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Article

Gender Roles in 
Cotton Production 
and Management of 
Related Organizations 
in Benin

Guirguissou Maboudou Alidou 

Anke Niehof

Abstract
Women’s productive roles have generated important debates, heuristic 
as well as practical, in the scientific and development community. In 
Benin, women farmers are playing a key role, particularly in agricul-
ture and cotton production, where they are involved throughout the 
production process. However, only a handful of them are involved in 
the management of farmer organizations. This article aims to identify 
factors that constrain or enable women’s representation in the manage-
ment of cotton organizations. It uses survey data and the life history 
method to meet its objectives. The life history method was applied to 
two women leaders who are exceptions to the rule, to document their 
experience as board members of organizations. Both were cajoled into 
their positions, and then ousted unceremoniously. The results suggest 
that gender myths and stereotypes still determine the involvement of 
women in managing organizations. And the male motive in involving 
women in management continues to remain questionable.
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Cotton Production in Benin and the Division  
of Labor

Benin’s development is being hampered by persistent gender disparities 
and consequent inequalities in the access to and control of economic and 
social resources (World Bank, 2002, 2003). The prevalence of these dis-
parities is in part due to the overlapping of traditional codes on gender, 
which still govern the beliefs and behavior of a large swathe of the popu-
lation, with the current laws (Falen, 2008). Women are often “treated as 
minors with most of their rights coming through their relationships with 
men—fathers, husbands, and brothers” (World Bank, 2002, p. 17). 
Gender disparities are acute in rural areas, where agriculture is the main 
source of employment and where traditional practices perpetuate wom-
en’s subordinate position. Indeed, about 80 percent of the active popula-
tion in Benin engages in agriculture, which constitutes an important 
source of employment for 69 percent of women and 66 percent of men. 
According to the World Bank (2007), women’s contribution to agricul-
tural activities is at least as important as that of men, and their share in 
the agricultural labor force amounted to 46 percent in 2003–2005. The 
increase in women’s participation in agriculture is the result of changes 
in production patterns such as the extension of cash crops, specifically 
cotton (World Bank, 2002).

Before the 1990s, the cotton sector was under a state monopoly. Its 
production was mostly a male business and its revenues were marginal 
(Gandonou, 2005; World Bank, 2003). At that time, women’s role in cot-
ton production was restricted to that of casual labor for male coopera-
tives, the main instrument of cotton production (Albert, 1993). From the 
early 1990s, cotton became the most important cash crop in Benin, 
thanks to the liberalization of the sector and the consequent boom in 
production. It provided up to 80 percent of the income of rural house-
holds, and it was also responsible for 40–45 percent of the total foreign 
exchange earnings of the state (Gergely & Poulton, 2009; Hahonou, 2011). 
Cotton became the only agricultural value chain whose production was 
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organized into a marketing channel (Nissanke & Mavrotas, 2010; World 
Bank, 2003). A network of institutional stakeholders manages the sector 
under the control of an association of professionals. One of the most 
important stakeholders has turned out to be farmer organizations. 
Individually or as groups, farmer are producers of raw cotton and consti-
tute the largest stakeholders, although they are often considered weak 
(Sinzogan, Jiggins, Vodouhè, Kossou, Totin, & van Huis, 2007). For the 
management of the inputs and the marketing of the output, farmers have 
been organized from village to national level in accordance with the 
three-level administrative division of the country. At the village level, 
there are farmer groups, grassroots organizations that form a farmers’ 
union at the district level. District farmer unions form a departmental 
union at the department level, and the latter constitute a farmer federa-
tion at the national level, a huge network of farmer organizations. Each 
level of the organization is governed by a board whose members are 
elected or appointed. Membership of a grassroots organization, however, 
is the basic criterion for accessing the boards at any level.

Ever since the economic significance of cotton increased and it 
became critically important for rural welfare, its production has moved 
from being a primarily male business to becoming a concern of both men 
and women (Baffes, 2004; World Bank, 2002). As a consequence, women 
can now have their own cotton plot, independent of their husbands. 
However, only those women who are heads of households can be regis-
tered individually in the cotton organizations, and married women still 
operate under the authority of their husbands (Tama-Imorou, Wenninck, 
& Nederlof, 2007). But still, women continued to remain absent from the 
boards of organizations until the end of the 1990s, when intra- and inter-
group conflicts led to the breakup of large networks. And some boards 
started accepting women as board members. But even now, women are 
critically under-represented in the boards. The management is overly 
male dominated, and the handful of women who do form part of the 
management are hardly representative of the large number of women 
involved in cotton production. 

The gendered division of labor in cotton farming follows the tradi-
tional pattern: heavy tasks are performed by men and the lighter ones by 
women (World Bank, 2002). Tasks requiring physical strength, such as 
plowing, and activities that pose health risks or require specific knowl-
edge, such as the application of pesticides, are considered unsuitable for 
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women. Insecticide treatment is considered particularly more harmful 
to women than to men (World Bank, 2002). Tasks such as sowing, fer-
tilizing, and harvesting are done by all the household members on the 
main plot, which is prioritized. Additionally, women also cook meals 
for the workers, although this is rarely mentioned as a cotton produc-
tion-related task. Taking all this into account, the World Bank (2002, 
2003) estimated that women spend more time in cotton production than 
men, and that the time they devote to agricultural work could be under-
estimated by official statistics.

Drawing on fieldwork by the first author, the present article analyzes 
the challenges to women’s representation in the management of cotton 
organizations as well as the factors enabling their representation in the 
specific setting of Benin. It addresses the following questions: why are 
women under-represented in cotton farmer organizations in spite of their 
increasing contribution to cotton production? What is the profile of 
women who do become board members of cotton organizations and what 
kind of challenges do they face? 

In the sections that follow, we introduce the theoretical approach. 
After this, we describe the study area, particularly with regard to the 
gendered division of labor, and provide information on how the study 
was conducted. The results are presented according to the methods of 
data collection. Finally, we discuss the findings, simultaneously drawing 
some conclusions and implications for policy measures.

Gender and Leadership

Women’s reproductive functions have always been more acknowledged 
than their productive roles in society (Sprague & Kobrynowicz, 1999). 
This has generated important intellectual debates, heuristic as well as 
practical, within the scientific and development community, leading to 
theories, approaches, and concepts about women’s position and needs in 
society (see, for example, Molyneux, 1985 and Moser, 1989, 1994). 
Molyneux (1985) coined the concept of women’s interests that pertains 
to the shared concerns of women ensuing from their female nature. 
However, this concept glosses over the differences among women, and 
is different from the concept of gender interests that are “those arising 
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from the social relations and positioning of the sexes and therefore per-
tained...to both men and women” (Molyneux, 1998, p. 232). Gender 
interests can be either practical or strategic (Molyneux, 1985; Moser, 
1989). Practical gender interests are “interests based on the satisfaction 
of needs arising from women’s placement within the sexual division of 
labor,” such as access to safe water for domestic production, while the 
strategic ones relate to “those involving claims to transform social rela-
tions in order to enhance women’s position and to secure a more lasting 
re-positioning of women within the gender order and within the society 
at large” (Molyneux, 1998, p. 232). The latter, therefore, call for gender 
equity and improvement in women’s subordinate position.

Gender equity is perceived to be beneficial to society as a whole, and 
can result from modernization, when “socioeconomic development 
brings systematic changes in political, social, and cultural life” (Inglehart 
& Welzel, 2005, p. 46). Recent progress in gender equity is reported in 
domains such as economics and politics (World Bank, 2012). Gender 
differences in political participation in the sub-Saharan Africa may be 
smaller thanks to institutionalized forms of participation, which consti-
tute “safer arenas for women to participate” (Coffe & Bolzendahl, 2011, 
p. 259). However, this formal equality and political representation hides 
an exclusion from leadership roles. Most organizations may still exhibit 
gender disparities because of their failure to change (Ely & Meyerson, 
2000). For instance, based on informal practices and subjective criteria 
of competence, for a long time, it has been conventionally understood 
that managerial jobs are suitable for men and not for women (Billing, 
2011; Ely & Meyerson, 2000). In addition, women have a lesser say than 
men in decision making, both in the private and the public spheres, and 
are poorly represented in the public sphere (World Bank, 2012). Such a 
paternalistic organizational culture is blocking women’s access to lead-
ership positions, particularly in rural areas in developing countries. 
Women’s emancipation is constrained by myths and customs that deprive 
women of their rights, which undermines the achievement of their stra-
tegic needs. Those who do attain leadership positions have to conform to 
male stereotypes of leadership to be able to lead, or they are squeezed out 
of the system (Painter-Morland, 2011). Among factors that force some of 
them to resign voluntarily from their positions are the “exclusion from 
male social networks” and “value clashes.” Thus, “organizations are fail-
ing to retain their executive female talent because of their paternalistic 
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organizational culture, the poor quality of management and their inabil-
ity to accommodate the needs of their top female performers” (Clark & 
Kleyn, 2011, p. 203). Quoting Gardner (1995), Werhane and Painter-
Morland (2011, p. 1) argue that defining leaders as “individuals who 
significantly influence the thoughts, behaviors, and/or feelings of oth-
ers” may affect members’ mindsets and result in a “demeaning” author-
ity relationship. Instead, leadership should be conceptualized as an 
interactive and complex interrelationship between various individuals or 
individuals and leaders of organizations. To better understand the gender 
role in leadership dynamics within organizations, Werhane and Painter-
Morland (2011, p. 2) ask why so few women rise to top leadership posi-
tions within their organizations. The answers lie in persistent myths about 
leadership and issues of the site where leadership is enacted, the structures 
it requires, and the individuals who participate in it. In society, the low 
representation can be self-perpetuating, with women unable to convey 
their ability to lead (World Bank, 2012). The present research seeks to find 
out why so few women get into leadership positions in cotton organiza-
tions, and whether these positions empower the women who do so.

Study Design and Data Management

The data used in this study come from a research project about cotton 
networking that was carried out from January 2009 to April 2011 in the 
north-eastern departments of Benin (Benin is divided into 12 depart-
ments, which are sub-divided into 77 communes (INSAE, 2004)), Borgou 
and Alibori, from where the bulk of the cotton produced in the country is 
sourced. As in other departments of the country, traditional codes, which 
overlap with legal decrees, govern the gender-related beliefs and behavior 
of a large part of the population. The region is characterized by many eth-
nic groups, among which the Baatombu are dominant. The Baatombu 
society has a patrilineal kinship system, virilocal residence, and a patriar-
chal culture. Historically, however, women could hold many noble titles as 
important as head of a chiefdom.1 A few of the honorary ones can still be 
inherited today. Contrary to the achieved titles of men, these titles for 
women are ascribed. One of the most important titles is that of “Yonkogui,” 
the Queen Mother who chairs the name-giving ceremony by shaving and 
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bestowing a “baptismal name” on young descendants of noble families 
(Mama Debourou, 2009; Schottman, 2000, p. 94). But still, women’s 
productive functions are constrained by their limited entitlement to 
landed property. Land is mostly community property in this region, and 
the inheritance of agricultural land is regulated by customary patrilineal 
codes. As a result, women’s “rights are contingent on status” and they 
depend upon men for the location of their personal fields, which is often 
not the best land (Gray & Kevane, 1999, p. 18; World Bank, 2002).

The research used both qualitative and quantitative methods of data 
collection, which were applied in three main phases: (i) an exploratory 
phase consisting of focus group discussions with farmers in 10 purpo-
sively selected villages; (ii) individual in-depth interviews in five vil-
lages with 148 respondents selected from eight cotton organizations; and 
(iii) key informant interviews that were conducted whenever a potential 
key informant was identified. The focus group discussions used a check-
list, while the in-depth interviews were carried out by means of a semi-
structured questionnaire to simultaneously collect quantitative and 
qualitative data. The questionnaire was constructed based on the out-
comes of the focus group discussions. It addressed more specific gender 
issues, such as the division of labor in cotton production and women’s 
dependency on their husbands during and after the cotton boom. Some of 
the data for this study were collected using the life history method 
(Angrosino, 2002; Hagemaster, 1992), which was applied to two women 
leaders. We used their life stories as the primary data source (Shacklock 
& Thorp, 2005), but complemented them with individual in-depth inter-
views for a better understanding of the full complexity of their lives 
(Pamphilon, 1999). Issues addressed included the women’s family of 
origin, their own family, their involvement in cotton production, their 
trajectory as board members, and the challenges they faced, as well as 
the favorable factors that helped them to get on the board.

For the individual interviews, a sample of 148 cotton farmers was 
constructed, combining purposive and random sampling. A total of 33 
leaders at the top of the organizations’ hierarchy, of which only one was 
a woman, were purposively selected for the first round of the interview. 
The remaining 115 farmers were selected by systematic sampling from 
farmer group membership lists at village level. These included 23 women, 
which raised the number of women in the sample to 24 (16 percent). In 
search of women leaders in the organizations, we were informed of 
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three other women who had occupied board positions. The first was the 
wife of a leader, who had appointed her to be “in charge of women’s 
affairs.” She left the position a few years ago, after she divorced her 
husband. The other two were appointed as treasurers in different vil-
lages, but both stepped down many years ago and could not be reached. 
Therefore, as the only recently active women on cotton organizations 
boards, the two women leaders were chosen for the life history 
method.

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS statistics 19.0 for a t-test 
and a chi-square to compare men and women with regards to cotton pro-
duction, and a binary logistic regression was used to assess factors that 
affected farmers’ leadership status in cotton organizations. Qualitative 
data were interpreted through a narrative analysis. The life stories of the 
two women leaders were transcribed for a discourse analysis (Shacklock 
& Thorp, 2005).

Results

Gendered Profile of Cotton Farmers and the Division of Labor

The t-test for equality of means (Table 1a) and the chi-square (Table 1b), 
which compared cotton farmers’ profile according to gendered groups, 
revealed significant differences between women and men with regards to 
selected characteristics.

On average, men had longer experience in cotton production (M = 
21.32, SD = 10.49) than women (M = 14.17, SD = 6.98), with the mean 
difference significant at p < 0.01. Moreover, men’s cotton area was larger 
(M = 2.91, SD = 2.60) than that of women (M = 0.96, SD = 1.13). This 
difference was highly significant at p < 0.001. With regards to the 
membership history in cotton organizations, women had been members of 
fewer cotton organizations (M = 1.67, SD = 0.70) than men (M = 2.15, SD 
= 0.78), with a significant difference at p < 0.01. There was also a significant 
difference at p < 0.01 between the average number of board positions 
occupied by men (M = 1.02, SD = 0.95) and by women (M = 0.29, SD = 
1.08). A highly significant difference (p < 0.001) also existed between the 
average duration of appointment on boards of men (M = 4.62, SD = 4.66) 
and that of women (M = 0.67, SD = 2.70). In addition, the cross-tabulation 
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Table 1a. Comparison of Male and Female Cotton Profile (t-test for Equality 
of Means)

Variables

Gender

Female Male t

Farmer’s household 
dependency ratio 

1.51 (0.31) 1.55 (0.44)  –0.36

Experience in cotton 
production (Years)

14.17 (6.98) 21.32 (10.49)  –3.22**

Size of the average cotton plot 
during the past 5 years (ha) 

0.96 (1.13) 2.91 (2.60) –3.61***

Share of cotton income (%) 36.10 (19.91) 46.66 (27.26) –1.62

Cotton organizational 
membership history

1.67 (0.70) 2.15 (0.78) –2.78**

Number of board positions 
occupied

0.29 (1.08) 1.02 (0.95)  –3.38**

Duration of appointment on 
boards (years)

0.67 (2.70) 4.62 (4.66) –4.02***

Note: �** = p < 0.01; *** = p < 0.001; figures in parentheses are standard deviation of 
means.

Table 1b. Cross-tabulation of Gender and Education

Level of Education

Gender

Female Male c2

No education (0) 20 (83.3%) 63 (50.8%)

9.05*
Primary school (1) 1 (4.2%) 26 (21.0%)

Secondary school (2) 3 (12.5%) 31 (25.0%)

University (3) 0 (0.0%) 4 (3.2%)

Note: * = p < 0.05; percentage appear in parentheses.

of gender and education showed a significant association between the level 
of education and gender c2(3) = 9.05, p < 0.05.

On the division of work in cotton production, the answers reflected 
the taken-for-granted gendered division of labor that underrates women’s 
share. Thus, men widely cited harvesting as exclusively a woman’s task. 
Plowing and pesticide treatment were listed as exclusively male tasks, 
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while sowing and fertilizing were identified as shared tasks. However, to 
avoid delays in work on their cotton farms, certain women household 
heads were forced to perform tasks that were deemed unsuitable and 
risky for women, such as plowing and pesticide treatment. Even so, men 
continued to harp on the inferiority of women to men. During a discus-
sion about the gendered division of labor, a former organization leader 
ridiculed the idea of equating men and women.

Is it not you intellectuals who have decreed that women are equal to us men? 
You ignore the common first inquiry after a birth. Which child [sex] is it? 
“Tònkuro” [a girl], meaning someone who is going to leave the home, or 
“Tònduro” [a boy], meaning the one who is coming into the house. How can 
you equate the two?

In addition, women were less involved in the management of cotton 
production at the household level than men, and this was reflected in the 
level of accuracy of cotton-related information they provided. While 
men were likely to record cotton production data in the area, and could 
specify tonnage over the past years, women rarely did so. The figures the 
latter were able to provide were mostly about the amount of money they 
received from their production. As a woman admitted: “I do not go to the 
cotton market. It is my husband who goes there and brings back home 
what is left after deducting the cost of the inputs.”

Women and Cotton Organizations

Women figured in the organization lists of members and represented 
about 16 percent of the random sample. However, they still lacked con-
trol over their membership and often did not know the name of the 
organization they were part of. As a divorced woman put it: “I am a 
member of the organization of which my brother is a member.” Owing to 
this lack of control, she could not freely change organizations as long as 
her brother was a member, though she had been growing cotton for three 
years without being paid. When the brother finally decided to step out, 
she felt deeply disappointed and abandoned cotton growing.

Women’s absence from cotton marketing at times led to tension 
among couples. A cotton farmer swore that he had not received money 
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from the last cotton season, neither for himself nor for his wife. But the 
wife did not believe him. “She has been accusing me of having spent her 
money without telling her,” complained the farmer. A woman farmer had 
a different experience with her husband. At the end of the 2007–2008 
season, she had quite a good harvest and was expecting some cash. But, 
her husband was in debt. Applying the principle of joint liability for debt 
reimbursement between members of the same organization, the board 
used the earnings from the woman’s production to pay for her husband’s 
debts, without her consent. She could not accept that “as a woman, one 
grows cotton to pay for a man’s debts.” Because of her husband’s inca-
pacity or unwillingness to reimburse the sum, she decided to separate 
and go back to her parents. But there were also married women who 
were growing cotton on plots shared with their husbands. They were 
mostly not registered in cotton organizations in their own name. After 
marketing, they received their share of the proceeds from their husband. 
In polygamous households, as we found in a remote village in the heart 
of the cotton belt, the redistribution was done according to each wife’s 
contribution to the production as estimated by the husband. A head of a 
polygamous household, husband of three wives, observed that “this col-
lective way of growing cotton is more beneficial for wives because they 
earn more than they could have got from a separate plot.”

The poor involvement of women in organization management was 
captured by another woman in the following statement: “We women, we 
do not know the answers to your questions because we are not involved 
in the management of the organization. So you should ask our husbands.” 
However, most women spoke about the futility of being on a board. As a 
woman put it: “It is not worthwhile to be a board member as a woman, 
because you will always be left out from activities with no information.” 
Another woman, who was assistant to the councilor of a village, agreed, 
saying that a woman’s presence on a board was merely symbolic. “When 
a woman is invited, it is merely symbolic, because men would first agree 
among themselves before inviting you as a woman.” 

The absence of women from cotton boards came to the fore as one of 
the causes of lengthy discussions with women when investigating the 
causes of conflicts within and between farmer organizations. Indeed, the 
binary logistic regression, with leadership as the dependent variable that 
takes the value “1” for leaders and “0” otherwise, revealed a positively 
significant effect of gender (p < 0.01) on leadership status (Table 2).
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Education and cotton membership history were also significant at 
p < 0.001 and p < 0.01 respectively. The model, c2(6) = 79.52, had a good 
prediction power of about 79 percent, with an R2 = 0.56.

Life History of Women Leaders

The life history method was applied to investigate the life experience of 
the two women leaders interviewed during the research.

Case 1: Rita the “Iron Lady”

Birth and childhood: Rita is a 57 year old woman, living in a remote 
village in the north-west of Benin. Although Rita’s father was 
extremely poor, she was sent to school at the age of 6 years. Rita was 
still in primary school and all of 9 years of age, when she used the 
money she had saved to pay taxes for her father who was arrested 
because he could not pay them. After the father was released, he 
declared, in tears: “If it were possible to change the sex of a child, 
I  would have transformed you into a boy to stay with me forever.” 
When Rita was in the third year of secondary school, her father could 
no longer afford her education and took her out from school. Rita then 
stayed with a religious foster family, where she took up petty trade. 

Table 2. Logistic Regression of Determinants for Accessing Leadership 
Positions in Cotton Organization 

Variables B (SE) Exp(B)

Farmer’s household dependency ratio –0.25 (0.64) 0.78

Experience in cotton production (Years) 0.04 (0.02) 1.04

Cotton production in ha (mean of the past 
5 years)

0.06 (0.10) 1.06

Cotton organizational membership history 1.01** (0.34) 2.74

Gender 3.05** (1.13) 21.07

Level of education 1.82*** (0.37) 6.18

Constant –6.29*** (1.73) .00

N = 148; R2 = 0.56 (Nagelkerke); Model c2(6) = 79.52; Prediction power = 78.9%

Note: ** = p < 0.01, *** = p < 0.001.
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She used to sell at the church, where she met her husband, who was 
the pastor. The pastor was amazed by her diligence and hard work, and 
expressed his love for her.
Family life: A few months after Rita got married to the pastor, he was 
assigned to a remote village where life was hard, according to Rita. But 
her experience of the economic hardship she had suffered as a child 
helped her brave the situation. She combined farming and petty trading 
to make her family’s life more comfortable. However, the relative wealth 
of the family made the church hierarchy send them twice to places where 
they would not have the opportunity to cultivate or trade. After the third 
assignment, Rita had an argument with her husband who would not let 
her farm anymore because he did not want to move constantly. However, 
Rita managed to acquire a piece of land and started farming, while also 
doing petty trade. The resources generated by her activities allowed them 
to build the house they currently live in. “I am proud of these achieve-
ments. We have no salary but God blessed us!,” says Rita.

Rita is a mother of 12 children, of whom only her eldest daughter got 
a baccalaureate, but the two had a fallout when the daughter refused to 
continue with her studies. Now, Rita is no longer in contact with her 
daughter.
Cotton farming and related organizational activism: Rita started 
growing cotton at the end of the 1980s, after the third assignment of her 
husband. In 1998, she was elected as the treasurer of the district farmer 
union, “against a man” (she proudly specifies). From 2001 onward, after 
Rita resigned from the organization, she has spearheaded the launch of 
three dissident cotton organizations in the district. She was successively 
appointed as in-charge of women’s affairs, deputy treasurer, and general 
secretary, in the respective boards. She always battled for better manage-
ment of these organizations.

In the third organization, the private cotton ginner to whom they used 
to give their produce brought in several million FCFA2 to the organiza-
tion during their second season. The few board members who collected 
the money from the businessman kept it for themselves and denied hav-
ing received it. Among the frustrated board members, Rita was the only 
one who dared to confront them on the issue. She declared them guilty at 
a meeting. Later, the other male colleagues congratulated her, saying: 
“We really appreciate your courage, and we would like you to join us to 
create our own organization.” But she told the men of her fears, saying 
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that she preferred to stay at home and take care of herself instead of suf-
fering for people “who will leave me out from the redistribution of the 
benefits.” But they promised to be fair with her. The initial meeting was 
organized at her place, where they decided to set up a new cotton organi-
zation and assigned board positions to the founders. The organization 
operated for four year before an extraordinary assembly was convened. 
Rita refused to attend because she was informed very late and had to 
travel far for the meeting. In addition, she could not leave home while 
her husband was traveling. At the meeting, partial changes were made in 
board membership positions and Rita was ousted for “unknown rea-
sons.” Rita did not react to her ouster. She explained: “I decided to keep 
quiet to avoid controversy, though they have never notified me of any 
fault of mine for being ousted in this way.”

Being a member of many cotton organization boards one after the other, 
Rita attended many important meetings and negotiations with inputs sup-
pliers, most of whom she accused of being inclined toward corruption. She 
said that many times she had been offered significant sums of money, 
directly or through intermediaries. She is proud that she never succumbed 
to temptation. She also faced all kinds of gender stereotyping as “men 
never accepted me as a full member capable of achieving something.” Her 
commitment earned her the moniker “iron lady” from her fellow board 
members and “crusher” from inputs suppliers. “They thought that by giv-
ing me names, they would upset me and I would give up, but I did not 
mind,” she said. Rita still recalls how some people tried to discourage and 
de-motivate her followers when she promoted breakaway organizations, 
saying: “You are silly! Otherwise you would not follow a woman. Do you 
want to be ruled by a woman?” But she did not give up and many followers 
trusted her. For that reason, she calls her participation in boards a success 
and continues to grow cotton. She said:

If I stop producing cotton now, farmers would think that I betrayed them. 
They acknowledge my contribution in defending their interests, and usu-
ally say: “Without that woman who halted other board members’ theft, we 
would have been in a lot of trouble for a long time.” I am grateful for such an 
acknowledgment.

Membership in organizations: Rita is also a member of many organi-
zations other than cotton, on the boards of which she has held positions 
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such as president (of a women’s group) and treasurer (on the board of the 
district civil society organization). For over 10 years, she has played a 
leadership role in the women’s group. Whenever it comes to renewing 
the board members, “women say ‘it is you we prefer’ and they do not 
want to replace me,” she says. Rita also entered political life, though 
with no affiliation to any particular political party. In 2008, she headed a 
list of independents and ran unsuccessfully for a position at a municipal 
council.

According to Rita, her domestic responsibilities rarely come in the 
way of her activism. “My husband encourages me in my organizational 
activities...He is not like others,” she said. When asked why she has been 
appointed to so many boards and how she deals with her duties, Rita 
replied: “You know nobility is not given; it is deserved.”

Case 2: Gnon the “Libertine”

Birth and family of origin: Born the eldest in a family of five brothers 
and four sisters, Gnon is a 37 year old widow, living with her siblings, 
together with their widowed mother. She takes care of the family with 
the help of her unmarried younger brother. However, it is the brother 
who acts as the head of their household. Gnon dropped out of school 
when she was in the third grade because she was ashamed to have to 
repeat the class while her friends went to a higher grade. “It was due to 
ignorance. If it were now, I would have simply redone my class,” she 
regrets. After Gnon dropped out, she was trained as a seamstress. Soon 
after getting a diploma, she got married.

Own family: Gnon married into a large household of seven married 
brothers, sharing domestic tasks with many “co-wives.” She gave birth 
to four children. Her matrimonial duties did not hinder her active role in 
various organizations, in spite of the gossip going on at the time because 
of her multiple travels for training. Her husband was regularly confronted 
with statements such as: “You are an illiterate farmer, you have a drop-
out wife travelling everywhere...Make her stop these activities.” But he 
would answer: “Only her father knows how much he spent to educate 
her. I am not willing to spoil her job. I would like her to continue because 
what she gets belongs to my family.” Unfortunately, he died young, 
much to Gnon’s regret.

After her husband’s death, she and her children returned to her par-
ents. However, she continued cultivating the land of her late husband, 
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which was owned by her in-laws. Five years after the husband’s death, 
the eldest brother-in-law asked her to leave this plot of land, the yield 
from which she was using to raise her children. The brother-in-law alleg-
edly declared: “A woman cannot inherit land from her husband!”
Cotton farming and the cotton organization experience: Though 
Gnon started growing cotton with her husband, her involvement with 
cotton boards started only after his death. She started by working as the 
person in charge of weighing cotton in a farmers’ group. When the fourth 
breakaway organization emerged in the village, its local president could 
not find a man to be the secretary as he was involved in a violent conflict. 
He approached Gnon and tried to convince her to accept the position, but 
she refused. Then he asked her parents to intercede on his behalf, saying 
that their daughter could “save him from shame.” Gnon’s father obliged 
and asked her to accept the position, directing her “to go and help him in 
doing what he wanted.” According to Gnon, her presence on the board 
made the group steadily grow in size. She recalled new members saying: 
“As a woman is the secretary of this group, it should be trustworthy 
because women are not contaminated by hypocrisy.” However, she also 
challenged skeptics who were waiting to see how a woman would be able 
to manage cotton marketing. She says: “I marketed cotton as any man 
would do. I had no debts and no arrears.” When asked what made her leave 
the organization, she answered: “If a husband who courted you does not 
accept you anymore, it is better to leave him and go your way...”

But in truth, she was forced out of the organization. At the end of its 
second cotton season, the organization decided to allocate motorbikes to 
some leaders. Gnon was selected among them, but a few days before the 
motorbikes were to be allotted, a board meeting was convened by the 
president, who declared: “At the point we are now, the government...said 
that it is time for change. You Gnon, as I see you, you will not be able to 
do the work…it is beyond a woman’s capabilities.”

When asked why this work was beyond a woman, Gnon said: “Because 
change had come, our president said...and only men would be members 
of the board.” In spite of her disenchantment, Gnon respectfully knelt in 
front of the president and said:

Daddy, thank you. When you needed me to run the organization, I was not an 
incapable woman. But I will tell you one thing: this is a white power (a mod-
ern power). If it were a traditional title I was entitled to inherit, you would 
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never have been able to oust me without fear for your life. Thank you and 
only God will pay you back.

Back home, she told her parents what had just transpired, and blamed 
her father for her ouster. The father argued that a board position was 
not an inherited title, and that god would punish the president for what 
he had done.
Membership in organizations: Gnon is a very active woman who par-
ticipates in diverse activities. Apart from sewing, she is the secretary of 
a women’s group, the only woman literacy teacher in the village for 10 
years, and a community volunteer for health promotion. Gnon’s mem-
bership in organizations other than those related to cotton started a few 
months after she got her diploma, and she was appointed the secretary of 
the woman’s group without her knowledge. But despite being busy with 
all these duties, she has misgivings about being a “free woman.” She 
feels people’s eyes are constantly on her because they think that she does 
not want to marry again. “I am really concerned about getting a husband, 
but I am not lucky,” she laments.

Male Reaction to Women’s Ouster

Men were not inclined to comment on the way the two women leaders 
were ousted. The president of Rita’s organization, who was ousted 
together with her, explained that he did not attend the meeting because 
he had decided to stay away from cotton, which had become a trouble-
some business. He said he did not know why Rita was ousted and was 
not “willing to comment on it.” The newly appointed president argued 
that the “former board,” of which he was also a member, “did not report 
to network members.” The leader of Gnon’s organization, tried to justify 
her ouster by saying: “You know she is not so clean morally.”

Discussions and Conclusion

The random selection of women from the list of the organizations reveals 
that women’s membership of cotton organizations has progressed, and that 
they can actually be registered as members in their own name. This could 
be partly due to the fragmentation of organizations, and the consequent 
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competition for membership. The ignorance that many women showed 
about the organizations of which they were members means that some of 
them might have been registered by their husbands or other male rela-
tives to raise the group size of the organizations. The ensuing culturally 
underpinned division of labor, by forcing women to adopt and adapt to 
male hegemonic view, has social implications. Deeply entrenched myths 
and stereotypical images are internalized by women as well, even though 
these are demeaning to them. This is what Bourdieu (1989, p. 18) called 
a “construction carried out under structural constraints” through which 
even the most disadvantaged actors tend to perceive their world as natu-
ral. Such cognitive processes take place in everyday life. The significant 
differences between men and women with regards to their experiences in 
cotton production, the area under cotton, and the organizational member-
ship profile (membership history, number of board positions, and the 
duration of the appointment) are certainly rooted in these processes. For 
instance, harvesting is widely considered a woman’s task because it is 
considered easy. In reality, it is a very tiring and time-consuming activity 
that requires concentration. Also, the boundary between ‘heavy or risky 
tasks’ and ‘light tasks’ in cotton production has blurred since the labor 
constraints force women to perform tasks that are supposedly a male 
preserve. As a result, women’s participation in cotton production actu-
ally runs throughout the entire production cycle. This shows how wom-
en’s contribution is underrated, and they end up handling tasks that men 
are reluctant to perform. A similar observation has been made in Uganda 
where a “systematical perceptional bias against work” performed by 
women, which becomes de-skilled and/or de-valued, undermines their 
ability to be fairly remunerated (Lodin, 2012, p. 261).

Even though women contribute to the entire production cycle, they 
are largely absent from the cotton market, where the produce is weighed 
and payments are made, thereby losing control over their yield. Women 
are deprived of essential information, and have limited autonomy in 
decision making within cotton organizations. They are resigned to 
accepting the money given to them by their male representatives even 
though they don’t trust them, as is evident from the dispute between two 
farmers and their spouses mentioned earlier. This lack of control of 
women in the public sphere originates from cultural practices that 
strongly shape the women’s position in the private sphere, and affects 
their strategic as well as practical interests. For instance, economic and 
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consumption needs made both Rita and Gnon the de facto heads of their 
respective households, though with different entitlements. While Rita’s 
role in the household was acknowledged, Gnon’s was not. Her younger 
brother was seen as the head of the household, due to social and cultural 
norms that prevent a woman from heading a household where there is a 
man (Moser, 1994). Also, society at large seems to resist women’s auton-
omy, as illustrated by the biases faced by the two women leaders in their 
family and cotton boards. Women exercising their agency seldom man-
age to overcome the hurdles that come in the way of achieving their 
aspirations. Consequently, with practical gender needs being the overrid-
ing concern, it is almost impossible for women to meet their strategic 
gender needs.

Women are poorly empowered within cotton organizations, as is evi-
dent from their membership history in cotton organizations as compared 
to men. This, in turn, limits their chances of being on the board of cotton 
organizations, as a farmer who has been a member of a number of cotton 
organizations stands a better chance of becoming a board member. 
Leadership in cotton organizations is highly affected by gender and edu-
cation, a field where women lag behind. Less than one-fifth of the women 
in the sample had enjoyed formal education compared to one out of two 
men. The World Bank (2012) identified education as one of the main 
factors in reducing gender gaps in the developing world. This is evident 
from the positive correlation of education and gender with leadership in 
cotton organizations. The odds ratio (OR) of 21.07 for gender means that 
for each shift from 0 (female) to 1 (male), a male farmer is about 21 
times more likely to become a leader in cotton organizations. The level of 
difference in education among men and women is about 6. This illustrates 
how excluded women are from cotton organizations. It is from such inter-
actions that Crenshaw (1991) coined the concept of intersectionality. 

Rita and Gnon are exceptions. Both exhibited exceptional traits that 
many other women lacked, and which favored their emergence as lead-
ers. Both were relatively well-educated women in their respective vil-
lages. At the household level, both Rita and Gnon were fortunate to have 
open-minded husbands whom they both qualified as “different from the 
other men.” Rita’s hardworking nature caused her family to be moved 
from one place to another by the church hierarchy. As for Gnon, her 
capabilities were acknowledged by her late husband, who rejected the 
gossip about her, saying that her extra-domestic activities benefited his 
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household. Men, it appears, are inclined to give more freedom to women 
when they find their activities benefiting themselves. This implies that 
portraying gender equity as being in the interest of men could help it gain 
more acceptance among the male community in rural areas.

Rita and Gnon were quite active as members of various cotton organ-
izations and even played leadership roles. Rita’s initiative and assertive 
nature enabled her to confront her male board mates with their embez-
zlements. A natural leader, she was approached by many farmers, 
including men, for advise on agricultural issues even before she was 
appointed the treasurer of the district union. As a result, she benefited 
from the support of ordinary farmers, and in turn was concerned about 
their welfare. As Werhane and Painter-Morland (2011, p. 3) stated, 
“leadership is not necessarily restricted to individuals appointed to posi-
tions of authority, but is a dispersed capacity of the organization as a 
whole.” Rita herself concluded the interview with a meaningful state-
ment about the character of nobility.

The fate of the two women leaders within their respective organiza-
tions confirms the male stereotypical denial of a woman’s capability to 
lead, although men individually admitted to their ability. Paternalistic 
culture is still dominant in the region, causing men to deny certain prin-
ciples at the group level while acknowledging them as individuals. 
However, the reaction of Rita and Gnon to the unfair way in which they 
were ousted uncovers some differences in perception about organization-
related conflicts between men and women. Gnon’s reaction shows how 
the reference to traditional noble titles is negotiable, offering a different 
perspective. But considering the position on the board is elected and a 
non-ascribed title, she accepted her ouster, regardless of the way in which 
it had been orchestrated. Rita’s reaction was to keep quiet and not stir 
trouble. Their reactions are at odds with those of leaders in other cotton 
organizations in Benin, who are not known to cede their position without 
a struggle. Most male leaders are known for their reluctance to forfeit 
their positions on boards, and often refer to traditional ascribed titles to 
justify their behavior. Thus, the women’s reaction to group conflicts con-
trasts radically with that of men. As indicated by Carli (1989), while men 
focus more on disagreements, women are more likely to voice agree-
ments. The women’s presumption that their presence on the boards could 
reduce intra-group conflicts does not seem to be entirely unfounded, 
although in this case, the two women leaders were disempowered. 
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Consequently, “the socialized differences between men and women” that 
are captured in the concept of gender should highlight the value of the 
female nature for an “effective and much-needed management style” 
(Ely & Meyerson, 2000, pp. 108–109). There are policy implications in 
this study which the planners will do well to heed.
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Notes
1.	 Key informant interview with Babou, a griot (storyteller), at Parakou, 2011, 

March 16.
2.	 Franc de la communauté Française de l’Afrique, currency common to 13 

French African colonies. The average exchange rate at that time (2004) was 1 
USD = 528.28 FCFA (World Trade Organization [WTO], 2005).
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