
GENDER AN13 SOCIAL CIIANGE 
IN MERlNA RURAL SOCIETY 

'I'his article is based on a study of the Merina peopIe of the 
V;tkinan!i;lratra region in the highland5 of Madngasuarl. 111 this region 
there has bee11 a gradual transition from subsistence econotny to 
market integrated euonorny during the Inst decadcs. My hypothesis is 
that tcono~~i ic  diiKerentiation processes, provoked by an increasing 
shorlage of land, and the irirrocIi~ction of rlcw cuItivation practices and 
new technt?logy in ayriculturc have crcated changes in gcnder 
1-elations, which havc led to a gradual decrcase of many women's 
power and iniluence in Merina socicty. 

The economic changes in the region are determined tly a dumber 
o f  factors. A rapidly growing population has led to a division of land 
into smaller units, resultin5 i n  an increasing shor1;ige of land. This in 
turn has generated a mi_eration flow from rural areas to towns. 
con t r ibu t in~  to an accelerated process of urbanizatinn. At the national 
level the perhaps most significant chari_pcs of the 1980's havc been 
producecl by the inlluence o f  'I'he WotId Hank on economic policy. 
Madagascar h;is received substalitial loans from The World Bank on 
the condition that thc cvuntry acccprs the implementation elf the  
econo~niu structi~ral adAjustmcnts deerncd necessary by thc bank to 
strengthen the country's infrastructure and small scale induslry, to 
stimulate food prodi~c~ion and to sl;tbili7c market prices. A major aim 
is that the price of agricultural products should be regulated by the 
market wirhout rest~.ictions or subsidies. l 'he implemcntution of The 
Bank meahures h~ls had drarnatic eLft.ccs or) the ecr>numic situation i n  
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the area. It has been dcrrirnental to the eco~~oinic conditions of 
vulnerable groups that i n  fact includes the rna,jority of dlc farmers. 
Due to failing prices of agl.icultura1 products. devaluation o f  the 1oc;il 
currency and the resulting elevation of prices on a~riuultural inputs. 
sm;ill farmers are thc losci-s. aixo when compared to cily clwcllcrs. 

A nurnbcr of development agencies arc prescnt in thc region. and 
cooperate with different national organizations and local agencies 
particularly within the agricultural sector. The governInent of  
Vad;~y;iscai- has sought to irnprove the general sta~lclarcl ol' living in 
rural areas throu:ph increasing agricultural production. Spucial 
atrention has been paid to the cul~ivation of rice. which is the most 
i~nportant staple food. The goal is to reach national self-sufficiency. 
However. efforts are also madc to develop new crops :md to introduce 
high yielding milk-cows imported from Europe. Thus. a diversity of 
agt.icultura1 innovarions itrc promoted simultaneously. 

Souio-economic processes of transformalion  hut h a w  taker] place 
i n  Merina rural society have affected  he organization of the farnily 
filt.tns, the sexual division of labour and thc it~huritance system of 
land. The households have different acccss to land and other meiuns of 
production. The itnpact of the changcs therefore may vary i'rom one 
household to another and various responses and strategies lo cope with 
the new circurnstanct.~ can be observed. 

In  agriculturc, development activities can be described as 
processes of innovation, where some houscho1ds participate more 
actively than others. Wh;it are [he reasons why some farmers make usc 
of new technology while others seem to  prefer traditional solution ? 
The new production syskm creates new agricultural tasks to he carried 
out. How are these tasks being dividcd bctweetl tnetl and women. and 
what are the consequences of the changes in agricul~ure for thc livi~lg 
conditions and status of wometl and men ? These arc questions that 
emerge when analyzing the prncesses of socio-econotnic change in 
Merina rural society. The main object hcrc is to at~alyse the ways in 
which men and women adapt tu the new conditiot~s : scarcity of laud, 
new technology ;md forms of production. and what arc the 
conqequences of the econor~~ic differentia~ion proccsscs betweell 
households for  the relations between women and men and for the 
internal organization of the households. 

Gender and social change 

Just as wornen are part o f  men's world. tnen are part of wt.o~liei~'s 
world. A n  atla1y sis of women's lii'c conditions should therefoi-c include 
both men and womcn and the relationship bctwecn them. Ciet~der 
relations arc socially created. What men and wornen do ;und how lhcy 
reIate to each other will therefore vary froin country to counlry and 
frorn culture to culture, and change over time. This implics that in 



order to understancl the complexity of the itnpact of ~ocial change on 
gendcr relations it  1s necessary to analyse specific wcieties, and to 
cxplorc gender relations as part of a w d e r  socia1 and cuItural context. 

It has been aryued lhat gcndcr subordination is crnbeddcd in thc 
sexual di\ision of labour. Mackintosh sugFests that uhatlyes in the 
d ~ ~ i f i o n  of lahour. following from the spread~ng ol' c:ish economy. 
tends to act to the detriment of womcn (Mackintosh. 1981). Othcr 
rewarchera have 21-gucd that i n  the tt.ancit~on fmm subsistence to a 
markel intcgratcd ccfinorny men tend to be in1egr;ited and 
"dc\clnpcd". while \I omen tend to be mai-pi11alizt.d becar~se they are 
"mlsur-iderstood". ignored and not rakcn iilto account i n  Ihc planning 
and irnplementalion o f  dt.vcluprncnt policicc (Boscrup. 1970, Kelly. 
198 1. Rosers. I 9YO) .  

1 bclicic that thc outcomes o f  such processes ol uhunue are more 
ambiguous than t hcsc authnrs sugsest. They d o  no t  necessarily lead to 
the improvement of the conditions of men wl~ile ivornen experience 
the opposite. The processes of impoverishment that is taking place in 
many Third World cou11trie.c often lead to the mareitlalization of both 
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womcn atld men, but in dil'krent ways. 
There has been a tendency in the literature on wtlmen i n  

development to trcat women as a homogenous cateeory :ind thereby 
overlook thc class dimension. We hhould not forger that women as well 
as mcn are rnemhers of social classes, and that their class affiliatiori to 
a large extent determines the impact of processes of social 
transformation (Moore, 1'388). 'The transition to a market integrated 
economy is thus often accornpatlied by a differentiation process with 
winncrs and losers of both sexes. 

hlcthods and data 

From July 1985 till J une  1988. 1 Iived in Vakinankaratra. and 
during that period 1 performed 12-13 months of fieldwork among the 
Merina pe;isants in the area. The intensive part of the data-collectiotl, 
was ct~ncenti-ated on three villages : Tritriva in the west, 
Ambohimiarivo in the east atld Antsoatany in the north. where t made 
a sociu-economic survey in selected households, 48. 62 and 59 
rc~pectively. The survey was supplerrlcntcd by qualitative interviews, 
informal cot-ivel-sations and parricipant observation in the villages. 
Interviews were also conduclecl with rcprcscntatives of the politicd 
leadersl~ip in the communities, as wcll as among extension workers 
;~nd officials of the dil'fcrcnt agricultural asencies. Finally. my own 
tindings wcrc comparcd with other sources. such ils asricultt~ral siudics 
of the region, statistical material. aucl othcr studies on rclated rhcmes. 
The data tIlus acquired fcjrmcd the background otl which I have tried 
to formulatu assumptions on central key frictol-s yoverninp the 
transl'c3rrnation of gendel. relations. I found that Ihc samc sncio- 



ccorlomic processes of  change wcrc taking place i n  all the three 
villages. I n  the presenr paper I shall therefore refer to them as a unit. 

'f he villages 

The three ~ i l l u g c s a a r  eit~uated in the countryside of 
Vakinunkal-ztlra and caoh of them consists oC one or several largcr 
kinship groups. The means of subsis~cncc for the inhabitants, is 
rnalnly cultivation of rice. 01 a combination of agriculture arid animal 
husbandry. A household usually has it5 own land (wet ].ice land and 
dry land) that r r  cultivates and harvests. The aim for the household is 
self-sul'l'iciency with regard to rice and orher agricultural products. 
Today only a minority of householdh reach this aim due to the acute 
scarcity of lat-id. Access lo land was traditionally gained exclusi\;ely 
through rnembetship i11 a kinship group. Ancestral land was not 
brought into the tnal-ket sphcre. and this land was an i tnportant 
clement it1 Merinu economy of self-subsistence (BIouh. 197 1 ) .  The 
integration o f  Merina farmers into the market economy. has had the 
implication thal today land is also bought and sold. Still. many 
i'i~rrners do not approve of the selling of land, parlicularly ancestral 
land. which is considered the most important to preserve within the 
family. Selling of land seems to bc rnorc acceptable if the buyer is a 
neighhour than if he is a stranger, for example a public servant in 
town. The reason for seliing land is al$o of imporlance. Those who 
seem lo sell land as an easy way to feed their farnily, arc harshly 
condemned. If it  seems to be the only solution to an acute crisis, such 
as illness, o r  crop i'l~ilure, i t  is considered more ;lcceptable. 

Shortage of land 

According to Malagasy law. all legititnate children have equal 
rights to  inherit land from thcir parents. A woman may inherit from 
her father as well as her mother, at-id the same is true tbr a man. 
According to rny informants, in earlier days. whcn land was abundant, 
both inale and female offspring actually received their inheritance 
according to law and tradition. Shortage of land, the elders in the 
villages argue. is a recent phcnomenon. Today. the scarcity o f  land 
generates incongui~y bctwccri the legal, bilateral norm system ;md the 
tendency towards a patrilineal practice, which is hecornin? prevalent in 
the actual transfer of land. Ot-ie finds considerable variations betweun 
hmilics regarding the distribution o f  land among their oCfspring. both 
i n  the quantity of land transf rred and tllc ti111c of thc transfer. This 
reflects different strateoies. which are motivated by v;u-ia~ions in the ? 
economic conditions ot the households. 

Whilc a few households have abundant land, orhcr-s do not have 
sufficient land to coITer [heir uwn subsistcncc needs and therefore 



depend o n  addirional incomes in order tcl rnakc ends meet. On the 
average. a household tlns 0,7 hectares of land and according to their 
own judgcrnetlt. the ma,jority ol' the farmers in the three villages d o  not 
have sufficient land to fecd the mernbers of thcir households 
(Skjortt~es, 1940). This applies especially to the irrigated land for rice 
cultivation. My info]-mants distinguish be~wccn vulnerable and nun- 
vulnei-ublc households. By vulnerable households Ihcy refer to units 
thar dcfine themselves ancl that ;ire dcfined by thc neighhours as not 
having sufl'icicnt land or ottw sources of  income ti, mccr iheil- 
mcmbers' subsistence nceds. By subsisrencc needs they mean basic 
needs such as food. clothes. money to buy medicines and school fccs. 
I consider this uurcgorizatioil by the informants thcrnselves as ~ h c  best 
option. since "sufficiency" is cul~ui-ally determined: i t  is a srandatd 
penerally agrced upon i n  the local community. I will uqe this 
ca~cgorization i n  tny analysis o f  ~ h c  processes of social cllangc helow. 

Women genesully rrlove to their husbands 11pon marriagc 
(Southall. 197 1 ). The opposite. whcn the husband setiles with his wite's 
1-clati~~es, ia scoi-ned up011 and considered shameful, ~~lnlr~im-bud!~ (i.c. 
fullow thc wife). and the teasun for making such a step tnust therefore 
be pi-cssing, such as securins their childretl's possibilities for at tetlding 
school. Traditionally. marrlage be~wcen telativcs, especially between 
children o f  cross-cousins was preferred as a strategy for keeping land 
within the kinship group. In  this way rice fields were preserved 
utidivided within the family. and the transfer of land Lo "strangers" 
avoided. Nowndags shortage of land is one of  thc factors motivating 
young people to leave their home-village. Daughters leave upon 
marriage, while the younger sons leavc i n  search for alternative 
occupations in town. Patents strive to give higher education for some 
of their children - primarily for sons. but given the economic 
possibilities. also for daughters - hoping that this will secure extra 
incotnes through paid jobs in industry. public administration or other 

i activities. Many  fdrmers expect that children who have received an 
education, i n  turn will provide for sr)ine of their younger siblings, and, 
in this way, ease the economic burdens of the household. 

Scarcity of land has thus led to an exodus of surplus population 
from the rural areas lo the towns. It  has also created a ncw "ethic of 
inheritance" according to which women gradually accept ;is nortnal 
that their brothers have primc access to the fkiinily land, sincc the 
economic future of wotnen is secured through marriage which gives 
them acccsses to thcir husbands' inheritance. 11' ;1 house hold possesses 

,1 so much  land that both sons and claughters inhur-it, dau~hicrs who 
marry and settle at sorue dislancc will gcncrally uoi have rhe - 
opportuni~y to fan11 their land. In  trios( such cases Ihc land will be 
cuItivaLcd by their brothers. who give part of' the harvest to  their sisters. 
Even when the household has shoriage o f  land and ;L daughter does 
not inherit, a piece oC land will bc reserved for her shuuld she rcturn 



widowed or divorced. Idand that is reservcd in this manner is called 
rutrinr - . ! I P I I C \ W I J ~  or ~ ~ r n i l n ' s  land. 

All who inherit land are obliged to contribute ccotlomically to the 
funcral rites of their kinship group. called ,futr~udilri~~lu, the turning 
over of the dead. Lack of economic resources is the main re;ison why 
women lately lend to  renounce their inheritance and allow their 
brothcrs to divide the land between them. Through marriage. iyotnen 
have obligations tied to the land inherited by their husbands. and in 
order to akoid the srrairl of having to  contribute in two places. they 
often choose to abstain from their own inheritance. The "womatl's 
land" that awaits them should tiley rcturtl to their villase. is not tied lo 
any , f i ~ n t ~ . r c l i l r i  ohligaIions. 

Thus, shortage of land and deteriorating economic conditions. 
tend t o  I-cduce women's participatjol~ and mle in the rites, and they 
became more marginal. By rnluginalization 1 rcfer to women's 
decreasing p;u-ticipation and jntluencc on ,decision making i n  the 
prepurarion and pcrformaucc of the rites. As women gr;tdually have 
accep~ed that their brothers have primc access to the filnlily land. they 
no longer participate in their own right as heirs to the family land. and 
as responsible for the , f u ~ ~ r r r d i l ~ r ~ ~ i n  of [heir kinship group. On the 
cnntr;iry, they achieve their rights and duties through their husbands, 
fathers, or brothers. Their status and social prestige associated with the 
responsibility for the ceIebration activities is reduced correspondingly. 
Womcn still participate in the practical tasks that have to be carried 
out. such as cooking. serving food. as well as in the practical 
preparations for the gathering. but they are no longer hosts and 
therefore do not erijoy the honour and prestige that is achieved 
through participation in the tnanagcment group. 

AgriculturaI change 

'She traditional agricultul.al sector was mainly occupied with 
production of rice. This sector wa5 characterized by subsistencu 
farmin:. Thc units of production were lo a considerable degree based 
on family lahour. A rapidly growing population made i t  necessary to 
import rice and also other foodstuffs. Self-sufficiency in rice was first 
made a polirical aim in the 19701s, and as a consequence, the 
sovernment initiated structural changes in the economy. 

'l'he processes o f   rans sf or mat ion of agriculture started primarily 
in the highland rezion of Central Madagascar. and has basically bccn 
assnciated with the introduction of ;1 new "a~riculturnl package". 
consisting of various elements. sucll as doublc cropping, new 
agricultural tools, improvcd seedf, and agro-chernicaIs. 'I'hrough 
~~esearch, a n u m t w r  of new vaiAictics of ricc. ~Jotatoes and cereals have 
been developed. Thew tlew varieties sive considerably higher yields. 
rund have a period nf 21-owth th;it is much shorter than the traditional 



crops. This makes it possible to exploit the farmland more intensively 
than before by allowing two or more harvests every year. The use of 
fertilizers and pesticides have also contributed to increase the yields. 
In order to achieve such improvements the new varieties must be 
accompanied by suitable ;imounts of fertilizers. water and pesticides at 
the right time in the cycle of erowth. They also require new methods 
of cultivation, such as sowing on lines with a certain distancc between 
the _grains instead of the traditional method of spreading the seed5 
!narc or less Iiaphaz.ardly on the field. The ncw viirieties are i~nported 
from abroad, and sold to  thc farmers. Since they are less resistant to 
diseases than the traditional nnes. the depcr~dency on agw-chcmicals 
is increasing. Thc use of fertiliters also increases the vitality of the 
weeds, and thus require the application of herbicides. 

T h e  more intensive utilization of the farmland by double 
cropping also requires more iabour input from thc household 
members. In  earlier days. farmin2 took a pause when the rice harvest 
was over in AprillMay, until the ncw season stiirtecl i n  September. 
Today the soil of thc rice ficlds is turned over to be ready for a new 
crop as soon as thc rice has been harvested. Since water is generally 
the greatest constraint, the rice-fields that can be ilrigated even in the 
dry seasons. arc most highIy valued. 

Tools such as sowing staff, marker, rotating weeder for rice and 
wheat fields. and portable spray-pumps for agro-chemicals have been 
introduced. Traditionally, sowing and weeding were considered 
women's work. With the introduction of the new tools, these tasks are 
increasingly being carried out by men. Women seem thus little by 
little to be excluded from their previous tasks when new and more 
effective tools were introduced. Changes have also taken place within 
animal husbandry, especially in cattle breeding. Improvement of the 
cattle stock, the growing of fodder in order to increase milk 
produclion, has created new sources of income for the fiirmers' 
households. 

Thc agricultural innovations are promoted through various 
insti~utional arrangemenls. The national autliorities have cooperated 
with national and international a$ricultural organizations to promote 
agricultural development. Credtt schemes have been started to 
stimulate agricultural production. Loans are mainly canali~cd through 
The Farmer's Bank, BTM. and are offered partly in cash, partly in 
input f~ctors. There have beer1 problems in making the farn~ers repay 
the loilns according to the payment plans, and conditioils for receiving 
such loans are becoming increasingly more difficult. ,4nother wily to 
pl-omote translormation of agriculture has bcen to provide extension 
scr-vices. through the use of extension workers who make contractual 
sgreements will1 farmers by giving credit on input factors to 
agricultural production. 



The individual farmer has to choose whether to adopt the new 
agsicuItura1 packagc or to stick to traditional ways of cultivation. The 
new varielies arc more demanding and the new methods and 
technology more complex than the old ones, and certainly make thc 
farmers dependent o n  factors beyond thcir control. At the same time 
the new system of prtlduction opens for a potential increase in 
production and in incomes. 

Household and sexual division of labour 

1~ has oftcn heen argued that womcn in Madagascar have a 
relatively high status compared with women in other- countries in 
Africa. Their high slalus has oftcn been associaled with their active 
role i n  the householcI. in agriculture and in the economy. 
TriiditionaIly women contributed decisively to the economy of the 
household. In addition lo their domestic responsibilities they 
controlled the storing, processing and distribulion of certain products, 
such as harvested ricc and the incomes they acquired fl-om market 
sales. This grunted t hcn~ ~onsidetab1e influet~ce in the decision 
imking 011 the farm. Besides that. women were responsible for some 
external relations. suull as agricultural cooperation wilh fernaic 
neighbours. Wornen's traditional rights to inherit land and to hold an 
office in the f'uneral rites enhanced their position. This altogether gave 
women power and influence and contributed to their re1;itively high 
status in sociery. 

Gender relations in Merina rural society today are best 
understood when looked at through [he household organization. The  
household is tt-re organizational basis for the gender specific division 
of labour, and it is the arcna where women and men cooperate to cope 
with their daily tasks. 

The households in the three villages are units of production 
composed of nuclear families or parts of extended fr~milics. The 
productive adults of a household share the responsibility for the non- 
productive lnetnbers (the old and the children). The household can 
also bc characterized as a unit of redistribution. Products and services 
produced within the household or brought in from the outside by onc 
or more of its members, are made accessible to the whole group, 
including those who have not contributed to get it. There are. however, 
treat variations in the amount of land and the amount of rice and 
hher  products controlled by the households. 

The households strive to achieve autonomy. but whether or not 
this goal will be reached depends on the personnel and resources at 
thc household's disposition. The dcgree of autonomy is retlected in 
the household's dcpendencelindependcnce o n  othcr more 
comprehensive units. A household that lacks male or fernale labour 
requited to carry out the gender-specific tasks for instance in the 



production of rice, will to u great extent depend on services froin the 
extended family in order to function properly according ta culturally 
del'ined stand:irds. A common way to rtlcet the household's labour 
needs is to activate and exploit kinship ties. 

Gradually, access to land has become the most critical factor 
limiting production ;~nd therefore a l ~ o  sccnis to limit the op~ions  
worncn have within the framework of the household economy. 
Differences belween households regarding, access to Iand thus leads to 
great variations regal-ding wotnen'5 partlc~pation in agricultura1 work 
and ii-icome earning activities. 

As the diviqion of labour is gender based, bat11 Inen and women 
are needed to constitute a viable unit. Traditionally both wotnen and 
tnen were productive l~ut i n  diffcrcnt areas. However, i t  is important to 
note that thc gender-specific division of labour is not a rigid and 
invi~riahle norm. If u man for examplc has taken a paid job for  a 
while. his wifc often carries out his agricuIlurn1 tasks and vice versa. 
When wornen are prepant. have reccr~tly given birth or are away 
visiting relatives, it is ilot uncommon to see men perform women's 
tasks in the household or in agriculture. Furthermore. the tack of 
hands, whether feminine or masculine, will often compel husband ancl 
wife to cooperate i n  the diffcrcnt tasks whether they are defined as 
men's or women's work. Households with small ecorlomic resources 
cannot hire labour. In such cases rhe different (asks are often carried 
out by the household members. almost irrespective of gender. 

Scarcity of land also means that the houschold members are 
obliged to seek alternative incomes. The income potential of a 
household is an important factor i n  determining its ability to function 
properly. Income is here understood as all goods or money made 
avaiIablc to the household through the activities of its different 
members. These incomes are normally administered by the women. If 
a woman acquires additiot-tal incomes for example from selling rice 
cakes or coffee, the money is considered to belong to her. Such 
pcrsonal money increases her itlfluence in the household, and her 
influence on her own life and her options. At the sa~lle time it balances 
her position in relation to the husband. 

A woman's life in Merina is determined by thc economic position 
of the houschold and her position within thc household. A 
household's access to land, means of productiotl and incomes arc 
factors that strongly influence wornen's working and living conditions. 
Rural households are not harmonic, egalitariail social units. but rather 
hierarchically structured in relations of subordination and duilli tlatlce 
bascd on sex and agc. The husband is considered the bcad of the 
household's externat relations. l o h i r t ~ ~ - p i ~ r t t u k u ~ ' i ( ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ .  and represents 
Ihe household cxleiAnalIy. The wifc is the head internally, totl lpot~- 
trnrlo, and is responsible for the day to day running of the household 
arld for the organization of domestic work. Her workload is generally 



extensive and includes laking c;rre of children and elders. cooking, 
houscwork. farming ;~nd trade. Due to their important dotncstio roles 
worncn are always influential, but to a varying degree clependit~g on 
thc size and compclsition by age and sex of the household and its 
economic conditions. 

Subordination and dominance 

An ideology of male do~uinance prevails in the cosnitivc 
srructiu-e oT Mcrina culture. Malt dominunce is inhercnt i n  the social 
slructurt. and or-gatlizalion uf thc society. I t  is expt-esscd in a number 
of ivays. lor instancc in the rcsidencc pattern. i n  the inheritance 
pi.actict.s, the eclucational opportunities and i n  the diffei-cnt rituals 
associated ivilh thc totnhs. Furtliermorc, it is demonstrated i n  cveryday 
rituals. Men arc for example given the best part of the chicken, thcy 
are rcccrved tlic most honau~.ablc seal in the house. towards the 
anueslors' and thc pod+' direction to the east, and il is the men wbo 
givt. the various greeting: and speeches required at diffcrcnt 
occasions. Malc dominance is also expressed i n  the gender- division o f  
l;tbour where thc more prestigious tasks, such as public offices are 
usually heid by men whiIe thc lower rarlged tasks. such as houscwork 
and looking after children and old pcople is perfortned by women. At 
the sarnc titne as wotnen arc defined as subordinated to  mcn. they have 
strong influence particularly on the internal affairs of thc household. 

My findings show that rhcrc is a ccrtait~ discrcpiincy bctiveen 
gender- ideulogy and practice in Vakil-iankaratl-;~. Thc first impression 
of m;ile dornitl:ui>ce becomes less convitlciug whet1 we look more 
closely it~to the actuaI distribution of power and inlluence between 
tnen and woincn. We thcn see that women often have the ability to 
achieve their objecfivcs even at the expense of lllc u7ill and interests of 
others. Women execute po\iTcr through their cot~trol over food and 
other narui-alia o f  rllc household. Tlicy a1so control the labour of thc 
children. who may represent an imponant resource. Their own 
agricultural wr~rk and trade is also a potcr~tial source of power. 
Women's cotltributiot~ to the maintenance of the household is as we 
have noted considerable. and not it1 accordance with the durninant 
geildcr ideology. 

Gender and eco~iomic diff'erentiation 

Diffcrcnti;ttic~n prtjuesscs are often caused by an inicrplay 
between internal processes i n  ;I givcn community and t l ~ c  dynamics o f  
the larger systern. When anal~zing the processes of econoni~c changc 
in Mcrina rural society, it i +  nccccsary to identify this in(eraction morc 
precisely. 

Thc differentiation between householdc in Vakinankaratr is 
primarily determined hy the uncqii;il ;luutl\.; to land, the types of land 



rights and how much land is available. Whether the farmer owns the 
land, or borrows o r  hires it. is ol' crucial importance. A-ll hou5eholds 
covcred by my study own some IancI. but approximately half of them 
hire additional land from neigtlbours or relatives. o n  a share-cropping 
hasis. The size of thc farrns vary considel-ably. According to a study 
ol' land division in Vakiniunkarati-a, only 0 'X, of the households own 4- 
6 ha of Irund. 60-70 9, ol' thcrn 0.5-1 ha. and the rest. 25-35 5%:. less 
than 0.5 ha (Ranciriamarolzlzrl, 1985). 

There have always been cerlain diflerenccs regarding access to 
land in this r-cgion. Today these difl'erences arc increasing as a result 
oC the ir~ttoduction of the new agricultural package, since i t  is 
normally the "land rich" households ttiar are i n  a condition to adopt 
the innovations. The poor and rnorc vulnerable households cuntinue 
to produce in the ~raditional way. and supplemen1 rheir incomes f rom 
a~riculture with day-work on the layer Furms. Thus, the introduction 
of new technology and the generally hardened cconornic situation 
have accelerated the process whereby :i l'ew households experience an 
ecr)~nomic erowlh while the rest endur-e a11 economic dcclinc. 

~ h e t l k r  lhc farmers adopt the agricultural innovations or not 
depends on a number of factors. The traditional varieties are we11 
adapted to the ecological conditions through natural selection. This is 
not the case of the new varieties of seeds. They requirc a highcr 
control of the ago-ecologicril environment, which i n  turn detnat-ids 
new knowledge. In Vakil1ankararra, agricultural inputs have been 
available locally. and kr-towledge has bccri transmitted from generation 
to generation. Inherent in thc adoption of new techniques is an 
acceptance of new idcas and vaIues that may prove to bc morc 
dramatic than the changes of produc~ion as such. ?'his may in itself 
explain the reluctance with which these techniques are received by 
many farmers. 

The farmers' judgement of the risks certainly also affect their 
level of acceptance. They have to choose betwccn the traditional 
methods with low yield5 and few risks. and the new oncs that promise 
much highcr yields, but a l ~ o  involve the risk of total crop failure. 
Besides, the adoption of new techniqucs requires purchased inputs, 
thus creating dependency on merchants. The consequences o f  a crop 
failure, are dramatic cspccial l y for vulnerrible households. An 
important element in such household's choice of stralegy, will be to 
minimize risks. Povcrty thcrcfore reduces the  willingi~ess lo embrace 
the agl-iuultural innovations. 

The f;~rmers who adopt the innovutio1-l~ are 11orrn;illy the best off 
regal-ding productive resources, education and extciAn;il contacls. 'I'heir 
cxperience~ with the innovations arc gcnerall y positive and have a 
motivatiog effect o n  their less wc1l off neighhours. However, because 
of' iitnited resources. Ihc rriajority of the farmers ;u-e not able tv 
assirnilale the ncw agricultural package and thereby increase [heir 



production and incomes. The new techtlology requires agricuitural 
inpuis, such us fertilizers, which the majority of the farmers sitnply 
czulnot afford to buy. This has been reinforced by the implementation 
of economic slruclural adjustment by The Wui-Id Bank, which has 
meant devaluation of t t ~ c  local currency and the resulting elevalion uK 
prices on agricultural inputs. Vulnerable households are thcreforc not 
able to en-joy the econon~ic pi-ogreas promoted tl~rouyh the 
transformation of agriculture. 

Socio-ecoriotnic change rrleans that the opportunirics of worncn 
and rnen are altered. When women accept that their brothcrs havc 
prime access to  family land. i t  is because they consider i t  favourablc 
fol. thetnselves and their t-iouseholds. Many Merina women express 
satisfaction at not inheritiny land. They are alleviated ft-om the heavy 
burden of contribuling ro thc furlcral ritc , f r r ~ ~ ~ n t l i h ~ ~ ~ r r ~ .  The question 
howcvei-. is whether this in fact is hvourablc to worncn or not. By 
renouncing their inhcritancc they alleviate the ecorlornic burdens of 
the household, bur at thc sarnc rime [he position of uTomen as 
indepcndenr individuals is wcakened siticc their access to land and 
dutics regarding funcral ritcs, now are tied to their husbands. Bcsidcs, 
it also rneans that the household gives up the potential resource 
represetlted by the land that traditionally was inherited and cultivated 
by women. Since control of* land i s  an imporiant source ui' power. and 
thif control to an increasing dcgrce i~ cor~centratcd iri the hands of 
mcn. worncn bccornc more dependent o n  men, be it their fathers. 
husbands or brothers. At the sarne titne. women's ties to their lineage is 
weakened by having a seco~~dary role in the j~~tilnc/il~arrcr. 

The introduolion of the ncw agricultural package also alters 
women's participation in agricultural work and transforms the gender- 
specific division o f  labour. New technology and illore intensive 
exploitalion of the fdrm land have crcated a grcatcr demand for hired 
labour in the peak seasons. tlowever, the need for wage labour has 
increasccl even more since the economic situation of poor households 
is gradualiy deteriorating. Such hou5eholds often depcnd on both 
women's and men's additional incntnes to make end? meet. 
Admittedly, the expansion of the local labour market thus ha5 
provided new income opportunities. However, rhe w;tges in agriculture 
do not  rise ;it the same sciile as the incomes uf the resourcefi~l kirmers. 

The competition for jobs as day-worhers becomes harder, due to 
the fact tha~ a yrowiny number of houscholds depend cln additional 
illcomes ~o feed their me~nbera. Thus. a growing n i~~nber  ot' male and 
female labourers compete for jobs. Besidcs rhc pIanti11g of ricc, 
sorvirig and ~ e c d i n g  are the rnost important tasks wolnen seek as day- 
workers. Due to the introduction of new tools in agl.iculture, sowitlg 
and weeding is to an itlureusing, d e ~ r e e  being carried out by men i n  
the markel ol' d i i y - w ( ~ r h ~ ~ ~ .  spcci~lly irl t hc cul tivatin? oT pohlues and 



cereals. Thi5 means that women arc forced to seek incomes also from 
other sources th;in agriculture. The possibilities arc limited. The 
agricultural development t hcrcfore makes women gradually marginal 
in t a ~ k s  connected to sowing and weeding. As thc dcrnand for  rice 
c;ikes and coffee is  limited. womcn's chancec to fitld alternalive 
sources of incorne are rehtrictccl. 

The production of rice is never the less rnthcr conservative i n  
relation lo maintaining traditional gcndcr division of 1;thour. par~ly 
because the introduction of new ~clols is limited i n  cul1ivatic)n ul' ricc. 
Also. the cultural underslanding of women's and men's roles in thcit' 
1-espectivc tasks of cultivation of rice are tnaintained as fundarrlcntal i n  
creating gender identity and a source of blessing to society. 

Some women expressed that they were pleasccl that wceding. due 
to t he  intl-oduclion of thc rotatin2 1~eede1-, nolv is taken over by men. 
This is re~arded us favourabIz for both vwmen and rnetl. since women 
already have a hcavy \vorkload. I'hc rlcw divisio1-i of labour is 
therefore lookecl upon as ~atisf~tu~ory by many women. Studies 1 madc 
on time-use indicatc that tvclmen work 12- 16 hours a day while merl 
work only 10- 12 hours. depending on spccific household conditions. 
Nonetheless, I will argue that the transfer of tasks from woinen to m e n  
will weaken women's position it1 the long nrn. Women arc deprived of 
important areas ol- responsibility and intluencc in thc household wllile 
111et-i through ~ h c  introduction of technical devices. gain influence and 
new knowlcdgc. However, this does not mean that all men are afl'ected 
in the samc way. 

M y  findings show that thc vuInerable households. whcre scarce 
resources prevent the usc of hired labour. deveIop a high degree of  
eqi~ality and interchangeability with regard to the sexual division of 
Iabour in agriculture. At the same time I observed that women's 
influence on decision making concerning farm activities is being 
reduced. This can be explained hy the fact that male household 
metnbers are the ones who have the contacts outride the farm and the 
loc;il community. Both wornen and men still partake i n  the production 
uf milk and agricultural products, but tnen tend to rnonopoli~e 
external relations. through which thcy gai 11 information about issucs 
such as priccs. policies regarcling cattle. production techniques, and 
agricuItural tools. Throt~ph men's monopolizing ol' information, of 
crucial importance 1.01- the planning and iiliplerrlcntation of farm 
activities under the new circumstances. women lose rhcir prcvious 
ir~flucnce on production and sale. 

The new tools in agriculture also slrenytlicn mcn's control of new 
knowled~e. These (001s arc it~troduced and dcrnunstrated i n  the rural 
areas mostly by male extension umorkcrc. wl-lich [nay he one ol- (he 
reasons ir~Ily rhe application of lhc nciv tools is associated with mcn .  
Mnr-cuvcr, rllerl are leuders in society and are expected ro Iry out the 
new equipment. Thc ideology of' m;~lc dclrnirlnnce is here an 



underlying assumption. I t  can be argued that since the tasks and 
responsibilities placed on women are extensive and demanding, the 
changes promoted by the moderni7at1on process should i n  fact lighten 
thcir burdens. and. that it is only reasonable that certaitl tasks are 
transferred to men. However. I wdl argue that over time this may lcad 
to a marginalization of women in agricultural production i n  general. 
Mcn gradually take over thc planning and orAgani7ation of a~r~cu l tu ra l  
work. including thc tacks that previously were initiated and run by 
women. Furthermore, the externally initiated activit~es arc directed 
primar~ly towards men. and also reinforce their inreraction with the 
pitblic sphcrc, at the expense of women. The result 1s that the 
household's deci cion-making rcgardi ng these new areas aqsociated 
with the socio-economic transformation of society. is undertaken by 
men. 

Concluding remarks 

The theme of t h ~ s  paper has bccn gender ancl processes of social 
change. My dim has been to explore changes In gender relations In  
view of the processes nf socio-economic change that is takitlg place i n  
Merina rural society. 

-I'raditionally the most itnportant basis of power ;und influence f o r  
both women and mcn has been land and income. Thc economic 
contrihutivns of wotnen to Ihc household, be it through land, her 
agricultural production or other soiu-oes of income, secured her 
influence. This contribution counteracted the male dominance in the 
decision making of the household. By renouncing their rights to land, 
women loose their main basis of power and iniluencc. Thereby they 
weaken their position i n  negotiations with men. Women in vulnerable 
llousehoids who renounce their land right5. are compelled to 
periodicalIy seek paid work as day labourers. As competition for these 
jobs hardens. women's ability to  bring it1 extra income is reduced. 
Women of non-vulnerable households however, control resources that 
enable them to enter into market trade. Through these activities, they 
may further increase the incomes of their households. 

The result of this complcx process is twofold. In vulilerable 
households thc male dominant structure of authority is enhanced 
through men's taking over the job market and controlling the new 
knowledge. The economic influei~ce of women 1s reduced 
correspunclingly. In nun-vulnerable households howeker, wotnen's 
Incomes balance their position i n  relation to their husbancls. Decision 
making concertling thc household and it5 agriuullural work, is 
therefore mare ecluulitariatl. 

?'he tratlsition from subsistence to market intcgl-ated economy, 
seem? only IO havc litr~ited impact on Mer~na funeral rites as one of 
the most importatlt elelnentr protecting life. Women's and men's 



priorities are still to a great extent determined by their duties and 
relations to the dead. l'hiq, however. must be understood i n  light of the 
fact that funeral rites play a principal part in creating and maintaining 
social and cultural ~dentity. The behaviour of the farmers is still to a 
largc extent determined by their undcrstat~ding of how daily life iq 

maintained. ?'heir economic contributions in f i r r~t i rd ihnr~c~ are to be 
seen as lorlg term investments in dead and living relatives. These type 
of inve~tn~enls are g i ~ e n  priority lo purely economic calculations. 
Funeral ~ i t e s  contribute lo the cont~nuity in the cultural perceptiort of 
reality, even when social processes cause considerable changes in 
soclety. Huwever, wometl's decreasin~ ability to partake and influence 
on decision mak~ng in the funeral rites, leads to a marginalization oi' 
women in the preparation and performance of the rites, - which in turn 
weakcn5 her position in socict}. 

Processes of impoverishment apply to both womcn and Inen, and 
different yroups of women are afttctcd i n  diverse ways. The same is 
true regarding men. Some women have, n o  doubt. itnproved their 
situation through the increased supply of resources to the household. 
and through reduced workloads. But the majority are frlrced into a 
situation where they ~radually lose authority and influence both 
within the household and in the community. 
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This a ~ ~ i c l e  is bawd on a study of the Merina people of Vakina~ikaratrd 
region in rhe highlands of Madileascar. In this region there has been a gradual 
11~ansilicln froni subsis~cnuc cconomy !o markut integrated econorny during tile 
last decatles. My hypotfiesis is that economic diffcrcnliation processes, provoked 
hy an increasing slior~age of land, arid the introduction or  ncx cul~ivation 
practices and new teuhnc~logy in agl-icul ture haire ctwted chiinpes i n  gendcr 
I-cla~ions, which h:~vc Icd to :I eradual ~ C L I - K L ~  of most wornen's power anrl 
influenuc i ~ i  Morinii souiuly. 

Thcl-u huh boon a tcndcncy in ~ h u  li~craturc on women indevelopment to treat 
women as :I homogent,us category and thereby overlook the cl;~ss dimension. We 
should not ~ ~ I - Z C I  that wtlmcn as wcll as nicn arc mcinhers r ~ f  social cla~ses,  MI 
1ha1 lhcir class aEfiIiation to a largc: cxttnl dacrmincs rhu impact of processes of 
social lransfclrnla~ion (Mool-c. 1988). Tht t ran sit ion lo market integrated 
cconomy ih 1h~1s oftcn auuoinpaniud by a difrcrcniint ion process with winners ruld 
Iosei-s of both sexes. 

Gender relations in Merina rural society are best understood when looked at 
through thc household c~rganization. The household ir the organizational basis 
for thc ~ c n d c r  spcuific division of labour. :~nd i t  is lhc arena where women ~KI 
rnen cooperate to cope wilh thcir daily tasks. 

Wotnen's lives i n  Merina i s  determined by the economic posi~ion of the 
household and her position within the household. A household's acccss 10 land, 
rneans of production and i ncntnes are factors that strong1 y influence womcn's 
working and living conditions. Her worklod is generally extensive and itlcludes 
laking rare of children and eldcrs. cooking. housework, farming and trade. Due to 
lhcir irnpor~nn~ domcslic roles womcn arc always influential, hut to a varying 
degree depending on the size and composition by aFe and sex of the household 
and its econornic conditions. 

The differeiltiatiorl between bousebolds in Vakinankaraua is primarily 
determined by the unequal access to land. the types of land righls and liow much 
land is availabie. Wether the farmer owns the Iand. or borrows oi. hircs il, is of 
crucial importance. 

Socio-econoinic change meiins that the opportunities of womcl-1 and nlcn are 
altered. 7'he introduction of new agricultural technology alters women's 
participation i n  agrrcuItural work 3rd transforrns the gondcr-spcuifiu dii.ision of 
labour. I will argiie that over time [his may Icad to a ~nai-~inalizalion r > T  ivomen 
in agl.icuItural production in gtncml. Men gradually titkc orcr thc planning mi 
olgani7ation of s_rricultural work. including the tasks thal pi-tviously WCK 

initiated and 1.ui1 hg ~ ~ o r n e r ~ .  Furthermore, the extel.naIIy i r i i t i i ~ l t c l  aclivi~ics an. 
di~rurtrl primarily towards meti. 'l'lie result is that the household's deuision- 



making regarding these new areas asst~ialcd with the socio-econotnic 
transformation of society. is undeltiken hy men. 

Processes of impoverishment apply lo both women attd men. and different 
g~-oups of wornen are affected in divrt-sc ways.  The same is true regarding ineii. 
Some women have, no doubt. improvtd their situation through the inurcascd 
supply of resourucs 10 lhc household. and through rcduccd workIoads. But [he 
n-iajorily an: forced into a situation whcrc. lhcy gradually lose ;luthority and 
influtncu both withi:: the household and in the community. 

R E S U M E  

Cet article esl hasc sui. Ics etudes de terrain effcc~uc'.cs dans In repion du 
Vakinankalatra des Haitis Plateaux m;ilgaches. Dilns ccuc rl.2ion. ces dernikres 
decennies. on pcitl constater une Pvolution progressive de I'iconomie & 
subsistance vers unc cconomie de tnarche. I .'hypoLhC~ present& ici c'est yue les 
processus de la diversification kcun~n~ique.  cum hinCs avec le manque progressif 
de tenes et avec I'iiitrt~duction dt. nouvelles techniqucs cl lcchnologies agricoles. 
ont changk les relations enlrc hornrnes et femmes. Tous ces chnnycments ont 
servi i diminuer progi-cssivcment le pouvoir et I'influcncc des femmes dans la 
societi merina. 

Uans la IitlErature sur les fenin~es ct lu dkveloppement, i I  y avait jusqu'iui 
tendancc a presenter les femlnes cornme une categorie homogkne; par con&qucnl. 
ccirc littkmture niglige la plupiirl du temps les divisions de classcs. I1 faur 
rappeler que Ies femmes, autanl quc les hommes, sont incrnhrcs dt. classes 
socinles diffirentes et que la classe determine en grande padic Ics effts que 
portent les transforinations sociales (Moore, 198R). La lransition vers une 
iconomie h march6 est dot~c souvent accompagnke par un processus ck 
diffdrcnciation, avec des gagnants et des perdants des deux sexes. 

LL'S rapports de genre dans la sociCtC rurale merina sont miuux saisis i 
travcrs une ktude de I'organisation dc la maisotinke. La maisonnee est la hasc 
p)uiA Ia coordination de la division scxucIle du travail, et c'est aussi le licu ou les 
hommcs cl Ies fetnmes cooperent pour accornplir les tiches quotidieniies. 

La vie d'une feinme en Imel-ina c s ~  dklerminee par la position ecoiiomiquc d t  
la maisonnie et par 13 position dc la fcmrne dans la tnaisonnee. 1,'auds h Ia letre 
el aux rnoyens de production, et les icvcnus sont tous des facteurs qui  oxcrcent 
unc influence rnajeure sur les condilions I'cnlinines de travail et cie vie. LC ti,avail 
tradilicmnellcment devolu aux feinines est, en gknkral. enorine et coinprcnd le 
soin dcs cnpants et des vieitlards, la cuisinc, les tiches mktiagerer;, les trarnux 

agl-icoles el le corntnerce. A cause dc toits ces rdes  importants su r  1c plan 
domestique. les fernmes ont tclujours ck I'intluence au niveau dc la maisonnke, 
mais le de@ kpendrait du noinhrc d'wcirpnnts et de la coinposilion par Bge et 
par sexe de la maisonniu, v t  dr: scs possibilitk~ economiqucs. 





vavy ny tokantrano ary twrana ihany koa iarahan'ny lehilahy sy vchivavy 
handranterahany 11y asa andavanandro. 

Voafaritry n y harenan'ny tokantrano sy ny anjara toernna misy azy ar) an- 
~okantrano ny liai~ian'ny vchivavy eto Imerina. Zqva-dehibc lnanornc lanja 
amin'ny toe-piainan'ny vehivavy sy ny asany ny riinanat~a tnny. fananan3 
fibnvam-pamokarana. ary fa~iat~ana lohara~iorn-boIa. Ny tikarakarina ny ankizy.  
ny antitm. ny fanornanana sakafo, n y  asn ao an-tokantrano. cny an-tsaha aly ny 
val-otw dia andraikitry ny v2hivilvy dahnlo. Noho ireo andraikitn lehibe ireo. dia 
manana lanja lehihe ny vehivavy ao a~nin 'ny tokantrano. kanefa miankina ihany 
koa amin'ny isan'ny olona ao an-tokantnno izany. ny fitsit~jamn'izy ireo a-3kil 
ny tanna sy amka ny hoe lahy na vavy. sry ai-aka ny fananana eo arnpelatanan'ny 
tokantrrlno. 

Faritan'ny rananan-tany (ro saniihafa aniin'ny tany sy ny hamaroany) 
indrindra 11y fiavahan'ny tokantrano any Vnhinankaratra. Misy diknny lehibe ny 
maha rompany. a a  maha tnpannFa, na mahn rnpikaraina an'ilay tantsaha. 

Mampiova ny fiainan'ny tchivavy sy Ichilahy ny fiovana eo amin'ny lafir~y 
sosial y sy ekonomi ka. Mampiova 11 y asam-bchivavy ny manova ny fitsinjaram 
I I ~  asa araka ny maha-lahy sy ny vavy ny fidi~an'ireo fomha fambolt.na vnovao. 
Ny fmadihadiana izay natao dia rna~npiseho Ta araks ny firoson'ny faona dia 
nanjary ailki labao ny vchivavy e o  amin'n y asam-pa~nokamna. Soloin'ny lehi lahy 
tsikelikely ny vehivavy eo amin'ny asa nataony sy narindrany teo aIoha. 
An koatra izanp, ny tetik'asa fampandmsoana dia tsy mijery afii-rc;y ny Iehilahy. 
Noho izany. ny Iehilahy no manapa-kevilra e o  amin'irco sehatra vaovao rniaraka 
amin'ny fiovan'ny fiarahn-monina arnin'ny Iafiny sosiaIy sy ny tockarena. Miha- 
mahantra hatmny na ny lehilahy na ny vehivsvy. Nera misy ihany vehivavy 
sasantsasany nanalsara n y fari-pianany ary nampitombo ny fidiram-bolan't~y 
tokantrano, ami n'ny fampi henana ny asa natao. Ny ankabewany ancfa dia 
bfiditra anatina toe-javatra izay tsy ananany fahefana sy  lanja firy intsony ao 
amin'ny (okantrano sy ao amin'ny fokonolona. 


