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Women empowerment in pursuit of gender equality has received much atten-
tion in agriculture and development practice literature. At the same time, there 
is increasing realization of the need for interventions that focus on masculinities 
in order to ensure sustainable transformation of social/gender relations in agri-
cultural communities. However, a review of literature on women empowerment 
in agriculture over the period 2010 to 2022, targeting Sub-Saharan Africa and 
Asia revealed that notions of women empowerment and masculinities have been 
mostly studied and applied in agricultural research independent of each other 
and rarely in an interconnected manner. We argue that research and interventions 
on women empowerment without a masculinities lens pause a risk of ‘empow-
erment without transformation’ especially when root causes of unequal gender 
relations in farming communities are not challenged and/or are inadvertently 
reproduced.
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1 Introduction

Discussions about women’s empowerment and notions of men and masculinities have 
gained traction as part of the global strategic interventions to address gender inequalities 
(Ambler et al., 2021; Casey et al., 2016; FAO et al., 2020; Lecoutere and Wuyts, 2021; Santoso 
et al., 2019). Women’s empowerment—the expansion in women’s ability to make strategic life 
choices (Santoso et al., 2019)—and its explicit engagement with men and boys, are interven-
tions particularly being drawn upon in food security and broadly agricultural research to pro-
mote the transformation of norms that perpetuate gender inequality (Hillenbrand and Miruka, 
2019). Unwritten, informal rules on who a farmer is, division of crops and plots/fields, decision 
making patterns along the agricultural value chain, agricultural assets accumulation and 

TYPE  Review
PUBLISHED  20 February 2026
DOI  10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY

Oriana Gava,  
Council for Agricultural Research and 
Economics, Italy

REVIEWED BY

A. Amarender Reddy,  
National Institute of Agricultural 
Extension Management (MANAGE), India
Joyce Haleegoah,  
CSIR—Crops Research Institute, Ghana

*CORRESPONDENCE

Margaret Najjingo Mangheni  
 mnmangheni@gmail.com

RECEIVED 28 May 2025
REVISED 23 January 2026
ACCEPTED 29 January 2026
PUBLISHED 20 February 2026

CITATION

Mwiine AA, Mangheni MN, Businge M, 
Shimali F, Angudubo S, Nakyewa B, 
Nanyonjo G, Asiimwe E and 
Sanya LN (2026) “Empowerment” 
without transformation? A critique of 
women empowerment without a 
masculinities lens in gender and 
agriculture literature.
Front. Sociol. 11:1636863.
doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863

COPYRIGHT

© 2026 Mwiine, Mangheni, Businge, 
Shimali, Angudubo, Nakyewa, Nanyonjo, 
Asiimwe and Sanya. This is an 
open-access article distributed under 
the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution License (CC BY). The use, 
distribution or reproduction in other 
forums is permitted, provided the 
original author(s) and the copyright 
owner(s) are credited and that the 
original publication in this journal is 
cited, in accordance with accepted 
academic practice. No use, distribution 
or reproduction is permitted which does 
not comply with these terms.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-02-20
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863
mailto:mnmangheni@gmail.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Mwiine et al.� 10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863

Frontiers in Sociology 02 frontiersin.org

ownership of productive resources, social norms around land inheri-
tance and land rights, and many other aspects often play out differ-
ently for men and women farmers. Because social gender norms have 
implications for men and women, transformation of gender relations 
in agricultural communities increasingly requires interventions that 
work with couples who learn together and apply the learning in all 
spheres of their life (FAO et al., 2020).

There is a growing body of literature pointing to how, at times, 
agriculture interventions designed to empower women proceed as if 
women are isolated from and act independent of other household 
members, especially the men (Ambler et al., 2021; Bonatti et al., 2019; 
Cole et al., 2015; FAO et al., 2020; Sharaunga et al., 2015). In some 
studies [see for instance, Bonatti et al. (2019)], women’s empower-
ment interventions often triggered tensions in households that mani-
fested in form of men’s violence against women. In other studies such 
as Ambler et al. (2021), the authors acknowledge that most of the 
micro-interventions on empowerment tend to focus exclusively on 
women small holder farmers in resource-poor communities. 
However, they subtly acknowledge the dilemma that comes with pro-
grammatic focus on women alone yet women’s everyday lives are 
intricately woven with other members of society. They argue, “it is 
important to recognize that a married woman’s level of empowerment 
may depend directly on others in the household with whom she must 
negotiate when making decisions. As such, efforts to increase her 
empowerment may be more effective if others (namely her husband) 
are receptive” (Ambler et al., 2021, p. 2). On the one hand, these 
submissions subtly point to possibilities of empowerment efforts with 
limited outcomes on transformation of unequal gender relations as 
well as outright resistance to women’s empowerment and gender 
equality. Studying an economic intervention where male farmers 
were expected to transfer sugar cane blocks to their wives, the study 
not only reported men’s reluctance to register sugar cane blocks in 
their wive’s names but also a host of unintended impacts on women’s 
other productive activities and time use, the time use of others in the 
household, and the household’s livelihood diversification. On the 
other hand, they alert us to the possible value of collaboration, coop-
eration, and joint efforts between women and men towards collective 
conscientization, questioning, and transformation of household 
gender relations.

Some studies highlight the idea of “working with men” or “male 
involvement” in women’s empowerment and gender equality (Bonatti 
et al., 2019; Brandth, 2019; Lecoutere and Wuyts, 2021; Sraboni et al., 
2014). For instance, Bonatti and colleagues highlight the inherent 
complexity of develop solutions and actions that improve the lives of 
those living in hunger while simultaneously addressing gender rela-
tions. They point out complex relationships between undernutrition, 
violence, food, and gender as much as they demonstrate inter-rela-
tions between women and men’s everyday lives. Yet, the interrogation 
of men as a gendered category whose lives are woven with women’s 
everyday experiences often remains unexamined or taken for granted 
(Cornwall, 2000) in many other studies. In her work, Men missing in 
GAD? Cornwall, elaborates on ways in which,

“Men, in all their diversity, have until recently been largely missing 
from GAD discourse. Their occasional appearances tend to be in 
the guise of Man the Oppressor, as custodians and perpetrators of 
male domination and as obstacles to equitable development. …. 
Rarely if ever are men depicted as people—sons, lovers, husbands, 
fathers—with whom women might have shared interests and 

concerns, let alone love and cherish. Nor is the range of subject 
positions actual men may occupy in different kinds of relationships 
with women, or indeed men, brought into the frame. Rather, ‘men’ 
emerge as a potent, homogeneous category that is invariably 
treated as problematic” (Cornwall, 2000, pp. 18–19).

Cornwall raises concerns that studies on women’s empowerment 
are increasingly acknowledging, i.e., the constitution of ‘women’ and 
‘men’ as binary categories in opposition to each other. A similar dis-
course constitutes women’s empowerment as a ‘zero-sum’ game in 
which there are losers and winners, and consequently the constitution 
of men in homogenizing ways as perpetrators of male domination and 
obstacles to women’s progress.

Despite the increasing turn towards designing agricultural devel-
opment interventions working on women’s empowerment to include 
men’s participation, there remains a significant body of knowledge 
that conceptualizes women’s empowerment in agriculture without a 
masculinities lens. The paper therefore looks at how these concepts 
are defined and applied in agriculture literature and why there is an 
increasing push to focus on these notions in an interconnected 
manner. We specifically address the questions: How does the literature 
conceptualise women empowerment and masculinities? How does it 
explain the links between concepts of women empowerment and mas-
culinities? We reflect on how research and interventions on women’s 
empowerment without a masculinities lens might lead to ‘empower-
ment without transformation’, especially when unequal gender rela-
tions in farming communities are reproduced or remain unquestioned.

1.1 Conceptual and theoretical framework

This paper drew on Kabeer’s (1999) conceptualization of women’s 
empowerment and Connell’s concept of Hegemonic masculinity that 
provides for the theorization of masculinities (Connell and 
Messerschmidt, 2005). In her seminal work on Resources, Agency, 
Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women’s 
Empowerment, Kabeer reflects on contestations around the concept 
women’s empowerment, especially the ways in which the concept’s 
feminist goals have been appropriated and applied within develop-
ment discourse with mixed results. Citing limiting tendencies of con-
ceptualizing empowerment as a ‘zero-sum’ game with politically weak 
winners and powerful losers or the instrumental grounds in which 
empowerment is seen as a means of achieving “broad set of desirable 
goals”, Kabeer set out to re-conceptualize what empowerment means 
and how it ought to be measured.

In her conceptual framework, she looks at empowerment along 
three indivisible domains – resources, agency, and achievements and 
how the concept itself is tied up with power. In effect, she looks at 
empowerment “in terms of the ability to make choices: to be disem-
powered, therefore, implies to be denied choice” (1999, p. 436). 
Consequently, Kabeer argues that “the notion of empowerment is that 
which is inescapably bound up with the condition of disempowerment 
and refers to the processes by which those who have been denied the 
ability to make choices acquire such an ability” (Kabeer, 1999, p. 437). 
In other words, empowerment entails a process of change these con-
ceptual markers later informed how empowerment was adopted and 
applied in development practice, including agricultural research for 
development.

The second theoretical debate that informed the review is the con-
cept of Masculinities (Connell, 1995; Connell and Messerschmidt, 
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2005). Connell (1995, 2005), pioneered the conceptualization of 
Hegemonic Masculinity as a model of understanding the social con-
struction, hierarchy, and plurality of masculinities. Connell then 
defined hegemonic masculinity as a practice that legitimizes men’s 
dominant position in society and justifies the subordination of the 
common male population and women, and other marginalized groups 
of men. In this theory, Connell argues for the diversity, relationality 
and complexity of men’s behavior, practices, and identities 
(masculinities).

This approach has been embraced in agriculture research for 
instance by Saugeres (2003) and Cole et al. (2015). Saugeres notes that 
“the term masculinities refers to ideas and practices that enable some 
men to achieve and maintain a hegemonic position” (Saugeres, 2003, 
p. 145). The hegemonic model of masculinities acknowledges men as 
gendered and as products of socially changing environments, the hier-
archy of masculinities (not one but multiple forms of masculinities) 
as well as entailing internal contradictions and the possibilities of 
movement toward gender democracy. The possibility of many forms 
of masculinities—see for instance what Brandth (2019) terms 
“Agricultural Masculinities,” or Lecoutere and Wuyts notion of “coop-
erative” and “Flexible husbands” or Cole et al. (2015), “rural 
Masculinities”—alerts us to the opportunity to examine ways in which 
the work on women’s empowerment, especially the call to involve 
men, has engaged with these diverse masculine identities and the 
implications of this deliberate and critical approach. The utility of the 
above theoretical approaches is illustrated in the analytical frame-
work below.

1.2 Analytical framework

This paper critiques women’s epowerment approaches that con-
stitute empowerment in limiting ways as a “zero-sum” game, as a 
means of achieving broader development goals or as something intel-
ligible in relation to women only. Intervention that push for women’s 
empowerment without due attention to the everyday relations women 
have with men, end up polarizing women and men, cocealing the 
possibilities of knowing men’s social, hierarchical and plural experi-
ences as gendered experiences (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005). 
There are studies that indicate both men and women’s participation in 
paid and unpaid work though in varying proportions (Reddy et al., 
2021). In her re-articulation of the notion of empowerment, Kabeer 

(1999) highlights three indivisible domains (Resources, Agency and 
Achievement) within which women and men’s everyday lives are intri-
cately woven to the effect that for any meaningful empowerment to 
happen, it would require intentional focus on transforming norms and 
practices that underly not only women but also men’s behavior. This 
is particularly notable in Gender Transformative approaches’ call to 
engage men and women together (FAO et al., 2020) to facilitate critical 
reflections, learning and gender transformation (see Figure 1).

2 Research methodology

In order to select the papers for the review, the research team 
developed a guiding criterion that highlighted the categories of litera-
ture to search and engage with. Based on the key research questions, 
the research team marked out key aspects such as the search terms, 
content scope, geographical focus, inclusion criteria, and the databases 
from which to search literature for analysis.

2.1 Searching for literature

The team searched for appropriate literature using terms that 
included “Women’s empowerment in agriculture”, “masculinities and 
Agriculture”, “gender norms”, “agency” “Power relations”, “Rural mas-
culinities” “male involvement in agriculture”. Literature search focused 
on four databases (AGORA, ScienceDirect, Google Scholar and Jstor) 
that popularly host agricultural research. The search also focused on 
content scope, deliberately looking out for literature on women 
empowerment in agriculture, masculinities, gender transformation, 
and nutrition-sensitive agriculture. In terms of geography, the study 
looked for literature on Sub Sahara Africa, South and South East Asia. 
In terms of scope, the analysis focused on literature published between 
2010–2022, a period characterised by increased global calls on involv-
ing men in gender equality interventions to ensure transformation of 
social and gender norms (FAO et al., 2020).

The search yielded a total of 42,748 articles that were screened at 
multiple levels to determine those that would be included in the 
sample for review. Of the total articles above, 139 were selected for 
further screening, that is, scanning through the content to ensure the 
literature fits into the conceptual, geographical as well as the time span 
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Analytic framework.

https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Mwiine et al.� 10.3389/fsoc.2026.1636863

Frontiers in Sociology 04 frontiersin.org

focused on in the study. Out of the 139 articles, 14 of them were finally 
selected for inclusion in the review sample. The 14 articles that were 
finally reviewed featured discussions on women’s empowerment and 
masculinities in agriculture. Some of the studies reviewed considered 
the concepts women empowerment and masculinities in isolation, 
while others explained how concepts are linked and applied in inter-
connected ways.

2.2 A synopsis of the literature reviewed

The literature reviewed can be categorized in three parts. The first 
set of literature includes authors that reflect on women’s empowerment 
in exclusion of men and masculinities. These include studies on food, 
nutrition, women’s reproductive capacities, and childcare in small 
holder agricultural households. See, for instance, Santoso et al. (2019), 
Sharaunga et al. (2015), Sraboni et al. (2014), and Van den Bold et al. 
(2015). Women’s empowerment is closely related to women’s improved 
abilities to make choices within the traditional feminine gender divi-
sion of labor, e.g., food security, nutrition, child care, and less in ques-
tioning the root causes of unequal gender division of labor. There is 
notable silence around men’s everyday experiences in farming com-
munities. The second set of literature includes studies that focus on the 
social gender norms that constrain women’s empowerment (Galiè et 
al., 2017; Hillenbrand and Miruka, 2019; Bonatti et al., 2019; Jeckoniah 
et al., 2012). Because of their dominant focus on gender and social 
norms in Agriculture, most of them reflect on forms of masculinities, 
femininities and patriarchal norms and practices that constrain wom-
en’s empowerment. In some cases, men are projected as obstacles and 
huddles to women’s empowerment with some interventions remaining 
blind to possibilities of transforming the unfair division of roles and 
spaces between women and men.

The third category of literature includes authors that explicitly 
engage with women’s empowerment and masculinities in agricul-
ture. Some of these include Ambler et al. (2021), Casey et al. (2016), 
Cole et al. (2015), FAO et al. (2020), Lecoutere and Wuyts (2021), 
and Saugeres (2003). These deliberately name men and masculini-
ties as implicated in the complex gender relations within the agri-
cultural communities. They highlight diversity of masculinities and 
call for women and men joint decision-making in the households 
to ensure the transformation of unequal gender relations. For 
instance, in their recent collection on gender transformative 
approaches, FAO et al. (2020, 61) observe that “although women’s 
economic empowerment programming has powerful benefits on its 
own, it can be made even more effective at advancing gender equal-
ity when men are deliberately engaged as allies”. On their part, 
Ambler et al. (2021) critique the international practice in the wom-
en’s empowerment agenda where women’s empowerment work 
separates women from men, exclusively focusing on “women’s 
issues” even when women’s lives are intricately linked with men’s 
lives. ‘Deliberate’ engagement with the question of men and mas-
culinities is thus seen as a step to enhance women’s empowerment 
programmes towards sustainable gender transformation.

3 Study findings

In this section, we share common themes that emerged in our 
review regarding the conceptualisation and application of women’s 

empowerment and masculinities independently and in an inter-con-
nected manner within selected Agricultural studies.

3.1 Conceptualization of women’s 
empowerment, masculinities

Most agricultural research studies reviewed draw strongly on 
Naila Kabeer’s concept of women’s empowerment, highlighting the 
concept’s central focus on choice, voice, agency, and access to 
resources, especially where these entitlements were previously 
denied. In an article, the Role of Women’s Empowerment in Child 
Nutrition Outcomes, Santoso et al. (2019) define women’s empower-
ment as “the expansion in women’s ability to make strategic life 
choices” (2019, p. 1138). Authors indicate that this conceptualisa-
tion has gained global attention because of the intrinsic value wom-
en’s empowerment is thought to have on other social aspects. The 
article, thus, sets out to interrogate women’s empowerment as a tool 
(an enabler) and an instrumental way of achieving other social out-
comes in society, e.g., child nutrition, and maternal health, among 
others. On their part, Lecoutere and Wuyts (2021) draw on Kabeer’s 
conceptualization to investigate the impact of introducing partici-
patory intra household decision-making in Ugandan agricultural 
households on multiple dimensions of women’s empowerment. 
They define empowerment as “a process of change where people 
acquire the ability to make strategic life choices and transform those 
choices into desired action and outcomes to lead the life one has 
reason to value” (2021, p. 883). They particularly noted that empow-
erment bears real and/or perceived potential to challenge existing 
unequal power relations, and that it requires inner transformation 
from unquestioned acceptance of inequality or injustice to critical 
consciousness where women can at least imagine the possibility of 
choosing differently. In effect, empowerment encompasses the abil-
ity to have wider options to choose from, implying “the possibility 
of alternatives, the ability to have chosen otherwise” (Kabeer, 1999, 
p. 437). There is a noticeable silence on men and masculinities in 
articulation of the processes of change, even when these include 
women making strategic life choices in household settings.

The above definitions resonate with Ambler et al. (2021) under-
standing reflected in Facilitating women’s access to an economic 
empowerment initiative in Eastern Uganda. Ambler et al. (2021, p. 
137) also raise the same idea of empowerment as a ‘process’ by 
which “those who have been denied the ability to make strategic life 
choices acquire such an ability”. What stands out different, though, 
is how the authors are quick to constitute women’s empowerment 
as a ‘means’ to achieving economic development. They argue that 
“women’s empowerment has long been recognized as an important 
element of economic development… and in recent years has gained 
increasing attention from major global bodies and development 
foundations leading to the increasing implementation of programs 
designed to boost women’s empowerment” (Ambler et al., 2021, p. 
137). While Abler and others cite Kabeer (1999) in this debate, they 
possibly take for granted her caution on possibilities of economic 
instrumentalism that often crops up in women’s empowerment ini-
tiatives. Kabeer and indeed other feminist economists like Andrea 
Cornwall warned that certain forms of economic empowerment 
bear hallmarks of instrumentalism, especially when the intrinsic 
feminist goals of empowerment are pushed to the margins of eco-
nomic development discourse (Cornwall, 2018; Cornwall and 
Rivas, 2015; Kabeer, 1999).
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Cornwall (2018) characterizes this instrumentalist approach as 
a paradox that has entangled women’s empowerment discourse in 
a neoliberal global development context. She argues that the instru-
mental case for “investing in women and girls” is notable through 
an ever-growing parade of corporate actors, including major trans-
national corporations and investment banks, donors, NGOs, and 
philanthrocapitalists who extol the contributions women and girls 
make to development. “As feminist concepts such as “agency” and 
“choice” have come to be put to the service of neoliberalism, the 
word “empowerment” has been eviscerated of controversial or chal-
lenging content” (Cornwall, 2018, p. 1). She terms this kind of 
empowerment as “empowerment lite”—“a version of empowerment 
pared of any confrontation with the embedded social and power 
relations that produce societal and material inequities” (Cornwall, 
2018, p. 3). These critical reflections begin to shed light on versions 
of empowerment that are stripped of the potential for gender trans-
formation. It is notable that while aspects of women’s empowerment 
such as decision-making, agricultural production, ownership and 
control over resources, and leadership involve closer interactions 
between women and men, the definition of the concept is centered 
on women and offers limited room to engage with the understand-
ing of men’s behaviors and practices that influence pathways to 
women’s empowerment.

3.2 Empowerment and possible legitimation 
of women’s domestic care work

Some publications on women’s empowerment in agriculture focus 
on outcomes related to food security, improved nutrition, childcare, 
maternal health, and education. Often, food security and nutrition 
projects address individual outcomes, with most studies focusing on 
the nutritional status of women and children (Bonatti et al., 2019; 
Santoso et al., 2019). This focus on the nutritional status of women 
helps to identify possibilities for improving both their lives and their 
nutritional access. However, in food security projects, the domestic 
environment where the femininities and masculinities are expressed, 
along with their influence and interconnections with malnutrition, is 
little studied. There is an assumption that femininities are directly con-
nected to food and nutrition and that these are “women’s issues” 
(Bonatti et al., 2019) which presumably have nothing to do with men. 
Such an assumption that buttresses women’s empowerment is likely to 
ignore a focus on men in programmes on food security and nutrition, 
in effect consolidating women’s role in food production and entrench-
ing further their domestication—the domestic and unpaid care work 
that we seek to challenge in the first place. In effect women’s empower-
ment may remain blind to possibilities of transforming the unfair divi-
sion of roles and spaces between women and men. Empowerment 
programmes of this nature are more simplistic, focusing on the top, 
while ignoring the complex everyday relations in which women’s and 
men’s lives are entangled.

3.3 Women’s empowerment and 
masculinities

Not many studies deliberately conceptualize the notion of 
masculinities and later on link it with women’s empowerment, 
despite an increasing call to focus on men in women’s empower-
ment work (FAO et al., 2020). In the latter study, FAO and others 
present a compendium of good practices on Gender 

Transformative Approaches for Food Security, improved nutri-
tion, and sustainable agriculture. They particularly mark out 
‘engaging with couples,’ ‘working with’ women and men small-
holder farmers’ and “engaging with men, boys and norm holders 
to address discriminatory gendered practices”. This is intended to 
enable women and men to move away from traditional roles and 
norms and live their lives differently. Authors argue that without 
involving the broader community, change is much more difficult, 
adding that “challenging the traditional views of masculinity 
enables men to live positively, and work and live with women as 
equals” (FAO et al., 2020, p. 15). These calls on gender transfor-
mative approaches to work with both men and women are 
repeated and emphasized as deliberate strategies to negotiate pre-
vious approaches that targeted women and men as binaries thus 
falling short on questioning and sustainably transforming deep-
seated traditional masculine norms that define gender division of 
roles, entitlements and broader gender relations.

It is noticeable, however, that this hands-on guide for trans-
forming gender relations in agriculture is only prescriptive in as far 
as how men can be drawn upon is concerned, as agricultural devel-
opment practitioners work towards addressing discriminatory 
gendered practices. For instance, the compendium neither defines 
the concept of masculinities nor elaborates at length how mascu-
linities come about, differ in forms and the social-cultural fluidity 
that surrounds this concept.

3.4 Empowerment in relation to men

Both FAO et al. (2020) and Sraboni et al. (2014) hint on the notion 
of empowerment in relation to men, even when empowerment has 
historically been used almost exclusively in relation to women. FAO 
et al. (2020) note that “[ensuring] women and men are both empow-
ered by GTAs [Gender Transformative Approaches] creates sustained 
transformation. Once they have experienced the benefits of gender 
equality, most do not want to revert to previous practices” (2020, p. 
14). Using the Women’s Empowerment Agricultural Index (WEAI) to 
measure women’s empowerment in Bangladesh, Sraboni et al. (2014, 
p. 21) argued: “[this] analysis has shown that the areas in which men 
and women are disempowered are quite different, with the implication 
that, depending on local context, different programmes and policies 
will need to be put in place to empower women and men alike”. The 
idea that the concept of empowerment can be used in relation to men, 
remains rare in the literature we analyzed, despite its potential to 
create sustainable transformation.

Other studies (Bonatti et al., 2019; Brandth, 2019; Cole et al., 
2015; Lecoutere and Wuyts, 2021) use the concept of masculinity 
and talk of how masculinities, in particular toxic forms of mascu-
linities, affect interventions intended to promote women’s empow-
erment. Despite the explicit mention of the concept in these studies 
on women’s empowerment in agriculture, these studies hardly 
engage with the conceptual and theoretical roots of the concept of 
masculinities. The concept of masculinity or masculinities owes its 
theoretical roots to Connell’s theory of hegemonic masculinities 
(but has since advanced beyond this model), which highlights social 
constructedness, relationality, and hierarchies that define norms, 
practices and behaviors associated with being a man (Connell, 
1995). Connell defines Hegemonic masculinities as “the masculinity 
that occupies the hegemonic position in a given pattern of gender 
relations” (Connell, 1995, p. 74).
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3.5 Explicit focus on masculinities

The other interesting work on masculinities in agriculture comes 
from Bonatti et al. (2019) who write about Masculinities and Femininities 
in Food Insecurity Situations in Tanzania. The study highlights linkages 
between gender and agriculture, especially when it indicates that the 
“current food insecurity is a consequence of many factors, including bio-
physical and social vulnerabilities related to climate change, water scar-
city, increasing food prices, long-standing governmental neglect of 
agriculture, and gender inequality” (Bonatti et al., 2019, p. 2). They too, 
conceptualize gender (inequality) as a social cultural and structural issue 
(in effect moving it from an individual attribute to women) which entails 
“access to productive resources, income-generating and employment 
opportunities, time-use, and educational possibilities” (Bonatti et al., 
2019, p. 2). It is notable how the authors acknowledge that while these 
relations have historically been analyzed focusing on women particularly 
in relation to the feminized role of food production, men too are impli-
cated in access to productive resources, income generation, employment 
opportunities, and time use. Men’s stakes are reportedly higher when it 
comes to productive resources. Although women are the major food 
producers, and thus, significant contributors to food availability, men 
continue to play a dominant role in the decision-making process” 
(Bonatti et al., 2019, p. 2).

The above position acknowledges the gendered division of labour 
in which men are connected to the public world of work while women 
are connected to the private world, such as childcare, housekeeping, 
and nutritional needs of the household. This framing of gender rela-
tions has dominantly come to be known as women’s overwhelming 
participation in exploitative domestic care work and consequently 
informs international focus on how to address feminine disadvantage. 
Thus, Bonatti et al. critique the international practice in the women’s 
empowerment agenda where interventions separate women from men, 
exclusively focusing on what is perceived as “women’s issues” even 
when women’s lives are intricately linked with men’s lives. In this cri-
tique, Bonatti and colleagues demonstrate ways in which femininities 
and masculinities are interconnected subjectivities that are directly 
linked with food insecurity in the household. By picking up on this, the 
authors emphasize the need to pay attention to the interconnections 
amongst genders, especially in the women’s empowerment movement, 
to avoid simplifying complex social relations of inequality as just “wom-
en’s issues.” This is a strong case for a broader and inclusive approach 
to women’s empowerment which is reiterated by FAO et al. (2020).

On their part, Cole et al. (2015) explicitly interrogate the concept of 
masculinities in agricultural communities by tracing its conceptual roots 
in Connell’s hegemonic masculinities framework and demonstrating 
how masculinities are socially constructed in relation to women’s lives 
and experiences. They explore an intricate relationship between poverty, 
gender inequality, and rural masculinities in aquatic agricultural systems 
in Zambia. Their work uses the concept of masculinity in relation to 
Connell’s (1995) “hegemonic” masculinities as it has earlier been defined. 
The authors also talked of the concept of ‘masculine rural’ to help high-
light one way masculinity is being constructed in rural study settings and 
its implications for women’s lived experiences. They argue that “often, the 
masculine in the rural is associated with the value placed on “hard physi-
cal labour, toughness, tenacity, dependability, strength, and the need to 
conquer or overcome nature and exert control over the machines or 
equipment that make this possible, as well as the ability to succeed as a 
farmer” (Cole et al., 2015, p. 158). Importantly, this study helps us appre-
ciate the changing nature of masculinities within agriculture. It 

demonstrates this using the notion of being a ‘big man’ in a rural, south-
ern African setting—a person who is powerful, chief-like, demands 
respect, is married (perhaps to multiple women) and head of a house-
hold, accumulates wealth through people (e.g., children, spouse), and 
owns or controls assets such as land, cattle, and farming equipment. They 
note that “[In] changing economic and natural resource contexts where 
farming provides fewer viable occupational choices and women are 
increasingly taking up household and farming responsibilities for a 
number of reasons, some men are experiencing identity discontinuities” 
(Cole et al., 2015, p. 158). These illustrations point to ways in which men 
are implicated in the conceptualisation of gender and in the changing 
gender relations to the effect that when men’s lives change, these changes 
affect their identity, their sense of being, and belonging, as much as they 
do to women.

Studies by Bonatti et al. (2019) and Cole et al. (2015) demonstrate 
explicit links between men’s and women’s lives. These intricate rela-
tions have implications for agricultural programming. For instance, 
focusing on women’s lives through empowerment programmes with-
out deliberate consideration of norms and practices that regulate men’s 
behaviors and relations with each other and with women has the 
potential to constrain meaningful transformation of gender relations.

4 Discussion of findings

4.1 Empowerment without transformation?

This study set out to interrogate existing literature on women 
empowerment and masculinities and examine possibilities of empower-
ment initiatives that fall short of transforming gender power relations. 
We have noted that despite the milestones in the application of women 
empowerment in ways that engage both women and men, it is notable 
that some of the authors’ analysis and study conclusions are limited only 
to women, consequently constituting ‘men’ in these ‘participatory’ and 
‘inclusive’ approaches as a tool or means to facilitate women’s empower-
ment. There is also a notable pattern in which women’s empowerment is 
conceptualized based on the traditional gender division of roles. Often, 
this approach looks at women’s empowerment drawing on existing soci-
etal division of labour between women and men in which women are 
seen as the ordained childcare providers for example. Other gender 
based agricultural initiatives include activities that target women and 
nutrition, women small holder farmers for subsistance agriculture, 
women in informal agriculture, women’s crops, women plots, among 
others. By taking this approach, men and men’s roles are not seen as 
central in the empowerment process. Indeed, Santoso et al. (2019, p. 
1141) acknowledge that “[currently], the evidence seems to indicate that 
women, when given the opportunity, make better decisions than [our 
emphasis] men about the care and nutrition of children”. Authors suggest, 
this is due to the assignment of child care as a woman’s task in many 
communities in the world. That women are the ones who need empow-
erment to increase their life choices and capacities to actively participate 
in certain social roles for example, childcare, allerts us to potential essen-
tialisms where women are constituted as child nurturers and limits the 
potential to transform unequal allocation of roles that have been socially 
constituted as ‘women’s roles’. It also limits the possibility of transforming 
gender roles in agricultural households.

There is a common pattern in which the notion of “male involve-
ment”/ masculinities is used in agricultural research just in passing, 
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perhaps as a buzzword with no detailed explanation of what it is, the 
theory behind it, why, and the kind of transformation. For some stud-
ies, as earlier indicated, the concept of masculinities is not defined at 
all. Questions such as who is a man, in which context? How are men’s 
behaviors and practices constructed, nurtured, and sustained? What 
is the impact of different forms of men’s behaviors and practices on 
men themselves, those they interact and relate with and on develop-
ment processes? How do we conceptualize men’s empowerment? are 
rarely engaged with. Yet, these omissions are not without effect. They 
entrench the idea of involving men in gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in agriculture (and indeed in other sectors) as a cos-
metic and rhetorical call, one that has no potential to challenge deep-
rooted social and gender norms that regulate men and women’s 
behaviors and practices. Both inadequate questioning and inattention 
to masculinities in women empowerment work have the potential to 
reproduce male domination or promote forms of empowerment 
unable to subvert rooted male hegemony such as men’s disproportion-
ate ownership and control over agricultural resources, unfair inheri-
tance regimes, women’s limited participation in decisions around 
productive agricultural resources. In societies where seclusion of 
women is the norm, women are dependent on a family middleman for 
all communication external to the household, including accessing 
agricultural information on farming practices, loans and markets.

5 Conclusion

The literature we reviewed shows a growing body of knowledge 
on how women’s empowerment, masculinities, and gender transfor-
mative approaches have inspired conceptualisation of agricultural 
research and development practice. Nonetheless, these concepts 
remain largely unexamined in particular their conceptual intercon-
nectivity, indivisibility, and contextuality and their rootedness in cul-
ture. It is important that research and interventions on women’s 
empowerment endeavors to put on a masculinities lens that helps 
explain the complex relations between women and men’s lives in agri-
cultural communities. Unpacking each of these concepts, tracing their 
conceptual and theoretical roots, and appreciating their interconnect-
edness has the potential to inform evidence-based agricultural inter-
ventions to transform gender inequalities in agriculture.
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