; 86 s p e c i e s a r e used f o r 

nouri s h m e n t , t h e m a j o r i t y o f t h e s e b e i n g f r u i t s . 31 

s p e c i e s a r e used f o r t h e i r c u r a t i v e powers and t h e r e s t 

a r e d i s t r i b u t e d i r r e g u l a r l y among o t h e r c a t e g o r i e s (Lazos 

Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 1988:49). "Food s p e c i e s have 

t h e h i g h e s t d e n s i t i e s and t h e h i g h e s t f r e q u e n c i e s o f 

appearance i n t h e home gardens" (Lazos Chavero and 

A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 1988:49). Of t h e 337 s p e c i e s , 35% have 

secondary uses, o f w h i c h 39% a r e f o r m e d i c i n e and t h e 

r e s t t o " c r e a t e shade, f o r c o n s t r u c t i o n , f o r f i r e w o o d , t o 

se r v e i n r i t u a l s , as e d i b l e f r u i t s , o r as seasonings i n 

f o o d " (Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 1988:49). 

Food and ornamental p l a n t s were t h e ones most f o u n d i n 

t h e gardens. A l t h o u g h i t i s n o t s t a t e d i n t h e a r t i c l e s 

(Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 1988), one can 

co n c l u d e t h a t women must a l s o p l a y an i m p o r t a n t r o l e i n 

t h e use o f t h e p r o d u c t s , as i t i s t h e y who d e c o r a t e 

houses and churches and who p r e p a r e t h e meals, and m a i n l y 

t h e y who use t h e m e d i c i n a l p l a n t s , as t h e y a r e i n charge 
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of the f a m i l y ' s h e a l t h . 

The explanation f o r the grea t v a r i e t y of p l a n t s i n 

Balzapote i s t h a t i t s people are "heterogenous i n t h e i r 

geographical and c u l t u r a l o r i g i n s and date of 

establishment" (Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 

1988:52). So they a l l came from d i f f e r e n t p l a c e s i n 

d i f f e r e n t times b r i n g i n g with them a l l s o r t s of p l a n t s 

which they t r y to adapt to the new environments. 

I n Balzapote, the family i s a socioeconomic, productive 

and consuming u n i t . They a l l decide on the management of 

t h e i r d i f f e r e n t economic options; and t h i s management i s 

based " i n a sexual d i v i s i o n where the r o l e of each family 

member i s s t i p u l a t e d " (Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 

1988:56). The fam i l y " i s a l s o a c u l t u r a l u n i t , something 

which can be appreciated i n the knowledge implied i n the 

use and management of p l a n t s . T h i s knowledge i s not a 

s t a t i c phenomenon, i n s t e a d i t i s a continuously changing 

process according t o family needs. D i f f e r e n t a s p e c t s of 

i t a r e taken by d i f f e r e n t members of the family. The 

f a t h e r and the older sons are i n charge of a c q u i r i n g the 

knowledge involved i n the handling and use of the 

c u l t i v a t e d t r e e s . The mother and the ol d e r c h i l d r e n are 

i n charge of obtaining the p l a n t s f o r the garden (mostly 

ornamental, med i c i n a l , and seasoning s p e c i e s ) , as w e l l as 
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i n v e s t i g a t i n g the way of growing and usi n g them" (Lazos 
Chavero and Alvarez-Buy 11a, 1988:56; A l v a r e z - B u y l l a Roces 
e t . a l . f 1989). 

The c h i l d r e n play a very important r o l e : they introduce, 

sometimes even unconsciously, some p l a n t s l i k e f r u i t s 

when they c a r e l e s s l y throw the seeds about. They l e a r n 

from t h e i r parents the d i f f e r e n t a g r i c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s . 

I n these gardens, "the f a t h e r t e s t s new c u l t i v a r s t h a t 

a r e l a t e r introduced t o crop f i e l d s and the mother 

g e n e r a l l y s e l e c t s the best food and ornamental v a r i e t i e s " 

(Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 1988:56) . S t i l l , i t i s 

important t o say, according to Lazos and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a 

(1988), t h a t the r o l e played by the home garden 

production i n the household economy i s t h e r e f o r e s p e c i f i c 

t o each f a m i l y (Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 

1988:57). Knowledge about p l a n t s i s r i c h and d i v e r s e , 

mainly due t o the d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r a l o r i g i n s of the 

people; f o r some, the environmental c o n d i t i o n s were 

t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t from those i n t h e i r p l a c e s of o r i g i n ; 

to o t h e r s , they were f a m i l i a r . From these two groups 

then, a flow of information has been passed t h a t has 

enriched them both, and has helped to c r e a t e the home-

gardens, with a very d i v e r s e s t r u c t u r e which i m p l i e s 

knowledge of a broad range of p l a n t s p e c i e s and systems. 

I n the home gardens, p l a n t s with a " d i f f e r e n t mode of 
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propagation, d i f f e r e n t l i f e forms, d i f f e r e n t o r i g i n s and 
a v a r i e t y of uses are managed. Within t h i s mosaic, 
peasants u t i l i z e knowledge of s p e c i f i c b i o l o g i c a l 
processes i n t h e i r management p r a c t i c e s " ( A l v a r e z - B u y l l a 
Roces e t . a l . , 1989:147). 

Home-gardens i m i t a t e the f o r e s t . T h i s enables the growing 

of s p e c i e s t h a t adapt to s p e c i f i c and d i f f e r e n t 

m i c r o c l i m a t i c c o n d i t i o n s ; the e l a b o r a t i o n of a management 

calendar independent of the c l i m a t i c f l u c t u a t i o n s and 

experimentation with new v a r i e t i e s ( A l v a r e z - B u y l l a Roces 

e t . a l . , 1989:147). Home gardens are a means of producing 

both p l a n t s and animals (pigs and c h i c k e n s ) , t h a t 

complement the f a m i l y d i e t and are a l s o a s m a l l source of 

cash income or savings. The primary production i n the 

home gardens i s d i v e r s e , i n small amounts and almost a l l 

year round; and i t i s mainly f o r fami l y consumption. 

Our i n v e s t i g a t i o n s confirmed a l l these f i n d i n g s (Townsend 

with Bain, 1991) . But a l l knowledge about these p l a n t s 

may soon be l o s t , as young people a r e not l e a r n i n g i t ; 

they do not seem to see much f u t u r e i n t h e i r gardens 

except f o r ornamental purposes, mainly because t h e r e i s 

almost no market f o r the products and purchased goods are 

being p r e f e r r e d to home grown g r a i n f o r home consumption. 

A gradual d i s u s e of medicinal p l a n t s has been noticed 
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(Lazos Chavero and A l v a r e z - B u y l l a , 1988:57) and t h i s i s 
explained because "Balzapote i s a mestizo population 
without a strong e t h i c a l - c u l t u r a l background" which has 
been i n f l u e n c e d by the c a p i t a l i s t system, economically, 
c u l t u r a l l y and i d e o l o g i c a l l y . 

When the c o l o n i s t s a r r i v e d , the home gardens complemented 

the milpa ( c u l t i v a t e d p l o t ) where food and cash crops 

were grown. Now t h e r e are few milpas, the land i s pasture 

and most food must be bought; the economy i s l a r g e l y 

commercial but th e r e i s l i t t l e market f o r the products of 

home gardens. Women i n Los T u x t l a s much p r e f e r the milpa 

t o f a m i l y ownership of c a t t l e . Crops they can s t o r e as 

food; c a t t l e earn cash to which they may be denied a c c e s s 

(Janet Townsend. P e r s . Comm.). 

I n La Laquna. people are poorer than i n Balzapote. Here 

"women have no r o l e outside home and garden; they do no 

work i n the f i e l d s or with the c a t t l e " (Townsend with 

Bain, 1991:6). I t i s impossible f o r a woman t o earn a 

l i v i n g here; only a man can do t h a t . Widows and s i n g l e 

o l d e r women lea v e . But they do have home gardens, and as 

i n Balzapote, they possess the knowledge t o tend them and 

make use of what they grow. 

I r o n i c a l l y , although they grow a v a r i e t y of medicinal 
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p l a n t s i n t h e i r home gardens, these tend t o be re p l a c e d 

by patent medicines, which are now more t r u s t e d than 

t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge; and, as i n Balzapote, i t 

i s a knowledge t h a t may soon be l o s t , as Carole Browner 

(1988) a l s o reported from her r e s e a r c h i n Oaxaca. These 

gardens, together with those i n Balzapote, are the only 

s u s t a i n a b l e agroecosystem of the region, but t h i s " i s 

u n f o r t u n a t e l y not h i g h l y regarded and i s on the wane" 

(Townsend w i t h Bain, 1991). 

These gardens a r e mainly cared f o r by the women, 

although, when asked, they often s a i d t h a t men a l s o 

intervened, t h a t i t was they who o f t e n brought p l a n t s 

from f a r away p l a c e s where they had been. Again, men 

often t r i e d out p l a n t v a r i e t i e s i n the home garden before 

c u l t i v a t i n g them i n the f i e l d s (Townsend with Bain, 

1991:6). Women spend gre a t amounts of time i n t h e i r 

gardens, and c a r e f o r them with the help of t h e i r 

c h i l d r e n . And as i t i s they who provide the prepared 

meals and home remedies f o r t h e i r f a m i l i e s , they know 

what t o grow i n the gardens, what i s u s e f u l . They 

exchange information with t h e i r f a m i l i e s and neighbours 

and often too, they t o l d us, i t was they who c a r r i e d 

p l a n t s from t h e i r p l a c e s of o r i g i n and t r i e d t o grow them 

i n t h i s new p l a c e : often they d i d grow, but not always, 

(see V11.6 above). 
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F r a n c i s c o J a v i e r J a s s o (an ejido i n the Uxpanapa region, 
where s o i l s are much l e s s f e r t i l e ) had a c o l l e c t i v e 
programme of j o i n t work with land and c a t t l e , which, by 
the men's d e c i s i o n , was r e c e n t l y given up. Women were 
concerned about t h i s , because i t s e f f e c t s would r e f l e c t 
i n more f o r e s t being c l e a r e d and "soon t h e r e w i l l be no 
more re s o u r c e s and no more work. When t h e r e i s no more 
f o r e s t , we w i l l be unable to grow food or t o work f o r 
pay" (Townsend with Bain, 1991:7). Economic s u r v i v a l on 
a woman's work i n J a s s o i s poor, though mixed and poor 
Spanish speaking women work on the land, t r a d e door to 
door and make tortillas (corn cakes) . Here the home 
gardens are not as r i c h i n p l a n t v a r i e t i e s as those i n 
Los T u x t l a s , but "ornamental p l a n t s have a meaning even 
to those women who have nothing" (Townsend with Bain, 
1991:7). I r o n i c a l l y , the most b e a u t i f u l flower garden we 
saw i n J a s s o belonged to a family where the man tended 
i t , something which s e r v e s to prove the dangers of 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s . 

Cuauhtemoc i s a colonia (of p r i v a t e farms) t h a t has i t s 

economy based on timber. There s t i l l a r e crops, but they 

y i e l d very l i t t l e . T h i s i s a bigger settlement and women 

here a r e more economically a c t i v e ; t h e i r o p p o r t u n i t i e s 

ar e as entrepreneurs or, when they are very poor, i n paid 

work. A ban on timber c u t t i n g has d r a m a t i c a l l y reduced 
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male employment. I t was here t h a t we saw the most 
d e s t i t u t e of a l l people: they had no food, were s i c k , and 
laundered t h e i r c l o t h e s with no soap. Here too we could 
see some women working the land, although only when 
forc e d to do so by t h e i r c o n d i t i o n : no male partner, no 
sons. Others mostly stayed a t home and worked i n the home 
gardens. They d i d possess knowledge of n a t u r a l processes 
and p l a n t p r o p e r t i e s and used i t when necessary, although 
they tended to answer, when questioned, t h a t they d i d not 
know much or anything a t a l l . 

The gender r a t i o of a d u l t s "always p a r t i c i p a t i n g " i n 

a g r i c u l t u r a l and other t a s k s t h a t i n v o l v e t h i s k i n d of 

knowledge i n these four communities Mexico i s : (Townsend 

wi t h Bain, 1991:10; Table 2) 

GENDER RATIOS OF ADULTS "ALWAYS PARTICIPATING" IN TASKS, 

(Females to Males, t h i r t e e n y e a r s of age and above) 

Family meals 83: 1 

Feed hens 15: 1 

F e t c h water 11: 1 

Feed p i g s 6: 1 

Fetch wood 1: 3 

Gardening 2: 1 

M i l k i n g 1: 2 

A g r i c u l t u r e 1: 9 

C a t t l e Work 1: 5 
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When t h e r e i s no more f o r e s t l e f t to f e l l and the land 

stops producing crops without f e r t i l i z e r , c a t t l e ranching 

i s the s o l u t i o n . Then f a r l e s s labour i s needed, paid 

work becomes s c a r c e and many a d u l t s a r e l e f t w i th no 

work. The c h i l d r e n , who u n t i l then had been a s s e t s 

because of the need f o r working hands, become i n s t e a d 

burdens, e x t r a mouths to feed. And women, who had been 

reproducers, cannot produce the labour with 

n o n t r a d i t i o n a l s k i l l s t h a t i s needed i n c a t t l e ranching, 

because they themselves do not possess the knowledge. As 

money and food are needed, new lands must be sought, but 

now t h i s option i s r e s t r i c t e d as the s t a t e s t a r t s 

p r o t e c t i n g the f o r e s t s . 

When we were i n t e r v i e w i n g women from these four 

communities of south e a s t e r n Mexico, some p o i n t s became 

c l e a r e r . The four communities v a r i e d i n geography and the 

population belonged to d i f f e r e n t c u l t u r a l groups. The 

responses to the qu e s t i o n n a i r e v a r i e d although the 

general answer was t h a t they knew l i t t l e about t h e i r 

environment (answer to the general question: what do you 

know about the n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s of t h i s a r e a ? ) . But when 

asked about t h e i r home gardens, women gave enormous l i s t s 

of p l a n t s and t h e i r m e d i c i n a l , cooking and ornamental 

uses, t h a t they themselves had grown and taken c a r e of 

(sometimes the man had been involve d i n some degree) . 
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Women were a l s o i n charge of c o l l e c t i n g the firewood 

necessary f o r cooking and of c o l l e c t i n g p l a n t s t h a t grew 

w i l d . Some women d i s p l a y e d some concern when asked: what 

w i l l happen i f the f o r e s t disappears? They worried t h a t 

t h e i r sons would not f i n d jobs i n the f u t u r e . Some d i d 

not seem to make a connection between t h e i r present 

s i t u a t i o n (number of c h i l d r e n ) and the f u t u r e (no f o r e s t 

means no land f o r a g r i c u l t u r e ) ; some d i d not seem to 

ca r e . I n a l a t e r p r o j e c t by Janet Townsend, a l s o i n 

south-east Mexico, the general response to the question: 

"Do you worry t h a t the f o r e s t i s dis a p p e a r i n g ? " seemed t o 

be: " I don't c a r e " . 

Women i n these communities were w e l l aware t h a t i f the 

Mexican s t a t e l e g i s l a t i o n to stop the c u t t i n g down of the 

f o r e s t i s a c t u a l l y put i n t o p r a c t i c e t h e i r a r e a t o grow 

food w i l l d iminish. I n Cuauhtemoc, C r i s t i n a (73 ye a r s 

old) s a i d : " I f the f o r e s t was l e f t to grow, what would 

t h e r e be to e a t ? " She was among the f i r s t pioneers t h a t 

came t o the r a i n f o r e s t to cut i t down and open land f o r 

milpas. Her concern was not f o r the c o n s e r v a t i o n of the 

f o r e s t ; i t was for the con s e r v a t i o n of her people and 

t h e i r way of l i f e (once more i n c o n t r a d i c t i o n with eco-

f e m i n i s t s ) . And F l o r a Gomez, i n Laguna Escondida, t o l d 

us: "We don't have enough to buy anything, but we do have 

enough t o eat", because a t l e a s t they s t i l l had f o r e s t e d 
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land t o grow food. 

Most women i n these communities regarded themselves as 

ignorant i n r e l a t i o n to n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s . Yet i t was 

c l e a r t h a t , i n v a r i o u s degrees, they a l l possessed the 

knowledge t h a t enabled them to keep a home garden. Those 

who had them got not only e x t r a n u t r i t i o n a l i n t a k e s and 

even the means f o r e x t r a cash, but a p l a c e t o "be" t h a t 

was mostly t h e i r s and t h e i r c h i l d r e n ' s . 

Those women i n J a s s o , and even more i n Cuauhtemoc who had 

no home-gardens seemed to me to be the poorest of women 

(except f o r those who had s t a r t e d p r i v a t e e n t e r p r i s e s ) . 

Knowledge of gardens was e i t h e r l o s t a l r e a d y or i n the 

process of being l o s t a l t o g e t h e r , as daughters would not 

be l e a r n i n g i t from t h e i r mothers. I n these c a s e s , 

women's r e l a t i o n s h i p with and knowledge of "nature", as 

eco f e m i n i s t s imagine, was almost non-existent ( I say 

"almost" because t h e r e were s t i l l some women working the 

land who would s t i l l have t h i s knowledge). 

These examples prove t h a t s i t u a t i o n s vary, depending on 

the geographical and c u l t u r a l region where the survey 

takes p l a c e . 
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V1I1.4.- I n d i v i d u a l Opinions 

I n the process of gathering information on women and 

nature, I approached s e v e r a l r e s e a r c h e r s p e r s o n a l l y or i n 

w r i t i n g whom I s e l e c t e d according to what I had read or 

heard about t h e i r work and who I thought, would d e a l with 

women. T h e i r comments and w r i t i n g s (not published 

m a t e r i a l ) shed considerable l i g h t on r u r a l women and the 

environment i n Mexico, as w e l l as on the causes f o r the 

s i l e n c i n g of women's v o i c e s . 

a) Ethnobotanists: 

Robert Bve. ( B o t a n i c a l Gardens, UNAM, Mexico, pe r s . 

comm.) i s of the opinion t h a t the p r o j e c t of gathering 

information on R u r a l Women i n Mexico and the 

Environment..."sounds f a s c i n a t i n g as w e l l as c r i t i c a l 

given the c u r r e n t environmental problems f a c i n g Mexico 

and other developing c o u n t r i e s " . His work "does not 

s p e c i f i c a l l y take gender i n t o account with r e s p e c t t o 

ethnobotanical processes, mainly because of the 

l i m i t a t i o n s of being male". He "encourages women t o study 

ethnobotany i n the f i e l d because they can get b e t t e r 

information than t h e i r male co u n t e r p a r t s " . His experience 

i n Mexico " i n d i c a t e s t h a t women probably manipulate 

p l a n t s and ecosystems c o n s i s t e n t l y more than men. Men 

seem to cause the more d r a s t i c and n o t i c e a b l e changes (e. 
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g. v i a ploughing, lumbering) while women a r e a c t i v e i n 
f i n e tuning, l e s s a t t e n t i o n - g e t t i n g f u n c t i o n s (e.g. 
s e l e c t i n g p l a n t i n g m a t e r i a l , gathering p l a n t s , favouring 
c e r t a i n p l a n t s over o t h e r s ) " . For him "there a r e gender 
b a r r i e r s i n ethnobotanical s t u d i e s " . He and h i s wife 
(Edelmira L i n a r e s ) , who i s a l s o an ethnobotanist, 
complement each other's r e s e a r c h . They have c a r r i e d out 
s t u d i e s on " q u a l i t i e s " which "suggest c e r t a i n s p e c i f i c 
knowledge. The e d i b l e s p e c i e s are recognized by both 
sexes but "the f i n e r d e t a i l s (e.g., c o l l e c t i o n , 
p r e paration, ecology) a r e b e t t e r known by the women". He 
says t h a t i t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t h a t c h i l d r e n apparently 
share these d e t a i l e d data as they accompany mothers and 
older s i s t e r s (e.g., while gathering, herding animals, 
e t c . ) but the males tend to deny such knowledge as they 
get older ( i n some c a s e s , they seem to t h i n k such 
information i s "beneath" them now t h a t they a r e o l d e r and 
male). However, such knowledge i s u s e f u l when away from 
home or on the road. We found the same a t t i t u d e i n E l 
B a j l o r e l a t i v e to making tortillas". 

Edelmira L i n a r e s . ( B o t a n i c a l Gardens, UN AM, Mexico. Pers. 

comm.) t h i n k s the r e s e a r c h has a new and i n t e r e s t i n g 

p e r s p e c t i v e . She i s an ethnobotanist who works mainly 

with women but she has never seen a " f e m i n i s t paper" on 

the theme. She f e e l s t h e r e are a r e a s where "women pl a y a 
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most important r o l e , l i k e the management of home gardens, 

p l a n t c o l l e c t i o n i n *anthropogenic zones' (areas near a 

community) but t h a t i n some other i n s t a n c e s men have more 

op p o r t u n i t i e s to manage, e s p e c i a l l y i n area s of 

t r a d i t i o n a l a g r i c u l t u r e or f o r e s t management". She a l s o 

has the idea t h a t f o r her the f a c t of being a woman 

helped because she could t a l k more e a s i l y t o women, but 

t h a t her husband (Robert Bye) found i t d i f f i c u l t . So, as 

there are many more r e s e a r c h e r s who are men, the r e i s an 

explanation as to why we know more about men than about 

women. 

C r i s t i n a Mapes. ( B o t a n i c a l Gardens, UNAM, Mexico, 

pers.comm.) a l s o t h i n k s the p r o j e c t i s very i n t e r e s t i n g 

and says she " r e a l i z e s how l i t t l e has been w r i t t e n on the 

t o p i c " . She says she f e e l s uncomfortable because she now 

r e a l i z e s t h a t women who work i n ethnobotany should focus 

more on women; " i n Mexico, i n r e c e n t y e a r s , t h e r e has 

been an emphasis on the f a c t t h a t t h e r e e x i s t s a c e r t a i n 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e d knowledge and use of n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s . I t 

has been thought t h a t the use of p l a n t s w i l l depend on 

sex, age and s o c i a l c l a s s . I t i s i n t h i s sense t h a t 

women's r o l e i s touched only i n a t a n g e n t i a l way". She 

has found i t d i f f i c u l t working w i t h peasant women 

( e s p e c i a l l y i n indigenous communities) because many of 

them not only do not speak Spanish, but w i l l shy away 
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from r e s e a r c h e r s . 

A l l t h i s information was corroborated by Manuel Jimenez 

and Otto Shumann from the I n s t i t u t o de I n v e s t i g a c i o n e s 

Antropologicas, UNAM, who i n answer t o my questions, 

r e p l i e d t h a t both men and women have " s p e c i a l " knowledge 

about the environment, each on t h e i r own area of work 

(home and f i e l d ) . 

b) Medical Anthropologists: 

Carole Browner (1985, 1986, 1988, 1989), has conducted 

r e s e a r c h i n Mexico on gender d i f f e r e n c e s i n knowledge of 

medi c i n a l p l a n t s i n Oaxaca, Mexico. She wrote to say she 

knows l i t t l e published work d i r e c t l y on the s u b j e c t 

(Women and the Environment i n Ru r a l Mexico), but she 

suggested people to w r i t e t o as w e l l as p u b l i c a t i o n s to 

read. 

Her r e s e a r c h i n r u r a l Mexico i s i n t e r e s t i n g i n t h a t i t 

has de-mythified the common idea t h a t women, i n g e n e r a l , 

know more about t r a d i t i o n a l remedies d e a l i n g with 

feminine d i s o r d e r s . Her f i n d i n g s show t h a t men have as 

much knowledge as women i n t h i s r e s p e c t . I t a l s o proves 

t h a t knowledge about c e r t a i n n a t u r a l p r o p e r t i e s (of 

p l a n t s ) , a t l e a s t i n her area of r e s e a r c h , i s not only 

women's domain. She sees t h i s as evidence of men's 
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a c t i o n s to c o n t r o l "female reproduction through ideology 

as w e l l as through p r a c t i c a l knowledge" (Browner, 

1988:94) and t h i n k s t h i s i s not e x c l u s i v e t o the 

community where her r e s e a r c h was done. One conclusion 

from her r e s e a r c h i s t h a t almost a l l women i n the 

developing world possess t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge about 

medicinal p l a n t s . My experience proved d i f f e r e n t l y . 

c) E c o l o g i s t s 

V i c t o r Toledo (Center of Ecology, UNAM, Mexico), together 

with A l t i e r i (1983) and Alcorn (1984), among others, are 

regarded by some (G a r c i a B a r r i o s and Alvarez-Buy11a, 

1991) as b e l i e v e r s and " d i s c o v e r e r s " of the " e c o l o g i c a l 

peasantry" (campesinismo ecoldgico) . Although Toledo does 

not do r e s e a r c h s p e c i f i c a l l y w ith women, he b e l i e v e s i n 

the importance of peasants as a s o c i a l group i n the 

conse r v a t i o n of n a t u r a l r e s o u r c e s by t r a d i t i o n a l 

p r a c t i c e s and the s u s t a i n a b l e use of these r e s o u r c e s . 

Toledo b e l i e v e s t h a t the o r g a n i z a t i o n of peasants as 

famil y u n i t s , producing f o r t h e i r own consumption, 

generates an i n t r i n s i c a l l y balanced i n t e r a c t i o n with 

nature and i t s n a t u r a l regeneration. For him, peasants 

belong to a d i f f e r e n t world from t h a t of c a p i t a l , a world 

r u l e d by Chayanov's Law ( G a r c i a B a r r i o s and A l v a r e z -

Buy 11a, 1991). He i m p l i e s t h a t as long as the peasants 
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have a r i g h t to own land they w i l l be able t o maintain 

t h e i r l i v i n g c o n d i t i o n s and w i l l defend the p r e s e r v a t i o n 

of the environment. He defends the e x i s t e n c e of the ejido 

which, as was explained above (VI1.5 and VI1.8) , has been 

extremely important to peasant women. The ejido i s now 

f a c i n g d r a s t i c change, a r i s i n g from r e c e n t l e g i s l a t i o n . 

d) Anthropologists 

Manuel Jimenez. ( I n s t i t u t e of an t h r o p o l o g i c a l Research, 

UNAM, Mexico, pe r s . comm.) co n s i d e r s t h a t women have a 

r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h t h e i r patio or solar (home-garden), 

where they spend a great d e a l of time. T h i s c o n s t i t u t e s 

a " n a t u r a l environment", to the extent t h a t i t i s formed 

by " n a t u r a l " elements, and women n e c e s s a r i l y r e q u i r e 

knowledge about i t , knowledge t h a t w i l l be i n h e r i t e d by 

t h e i r daughters. I n a d d i t i o n t o these f a c t o r s , he pointed 

out t h a t land p r o p e r t y - r i g h t s should be considered. 

Manuel Jimenez e x p l a i n s t h a t before the Spaniards 

a r r i v e d , the f i e l d s were worked by the system of s h i f t i n g 

c u l t i v a t i o n , s l a s h and burn, and r o t a t i o n of a r a b l e land 

and thus the f e r t i l i t y of the land was maintained. But 

when the system changed, when the land was d i v i d e d i n t o 

s m a l l p l o t s , i t became d i f f i c u l t t o maintain an 

e c o l o g i c a l balance. Then the r e l a t i o n and " r e s p e c t as a 

provi d e r " t h a t the people f e l t f o r the land changed. And 

now i n c r e a s i n g l y , they have had t o p a r t i c i p a t e i n the 
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generalized d e s t r u c t i o n of the land, a t t r i b u t a b l e 
b a s i c a l l y t o i n d u s t r i a l i z a t i o n , by men who have no 
i n t e r e s t i n the land except i n so f a r as they can e x t r a c t 
i t s richness by e x p l o i t i n g i t . So peasants (men and 
women), who had p r e v i o u s l y had an immediate r e l a t i o n t o 
nature, have had t o adapt t o t h i s system and take p a r t i n 
the d e s t r u c t i o n , because they have no a l t e r n a t i v e , f o r 
economic reasons. 

Manuel Jimenez had seen the concern of Mayan women when 
la r g e areas of r a i n f o r e s t were on f i r e , they were 
wo r r i e d because t h e i r land could be b u r n t ; and they were 
aware t h a t t h e i r men (husbands and sons) could be l e f t 
w i t h no place t o work. They were als o aware t h a t the 
cl i m a t e could change and there could be hunger. There i s 
concern on the p a r t of the women when " t h e i r " n a t u r a l 
environment i s destroyed. 

Feminist Anthropologists 
Two f e m i n i s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s were i n t e r v i e w e d a t le n g t h . 
Their published work w i l l be p r o f i l e d here, as they have 
i n d i v i d u a l and s i g n i f i c a n t v i s i o n s . 

Lourdes Arizpe ( D i r e c t o r of the I n s t i t u t e of 
Ant h r o p o l o g i c a l Research, UNAM, Mexico), sees a r e l a t i o n 
between women and t h e environment and g l o b a l change. She 
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c a l l s f o r research on g l o b a l change, which would be "the 
way we would understand e c o l o g i c a l change a t d i f f e r e n t 
scales: l o c a l , r e g i o n a l , n a t i o n a l and g l o b a l " . She sees 
a r e l a t i o n between l o c a l processes and women who are the 
ones who possess t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge d e a l i n g w i t h 
b i o t i c resources. For her, the a g r a r i a n t r a n s f o r m a t i o n i n 
so many L a t i n American c o u n t r i e s i s f o r c i n g a g r i c u l t u r e 
t o become c a p i t a l i s t "and causing a s h i f t i n t r a d i t i o n a l 
crops and thus a f f e c t i n g the peasant economy" (Arizpe 
1986:57), which has also meant a change i n the way 
peasant women p a r t i c i p a t e . The i m p l i c a t i o n of t h i s i s a 
loss of knowledge about the uses of n a t u r a l resources: 
land, water, v e g e t a t i o n and even w i l d l i f e . She w r i t e s 
"the e f f e c t s of unequal development of ag r a r i a n 
c a p i t a l i s m i n r e l a t i o n t o a c r e a t i o n of a feminine r u r a l 
p r o l e t a r i a t " have not been p r o p e r l y s t u d i e d or analyzed 
i n a systematic manner "and the r e i s a tendency t o 
homogenize the heterogeneity of s i t u a t i o n s i n which r u r a l 
women are found" (Arizpe, 1986:58). 

When a woman belongs t o a peasant f a m i l y , w r i t e s Arizpe, 
she i s exposed t o a "d i m i n i s h i n g of f a m i l y income from 
a g r i c u l t u r a l p r a c t i c e s " due t o low p r i c e s i n a g r i c u l t u r a l 
products i n the i n t e r n a t i o n a l market and t o n a t i o n a l 
p o l i c i e s , so t h a t although plans are p e r i o d i c a l l y 
organized " t o help" women, much more of the surplus i s 
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e x t r a c t e d from the peasant sector t o pay f o r the 
p r o s p e r i t y of the c i t i e s . Therefore women have more 
unpaid work t o do, and a d e t e r i o r a t i o n can be observed i n 
the n u t r i t i o n and h e a l t h l e v e l s of t h e i r f a m i l i e s . I n 
t h i s instance t h e i r knowledge (and a b i l i t y t o use i t ) of 
n a t u r a l resources i s important; i f many women were given 
land, they might j u s t be able have a home garden and 
improve the f a m i l y ' s h e a l t h and n u t r i t i o n . But one must 
bear i n mind t h a t they already have a t r i p l e day, and 
they might not have the time t o do a l l t h i s . 

Arizpe's view i s t h a t the more s t r u c t u r a l l y complex a 
s o c i e t y i s , the more subordinated women w i l l be; t h i s i s 
shown i n various ways, depending on the "productive 
s t r u c t u r e " and on the " r e l i g i o u s or c u l t u r a l p a t r i a r c h y 
of the group". I n the g a t h e r i n g s o c i e t i e s of today, f o r 
example, she r e p o r t s very l i t t l e d i f f e r e n c e i n tasks 
performed by women and men; both genders share the tasks 
of c o l l e c t i o n and t r a n s f o r m a t i o n of food s t u f f s , as w e l l 
as c h i l d r e a r i n g and c o n s t r u c t i o n of s h e l t e r s . "This i s 
why i t i s so important not t o make imprecise 
g e n e r a l i z a t i o n s and t o t r y t o analyze the d i v e r s i t y of 
norms and s o c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s i n which men and women 
p a r t i c i p a t e i n a s p e c i f i c s o c i e t y " (Arizpe, 1986:59). 

Arizpe r e p o r t s t h a t , due t o t h e i r e f f o r t s t o continue 
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l i v i n g i n i n t e g r a t e d s o c i e t i e s , Indians have been l e f t 
m arginalized and even thrown o f f t h e i r land. And 
i n t e g r a t e d s o c i e t i e s were/are those "where c o l l e c t i v e 
r i t u a l s , mythologies and harmonious existence w i t h nature 
g i v e human beings a dimension of t o t a l i t y " (Arizpe, 
1986:59). 

Lourdes Arizpe has worked e x t e n s i v e l y w i t h peasant women, 
w i t h urban migrants, w i t h c o l o n i z a t i o n of the f o r e s t s and 
now w i t h g l o b a l change. 

Maqali D a l t a b u i t ( I n s t i t u t e of A n t h r o p o l o g i c a l Research, 
UN AM, Mexico) i s working on the d i f f e r e n c e s i n 
environmental perception among d i f f e r e n t groups of 
peoples, mainly among mestizos and indigenous peoples i n 
southern Mexico. The indigenous: Choles, T z o t z i l e s y 
Tzetzales t h a t s t i l l i n h a b i t the Lacandona j u n g l e i n 
Mexico have maintained a t r a d i t i o n a l subsistence economy 
t h a t i s based on "slash and burn" a g r i c u l t u r e , although 
they have s t a r t e d p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n the market economy 
w i t h some cash crops and c a t t l e . S t i l l , these groups have 
kept c e r t a i n e c o l o g i c a l c r i t e r i a ( D a l t a b u i t quoting 
Gomez-Pompa, 1990). The mestizo migrants t h a t have come 
from other p a r t s of the country already belong t o a 
market economy, and besides a g r i c u l t u r a l a c t i v i t i e s and 
c a t t l e they perform other commercial a c t i v i t i e s . For many 
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of them, the r a i n f o r e s t i s only something t h a t w i l l g ive 
them economic b e n e f i t s i n a shor t time, i f they e x p l o i t 
i t s n a t u r a l resources. This e x p l o i t a t i o n of the n a t u r a l 
resources has been favoured by the "development p o l i c i e s " 
of the Lacandona f o r e s t , because i t y i e l d s b e n e f i t s i n 
short periods of time, but i n the end i t has had very 
adverse e f f e c t s on land p r o d u c t i v i t y , s o i l conservation 
and the e c o l o g i c a l regeneration of resources (quoting 
L e f f , 1990). 

D a l t a b u i t s t a t e s t h a t the s p e c i f i c causes of 
d e f o r e s t a t i o n i n the t r o p i c a l r a i n f o r e s t , although many 
and d i f f e r e n t , are profoundly r e l a t e d t o the economic, 
s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l problems of developing c o u n t r i e s . 
One of the s p e c i f i c causes of t h e d e s t r u c t i o n i s the 
great expansion of the slash and burn system of 
a g r i c u l t u r e , which was i n the past an adaptative measure. 
Indigenous populations i n the Mexican r a i n - f o r e s t s , 
D a l t a b u i t says, are c h a r a c t e r i z e d by adapting themselves 
t o the l o c a l c o n d i t i o n s , and eve r y t h i n g they do r e l a t e s 
them s t r o n g l y w i t h these, i n c l u d i n g t he subsistence 
a g r i c u l t u r e i n which a l l members of the f a m i l y take p a r t . 
"The peasant home c o n s t i t u t e s simultaneously the u n i t o f 
consumption, production and re p r o d u c t i o n " ( D a l t a b u i t , 
1991:3). Also, the home i s the i n t e r f a c e between the 
b i o l o g i c a l and c u l t u r a l spheres, being "an i n s t i t u t i o n i n 
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which the peasants can c o n f r o n t the economic and 
environmental pressures t o which they are subjected" 
( D a l t a b u i t , 1991:3). 

For the system of slash and burn t o work, D a l t a b u i t 
considers t h a t the p o p u l a t i o n needs t o be low. I n most 
t r o p i c a l c o u n t r i e s i t i s no longer low, but has increased 
i n d e n s i t y (through b e t t e r medical s e r v i c e s ) , and the 
land has become less productive. Besides, the people now 
working t r o p i c a l lands i n Mexico are, as D a l t a b u i t has 
seen, not n a t i v e s who have adapted t o t h e i r land d u r i n g 
long periods of time, but mainly labourers from other 
climates who come i n search of land and work, but are not 
c u l t u r a l l y adapted, and so are less c a r e f u l . ( I t could be 
argued t h a t , although t h e r e i s a c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n of 
c a r i n g f o r the land, the t r a d i t i o n may become inadequate 
when the landscape and general environment are changed by 
m i g r a t i o n . ) Another important cause of d e f o r e s t a t i o n , 
according t o D a l t a b u i t (a p o i n t on which Janet Townsend 
disagrees, pers. comm.) i s the c o l l e c t i o n of wood f o r 
domestic uses, ( e s p e c i a l l y i n h i g h l y populated areas). 
That i s an a c t i v i t y mainly c a r r i e d out by women; so i t i s 
p o s s i b l e t o say t h a t women do c o n t r i b u t e , even i n d i r e c t l y 
(and because they have no other choice i n t h i s case), t o 
t h e d e s t r u c t i o n of the environment. D e f o r e s t a t i o n has 
enormous adverse e f f e c t s on the i n h a b i t a n t s of the 
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t r o p i c a l r a i n f o r e s t s , but i t i s women and c h i l d r e n i n 
r u r a l communities t h a t are apt t o s u f f e r most. D a l t a b u i t 
f e e l s t he need t o know the "dynamics t h a t a f f e c t human 
i n t e r a c t i o n i n the g l o b a l e a r t h system, analyzing the 
human causes of e c o l o g i c a l change and the e f f e c t s of 
these changes i n the communities of the regions a f f e c t e d " 
( D a l t a b u i t , 1991:5). 

I n a l l r u r a l communities i n the t r o p i c s t h a t depend on 
subsistence a g r i c u l t u r e , whatever the c l i m a t e , D a l t a b u i t 
considers t h a t women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i s e s s e n t i a l . "Her 
work s a t i s f i e s needs, generates goods and services f o r 
the f a m i l y . . . t h e y t r y balancing t h e i r p r o d u c t i v e and 
rep r o d u c t i v e r o l e s . Women ensure the r e p r o d u c t i o n o f the 
f a m i l y labour f o r c e w i t h t h e i r c h i l d r e n , but also when 
they r a i s e them, s o c i a l i z e them and care f o r them u n t i l 
they become a d u l t s " ( D a l t a b u i t , 1991:6). Rural women's 
a c t i v i t i e s vary, depending on the c u l t u r e and environment 
i n which they l i v e ; but D a l t a b u i t considers t h a t the 
range of a c t i v i t i e s , as documented, includes home 
management (cooking, cleaning, washing, c o l l e c t i o n of 
firewood, b r i n g i n g water t o the home), a g r i c u l t u r a l 
a c t i v i t i e s (sowing, h a r v e s t i n g and processing the f o o d ) , 
c o l l e c t i o n of food s t u f f s and medicines from the w i l d , 
care of domestic animals, tending of home gardens, 
commercial a c t i v i t i e s , and c a r i n g f o r the h e a l t h and 
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education of t h e i r f a m i l i e s . A l l t h i s work i s c a r r i e d on 
even through pregnancy and l a c t a t i o n ; many women are 
malnourished. "The b i o l o g i c a l pressure of r e p r o d u c t i o n i s 
enormous", D a l t a b u i t says and f e r t i l i t y i s h igh because 
of an e a r l y s t a r t i n rep r o d u c t i v e l i f e . I n a d d i t i o n t o 
h e a l t h care, another aspect of household subsistence 
which i s predominantly a feminine task i s the c o l l e c t i o n 
of t h e various n a t u r a l resources t h a t the f o r e s t o f f e r s : 
wood, firewood, f o o d s t u f f s , medicinal p l a n t s , and other 
m a t e r i a l s t h a t are used f o r the e l a b o r a t i o n of u t e n s i l s 
(Shiva, 1988). "This and other aspects of feminine work 
make us see the close r e l a t i o n s h i p t h a t e x i s t s between 
r u r a l women and the environment" D a l t a b u i t says. This 
r e l a t i o n s h i p , f o r D a l t a b u i t , i s of an u t i l i t a r i a n nature; 
r u r a l women need nature t o perform " t h e i r d u t i e s " . 

What Magali D a l t a b u i t i s c u r r e n t l y documenting i n the 
Lacandon f o r e s t i n Mexico i s r u r a l women's perception of 
the environment. She i s of the op i n i o n t h a t t h e i r 
p erception i s r e l a t e d t o t h e i r f e r t i l i t y , and should be 
considered important (pers. comm.). D a l t a b u i t considers 
t h a t r u r a l women make decisions on the number of c h i l d r e n 
they w i l l have i n the l i g h t of such socioeconomic f a c t o r s 
as the need f o r c h i l d r e n t o do domestic, a g r i c u l t u r a l or 
paid jobs and of the s e c u r i t y c h i l d r e n w i l l provide f o r 
the parents i n o l d age or i n case of i l l - h e a l t h . Also, 
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high i n f a n t m o r t a l i t y i s taken i n t o account. On t h i s 
p o i n t , she says, not much research has been done because 
of t he d i f f i c u l t i e s of having successful communication 
w i t h the women (because of language b a r r i e r s ) . "So they 
are e l i m i n a t e d from research..." ( D a l t a b u i t , 1991:12) . I t 
i s Magali D a l t a b u i t ' s o p i n i o n t h a t having a l a r g e number 
of c h i l d r e n i s an adaptative s t r a t e g y , among indigenous 
women, which, together w i t h c u l t u r a l t r a d i t i o n s , ensures 
i n some way the c u l t u r a l and b i o l o g i c a l r e p r o d u c t i o n of 
the group ( D a l t a b u i t , 1989). But she argues t h a t t h i s 
a d a p tative s t r a t e g y has become counterproductive i n view 
of present economic and environmental needs. Many 
indigenous women are changing t h i s s t r a t e g y , but t h e r e i s 
a time l a g (Townsend. pers. comm.). 

G a i l Mummert (El Colegio de Michoacan, Mexico), a 
f e m i n i s t a n t h r o p o l o g i s t , considers t h a t t he theme "woman 
and the environment" i s very i n t e r e s t i n g and important, 
but, although " i t hasn't received enough a t t e n t i o n w i t h i n 
the academic c i r c l e s , people i n L a t i n America and Mexico 
are beginning t o examine i t " . (Her own recent work has 
been on s o c i a l changes associated w i t h strawberry p i c k i n g 
i n Michoacan.) 

e) Selected Geographers: 
Barbara F r e d r i c h (San Diego State U n i v e r s i t y , USA, pers. 
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comm.), w r i t e s t h a t an " a n t h r o p o l o g i c a l approach i s 
e s s e n t i a l t o o b t a i n the confidence of witches and 
healers...". At the 1982 IGU she repor t e d t h a t "the 
t y p i c a l b o t a n i c a l paper deletes or never addresses the 
r o l e of women i n t h a t capacity". She suggested t h a t "a 
systematic approach might include a review of a l l 
( s p e c i a l l y old) r e p o r t s from the Smithsonian, and U.C. 
p u b l i c a t i o n s f o r a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s ' accounts of Amerind 
a c t i v i t i e s and the r e p o r t s f o r the same pe r i o d conducted 
by b o t a n i s t s , then compare the amount of documentation of 
Amerind Female p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n herbal t r a d i t i o n s . Since 
so many of the accounts have been w r i t t e n by males, th e r e 
i s bound t o be an i n t e r e s t i n g p a t t e r n . I checked some 50 
a r t i c l e s from one j o u r n a l and found l i t t l e mention of 
women...". 

Janet Townsend (Geography Department, U n i v e r s i t y of 
Durham, England), w r i t e s t h a t i t i s not only men who are 
de s t r o y i n g the r a i n f o r e s t s : "there are women and c h i l d r e n 
too, ignored by the media, academics and planners a l i k e . 
They f i g h t and s u f f e r t o c l e a r the f o r e s t , but soon the 
land i s run down t o s c r u f f y c a t t l e ranches which employ 
very few people; the pioneers must move on and c l e a r more 
f o r e s t , but t h e r e i s very l i t t l e l e f t " (Townsend and Bain 
quoted i n The Guardian 4/1/91) . These women pioneers, she 
says, have s k i l l s t h a t have not been appreciated. They 
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can create home gardens f o r a sustainable production of 
vari o u s products ( f r u i t s , f l o w e r s , herbal teas, dyes, 
glues, medicines). S u s t a i n a b i l i t y i s a c e n t r a l concern 
among poor women, but i t i s d i f f i c u l t f o r them t o achieve 
i t , and she argues t h a t t h i s i s due t o a stron g s p a t i a l 
component of l o c a l t r a d i t i o n : the f a c t t h a t they have t o 
ask t h e i r husbands f o r permission t o leave the house. No 
other geographers appear t o have worked w i t h women and 
the environment i n r u r a l Mexico. 

A good example of Ethnobotanical research i n which one 
would expect t o f i n d r e l e v a n t i n f o r m a t i o n about who does 
what by sex, age and occupation, but does not, i s Huastec 
Mayan Ethnobotany by Janis Alcorn (1984). E l l e n Messer 
r e f e r r i n g t o t h i s book i n question, says: "...a c a r e f u l 
c o n s i d e r a t i o n of who does what by sex, age and occupation 
i s missing". "Whether t h e r e i s a core of medicinal p l a n t 
knowledge t h a t everyone shares, and what might be i t s 
dimension are not o f f e r e d so one can adequately address 
general questions such as "How i s knowledge s t r u c t u r e d ? " 
and "How does knowledge change?" as the c u l t u r e , land use 
s t r a t e g i e s and p l a n t s change". 
" O v e r a l l , problems of going from the " i n d i v i d u a l " t o the 
" c u l t u r a l " , " s o c i a l " or "human p o p u l a t i o n " l e v e l of 
an a l y s i s are unresolved". 
"...the tone i s o f t e n i r r i t a t i n g l y condescending, 
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presented as i f readers are ignorant t h a t indigenous 
peoples are resource managers, not j u s t romantic 
p r i m i t i v e s " . 
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CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSION 

When I f i r s t began research on the s u b j e c t of "women and 
nature", I was c e r t a i n t h a t t h e r e was a s p e c i a l r e l a t i o n 
of women w i t h nature, a r e l a t i o n s h i p , I thought, based on 
the essence of f e m i n i n i t y , i t s v i r t u e s and 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ; i t made sense, as I was used t o 
l i s t e n i n g t o women, r a t h e r than men, who were wor r i e d 
about environmental degradation and th e p o s s i b l e damage 
t o t h e i r c h i l d r e n , t o f u t u r e generations. This worry, i f 
not n e c e s s a r i l y r e l a t e d t o motherhood, has t o do w i t h the 
assumed feminine t r a i t of " c a r i n g " , a t r a i t assumed by 
some eco-feminists and by many advocates of a s p e c i a l 
woman-nature r e l a t i o n s h i p t o be a u n i v e r s a l t r a i t i n 
women. 

So i n the I n t r o d u c t i o n ( I ) I s t a t e d t h a t I wanted t o 
answer the questions: are women r e l a t e d t o the 
environment i n a s p e c i a l way? Do they possess s p e c i a l 
knowledge t h a t r e l a t e s them t o t h e environment i n a 
d i f f e r e n t way from men? The work i n Mexico p a r t l y t r i e d 
t o prove or disprove t h i s eco-feminist p o s i t i o n . 

A f t e r having read what evidence t h e r e i s i n favour of and 
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against a woman-nature r e l a t i o n s h i p (Part I ) , and a f t e r 
having reviewed extensive l i t e r a t u r e on Mexican r u r a l 
women and interviewed some r u r a l women i n Mexico 
(V111.3), my conclusions drawn from t h i s study are: 

1. The eco-feminist p o s i t i o n ( I I ) , t he b e l i e f t h a t a l l 
women have a s p e c i a l a f f i n i t y t o nature i s an e l i t i s t 
idea because i t assumes a l l women have t h e i r basic needs 
cared f o r . Research i n Mexico w i t h r u r a l women d i d not 
su s t a i n these b e l i e f s . 

Most eco-feminist b e l i e f s d i d not apply t o the Mexican 
women I met, nor t o most of the ones I read about. The 
women who were i n t e r e s t e d i n saving the n a t u r a l resources 
(land, water or f o r e s t s ) from which they l i v e d , had a 
immediate o b j e c t i v e i n mind: ownership of land and 
a v a i l a b i l i t y of jobs, a l i v e l i h o o d ( V I I and V I I I ) . Their 
s t r u g g l e , when they a c t u a l l y p a r t i c i p a t e d i n one, t o 
p r o t e c t these resources, d i d not seem i n any way based on 
an a f f i n i t y t o nature, as eco-feminists and f o l l o w e r s of 
the "woman-nature" r e l a t i o n ( I I I and IV) would contend. 
There were many women who s u f f e r e d because of the 
degradation of the resources, but who could or would not 
do anything t o p r o t e c t them, f o r various reasons, poverty 
and i n d i f f e r e n c e being j u s t two of them ( V I I I . 3 ) . 
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Vandana Shiva (V.2), the i n d i a n e c o -feminist who 
considers t h a t the r e a l c o n s e r v a t i o n i s t s are those who 
l i v e w i t h the resource and from i t , who keep i t a l i v e and 
reproducing i t s e l f , would f i n d t h a t these Mexican r u r a l 
women would not conform t o t h i s idea. My evidence does 
not support her contentions. 

On the other hand, i t does support some of the ideas of 
authors l i k e Dankelman and Davidson (V.3) who b e l i e v e 
t h a t the i l l e f f e c t s of hunger and disease are f e l t more 
s t r o n g l y by the women who s t r u g g l e t o avoid them. Some 
r u r a l women i n Mexico, e s p e c i a l l y i n places l i k e 
Cuauhtemoc i n Uxpanapa ( V I I I . 3 ) who d i d not own anything 
and whose partners and/or sons d i d not have lands or 
jobs , who had migrated from impoverished lands (other 
t r o p i c a l areas t h a t had already been depleted) seemed t o 
r e a l l y be s u f f e r i n g from t h i s resource degradation. 

I t h i n k t h a t women's r e l a t i o n s h i p t o the environment i s 
b a s i c a l l y determined by p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l aspects, as 
w e l l as aspects of c l a s s , and not as eco-feminist authors 
s u s t a i n , by a n a t u r a l a f f i n i t y . Poor Mexican r u r a l women 
d i d not show any i n t e r e s t i n the p r e s e r v a t i o n of t h e i r 
environment per se. 

2. Gender i s c u l t u r a l l y constructed (IV. 3 and 4 ) . The 
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concept of what i s feminine v a r i e s through r u r a l Mexico 
as i t does throughout the world ( V I ) . 

The supposed r e l a t i o n s h i p woman-nature has been a cause 
of debate among f e m i n i s t s , e s p e c i a l l y among f e m i n i s t 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s , who have c o n t r i b u t e d much t o development 
of t he f e m i n i s t theory (IV. 3 and IV. 4 ) . They have 
provided a c r o s s - c u l t u r a l perspective which has helped t o 
e s t a b l i s h t h a t gender i s so c u l t u r a l l y constructed t h a t 
i t i s not po s s i b l e t o r e f e r t o u n i v e r s a l s . 

A n t h r o p o l o g i s t s have proved t h a t women are not bound i n 
t h e i r behaviour by a s i n g l e i d e o l o g i c a l model. Women as 
c u l t u r a l beings, l i k e men, analyze and i n t e r p r e t e x t e r n a l 
r e a l i t y i n d i f f e r e n t ways and l i v e i n r e l a t i o n t o t h a t 
s p e c i f i c r e a l i t y . C u l t u r a l l y , women's r e a l i t y takes 
v a r i o u s d i f f e r e n t forms throughout the world, but i t i s 
also d i f f e r e n t from men's r e a l i t y . 

During my f i e l d work i n Mexico ( V I I I . 3 ) , I discovered 
t h a t peasant women have a d e s i r e f o r t h e i r f a m i l i e s t o 
su r v i v e i n the long term (something considered "feminine" 
by western standards), but c a r r i e d out a c t i v i t i e s 
d e s t r u c t i v e of the environment t h a t would make f o r only 
short-term s u r v i v a l . This would s t r o n g l y c o n f l i c t w i t h 
the eco-feminist i d e a l . 
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3. Rural women i n Mexico w i l l have a d i f f e r e n t 
r e l a t i o n s h i p towards t h e i r environment from other women 
i n Mexico. 

I deduced t h a t r u r a l women possess some knowledge of 
n a t u r a l resources which has not been made e x p l i c i t i n the 
l i t e r a t u r e , because the a c t i v i t i e s they do n e c e s s a r i l y 
i n v o l v e knowledge and use of n a t u r a l resources ( V I I and 
V I I I ) . This r e l a t i o n s h i p w i l l again vary between 
d i f f e r e n t groups of r u r a l women, by c l a s s , age, 
geographical d i s t r i b u t i o n , e t h n i c i t y and -of course-
p e r s o n a l i t y , across Mexico. 

I have demonstrated t h a t r u r a l women depend more 
immediately than urban women on n a t u r a l resources f o r 
t h e i r s u r v i v a l . The knowledge r u r a l women i n Mexico 
possess and the use they make of i t r e l a t e s them d i r e c t l y 
t o n a t u r a l resources, because, as they have the s o c i a l 
and c u l t u r a l r o l e of carers, i t i s seen as t h e i r duty t o 
know and use medicinal p l a n t s t o t r e a t diseases; they use 
or even produce f r u i t s , vegetables, c e r e a l s , legumes and 
herbs t o feed themselves and t h e i r f a m i l i e s as w e l l as 
the best firewood t o cook w i t h and fl o w e r s and a v a r i e t y 
of p l a n t s t o hea l , t o decorate, t o calm emotions or t o 
provide shade. This knowledge w i l l sometimes provide an 
e x t r a income t o help w i t h the household expenses. 
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But such knowledge i s not ex c l u s i v e t o women; the 
d i f f e r e n c e i s i n the way i t i s used, because of women's 
c u l t u r a l l y determined r o l e . This knowledge i s also very 
v a r i e d and, a t present, probably very much i n t e r t w i n e d 
w i t h "modern" western knowledge. Also, some (or i n some 
cases most) of i t may be l o s t by changes i n h a b i t a t when 
migrations take place. 

Masculine and feminine perceptions (VI.3 and V I . 4) 
probably d i f f e r w i dely because t h e two sexes use of and 
f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h n a t u r a l resources are e v i d e n t l y 
d i f f e r e n t . G e n d e r - d i f f e r e n t i a t e d knowledge of the various 
uses and d i f f e r e n t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the n a t u r a l 
resources surrounding men and women must e x i s t . But much 
of t h i s knowledge i s a p a r t of c u l t u r e , and in f l u e n c e s 
from market economies ( c a p i t a l i s t i c and/or western 
inf l u e n c e s ) seem t o be having a negative i n f l u e n c e on men 
and women. 

But r u r a l women i n Mexico do not seem, j u s t from the f a c t 
of being women, t o have a s p e c i a l i n c l i n a t i o n t o p r o t e c t 
the resources from d e s t r u c t i o n . I f i n order t o s u r v i v e , 
they must l e t the resources disappear, they w i l l not have 
second thoughts about i t . 

4. There i s a lack of research about r u r a l women's 
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knowledge of the environment i n Mexico (Appendix A). 

Women's knowledge about the environment i n Mexico has not 
been s u f f i c i e n t l y (as f a r as academic needs are 
concerned) researched. Researchers i n t e r v i e w e d p e r s o n a l l y 
or i n w r i t i n g ( V I I I . 4 ) agreed on t h i s . Many had not even 
thought of doing research of t h i s s o r t . 

The reason f o r t h i s may be t h a t women are not considered 
s u f f i c i e n t l y important t o be st u d i e d . A n t h r o p o l o g i c a l 
l i t e r a t u r e has proved t h a t t h e r e are few, i f any, 
s o c i e t i e s i n which women surpass the power and a u t h o r i t y 
of men. Rosaldo (1974) has remarked t h a t although women 
may be important, powerful and i n f l u e n t i a l , i t seems 
t h a t , r e l a t i v e t o men of t h e i r age and s o c i a l s t a t u s , 
women everywhere lack g e n e r a l l y recognized and c u l t u r a l l y 
valued a u t h o r i t y . Our own c u l t u r e b a r e l y recognizes the 
value of women's work, l e t alone women's knowledge. 
A n t h r o p o l o g i s t s are now i d e n t i f y i n g s o c i e t i e s which do 
not conform t o t h i s p a t t e r n o f u n i v e r s a l female 
s u b o r d i n a t i o n , but they are few i n number (Sanday and 
Goodenaugh, 1990). 

I n general terms, women have been marginalized i n the 
l i t e r a t u r e . I n the e a r l y 70s, several f e m i n i s t 
a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s (Rosaldo and Lamphere, 1974; S. Ardener, 
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1975) and some men (Ardener, E. , 1975) n o t i c e d and 
wondered about t h i s . B l e i e r (1985) agrees t h a t t h e r e has 
been gynocentric science a l l along but no one has 
bothered t o recognize i t , because i t i s not seen as 
"science" ( B l e i e r , 1985:70). 

The h i s t o r y of science teaches us t h a t t he choices of 
assumptions and of methods, as w e l l as of questions t o be 
i n v e s t i g a t e d by researchers, are choices based on values 
( B l e i e r , 1985). This, I t h i n k , i s r e f l e c t e d i n the lack 
of l i t e r a t u r e and i n the assumptions of r u r a l women's 
ignorance. 

5. Poverty i n T h i r d World c o u n t r i e s such as Mexico i s an 
important reason f o r the d e s t r u c t i o n of the environment. 

Poverty i s a r e s u l t of i n a p p r o p r i a t e t e c h n o l o g i c a l 
changes i n a g r i c u l t u r e t h a t have now rendered i n f e r t i l e 
l a r g e expanses of land i n , f o r instance, the r a i n f o r e s t s 
(V) . Poverty i s a r e s u l t of f a i l u r e on the p a r t of 
governments ( t h a t of Mexico's i s no exception, even 
though the r h e t o r i c i s q u i t e d i f f e r e n t ) t o provide the 
necessary investment i n human c a p i t a l , the e s s e n t i a l laws 
and c r e d i t s and the necessary assistance, t o see t h a t 
n a t u r a l resources are p r o t e c t e d , or " r a t i o n a l l y used" by 
both the urban and the r u r a l sector. Above a l l , the 
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Mexican government f a i l s t o implement i t s r h e t o r i c and 
even i t s laws. 

Rural poverty a f f e c t s men and women. R e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r 
the c h i l d r e n i n the f a m i l y i s shared by both parents, but 
seems t o be of a d i f f e r e n t q u a l i t y f o r women. Women 
s u f f e r the e f f e c t s of r u r a l poverty s t r o n g l y and i n more 
than one way. Even i f we do not accept the ec o - f e m i n i s t s ' 
b e l i e f i n a subor d i n a t i o n imposed by men, the e f f e c t of 
machismo i n c o u n t r i e s l i k e Mexico i s i n d i s p u t a b l e . 
R e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the c h i l d r e n , "maternal i n s t i n c t " , or 
i n a more p r a c t i c a l sense the need t o assure care f o r 
themselves i n o l d age, bears h e a v i l y upon women. 

Problems r e l a t e d t o the environment are more and more a 
cause f o r concern t o women. I n r u r a l areas, various 
p o l i t i c a l campaigns, i n which women are t a k i n g p a r t , over 
the ownership and use of land and over c r e d i t c o n d i t i o n s 
are r e l a t e d t o poverty (West, 1991) . 

6. Rural people i n Mexico t r a d i t i o n a l l y made a less 
e x p l o i t a t i v e use of land. 

The t r a d i t i o n a l knowledge t h a t made t h i s p o s s i b l e i s no 
longer e a s i l y a p p l i c a b l e because of the d i f f e r e n t 
economic p o l i c i e s t o which land has been subjected f o r 
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many years past. This has caused an environmental 
degradation t h a t should not be seen as caused by 
peasants' ignorance but as a product of poverty t h a t 
makes them o v e r - e x p l o i t scarce resources. Also, t h a t 
women are being pushed t o work i n a g r o - i n d u s t r i a l jobs 
can be seen as d e s t r u c t i v e of the peasant economies, as 
i t probably leads t o a loss of other t r a d i t i o n a l 
knowledge through lack of use and because new methods are 
superseding the o l d ( V I I ) . 

7.= The more e c o l o g i c a l knowledge t h e r e i s t o l e a r n , the 
b e t t e r ( V I I . 6 ) . 

I n recent years, indigenous knowledge has been 
"discovered" t o be valuable. Rocheleau (1989) has s t a t e d 
t h a t t h e r e i s l i t t l e doubt of the usefulness of 
cataloguing some " b i t s " of r u r a l women's e c o l o g i c a l 
knowledge (e.g. a l l the knowledge on w i l d and c u l t i v a t e d 
p l a n t s , on t h e i r uses, t h e i r h a b i t a t s and t h e i r 
environmental requirements, can serve t o improve our own 
c o l l e c t i v e a b i l i t y t o c o n t r i b u t e t o a "sust a i n a b l e " 
development). Some of these " b i t s " of i n f o r m a t i o n can be 
found, as the present research shows, mainly i n the 
an t h r o p o l o g i c a l l i t e r a t u r e . Yet t h e r e i s s t i l l the need 
t o comprehend the whole system. "There i s c l e a r l y an 
ins t r u m e n t a l value i n the coherence and meaning conveyed 
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by a more complete c o n t e x t u a l understanding and 
documentation of whole knowledge systems" (Rocheleau, 
1989). So even rescuing r e s i d u a l knowledge from "dying 
t r a d i t i o n s " i s r e l e v a n t . And as Merchant s a i d , "even 
s u r v i v i n g memories of the l a r g e r s c i e n t i f i c context w i l l 
i n f o r m our understanding, as w i l l t he very s t o r y of i t s 
erosion and d i s i n t e g r a t i o n " (Merchant, 1980). 

SUGGESTED WORK: 

I suggest t h a t the u s e f u l next step would be t o undertake 
academic research: I agree w i t h Dianne E Rocheleau (Clark 
U n i v e r s i t y , U.S.A.) t h a t "the gender d i v i s i o n of 
e c o l o g i c a l knowledge and i n t e r e s t i n genetic resources 
has received so l i t t l e a t t e n t i o n , and the whole 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l environment/development "community" has 
launched i n t o genetic resource conservation and 
"indigenous knowledge" as i f i t were gender n e u t r a l 
t e r r i t o r y , which i t c e r t a i n l y i s not". 

E t h n o s c i e n t i s t s should acknowledge t h e r e f o r e t h a t 
knowledge i s not gender-neutral, and undertake research 
w i t h female and w i t h male, young and o l d . To avoid the 
problems o f women not speaking t o men, women researchers 
should be included i n a l l teams. I f women do not provide 
i n f o r m a t i o n f o r any reason, i t i s important t o s p e c i f y 
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t h i s . I n the past, the tendency has been t o use t h e word 
"people" meaning the whole of a p o p u l a t i o n , when i n f a c t 
only men have provided i n f o r m a t i o n . 

I suggest t h a t the o b j e c t i v e s of ethnobotanical research 
should include a d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n by gender of 
environmental knowledge; i n t h i s way, a complete p i c t u r e 
w i l l be obtained. 

I n t h e s p e c i f i c case of women and t h e environment, i t i s 
sought t o know whether women f e e l t o some extent t h a t 
they themselves represent nature, s e x u a l i t y , love, chaos 
and i r r a t i o n a l i t y , then only women w i l l provide r e l i a b l e 
i n f o r m a t i o n . I t w i l l also be u s e f u l t o c o l l e c t 
i n f o r m a t i o n on how women order and evaluate nature. 
Research of t h e k i n d being conducted by Magali D a l t a b u i t 
(UNAM, Mexico) i n various regions o f t h e country could 
provide u s e f u l i n f o r m a t i o n t o make i t p o s s i b l e t o draw a 
geography of r u r a l women and the environment i n Mexico. 

One f a c t o r t h a t would a i d research on environmental 
perception i s b e t t e r understanding of t h e processes by 
which c u l t u r a l knowledge i s acquired. "Although i t i s 
recognized t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s vary i n how much they know or 
how w e l l they r e p o r t on "core" c u l t u r a l i n f o r m a t i o n , a 
method of i d e n t i f y i n g informants' knowledge has been 
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e l u s i v e , l e a v i n g a n t h r o p o l o g i s t s t o ponder the extent t o 
which t h e i r informants are knowledgeable and accurate" 
(Weller, 1984:971). I t i s important also t o i d e n t i f y 
f a c t o r s of class and economic v a r i a b l e s when determining 
both the sources of women's ideology and the processes by 
which t h a t ideology i s t r a n s m i t t e d . 

And as Browner suggests, a measure of "adaptive 
competence" should be incorporated i n t o models of 
ethnographic s t u d i e s ; i t w i l l enable us t o determine the 
d i s t r i b u t i o n of t h e r a p e u t i c a l l y e f f i c i e n t knowledge, and 
also the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of those i n d i v i d u a l s who can be 
expected t o be b e t t e r than others i n using t h i s knowledge 
e f f i c i e n t l y (Browner, 1988 [ d r a f t ] : 2 4 ) . I n t h i s way, the 
concept o f c u l t u r e and the nature, sources, and 
consequences of i n t r a - c u l t u r a l v a r i a t i o n may be made 
easier t o understand. 

I n t he w r i t i n g of t h i s t h e s i s I d i d not f i n d enough 
i n f o r m a t i o n t o w r i t e a geography of women and the 
environment i n r u r a l Mexico; women i n d i f f e r e n t 
p opulations and w i t h i n d i f f e r e n t e t h n i c groups w i l l have 
a d i f f e r e n t perspective on the environment, c o n t r a r y t o 
the e c o - f e m i n i s t s ' b e l i e f s t h a t maintain t h a t a l l women 
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w i l l be concerned w i t h s u s t a i n i n g the environment. My 
f i e l d experience proved d i f f e r e n t . As s t a t e d women w i l l 
worry f i r s t l y about t h e i r people regardless of the damage 
t h e i r s u r v i v a l can do t o the environment. 

I do not pretend t o have seen every piece of research 
w r i t t e n on r u r a l women i n Mexico or t o be able t o draw a 
f i n a l conclusion about t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o t h e environment. 
But from what I have read on women's work, I am able t o 
say t h a t r u r a l women i n Mexico must possess i n f o r m a t i o n 
which they act upon w h i l e working i n a g r i c u l t u r e , and i n 
t h e i r home gardens, w h i l e they care f o r s i c k r e l a t i v e s 
and when they work f o r various e n t e r p r i s e s d e a l i n g w i t h 
e i t h e r animals or p l a n t s . I cannot, from what i n f o r m a t i o n 
I have read, i n f e r how they f e e l towards the d e s t r u c t i o n 
or conservation of the environment. 

I have found t h a t women must know, but we do not know 
what they know. I have t r i e d t o demonstrate t h a t t h e r e i s 
a need f o r research t o be done, and why t h e r e i s t h i s 
need. The main conclusion from t h i s study has been t h a t , 
although t h e r e i s a stron g tendency i n western s o c i e t y t o 
r e l a t e a l l women t o the environment, assuming t h a t t h e r e 
i s a g r e a t e r d e s i r e on women's p a r t than on men's p a r t t o 
p r o t e c t i t and t h a t t h e r e f o r e women must have an 
i n t r i n s i c knowledge on how t h i s p r o t e c t i o n w i l l be 
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e f f e c t e d , t h i s i s not t r u e . What i s t r u e i s t h a t women, 
due t o t h e i r c u l t u r a l and s o c i a l r o l e s , u s u a l l y , but not 
always, possess knowledge about the environment t h a t 
would enable them t o p r o t e c t i t , i f circumstances permit 
i t and i f they want t o . 

What i s also t r u e i s t h a t women's knowledge has o f t e n 
been ignored, not only because of bias but also because 
of d i f f i c u l t i e s i n communication w i t h women. Researchers 
and s c i e n t i s t s I interviewed p e r s o n a l l y or i n w r i t i n g , 
agreed t h a t h a r d l y any work has been done on women's 
perception of the environment i n Mexico. 

With t h i s t h e s i s I hope t o c o n t r i b u t e t o f e m i n i s t 
research which i s c u r r e n t l y t r y i n g t o recuperate and t o 
recognize women's knowledge and a c t i o n s r e l a t i v e t o the 
n a t u r a l environment. I am t r y i n g t o do t h i s not only 
because t h e r e i s a f i e l d of research b a r e l y touched, but 
also because th e r e i s a p o s s i b i l i t y of f i n d i n g s o l u t i o n s 
t o the environmental c r i s i s through women's perspectives, 
as eco-feminists would wish. Most eco-feminists i n s i s t 
t h a t men are the sole cause of the environmental 
d e s t r u c t i o n , but not a l l f e m i n i s t s agree. Nor i s i t only 
f e m i n i s t s who now proclaim t h a t p a t r i a r c h a l p r i n c i p l e s of 
potency and domination are close t o d e s t r o y i n g our pla n e t 
f o r a l l f u t u r e generations. Faced w i t h such d e v a s t a t i o n , 
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men too may consider an a l t e r n a t i v e way t o t h i n k , f e e l 
and l i v e . 

As f o r women researchers d e a l i n g w i t h people, I t h i n k we 
must begin t o conceptualize science as non-masculine. I t 
i s not easy, since, as Ruth B l e i e r (1985) says most of 
w r i t t e n c i v i l i z a t i o n (our h i s t o r y , language, conceptual 
frameworks and l i t e r a t u r e ) has been generated by men, but 
we only need a reminder t h a t , i f we as women b e l i e v e we 
know and t h i n k d i f f e r e n t l y , then women everywhere have 
much t o c o n t r i b u t e . 
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Appendix A 
BIBLIOGRAPHICAL SEARCH 

Searches i n Durham; 
I n Durham U n i v e r s i t y , i n 1990, I c a r r i e d out a search 
covering t e n years (1980 t o l a s t issue of 1990), o f : 

a) Annual Review of Anthropology 
b) Ethnology 
c) American A n t h r o p o l o g i s t 
d) American E t h n o l o g i s t 
e) Human Organization 
w i t h t he o b j e c t of f i n d i n g r e l e v a n t m a t e r i a l on Rural 
Women and the Environment i n Mexico. The r e s u l t s were: 

1) Five a r t i c l e s d e a l t s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h Mexico, f o u r of 
which had t o do w i t h sex and/or gender. 
2) Fourteen a r t i c l e s d e a l t w i t h female r o l e s and women's 
s t a t u s i n general and o f t e n i n r e l a t i o n t o p r o d u c t i o n and 
rep r o d u c t i o n ; subsistence and a g r i c u l t u r e ; hunters and 
gatherers; peasants; development; and ethnology, 
anthropology and women's s t u d i e s . 
3) Five a r t i c l e s , although seeming more general, were 
expected t o deal w i t h women i n some way. These were about 
n u t r i t i o n , domestic p r o d u c t i o n , household gardens, 
adoption of a g r i c u l t u r e , e c o l o g i c a l anthropology. 
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4) Four a r t i c l e s d e a l t w i t h gender and women's s t a t u s i n 
s p e c i f i c places, not i n Mexico. 

A random check of issues of j o u r n a l s such as C u l t u r a l 
S u r v i v a l Q u a r t e r l y proved u s e f u l f o r references on 
"general" p o i n t s r e l a t e d t o "women and the environment". 

A search was also conducted on the DISSERTATION ABSTRACTS 
ONLINE database and the CAB ABSTRACTS database, both of 
which use the DIALOG I n f o r m a t i o n R e t r i e v a l Service. At 
the end of the search, Ms. M a r i l y n H i r d , the I n f o r m a t i o n 
Services L i b r a r i a n , wrote: "There i s p l e n t y of l i t e r a t u r e 
on Mexican women, but i t i s c l e a r t h a t most of t h i s i s 
concerned w i t h such issues as breast-feeding and 
con t r a c e p t i o n . I haven't found anything a s s o c i a t i n g 
Mexican women w i t h ethnobotany or p l a n t s " . 

D i s s e r t a t i o n Abstracts on Mexico, women and " r u r a l " (3 
items, see b e l l o w ) ; 
B i o s i s on Mexico, women and " t r a d i t i o n a l medicine" (1 
i t e m ) ; 
CAB (which includes WAERSA (World A g r i c u l t u r a l , Economic 
and Rural Society A b s t r a c t s ) , on Mexico, women and 
" a g r i c u l t u r e " (8 i t e m s ) ; 
A a r i c o l a on Mexico, women and " a g r i c u l t u r e " (5 items) 
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D i s s e r t a t i o n Abstracts Online i s a d e f i n i t i v e s u b j e c t , 
t i t l e and author guide t o v i r t u a l l y a l l American d o c t o r a l 
d i s s e r t a t i o n s accepted a t an a c c r e d i t e d i n s t i t u t i o n since 
1861. Approximately 99% of a l l American D i s s e r t a t i o n s are 
c i t e d i n t h i s f i l e . Masters' Theses have been s e l e c t i v e l y 
indexed since 1962. I t also disseminates c i t a t i o n s f o r 
thousands of Canadian d i s s e r t a t i o n s and an inc r e a s i n g 
number of papers accepted a t i n s t i t u t i o n s i n other 
c o u n t r i e s . 

DISSERTATION ABSTRACTS: 
A search from 1861 t o J u l y 1989. 
Words and combinations used: 
woman-women/ gender/ ethnobotany/ a g r o f o r e s t r y / 
ethnoscience/ environment/ c o l o n i z a t i o n / Mexico/ L a t i n 
America. 

Three items were l i s t e d , of which only one seemed 
r e l e v a n t t o the subject of "Rural Women i n Mexico and the 
Environment": 
Morayanne, P a t r i c i a . Ph.D. 1986. Knowledge i n Farming 
Systems: A personal c o n s t r u c t theory approach w i t h 
r e p e r t o r y g r i d technique (Mexico, i n n o v a t i o n , methods, 
i n q u i r y , r a p i d r u r a l a ppraisal) . U n i v e r s i t y of Wisconsin-
Madison. I t deals w i t h a method of e l i c i t i n g l o c a l 
knowledge from farmers i n the Puebla V a l l e y , Mexico. The 
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method proved successful when i n s i g h t s i n t o women's work 
were gained, but women's r e l a t i o n t o the environment was 
not i n v e s t i g a t e d . 

CAB Abstracts i s a f i l e of a g r i c u l t u r a l i n f o r m a t i o n , 
published by CAB I n t e r n a t i o n a l , f o r m e r l y the Commonwealth 
A g r i c u l t u r a l Bureau. 
Over 110,000 j o u r n a l s are scanned, as w e l l as books, 
r e p o r t s and other p u b l i c a t i o n s . 

These s p e c i f i c searches were i n : World Economic & Rural 
Society A b t r a c t s ; Rural Extension, Education & T r a i n i n g ; 
Rural Development Ab s t r a c t s . 

CAB ABSTRACTS: 
Searches from 1972 t o 1983 and from 1984 t o 1989 were 
conducted. 
Words and combinations used: 
woman-women/ gender/ Mexico/ Latinamerica 

15 items were l i s t e d . 13 d e a l t w i t h L a t i n American r u r a l 
women, of these f i v e were r e l a t i v e l y r e l e v a n t t o the 
present research, (but do not discuss Mexico 
s p e c i f i c a l l y ) . 

These 5 were: 
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1) Baxter, S. 1985. Feminist theory, s t a t e p o l i c y and 
r u r a l women i n L a t i n America: a rapporteur's r e p o r t . 
Department of Economics; U n i v e r s i t y of Notre Dame. 
Indiana, USA 46556. Working Paper, Helen K e l l o g I n s t i t u t e 
f o r I n t e r n a t i o n a l Studies, U n i v e r s i t y of Notre Dame. (no. 
49): 32pp. (BIDS). 

Among other t o p i c s t h i s deals w i t h the i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r 
r u r a l women of the L a t i n American a g r a r i a n reform 
experiences and the f a i l u r e of women's subsistence 
p a t t e r n s . 

2) Arizpe, Lourdes. 1985. Peasant women and the a g r a r i a n 
c r i s i s i n L a t i n America. Revue Tiers-Monde. 26 (102): 
325-334 (BIDS) . This was used f o r t h i s t h e s i s and i s 
c i t e d here. I t places emphasis on the heterogeneity of 
women's s i t u a t i o n s . 

3) Ashby, J.A.; Gomez, S. (co m p i l e r s ) . 1985. Women, 
a g r i c u l t u r e and r u r a l development i n L a t i n America. C a l i , 
Colombia; Centro I n t e r n a c i o n a l de A g r i c u l t u r a T r o p i c a l ; 
Muscle Shoals, Alabama, USA; I n t e r n a t i o n a l F e r t i l i z e r 
Development Center. 1985. v + 171 pp. (OAE) . I t i s an 
annotated b i b l i o g r a p h y but has no m a t e r i a l on women and 
the environment. 

4) Deere, Carmen Diana. 1985. Rural women and s t a t e & 
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p o l i c y : the L a t i n American a g r a r i a n reform experience. 
Working Papers, O f f i c e of Women i n I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
Development, Michigan State U n i v e r s i t y . (No. 81): 32pp. 
I t reviews 13 L a t i n American a g r a r i a n reforms showing 
t h a t they have mostly b e n e f i t e d men mainly because o f the 
use of "households" and the i n c o r p o r a t i o n of only male 
household heads i n t o the new a g r a r i a n reform s t r u c t u r e . 
I t does not deal w i t h women and the environment. 

5) Wilson, Fiona. 1985. Women and A g r i c u l t u r a l change i n 
L a t i n America: some concepts g u i d i n g research. Centre f o r 
Development Research, Copenhagen, Denmark. World 
Development 13 (9) : 1017-1035. I t s t a t e s t h a t i t i s s t i l l 
not p o s s i b l e t o say how the l i v e s of r u a r l women are 
a f f e c t e d by the processes of commercialization i n 
a g r i c u l t u r e . I t stresses the i n t e r p l a y of r e l a t i o n s of 
gender w i t h r e l a t i o n s of class and e t h n i c i t y . 

Two a r t i c l e s d e a l t w i t h gender i n L a t i n America, n e i t h e r 
of them s p e c i f i c a l l y i n Mexico although both were 
i n t e r e s t i n g . 

1) J i g g i n s , Janice. 1986. Gender-related impacts and the 
work of the i n t e r n a t i o n a l a g r i c u l t u r a l research centers. 
CGIAR Study Paper, Co n s u l t a t i v e Group on I n t e r n a t i o n a l 
A g r i c u l t u r a l Research, World Bank. (no. 17) . 95 pp. I t 
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deals w i t h the neglect of gender issues i n a g r i c u l t u r a l 
research and technology which diminishes a c t u a l 
p o t e n t i a l . She challenges the "a p p r o p r i a t e " male and 
female r o l e s by demonstrating the importance of women-
headed households among the r u r a l poor; t h e necessity of 
female income f o r the f a m i l y ' s s u r v i v a l and the scale of 
women's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n a g r i c u l t u r a l p r o d u c t i o n . She 
st a t e s t h a t t h e r e i s a growing volume of documented 
examples of gender-specific v a r i e t a l preferences f o r 
seed, determined by the p a r t i c u l a r r o l e s , tasks and 
r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of men and women (these documented 
examples seem unavailable) . She also says t h a t l i t t l e 
e f f o r t has been made by the I n t e r n a t i o n a l A g r i c u l t u r a l 
Research Centers (IARC's) t o determine women's seed and 
or stock s e l e c t i o n c r i t e r i a , v a r i e t a l preferences and 
e x i s t i n g genetic resources, or the experimental v a r i a b l e s 
t e s t e d on them. 

2) Wilson, Fiona. 1983. The r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of gender i n 
c u r r e n t indigenous thought, CDR P r o j e c t Paper, Centre f o r 
Development Research, Denmark. (No. A. 83. 6 ) : 31pp. 
This discusses the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of gender i n c u r r e n t 
indigenous thought. Questions are explored w i t h s p e c i f i c 
reference t o Andean I n d i a n s o c i e t y i n B o l i v i a and Peru 
(not i n Mexico). 
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I n A g r i c o l a , some examples of the items l i s t e d : 

a) Browner, C.H.; O r t i z de Montellano, B.R. 1986. Herbal 
emmenagogue used by women i n Colombia and Mexico". I n 
Plants i n indigenous medicine and d i e t : b iobehavioural 
approaches, e d i t e d by E t k i n , N.L. p.32-47. Bedford H i l l s , 
N.Y. : Redgrave, cl986. I t d i d not prove u s e f u l f o r the 
s p e c i f i c theme of women and the environment i n Mexico as 
other papers by Browner d i d . 

b) Elmendorf, Mary. 1976. Nine Mayan Women: a v i l l a g e 
faces change. Cambridge, Mass.: Schenkmann Pub. Co. June 
Nash ( I n the s e c t i o n "Applied" of American A n t h r o p o l o g i s t 
(83, 1981), pp. 970-971). As i n d i c a t e d i n t h i s book: she 
"accomplishes two o b j e c t i v e s " : . . . p r e s e n t i n g a sympathetic 
view of the s o c i e t y , c a p t u r i n g the humanistic and 
phenomenological aspects of peasant women's l i f e ' . And i t 
i s "...a methodological e x p l o r a t i o n of what i s gained i n 
an ethnographic study focusing on women". 
She "...makes the focus on women an extension of 
knowledge r a t h e r than a step i n the dark". 

c) Arizpe, Lourdes and Botey, C a r l o t a . 1985. Mexican 
a g r i c u l t u r a l development p o l i c y and i t s impact on r u r a l 
women. I n Rural women and s t a t e p o l i c y : f e m i n i s t 
perspectives i n L a t i n America. Edited by Deere, CD. and 
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Leon de Lea l , M. Presented a t the Symposium on 
" A g r i c u l t u r a l Development P o l i c y and Rural Women i n L a t i n 
America: An Evaluation of the Decade". J u l y . Bogota, 
Colombia. I t d i d have u s e f u l i n f o r m a t i o n and i t i s c i t e d 
i n t h i s t h e s i s . 

Geo Abstracts was also used i n the search using the key 
words and po s s i b l e combinations: women/ gender/ mexico/ 
environment/ a g r o f o r e s t r y / c o l o n i z a t i o n / ethno. 

The r e s u l t was a l i s t i n g of 23 items of which only three 
were r e l e v a n t . 

1) Dankelman, Irene and Joan Davidson. 1988. Women and 
the Environment i n the T h i r d World. Earthscan 
P u b l i c a t i o n s , L t d . London. This was used here and i s 
c i t e d . 

2) Wilson, Fiona. 1984. Women and the Commercialization 
of A g r i c u l t u r e ; a review of recent l i t e r a t u r e on L a t i n 
America. Centre f o r Development Research, Copenhagen, 
Denmark. This was used here and i s a l s o c i t e d . 

3) Women's r o l e i n changing the face of the developing 
world. Papers f o r discussion. Women and Geography study 
group session. I n s t i t u t e of B r i t i s h Geographers, Durham 
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1984. 

Searches i n Mexico c i t y ; 

The B i b l i o g r a p h i c a l search i n Mexico C i t y d i d not give 
p o s i t i v e r e s u l t s i n the form of b i b l i o g r a p h y about r u r a l 
women and the environment i n Mexico. The search was 
c a r r i e d out i n : 

1) CICH, Unam (National U n i v e r s i t y ) . Two Data Banks were 
used: 

a) I n t e r n a t i o n a l Data Banks: 
Searching i n : 
I n S o c i a l Science research from 1972 t o 1991, 
I n S o c i o l o g i c a l A b s t r a c t s , from 1963 t o 1991 (march) and 
I n D i s s e r t a t i o n A b s t r a c t s , from 1861 t o 1991 ( a p r i l ) . ( I n 
Durham the search i n D i s s e r t a t i o n A bstracts was from 1861 
t o 1989; the combinations of words used i n Mexico were 
d i f f e r e n t from those used i n Durham). 

Using combinations o f : 
woman/ peasant/ r u r a l / n a t u r a l resources/ environment/ 
ecology, but w i t h o u t "Mexico". Only f i v e references 
appeared, none r e l e v a n t . 



b) N a t i o n a l Data Banks: 
This produced more references, although only SOME d e a l t 
s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h women and the environment. The 
geographical area was a l l L a t i n America. 

The words being searched f o r i n t h i s case were ( i n 
Spanish and E n g l i s h ) , i n both t i t l e of p u b l i c a t i o n s and 
as key words i n combination and on t h e i r own: 

mujeres (women)/ campesinas (peasant women) / medio 
ambiente (environment)/ Mexico/ Recursos Naturales 
( n a t u r a l resources)/ Ecologia (ecology)/ conservacion 
( c o n s e r v a t i o n ) / Reforestaci6n ( r e f o r e s t a t i o n ) / huertos 
f a m i l i a r e s (home gardens) / plantas medicinales (medicinal 
p l a n t s ) / medicina t r a d i c i o n a l ( t r a d i t i o n a l medicine). 

A f t e r v a r i o u s combinations, t h i s search produced t h i r t y 
nine references, mostly d e a l i n g w i t h medicinal p l a n t s and 
t r a d i t i o n a l medicine. I f we consider who i s u s u a l l y i n 
charge of growing and tending medicinal p l a n t s and doing 
the h e a l i n g , we should expect t o f i n d t he word "woman" i n 
them. 

Only one of the 39 references has "woman" as a key word, 
(the same t h a t had the word "ecology" and "feminism): 
V i t a l e , L. 1984. E s p e c i f i c i d a d Latinoamericana de l o s 
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movimientos s o c i a l e s f e m i n i s t a s . Universidad Central de 
Venezuela. Fac. Ciencias Economicas. Cuadernos 
Americanos. 252; 1; Ene-Feb. 29-44. 

One deals w i t h "midwives": 
Namakfordosch, MN. 1983. Las Parteras; medios de d i f u s i o n 
y canales de d i s t r i b u c i o n adecuados para l a p l a n i f i c a c i o n 
f a m i l i a r : areas r u r a l e s . UNAM. Fac. Contadurla y 
Administracion. Mexico. 125, Jul-Ago, 67-83. I t does not 
deal w i t h women and t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o nature. 

one about pregnancy and t r a d i t i o n a l medicine: 
Prado, X. 1884. Embarazo y Parto en en l a Medicina 
T r a d i c i o n a l d e l Area P'urepecha. S e c r e t a r i a de Educacion 
Publica. D i r . de C u l t u r a l populares. Relaciones; 5; 20; 
Otono; 113-120. I t does not deal w i t h women and t h e i r 
r e l a t i o n t o nature. 

To the previous words, the f o l l o w i n g were added ( i n 
English and Spanish), t o t r y t o make the search more 
complete: 
mujeres (women)/ campesinas (peasants)/ mujeres r u r a l e s 
( r u r a l women)/ etnobotanica (ethnobotany)/ curanderas 
( h e a l e r s ) / ecology/ feminism and ecology. 

I n t h i s n a t i o n a l data base (BIBLAT) , w i t h t i t l e s i n 
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English, Two references appeared. 
They are: 

a) Z o l l a , C. 1980. T r a d i t i o n a l medicine i n L a t i n America, 
w i t h p a r t i c u l a r reference t o Mexico. I n the Journal of 
Ethnopharmacology; 2; 1; 37-42. 1980. I t does not deal 
w i t h women and t h e i r r e l a t i o n t o nature. 

b) Young, Kate. 1978. Changing economic r o l e s of women i n 
two r u r a l Mexican communities. I n Sociologia R u r a l i s : 18; 
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