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This article presents an examination of the role of women in the 

politics of U.S. agriculture. For this article, politics is defined as the 

art of creating compromises among the competing goals and objectives of 

individuals and groups concerned about an issue. Individuals involved 1n 

politics include both those attempting to achieve the compromise and those 

representing the individuals and groups involved in the debate. Not being 

involved in the politics of policy is not synonymous with little or no 

influence on policy, but involvement in politics does increase the possi-

bility of influencing policy. 

Specific topics addressed 1n this paper are women as witnesses before 

the House and Senate Agricultural Committees' hearings on the Food Security 

Act of 1985, women as representative of farm related organizations and 

businesses in Washington, D.C., and the role of Women Farm Groups. This 

discussion will then be placed in the context of a participatory and 

representative government. Lastly, implications for researchable issues 1n 

the area of women, agriculture, politics, and policy formation will be 

discussed. 

Testimony Before Congress 

One of the most important public forums for interaction between 

constituents and their representatives is Congressional hearings. During 

hearings, views of various actors in the policy formation process are 
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publicly aired before Congressional committees having jurisdiction over the 

issues being addressed. One aspect of the involvement of women in the 

politics of farm policy is as witnesses before Congressional committees. 

During 1985, both the Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and 

Forestry and the House of Representatives Committee on Agriculture con

ducted extensive hearings on the issues which framed the 1985 farm bill 

debate. Women comprised only seven percent of the witnesses who appeared at 

hearings devoted to production agriculture issues such as commodity 

programs, farm credit, research, and international trade. In contrast, 

women made up 38 percent of the witnesses who appeared at hearings on 

domestic nutrition issues contained in the farm bill debate, notably food 

stamps and commodity donation programs (Ninety-Ninth Congress, 1985 and 

1986). It should be noted that domestic food programs comprised 42 percent 

of U.S. Department of Agriculture expenditures in fiscal year 1985 (Con

gressional Quarterly, Inc.) 

The distinction between production agriculture and nutrition 1ssues 1s 

not as clear as suggested by the division used above. All topics overlap 

to some extent because of the interaction between supply (production 

agriculture) and demand (nutrition programs). 

greater extent, such as research and extension. 

Some overlap to an even 

Women as Washington Representatives of Agriculture 

A second manner in which women can influence the politics of agricul

ture is as representatives of agricultural organizations. Being in 

Washington is "being closer to the action" and therefore having a somewhat 

higher probability of participating in the policy formation process. 
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The publication, Washington Representatives, provides a fairly compre

hensive listing of people in '~ashington who work for American trade 

associationst professional societies, labor unions, corporations, and 

public interest groups. Some, but by no means all, are registered under the 

Lobby Act" (Washington Representatives, p. 2). It also divides organiza

tions into varLous categories, two of which are nutrition and agriculture 

and farm equipment. These two categories do not include all organizations 

with an interest in agriculture issues. Most notably, some of the commod

ity groups are categorized separately, for example sugar and peanuts. But, 

the nutrition organizations run the gumit from the American Institute of 

Biological Sciences to Public Voice for Food and Health Policy to World 

Hunger Education Services. Organizations listed in the agriculture and 

farm equipment category range from the American Beekeeping Federation to 

Deere and Company to the Organization of Professional Employees of the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture. The two groups thus contain a diverse set of 

Washington representatives of agriculturally oriented organizations. 

At the risk of offending everyone and apologizing before the fact, a 

count of those individuals whose names could be taken with high probability 

to be male or female in gender yielded 37 representatives in the nutrition 

area and 212 in agriculture and farm equipment. (Those whose name could 

be classified as either male or female were excluded.) Women numbered 35 

percent of the representatives under nutrition and seven percent under 

agriculture and farm equipment. Note the similarity with the results for 

tabulating witnesses by gender. 
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Women Farm Groups 

Women farm groups have historically represented a focal point for 

cultural, political, and social activities for many farm women. They can 

broadly be grouped into two types: independent and affiliated. Independent 

women groups are groups not affliated with a farm organization. Examples 

are Women Involved in Farm Economics (WIFE) and American Agri-Women (AAW). 

WIFE and AAW are grass-root general farm organizations. Affiliated women 

groups are those associated with farm organizations. These include, among 

others, the American Farm Bureau Women, National Pork Council Women, and 

American National Cattlewomen. 

Women farm groups have historically been associated with promotion of 

farm products. But, a survey of selected farm women's groups early in 1986 

revealed a desire to become more involved in the politics of agriculture 

(Wyant, March 8, 1986). Specific strategies outlined included trips to 

Washington, D.C., legislative breakfasts, and writing members of Congress. 

For example, representatives of WIFE testified before the Senate Committee 

on Agriculture, Nutrition, and Forestry during farm bill hearings on both 

feed grain and wheat issues. 

Agriculture, Women, and the U.S. Political System 

The U.S. political system is a participatory democracy within the 

context of a representative-based republic. Political discussion and 

subsequent decisions, therefore, generally represent the constituency and 

the views of the,constituency on an issue. Given the representative nature 

of the U.S. political system, it 1s important to realize that the current 

as well as historical picture of U.S. farming is generally that of a 

farmer, accoupanied by his son(s), doing chores around the farmstead. This 
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perception of a male dominated profession 1s at least tangentially 

documented by the fact that, according to the 1982 Census of Agriculture, 

only 5.4 percent of farm operators are women. Therefore, it should not be 

surprising that the numbers presented above on women involved in the 

politics of agriculture suggest a male-oriented politic. Likewise, it is 

not surprising that the proportion of women in the domestic nutrition area 

exceeds that in the production agriculture area. More specifically, ~n 

1983 twenty-nine percent of households receiving food stamps were headed by 

women with no spouse present (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1985, p. 123). 

Note, women involved in the nutrition area are not generally farm women. 

The clientele group is predominately the urban poor. 

Given the derived nature of politics, changes in constituency v~ews 

and composition should ultimately be reflected in the political system. One 

can speculate that the role of women is becoming more important 1n the 

monetary derived well-being of the farm family. In 1960, 44 percent of 

farm income was accounted for by nonfarm income. In 1984, this share had 

increased to 60 percent (U.S. Department of Agriculture, pp. 46-47). 

Maybe even more importantly, whereas 30 percent of farm operators reported 

working more than 100 days off the farm in 1959, 43 percent reported this 

amount of off-farm work in 1982 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 1959 and 

1984). 

A recent survey of 606 Indiana farm women found that 65 percent of the 

respondents described themselves as partners in farm management and 

slightly over 60 percent play a key role in keeping books and other farm 

records. It is not possible to determine if these percentages have trended 

upward over time, but it would be expected that the increasing role of 
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off-farm income will lead to greater participation of women in the manage

ment and operation of farms. In turn, their participation in the farm 

political process should increase. 

The preceeding discussion of women in politics begs an important 

question. Politics is the formation of policy. Therefore, the relative 

lack of participation by women in politics is not synonymous with the 

conclusion that policy does not fairly represent the views of women 

involved in production agriculture. If farm women have the same views as 

farm men on policy issues, then no gender bias exists in farm policy. If 

the views do differ, then the potential for gender bias exists. It would 

be an exciting research project to determine if differences do exist, how 

important they are, how they vary with farm and personal characteristics, 

and what is the bias of policy. 
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