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GENDER AND RURAL TRAN5FORMATION IN TBE GAMBIA

Introduction

An important aspect of the 1i terature on Thi rd World

agrarian change over the past twenty years is its challenge

to Marxist development theory. This challenge emerged from

the failure of classical Marxist theory to account for the

dramatic variability in peripheral agrarian development with

capitalist expansiono The survival or re-creation of non-

capitalist forms of production and the differential gender

impacts of agrarian development undermined the notion that

capitalism has a dynamic of its own, independent of specific

historic and socio-economic contexts. 1

Two disparate areas of development studies have led the

critique of the classical Marxist position, political

economy and feminismo Political economic research shifted

attention from the class dynamism of the transition to

capitalism to the relations of production, namely the

patterns of growth and the forms of surplus appropriation

characterizing speci fic development processes. 2 Feminist

studies, on the other hand, challenged the adequacy of the

1 Henry Bernstein, "Concepts for the Analysis of
Contemporary Peasantries," Journal of Peasant Studies, 6/4
(1979),pp.421-23; Jane Collins, "The Household and Relations
of Production in Southern Peru," comrarative Studies in
Society and History, 28 (1986),pp.6S -671; and Lourdes
Beneria and Martha Roldán, The Crossroads of Class and
Gender (Chicago:University of Chicago press,1987),pp.1-16.
2 Michael Watts, Silent Violence:Food, Famine and peasantry
in Northern Nigeria (Berkeley:university of California
Press,1983); Sara Berry, "The Food Crisis and Agrarian
Change in Africa: A Review Essay," in African Studies
Review,27/2 (1984),pp.59-112.
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concept, class, by movinq the research framework to the

A leqacy of both research directions is the

household,

relations. 3
the qender division of 1abo r and powe r

contemporary interest in identifyinq the socio-economic,

institutional, and power structures that shape aqricultural

practices. 4

Attention to patterns of resource access and use in

response to chanqing demands on production systems remains,

however, a relatively underdeveloped approach, one for which

geography has a comparative advantage. Nature-society

relationships, a core interest to human qeoqraphers, have

remained largely materialist and mechanistic in outlook

though structuralist and Marxist perspectives have attempted

to broaden the field. 5 Yet there is need to heed Turner's

3 Lourdes Beneria and Gita Sen, "Accumulation,
Reproduction, and Women's Role in Economic Development:
Boserup Revisited," SitnS, 7 (1981),pp.279-98J Jane Guyer,
"Household and Communi y in African Studies," The African
Studies Review, 24:2/3 (1981),pp.87-137J Ann whitehead, "
'l'm Hungry Mum' The Politics of Domestic Budgeting," in K.
YoungJ C. Wolkowitz and R. McCullagh (eds), Of Marriage and
The Market (London:CSE Books,1981),pp.88-111¡ Jennie Dey,
"Gambian Women:Unequal Partners in Rice Development
Projects1," Journal of Development Studies,17/3
(1981),pp.109-22¡ Florencia Mallon, "Gender and Class in the
Transition to Capitalism," Latin American
Perspectives,48/13/1 (1986),pp.147-174; and Claire
Robertson, "Developing Economic Awareness:Changinq
Perspectives in Studies of African Women, 1976-1985,"
Feminist Studies,13/1 (1987),pp.97-135¡ Lourdes Benería and
Martha Roldán, 1987, f.n.1 above.
4 Michael Watts, 1983, f.n.2 above; Jane Guyer and Pauline
Peters, 'Introduction' to "Conceptualizinq the
Household:lssues of Theory and Policy in Africa,"
Development and chan~e,18/3 (1987),pp.197-214; and Kar1
Butzer,"Cultural Eco ogy," in C.J. Willmott and G.L. Gaile,
Geography in America (Washington D.C.:AAG&NGS,1988).
5 B.L. Turner, "The Specialist-Synthesis Approach to the
Revival of Geoqraphy:The Case of Cultural Ecology," Paper
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warning that too much attention to socio-economic structure

runs the risk of becoming "a new form of economic

determinism in which the roles of culture, tradi tion or

human agency are of li ttle consequence."6 A synthesis is

needed, one which incorpora tes structure and human agency,

agricultural patterns and social theory, over time and

place.

An historical focus on the intensification of work

routines within a farming system offers a promising approach

for attempting synthesis. Agricultural intensification is

perhaps the most important ecological and economic process

currently underway in the Third World, yet it is poorly

described and understood. 7 The term actually refers to

several distinct changes in farming practices: increasing

the output per unit of land; adding labor inputs to squeeze

more production from a field; or implementing technological

innovations which use the factors of production in

qualitatively new ways.

Agricultural intensification has long remained a major

research area for human geographers interested in agrarian

issues. It has been studied in a variety of ways. A

considerable literature exists on the forms it has taken in

pre-capitalist social formations; the environmental,

presented at tbe President's Plenary Session, Annual
Meetings AAG (Phoeniz,Arizona 1988), p.19.
6 Ibid.,p.20.
7 Jane Guyer, p.100, "Intra-Household Processes and Farming
Systems Research:Perspectives from Anthropology," in Joyce
Moock (ed), Understandin Rural Africa's Households and
Farming Systems Bou er:Westv1ew, , pp.
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demographie, historieal, and politieal-eeonomie forees

leading to i ts emergenee; and i ts envi ronmental effeets. 8

There ls, however, 11ttl~ researeh on the relationships

which regulate how farm families intensify work routines to

inerease produetion per land or labor unit. Yet an analysis

of the intensifieation of work routines and how they ehange

in time and place not only provides a geographieally-based

perspective of mueh relevance to social theory, 9 but also

furthers our understanding of the processes shaping the

variability in peripheral agrarian practices.

Recent work by Blaikie and Brookfield on the ecological

effeets of agricultural intensifieation identifies the

importance of resource control and access on land management

practices. lO But by shifting the research perspective to an

analysis of periods of work intensification, we see that

prevailing patterns of resource control and access are

contested, fought over and renegotiated and that these

struggles are fundamentally gender-based. The gender

relations regulating control over and access to resources

"Ancient

in
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fundamentally shape the path and trajectory of African

agrarian change.

This paper is about the intensification of work in rice

cultivation among Mandinka household producers in the West

African nation, The Gambia, over the past forty years. It

brings political-economic and feminist insights to bear upon

an analysi~ of the Mandinka household-based production

system. The approach examines the conflicts emerqing in

household family and property relations during critical

watersheds of agricultural intensification and the manner in

which they have shaped resource control and agricul tural

practices.

Attention to the chanqinq demands on the Mandinka

household production system over time illuminates several

factors of importance for understanding peripheral aqrarian

development. New technical and social forms of agricultural

intensification may require chanqes in household production

relations. Such adjustments, however, confront the existing

structure of pre-capitalist property relations, organized by

patriarchal family relations which regulate access to the

means of production. To change household production

relations is to challenge the organization of this social

structure. Each transition in rice intensification within

the Mandinka household-based production system has induced a

realignment of power relations, and the eruption of

conflicts between male and female family members over who

would bear the increased labor burden. The repeated means
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to achieve control over female labor power has been to

restrict their access rights to rice land. But women'S

resistance has led to new work routines and in some cases,

to renegotiation of resource access. The negotiation of the

relations underlying the intensification of work points to

the importance of human agency in shaping the variability in

farming practices among Mandinka households.

The paper is in four parts. The fi rst part provides

the historical context for understanding the role of rice in

Gambian agrarian change, particularly the emphasis this

century on intensifying its production. The second part

outlines the major principIes conditioning the social

organization of Mandinka household-based production. This

sets the framework for the thi rd and fourth sections, an

examination of changing resource access and land use

patterns induced by new forms of agricultural

intensification, and women's challenges to evolving Mandinka

property relations. The paper concludes that evolving

household gender and property relations are central to

understanding the specific forms of rural transformation

underway in African household-based production systems.

The Bistorical Context of Gambian Rice Production

The African species of rice (Oryza glaberrima) is an

ancient and culturally elaborated food crop in The Gambia. 11

11 Roland portéres, "Primary Cradles of Agriculture in the
African Continent," in J.D. Fage and R.A. Oliver (eds),
Pap~rs in African Prehistory (Cambridge:Cambridge university
Press,1910),pp.43-58; and A.J. Carpenter, "The History of
Rice in Africa," in I.W. Buddenhagen and G.J. Persley (eds),
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It is cultivated in the uplands with rainfall (tendako) and

more extensively, as wet rice in tidal saline and freshwater

swamps (wamifaro and bafaro), floodplain flats (leofaro) and

in hydromorphic depressions (bantafaro).12 (See Figures 1

and 2). The indigenous rice-growing technology capable of

diking and flushing, water and salt management, elaborate

bunding, transp1anting and even double-cropping was

frequently noted by Muslim and European travellers from the

fourteenth through the eighteenth centuries. 13

The marked gender basis to Gambian agricultural

production was observed as early as the 1730's by Moore, a

trader for the Royal Africa Company, who noted that "Men

work the Corn Ground [millet and sorghum fields] and Women

and Girls the Rice Ground. 14 He a1so drew attention to

women's crop rights, noting that rice was "their own

property" which could be marketed after "they have set by a

sufficient quantity for family use."15

British territorial expansion in the early eighteenth

century first drew attention to the potential of rice as an

Rice in Africa (London:Pers1ey press,1978),pp.3-11.see a1so
Michae1 Watts and Judith Carney,"Disciplining Women?: Rice,
Mechanization and Production Politics in West Africa,"
Signs, forthcoming.
12 Judith Carney, Gambian Rice Cultivation sfstems." Working
Document 123 university of Michigan Gambia R1ver Basin
Studies (Ann Arbor:CRED,1984).
13 Francis Moore, Travels lnto the lnland Parts of Africa
(London:Edward Cave,1738);M. Adanson, A voxage to Senega1,
The lsle of Gorée and the River Gambia (London:Nourse,
1759);Richard Jobson,The Go1den Trade (Teignmouth:Speight
and Walp01e,l904 edition);and Tadeusz Lewicki, West African
Food in the Middle AXes (London:Cambridge,1974).
14 Francis Moore,173 , f.n.l3 above,p.l27.
15 Ibid.,p.139-l40.
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export commodity capable of diversifying the narrow trade

base dominated by forest and animal products. By 1828

exports began to the West Indian plantation economies amid

hopes to rival production from South carolina. 16 The boom

in groundnut exports by mid-century, however, extinguished

the nascent rice trade. 17

The rapid expansion of groundnut production during the

nineteenth century initiated dramatic transformations in

agricultural production within the Gambia River Basin.

Three broad socio-economic processes were critical for

understanding the emphasis placed on domestic rice

development wi th the imposi tion of colonial rule in 1889.

Fi rst, the increasing spatial separation in the Mandinka

gender division of labor. The extension of groundnut

cropping on the upland sandy soils where men traditionally

planted millet and sorghum shifted rice production and

women's labor to the lowland rice cultivation zone. It also

facilitated male control of developing commodity circuits on

the uplands.

Second, rice emerged as the dietary staple. The

meteoric growth in groundnut exports occurred at the expense

16 colonial office (CO) 87/10 Gov. Rendall to Hay 3 July
1834 in A.A.O. 'Jeng, An Economic Historf of The Gambian
Groundnut Industr 1830-1924:The Evolutlon of An Ex ort
Economy Unlverslty o Blrmlng am, unpu lS e P.D.
dissertation,1978), p.57.
17 In 1830 10 baskets of groundnuts were exported; by 1858
exports reached 16,000 tons. Rice imports began in 1836.
Judith Carney, The Social History of Gambian Rice
Production: An Anal sis of Food Securit strate ies
Unlverslty o Ca 1 ornla,Ber e ey:P .D.

dissertation,1986) ,pp 1f( 83) &'5.
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Mandinka women

increasingly shouldered the burden of household food needs

by cultivating the lowland swamps.18

Third, by the 1850's Gambian commodity production was

firmly ancho red to the availability of imported rice.

Imports began with the emergence of a specific labor system

which enabled the expansion of groundnut cultivation, namely

the seasonal arrival of migrants ("strange farmers") who

produced half the value of nineteenth century exports .19

This labor system was grafted onto family-based production

strategies, strange farmers receiving groundnut land in

exchange for food and lodging, their hosts retaining a

portion of the production. The strange farmer migration at

the onset of the rainy season expanded demands on household

cereal reserves precisely during the period when food

supplies were ebbing ("the hungry season"). Female family

labor could not compensate for the reduction in food

supplies due to changing upland production patterns nor

provision the expanded consumption demands. Merchant traders

lB In the 1881 Annual Report, Governor D'Arcy observed, "The
men are no longer devoting effort to food production. They
leave this task entirely to the women, while they pursue
groundnuts in earnest," in National Archives of The Gambia,
(NAG)B7/71.
19 "The production of the groundnut has greatly expanded
since the year 1843, when more strange farmers than ever
before could be said to have started coming to this
river •.• ," Colonial Office (CO) file 87/50,1 May 1851;
" •.. more than half of the exported peanuts were produced by
the strange farmers ..• " CO 87/45 MacDonnell to Gray, 16
June,1849.See also Ken Swindell, "Serawoolies, Tillibunkas
and Strange Farmers: The Development of Migrant Groundnut
Farming Along the Gambia River, 1848-95," Journal of African
History, 21 (1980), pp.93-104.
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supplied the deficits by advancing rice on credit at the

beginning of the agricul tural cycle, recuperating the debt

with interest from groundnut sales. 20 But the system

floundered in years when drought, price instability or war

disrupted trade networks. Rice supplies were cut off, food

rese rves dwindled and wi th i t, the flow of migrant labor

underpinning commodity production. The twentieth century

dawned with growing government recognition of the urgency of

improving domestic food reserves, central to capturing

migrant labor for groundnut exports, the colony' s fiscal

basis. 21

The basis of rice import-substitution programs was la id

in the 1920' s but intensified during the second World War

wi th the disruption of Southeast Asian supplies. Improved

Asian rices (Oryza sativa spp) were introduced to boost

production on the central Gambian flood plain where rich

alluvial soils, tidal flooding and seasonal freshwater

condi tions favor high rice yields. State programs funded

mangrove clearance, the construction of causeways and

footbridges to improve access to the deep water swamps, the

20 David Gamble, Contributions to A Socio-Economic Survey of
The Gambia (London:Colonial Office,1949),p.60.
21 By the turn of the century The Gambia was importing more
than 2,000 tons of rice. Judith Carney, 1986, f.n.17 above,
Ji . Department of Agriculture files for the 1920's note:
"If there is a failure of crops, or a scarcity of
foodstuffs, then either imported rice has to be supplied by
the government or the strange farmers return to their
homes," NAG 2/362 and "that our position in the groundnut
industry can only be maintained by lessening the cost of
labour by making the colony less dependent upon imported
supplies of food," NAG 11/1 Department of Agriculture
Reports, 1923-1936.
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seedbed

preparation. These efforts resulted in a vast expansion of

swamp rice production by the mid-1950' s when the planted

area doubled to 49,000 acres, reducinq milled imports by

eiqhty percent to 2,000 tons. 22

Despite the auqmented production colonial officials

recoqnized that qender posed the primary obstacle to food

self-sufficiency, what Governor Blood in 1943 referred to as

an "anthropoloqical problem."23 The intensification of

domestic rice production increasinqly depended on the

"extent to which the male population [could] can be

persuaded to take an active part in rice cultivation."24

Persuasion consisted of brinqinq a qroup of male farmers to

The Gambia from Sierra Leone (where men qrow rice) to

instruct Mandinka men in swamp rice cultivation,

demonstratinq rudimentary irriqation techniques based on

water wheels and lifts for dry season cultivation and in the

1940's, prioritizinq for development the tidal swamp aqro­

ecosystem alonq the middle river floodplain (bafaro) which

had a complementary cropping cycle with qroundnuts. 25 But

instead of creating "a fillip to rice cultivation" and

raising its "status from a woman's crop to a family

22 Judith carney,1986,f.n.17 aboye.
23 NAG 2/3243, extract of letter sent by Governor Blood to
the Colonial Office,19 Dec.1942.
24 NAG 52:47/50, Department of Agriculture files,1943.
25 J.E.Y. Hardcastle, A Report on a Visit to The Gambia and
sene~al (Rokupr,Sierra Leone:West African Rice aesearch
Statlon,1961); and NAG 2/961, correspondence between
Governor Denham to Lord Passfield, secretary of State for
the Colonies,10 Oct.1929.
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endeavor,,,26 government swamp rice projects failed to

transform the gender basis of rice production. In fact, the

longer cultivation cycle of the tidal over the rainfed swamp

rice zones and their distance from villages combined to

augment the number of months and hours per day women

laboured in agricul ture. 27 The projects lacked a mechani sm

to force men into the rice fields. Men were able to resist

the government's efforts to intensify their agricultural

labor by invoking tradition, arguing that rice was "women's

work."

The Social structure of Mandinka Bousehold Production

Mandinka production relations provide the broad context

for understanding the gender conflicts that surfaced in

colonial swamp rice projects. Mandinka households, formed by

a patrilineal, polygamous kin-residence group (averaging 17

members) provide the means by which men and women obtain

access to farm land. Residence in a household (korda),

however, obliges family members to cooperate in production

for use and exchange. In return for their labor mobilized

for household reproduction, family members receive rights to

a portion of household landed property. These prope rty

rights and labor claims constitute the fundamental axis of

Mandinka production relations but are regulated by the

26 G.M. Roddan, A Report on Rice Cultivation in The Gambia.
Sessional Paper No.2 (Banjul:NAG,1943).
27 M.R. Haswell, The Changing Patterns of Economic Activity
in a Gambian village. Department of Technical Cooperation,
Overseas Research Publication No.2 (London:HMSO,1963); and
Peter M. Weil, "Wet Rice, Women, and Adaptation in The
Gambia," Rural Africana, 19 (1973), pp.20-29.
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social structure of patriarchal family relations and the

division of labor. The way in which they are naturalized by

tradition is embodied in the conjugal contract, "the terms

on which husbands and wi ves exchange goods, incomes and

services, including labor, within the household. "28 As we

shall see, successive rice development projects seeking to

intensify production have caused the terms of the conjugal

contract to be continually challenged, defended, resisted,

renewed and recreated wi th contradictory consequences for

women and agricultural growth.

Among the Mandinka land is both communally and

individually owned. The basic principIe establishing

ownership is the clearing of uncultivated, unclaimed land.

If family members jointly do the clearing then the land

becomes maruo and cannot be alienated from the residence

group. Individual women and men, however, may establish land

ownership rights in the same way through their own labor.

While a less common form of tenure, kamanyanqo land entitles

the owner to transfer the plot as s/he wishes. For women

kamanyanqo ownership represents the only way to bypass the

patriarchal basis of family property control and give their

28 Ann whitehead,1981, f.n.3 above,p.88.
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daughte rs land. 29 Most individually owned land has been

carved out of the lowland swamps and planted to rice.

These terms are also used to refer to labor relations

and crop rights on land claimed by the household residence

group. The Mandinka distinguish linguistically fields used

for food crop or use value production and those for cash

cropping or exchange. plots on which family members labor

for collective subsistence needs are known as household

fields, or maruo, and constitute the dominant use of family

land. The crops produced come under the jurisdiction of the

male household head who controls the storage, distribution

and if there are surpluses, the benefits from sale. In

return for providing maruo labor, the household head awards

family members usufructuary rights to a small portion of

household land. As long as the cultivator remains a member

of the household, s/he controls the plot' s use and crop

rights. These individual fields on which family members

grow crops for exchange are also referred to as kamanyango.

Men typically grow groundnuts on thei r individual plots;

women, rice for sale.

Kamanyango usufructuary rights are ideologically

central to the functioning of the conjugal contracto Family

members are rewarded for the labor they provide on household

29 flWhen you're born, you're given land by your mother. It
becomes your land. You can also get compound [maruo] land
from your husband; but if you marry aman who has no land to
give you as your own, your mother's land ls always there for
you to support yourself. Even the village headman hasn't
the right to take that land away from you," Mariama Koita, a
Mandinka woman, in a BBe documentary, "The Lost Harvest,"
1983, produced by Sarah Hobson.


