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Abstract:

In this paper, we explore the gendered experiences of, and responses to, socio-economic and
environmental change evoked by processes of land acquisition for oil palm plantation development.
Drawing upon ethnographic fieldwork in West Kalimantan, Indonesia, we examine the
heterogeneous and differentiated nature of women'’s lived experiences in resisting, accepting and
enacting agrarian change. We find that impacts stretch beyond livelihood opportunities, access to
land and resources, and labour conditions: plantation development also affects and changes social
relations, leading to insecurity and anxiety and new forms of solidarity. Using an analytical
framework of ‘spaces for participation” we highlight how women are excluded from participation
during negotiations and contestations around land acquisition for the development of oil palm
plantations. Yet, women also challenge their exclusion by claiming space for participation in different
ways, including by engaging in alternative, more subtle forms of resistance that frequently go
unnoticed by policies and practices that aim to empower women.



1. INTRODUCTION

This article explores the gendered experiences of, and responses to processes of land
acquisition for the development of large-scale oil palm plantations. Oil palm and other large-scale
agribusiness developments can result in significant gendered impacts on local communities, with
women being particularly vulnerable to losing access to land, excluded from decision-making
processes, and subjected to poor and sometimes dangerous labour conditions. Drawing upon
ethnographic fieldwork in West Kalimantan, Indonesia, we explore how women engage with land
acquisition processes.. Our study makes visible the practices and spaces for women’s participation
beyond formal settings of company-community negotiations, from which women are often excluded.
We argue that palm oil land deals not only impact women'’s livelihood opportunities and access to
resources, but women’s responses shape and transform their socio-economic and political positions.
Hence, to better understand gendered impacts, we need to examine women's diverse responses.

This research contributes to an emerging debate about the gendered impacts of oil palm
development. After renewed academic interest in the differentiated socio-economic and
environmental impacts of agrofuel production on rural populations in the global South (for palm oil,
see Castellanos-Navarrete and Jansen, 2015 for Mexico; Feintrenie, 2014 for Central-Africa;
McCarthy, 2010 for Indonesia), gradually more attention is being paid to gender dynamics. Empirical
studies on gendered impacts by Julia and White (2012), Li (2015), Elmhirst et al. (2015; 2017) and
Elmhirst and Darmastuti (2015) reveal critical concerns of unequal access to land, poor labour
conditions, and the exclusion of women from decision-making regarding land acquisition and
plantation development and management. Limited attention to these issues in policy-making can
further exacerbate local gender-differentiated impacts related to large-scale land deals (Behrman et
al, 2012; Nelson and Lambrou, 2011), risking the further disempowerment of women (Agarwal,
1997), and making them particularly vulnerable to having their “futures precluded” (Li, 2017). In
recognition of this concern, there have been efforts to support the participation of women in
decision-making by NGOs, companies and other agencies. For example, the Roundtable on
Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO), a multi-stakeholder initiative designed to address environmental and
social problems associated with palm oil production through certification, demands that its
signatories conduct participatory Social Impact Assessment (SIA),* “including women...as appropriate
to the situation” (RSPO, 2013: 34). However, the RSPO’s requirements and auditing processes have
been criticised for their lack of specific attention to gender, or gender is considered a household
issue outside the scope of the RSPO (Basnett et al., 2016).

Missing from the current debate is empirical data on the diversity of women’s responses to
these issues and existing policies may fall short of including women's voices. As gender has become
mainstreamed, it is increasingly institutionalised into tools and techniques in development practice,
diluting gender’s critical and politicised edge, and its transformatory potential as a feminist concept
(Elmhirst and Resurreccion, 2008; Leach, 2007). Mainstream policy approaches focus on "how to
simply include more women” (Hartcourt, 2016: 168). Elmhirst’s discussion of feminist political
ecology (2011, this journal) calls for an explicit focus on gender. Moreover, Elmhirst (2011: 7) warns
that viewing ‘women’ as “a homogenous and undifferentiated social category” risks depoliticising
gender. Stressing the importance of intersectionality, Haug (2017) demonstrates that gendered
impacts of development among the Dayak Benuaq in Kalimantan are highly interwoven with

1 Social Impact Assessment (SIA) incorporates the processes of analysing, monitoring and managing social issues associated
with planned interventions (Esteves et al. 2012). Under the RSPQ’s requirements, SIA should be conducted for both new
developments and existing operations, with the participation of affected peoples.



differences in age, class, and education opportunities. People inhabit multiple and fragmented
identities, constituted in social relations and networks including gender, class, religion, sexuality,
race/ethnicity and post-coloniality (Elmhirst, 2011). Following these notions, we look beyond
gendered impacts on livelihoods, to women’s responses to and experiences of socio-economic and
environmental change related to plantation development, recognizing that contradictions may
emerge (O'Shaughnessy and Krogman, 2011), and acknowledging that gender practices are shaped
by other social categories, e.g. age, religion, socio-political position; previous experiences, and power
differentials that are specific to, and reflective of particular historical and geographical contexts
(Lykke 2010). We argue that a focus on gendered experiences reveals forms of inclusion and
exclusion crucial in understanding the differentiated impacts of palm oil production. We examine
women’s positions in interactions with companies and NGOs, and their social relations within
communities and households. Our choice to focus on women’s experiences of change, rather than
socio-economic impacts of oil palm development, is inspired by a notion of agrarian change that
focuses on the micro-politics and everyday embodied activities, and everyday forms of resistance or
acceptance within processes of transformation (e.g. Kerkvliet, 2009; Nightingale, 2011; Potter, 2008;
Scott, 1985). While important research has examined the overt forms of resistance and the ways in
which women act as agents of agrarian change through protest against land acquisition for
plantation development (Lamb et al., 2017; Morgan, 2017), we argue that a focus on experiences of
participation and resistance, including the role of emotions in resource struggles (Sultana, 2011),
provides a deeper understanding of opportunities and challenges for women when they are
incorporated into the palm oil industry or resist incorporation. We use an analytical framework of
‘spaces for participation’ to see where and how women engage with processes of oil palm
development; or how they might create alternative spaces for participation, enacting forms of
resistance or acceptance that often go unnoticed by policy makers, companies and NGOs who aim to
empower women. We find that women respond in diverse ways and may exert different forms of
agency in alternative spaces.

The paper is outlined as follows. First we provide an overview of literature on the gendered
impacts of oil palm. Next, we provide an analytical framework addressing spaces for participation
and resistance. We then discuss methodological considerations associated with research on gender,
reflecting on positionality and representation issues. In the fourth section, we present empirical
accounts of women’s experiences and responses to oil palm plantation development and
contestations and negotiations relating to this. Our conclusion reflects on spaces for participation in
relation to current debates on the inclusion of women in palm oil sustainability standards and policy
tools and mechanisms.

2. GENDERED IMPACTS OF OIL PALM DEVELOPMENT

The literature reviewed on oil palm and gender reveals three key concerns. First, Julia and
White (2012) observe that the arrival of palm oil companies in rural areas leads to major changes in
tenurial regimes. Their study on Hibun Dayak in West Kalimantan, found that the Nucleus-Plasma
(NES)? plantation system used by oil palm companies in Indonesia leads to an individualisation of
communal land tenure systems, because smallholder plasma plots are registered under the head of
the household; usually the husband. Julia and White (2012) record cases of women who lost their
lands in this way (a problem also observed by Li, 2015). Another consequence of individualisation of

2 A scheme for cooperation between core plantations, owned and managed by companies, and smallholder plots, managed
by individual smallholders or cooperatives.



land tenure, reported by Elmhirst et al. (2015: 8), is that “women’s relationship with the forest is
altered as opportunities such as the production of handicrafts using rattan, bamboo and other forest
products have gone”. In addition, women lose access to forest products such as edible plants, fruits,
firewood, fish, game, and water, potentially jeopardizing food security.

Second, Bissonnette (2012: 127) demonstrates that the division of labour in the palm oil
industry is strictly gendered. Women are mostly involved in maintenance such as “spraying
pesticides, weeding, clearing bushes and applying fertilizers”, whereas men are involved in
production such as harvesting (ibid.). While these tasks are regarded as ‘lighter’ or ‘easier’ work,
women are in contact with harmful pesticides and fertilizers, and safety measures provided by
companies are frequently inadequate or lacking. Bissonnette (2012) reports how companies gave
women tinned milk to drink to apparently mitigate the harm caused by toxic agrochemicals with
which they worked (also observed during fieldwork by one of the authors). Women have less access
to contract and casual work, and are denied rights to healthcare, pensions, or other benefits (Li,
2015; 2017). Women depend on good relationships with their supervisors, and if they show
resistance, they could be assigned heavier and more hazardous tasks. Moreover, women perform the
lowest-paid tasks or are seen as their husbands’ ‘helpers’ and are not paid at all. Li (2015) reports
that six female plantation workers in West Kalimantan went on strike for six days to protest wage
cuts, but the company threatened them with intimidation. The women’s status as casual workers
made their efforts to claim their rights ineffective (ibid.). Yet, Li (2017) also demonstrates how
women fight back by diverting some of the plantation's wealth by colluding with their supervisors,
paying them to look the other way in return for a share. Julia and White (2012) observe a
feminisation of agriculture as women continue to work in subsistence farming while also working on
plantations, but creating a double burden of labour. Women also try to find additional income by
collecting berondol, loose palm fruits on the ground, which companies regard as ‘stealing’ and
women face intimidation from security guards and criminalization (ibid.).

Third, Elhmbhirst et al. (2015), Julia and White (2012) and Li (2015) note that women are
excluded from participation in decision-making over land transfer deals, smallholder arrangements
and working conditions. EImhirst et al. (2015) report that although there are no formal restrictions to
women attending sosialisasi,®> husbands usually represent households at meetings. Julia and White
(2012) state that women are underrepresented in the Oil Palm Farmer’s Union, because membership
is based on being registered as a smallholder; usually a man. Also, Li (2015: 15) emphasizes that the
system in which men are registered as smallholders means that women cannot become members of
cooperatives (plasma holders are usually organized into cooperatives for engagement with
companies). She states that the “exclusion of women from co-op membership was a significant
failure of the scheme design, a missed opportunity to address a gender injustice by reversing
women’s marginalization in the public sphere”.

3. SPACES FOR PARTICIPATION

The literature reviewed provides a comprehensive understanding of the possible negative
implications of oil palm plantation development (and operations) for women. Building on this, we
look into how women experience and respond to land acquisition preceding plantation development
by examining participation of women in organized responses to company practices, such as
company-community meetings, internal village meetings and protest actions, as well as indirect ways

3 Sosialisasi (socialisation) is an Indonesian concept for companies to consult and inform communities about projected
development initiatives such as plantations.



of engaging with land acquisition processes. This includes everyday practices that are intentionally
and unintentionally related to constituting and resisting the transformation of landscapes into
plantations.

We dissect the micro-politics and practices that shape “spaces for participation” relating to
various stages of plantation development and management, considering their accessibility and how
people participate. While processes of “participation” may include meetings, participation can
include constructing alternative spaces to exert agency (e.g. as resistance), outside more organized
spaces. Scott (1985) and Kerkvliet (2009) have argued that resistance is not always overt and direct:
they emphasize the power of everyday forms of resistance as “weapons of the weak” (see Gutmann,
1993 for critique). De Certeau (1984) asserts that “the simple act of walking where one should not”
can be a form of resistance by participating in the (re)construction of the landscape, “refuting
notions of social and moral order which have been inscribed on the landscape” (as cited in Holloway
and Hubbard, 2001: 219). Where De Certeau stresses that “resistive appropriations of everyday
spaces” (ibid.) should be tactical, stressing intentionality of such actions, Ingold (2000) deploys the
concept of “dwelling” to understand how places come into being: people construct places, physically
or imaginatively, through their practical engagement with their surroundings. Thus, everyday
practices may not directly represent intentional acts of participation or resistance, but importantly,
do shape landscapes. This attention to everyday practices as ways of engaging with, participating in
or resisting processes of agrarian change, is not meant to dismiss more overt forms of resistance,
through which people might risk their lives for change (Gutmann, 1993). Moreover, it should be
recognized that everyday practices may reproduce power relations that exclude women from other
forms of participation. Building upon this, we understand participation to mean different forms of
engagement that influence decision-making processes (Nightingale, 2002.), recognizing that
participation is situated in spaces that are constructed through power relations.

Reflecting on our own ways of participating in processes of knowledge construction
regarding land acquisition for oil palm development, we noticed how the places where we conducted
research —places where decisions were made about how to tell this story, as well as the very nature
of the story — where not equally accessible to all. Adding nuance to Lefebvre’s claim that “space is a
social product... it is not simply ‘there’, a neutral container waiting to be filled, but is a dynamic,
humanly constructed means of control, and hence of domination, of power” (1991: 24), feminist
political ecologists have emphasized how attention to everyday spatial practices gives insight into
power relations and the production of difference (e.g. Nightingale, 2011). This leads us to examine
how the spaces where women engage in land acquisition, resistance and research are constructed
through dynamic power relations.

In this regard, Cornwall (2002) and Gaventa (2004) distinguish between closed, invited,
and claimed (or created) spaces for participation. “Spaces can be viewed in a material sense” or “as
metaphorical spaces”, such as networks (Massey 1994, as cited in Tallontire et al., 2014). Many
spaces are ‘closed,” as a limited group of actors make decisions behind closed doors, without even
superficial endeavours to include others (Gaventa, 2006). It has become the focus of local NGOs to
‘open’ such spaces to ensure greater public involvement, transparency and accountability (ibid.). As
efforts are made to widen participation, new ‘invited’ spaces are created, in which people are invited
to participate (Cornwall, 2002). Invited spaces are often controlled by those who provide them, no
matter how participatory they seek to be (Cornwall, 2008). According to Gaventa (2006), those who
create the space are more likely to have power within it, and those with power in one space do not
necessarily have the same power in another. In invited spaces, power may be interpreted as



something ‘given’ by the powerful to the powerless (Leal, 2007). This is problematic, because power
becomes conditioned by those who ‘give’ that power (Tandon, 1995: 33). ‘Claimed’ or ‘created’
spaces are formed by less powerful actors as alternatives for spaces where they are excluded
(Gaventa, 2006). These are ‘organic’ spaces that emerge from ‘sets of common concerns or
identifications’ and ‘may come into being as a result of spaces in which like-minded people join
together in common pursuits’ (Cornwall, 2002). Soja (1996) refers to ‘third spaces’ where actors form
their own spaces, rejecting and moving outside of hegemonic space. Such spaces include those
created by social movements and community associations, as well as less formal places in which
people gather to debate, discuss and resist. Spaces that people create for themselves may
sometimes be conceived as ‘sites of resistance,” where people come together through collective
action (Kohn, 2000). ‘Sites of resistance’ may also be spaces created within ‘invited’ spaces through
resistance to hegemonic norms (ibid.).

However, Kesby (2005) argues that while participatory spaces may intend to facilitate
empowerment, relations constituted elsewhere may limit empowered performances within the
space. Hence, spaces exist in dynamic relationship to one another, and boundaries are renegotiated,
so power gained in one space can be used to enter and affect other spaces (Gaventa, 2006; Cornwall,
2002). Indeed power relations shape the boundaries of all participatory spaces, influence what is
possible within them, who may enter, and which interests, identities and discourses are considered
legitimate in such spaces (Gaventa, 2006; Tallontire et al., 2014). It is critical to examine who shapes
the space, to whom are they accountable and whose interests they serve (Tallontire et al., 2014).
Nightingale (2011) illustrates that spaces are also crucially shaped by material practices, with the
physical characters of certain spaces working to include and exclude people (see also Li, 2017 on
infrastructural violence). Following the notion of spaces for participation as shaped by both material
and social practices embedded in power relations, we examine how women participate in different
spaces of participation relating to land acquisition.

4. METHODOLOGY AND METHODS
4.1 Methodology

The idea for this article emerged when the authors shared their experiences of conducting
fieldwork in Sambas, West Kalimantan. This article is based on our separate experiences in the field
and our joint reflections. We discussed how we could come to understand what happened during
land acquisition processes, and the differences in how people experienced these processes, and
realised that knowledge and experiences where constructed and enacted in different kinds of spaces.
Our experiences of being ‘the only female’ in meetings about oil palm projects made us aware that
the spaces where we conducted research were not equally accessible to all; knowledge produced in
these places excluded women’s experiences (see Haraway, 2001). Moving into other spaces — going
to the backs of homes, where women lived and assembled— - and listening to their stories, inspired
us to critically examine spaces for participation in company meetings, and in resistance activities.

Our focus on women’s experiences of plantation development and power relations
surrounding participatory spaces necessitates careful attention to the representation of women’s
voices, "who speaks and on behalf of whom and how" (Reed-Danahay, 1997: 3 as cited in Ali, 2015).
We explore not only how women are (passively) impacted by oil palm development but rather how
they experience and respond to this in different ways. We incorporate our experiences in the field
into our description and analysis through a ‘reflexive ethnography’ approach (Butz and Besio, 2009).
We did not merely observe the gendered experiences and responses of ‘others’; we also lived and



enacted these experiences and responses. At times, we directly experienced the restrictions for
women to participate in certain spaces. Initially, our network of contacts for conducting fieldwork
mainly consisted of men. The somewhat uncomfortable situation of being the only female present
was an opportunity to point out gender issues. Our research approaches sometimes contrasted with
social norms: our male guides laughed bemusedly when we first requested to speak to women.
During a village meeting, a male village leader became somewhat agitated when one of the authors
asked permission to talk to women who had gathered in the kitchen. He asked: “Don’t you want to
hear about our struggle anymore?” Sometimes alternative spaces were created in the research
process, for example when we organised focus group discussions or targeted women for interviews.

Although our backgrounds differ from those of informants in multiple ways, at some points
we also shared identities with them, such as being young females (see Muhammad et al. 2014). In
some cases, the researchers’ positions meant greater access to research subjects. For example, being
‘foreign’ and ‘female’ in field sites allowed the researchers to move between different spaces and
engage with different research participants. The researchers could navigate between: ‘male’ spaces,
as we were seen as ‘foreign’ (rather than local) women, and ‘female’ spaces such as the kitchen, or
the rice field. Reflexive ethnography helped to identify the different ways in which women
responded to the changes induced by oil palm development, outside of ‘formal’ spaces of
negotiation, uncovering alternative spaces where women have (more) agency.

An important consideration was how we could represent informants’ voices. We
acknowledge that in ethnography especially, researchers should make attempts to avoid merely
writing about informants’ experiences and write with informants instead (see Sultana, 2007).
Although we wrote the article after having returned from the field, during the research we
continually reflected on our observations with informants. One of the authors also revisited the field
during the process of writing this article to discuss the findings.

4.2 Methods

This study draws upon fieldwork conducted during multiple visits to nine predominantly
Malay villages in the district of Sambas, West Kalimantan from 2013 to 2016 for seven months in
total. Eight villages were situated in two oil palm concessions held by the same agribusiness group,
and conflicts had emerged in both concession areas during the process of land acquisition. Due to
protest from local inhabitants, who were connected through a regional farmers’ movement, one
plantation project was eventually cancelled, and another project went ahead only partially. In this
article we focus on women’s experiences of engaging with the process of land acquisition and
preparatory activities for plantation development that happened within the two concession areas. In
addition, we discuss experiences from a visit to a village in a third concession area in the same district
where a plantation was already established to illustrate gendered experiences in the last phase of
plantation development, where women had become plantation labourers. The fieldwork combined
ethnographic methods including participant observation, informal and semi-structured interviews,
and focus group discussions. Informants included over 90 male and 45 female ethnic Malay villagers,



of different classes, and ages;* triangulated with five female NGO workers; plantation company staff
(total of 11 including five female); auditors (a total of six including one female); and environmental
and social impact assessors (a total of six including two female).

In the villages we researched, people had diverse livelihoods, combining cash crops with
subsistence farming. Coconut and rubber were important cash crops, sometimes complemented with
black pepper and oil palm. Farmers also produce a wide variety of fruits, pulses and corn in rotation
with local and high yielding rice varieties. In some villages, logging and wood carving, rattan and
weaving handicrafts were also important sources of income. The volatility of the rubber price and
population growth had incited considerable labour migration to Malaysia and logging areas in
Indonesia. The majority of respondents had family members working in logging companies, on
rubber and oil palm plantations, in construction or hospitality and housekeeping (see Mee, 2015).
Agricultural activities are mainly performed by women, as young men usually migrate to find jobs.

Growing use of palm oil in food products and biofuel sparked the rapid growth of oil palm
plantation projects throughout Kalimantan (McCarthy and Cramb, 2009). According to a district
government report, 202,331 hectares of land in Sambas District have been granted to 35 oil palm
companies since 2004, and most of these operations are in early stages of licensing, planting and
production. The report indicates that many companies are violating licensing procedures by planting
without a Plantation Permit, giving rise to diverse responses by rural communities, from open (and
sometimes violent) resistance to acquiescence, to acceptance. Since 2008, there have been
demonstrations against at least seven different plantation companies in Sambas (DPRD Sambas
District, 2013).> Resistance has focused on land clearing without community consultation and
consent, failure to deliver promised smallholder plots, and disagreements about compensation for
land acquisition. Some people fear that the conversion of agricultural land and forest into
monocultures will diminish access to land and resources and livelihood opportunities for rural
communities in Sambas. Moreover, some fear the loss of their autonomy as farmers and their
dependence on companies for employment. Others see oil palm plantations as a welcome
development to provide jobs and socio-economic development.

5. GENDERED SPACES FOR PARTICIPATION

We discuss women’s experiences of participation in different spaces: formal ‘front room’
meetings and demonstrations, and women’s participation through everyday practices. We consider
the forms of participatory spaces these different setting constitute, and women’s agency in these
spaces, recognising that gendered agency is heterogenous and relates to interrelating social
categories within particular settings.

4 Different classes refers to: people who mainly depend on farming and/ or farm labour for their income with
0.5-3 hectares of land, versus people who have a job with the government, in the private sector or in civil
society (often in addition to farming) who have more than 3 hectares of land. In addition, we talked to some
relatively wealthy families who often had successful trading businesses. People aged above 30 are over-
represented amongst our interviewees, because adults between 18-30 often worked in Malaysia.

5 A search in newspaper archives (Tribun Pontianak) demonstrates that people have demonstrated multiple times against
the same companies. Seven companies are mentioned in the DPRD report.




5.1 Participation in 'front rooms'

Various authorities, including the Indonesian government and the RSPO, have developed
standards for ‘community participation’ in processes of oil palm plantation development and
management, with the aim of preventing conflict and social injustices. However, literature
emphasizes that company-community interactions are often characterized by a lack of transparency,
information asymmetry, unequal power relations and a lack of participation of especially minority
groups within communities (e.g. Gillespie, 2011). Where company-community interactions do exist,
they constitute “invited” spaces for participation, controlled by companies, often more focussed on
informing communities rather than negotiating with communities. Such interactions include
sosialisasi and negotiation meetings prior to plantation development, and negotiation and/or
interactions after plantation development.

There is growing recognition in development theory and practice that participatory processes
should include women’s views and interests. Interviews with companies and social impact
assessment (SIA) consultants® reveal limitations to participatory processes. According to an SIA
consultant interviewed, when arranging meetings with communities, “you have to follow tradition
and norms. In South East Asia, you can’t just go to the community and organise a meeting, you have
to go to the village head, and then the village head needs to help organise this.” The SIA consultant
stated that while they can demand a ‘good mix’ of people, village heads have the freedom to invite
specific members of communities, which creates risks of elite capture, further disempowering
already marginalised people. Consultants and companies interviewed indicated the specific challenge
of the adequate participation of women. When asked broadly about any specific challenges in
community participation in SIA, a female SIA consultant stated:

“I've had situations where there have only been one or two women in there, even though

I've requested and really asked for them to come. Sometimes they’ve been timid and quiet

and don’t say anything. But sometimes actually they have the biggest voice, it depends.”

Although consultants have a prominent role in the community-company interactions, a male
representative of a plantation company, responsible for the implementation of sustainability
certification requirements, was concerned about the lack of female consultants in Indonesia:
“It’s a bit of a silly issue but | cannot remember seeing too many girls in the Social Impact Assessment
teams...l think it’s a lot of men doing the assessments, sometimes they talk to women because we
request it and we are interested...” While this plantation company manager considered the lack of
female consultants to be a “silly issue,” in practice, it may significantly influence the extent to which
women participate in SIA, because in certain contexts, it may be considered taboo for women to
speak with male consultants.

Despite standards stipulating women’s participation and efforts by company staff to invite
women, ‘invited’ spaces for participation are often experienced by women as ‘closed’ spaces. In
some cases, women say they had not been invited at all, and in other cases, women say they had
attended, but prevailing social norms prevented them from participating. For example, a female
villager stated: “l would have wanted to join the meeting with the company but it would have been
taboo, not polite for us to go. The company invites men. It seems impossible for us to go. We have
never thought about negotiation. We have never thought we would be part of negotiation. We take
care of the children, if we disagree, our husbands don’t trust us”. Another female villager stated that
she will attend a meeting if she is invited, but that she attends just to make up the crowd. She

% In response to the need for technical expertise and the promised neutrality of third parties, companies sometimes
outsource community engagement activities to social impact assessment consultants.



added, “I have no confidence to voice my opinion”. When a male villager was asked whether women
attend meetings, he stated “mostly, men are the decision makers, and women follow. Normally
women don’t want to go, and if they do go, they keep quiet, or say ‘l don’t know what | am going to
say.”” Another male villager clearly reflected a perception of women’s roles as passive in meetings
with companies, saying that “women sometimes attend, and sometimes not. The women'’s role is
only to hear a discussion, but not to talk.” As Collins (2014) observes, the participation of women
cannot be understood by only looking at women’s attendance in meetings. Even when women are
invited they may be passive participants. In some situations, it may be the case that women are
invited to attend meetings, but they do not wish to attend, as shared by one of the female villagers
interviewed, who stated “some women didn’t want to go, because they do not want to and are busy
with their children”. Other women had not even considered that they might have a role to play in
negotiations with companies, with one of the female villagers stating “We thought we shouldn’t have
to go as our husbands were going.”

These comments demonstrate local cultural perceptions on gender that restrict women’s
opportunities for participation in processes of oil palm plantation development and management.
Although Sambas had the first female district head in West Kalimantan between 2011-2016, when
interviewed, two female staff of Gemawan lamented that in many villages in Sambas women are not
involved in village politics and governance, because “men and women do not regard women as
leaders, and women often lack confidence to participate.” Moreover, they experience time
constraints as they have to manage their fields and gardens, and take care of their families, so they
cannot attend nightly village meetings. According to the (female) director of Gemawan this is related
to cultural norms and practices prevailing throughout West Kalimantan, both in Islamic Malay villages
as well as Christian Dayak villages, despite differing cultural and religious contexts, as well as differing
political, geographical and historical settings, which shape women’s lived experiences. Such norms
are evident in formal internal village meetings, often held alongside company—community meetings.
Such meetings also take place in ‘invited’ spaces, such as in the village office or the house of a
community leader. In our experience, during such meetings men usually occupy the front (room),
whereas the women gather at the back or even in the kitchen. Whenever we asked during such
meetings why there were no other women, men would usually reply that since it was late at night
the women were tired and they attended to children.

The day after such a meeting, one of the authors visited ibu Nisa who lived with her two
adult children in the village; her husband was working in Malaysia. /bu Nisa was an active member of
a women’s group and she participated in the village school program organized by Lembaga Gemawan
to educate women regarding village governance. | shared my experience of being the only woman in
last night’s meetings and told her the men said that women do not want to come because the
meeting is late at night. However, ibu Nisa refuted this, arguing that women would like to attend but
cannot unless they are explicitly invited:

“The problem is that meetings are usually held in the village office. We have to enter through

the front door... [She demonstrated how she would enter a room full of men: bending down

with her arm forward as a sign of polite modesty for passing a row of sitting men she says:

'Assalamualaikum)’... we feel shy, right? When we are not invited...”Once | was invited to a

formal village meeting. However, the chairmen introduced me as the representative of my

husband who was in Malaysia. Even though the invitation explicitly had my name on it.”

7 Islamic greeting when entering a house
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According to ibu Nisa the problem is the way in which women are invited. If invitations are
distributed per household, automatically the men will attend: "I need an invitation that is specifically
addressed to me, to have courage to attend". Her comments touch upon a crucial aspect of the
problem. Although ‘women’ sometimes are invited, they are not, unlike men, invited as individuals.
Men are often invited because they hold a certain position within the community. This means that
although it may be understood that ‘women’ should be involved in meetings, there is a notion that
the representation of ‘any women will do,” risking this being a tokenistic effort, ‘added on’ to
development processes.

Interventions intended to support women can be experienced in a variety of ways and our
research suggests that these have the potential to both empower and marginalise women. In several
villages we studied, Lembaga Gemawan, a local NGO, organises female empowerment groups to
educate women, with the intention of enabling them to participate in village governance. During
monthly gatherings, women discuss issues such as agriculture, healthcare, and village politics. The
female NGO staff who organise these gatherings recognised that attending formal village meetings is
restricted to women due to cultural norms and because meetings are often difficult to combine with
other household and agricultural tasks. Therefore, the women's group meetings take place at the
members’ houses at lunchtime.

"If we organise the meetings in a member's house, everyone can join in. You don't have to

dress formally. You can join on your way back from the garden. If meetings would be in the

office, the women would have to dress formally. Now they can come in their house clothes.

That is no problem. This way we create enthusiasm" (female staff Lembaga Gemawan).

In one village, a female empowerment group had been active for some years and its members
identified numerous benefits from the group, including connectivity with other women and income
diversification through making handicrafts to sell. While some women were vocal within the female
empowerment group, they were still excluded from expressing their opinions in public spaces. While
some women had powerful positions in certain female-only settings, men’s voices continued to
dominate public spaces. In another village, a member of a women's group said that the men accept
the women's groups, but regard it as a space for 'women issues', not for village politics. The women's
group constituted a space operating within an existing hierarchical structure, and while it attempts to
drive change, in its current form it is not able to engage with or challenge broader power relations
operating in society. Women'’s ‘space’ therefore reflects the pre-existing power structure despite the
new space, and their political power remains separate from ‘public space.” Likewise, the RSPQO’s
guidelines for company-community interactions stipulate that companies should organise side
meetings for ‘minority groups’ within communities, such as women, to ensure their participation.
However, having side meetings operating in different spaces further strengthens boundaries
between different groups within communities, and does not challenge wider societal conditions and
norms per se. Nevertheless, separate meetings could be valuable for women to gain confidence in
public speaking, which would be necessary when they join with men's groups, to help strengthen
women’s political voices.

Participatory activities are being promoted as a way in which companies can avoid conflict
and gain a social license to operate. However, the account above shows that women experience the
‘invited” formal meeting spaces (between communities and companies and meetings within
communities) as closed. In many cases women were not (explicitly) invited to meetings. It is men
who control the dynamics of these formal participatory spaces and their boundaries. This makes
women reluctant to attend, to speak up, and sometimes women do not consider that they have a
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role in formal meetings about plantation development. Even when women attend meetings this does
not ensure actual participation. Therefore, standards and policies that require women’s attendance
to meetings alone do not address the broader, structural issues of inequalities associated with oil
palm plantation development. Women interviewed suggest that one way to address this is to target
women as a heterogeneous group (of individuals with different backgrounds and positions within the
community), to capture more diverse responses, and ensure better representation. It must also be
noted that women's access to public spaces is not always so restricted (Colfer, 2011), especially in
some parts of Indonesia, for example, in parts of Southern Sulawesi (Colfer et al., 2015), again
reflecting context-specific relationships with forms of governance. Even if companies were to
improve their strategies for communication with communities, structural power differences remain;
dominant social norms define who should attend meetings, who should speak up, and how men and
women should behave in public (Agarwal 2001; see also Borras and Franco 2014 for a critique on
'codes of conduct' for land deals).

5.2 Participation in demonstrations: throwing stones and the fear of violence

In response to a lack of opportunities to participate in formal settings, villagers in Sambas
have organised organise alternative spaces in which they can voice their interests, such as informal
village meetings and demonstrations. Such ‘claimed’ spaces may provide opportunities for
participation and resistance outside of spaces controlled by companies or government actors. In this
section, we reflect on the experiences of women in two cases of resistance against plantation
projects.

Meetings about resistance are often characterised by the same social norms on gender that
prevent women from participating. Nevertheless, some women defied these norms and claimed
space for participation. Talking about the demonstration, ibu Ani, who describes herself as a woman

Ill

with a “strong soul”, says she always attends important meetings. Ibu Ani, now in her fifties, worked
on oil palm plantations in Malaysia when she was younger to pay for the education of her children
until she got injured by a scythe. She said that it is much better to cultivate rice and tap rubber,
because working on oil palm plantations is too heavy, especially for women who have to carry heavy
baskets of palm fruits. When she heard about the land marks placed by an oil palm company, she
wanted to attend the meeting:

“Before the demonstration, we gathered at my house. Many women attended. It is about

our rights. The rights of our grandchildren. Our land is taken away, our grandchildren’s land.

The women did not speak; they sat in the back, they were shy. This is a matter for men.”
However, going against her father’s wishes, she encouraged her friends to attend the demonstration:

“Six women from our neighbourhood participated in the demonstration. And there were

many women from other villages. My father did not think | should go. | invited my friends to

come: ‘come on, let’s demonstrate, it is okay’. We wanted to fight, this was the first time.

The women would be impacted first. The women were not afraid, if we beat someone, we

will not be punished."

Some women said they joined the demonstration, but remained at the back because they
were frightened when the demonstration turned violent. Others stood in front and threw stones at
the district government’s office, shattering all the windows out of anger that the district head did not
come to meet the protesters. During a focus group discussion about this demonstration, a woman
whispered to one of the authors:
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“Nobody answered the question who threw stones to the district office. Well, | tell you, | did

it. The women started. It was hot, it took a long time and we were frustrated.”

Although there are restrictions for women to engage in claimed spaces such as village meetings and
demonstrations, some women exercise their agency to enter these spaces. This shows that structural
gender norms can be flexible and challenged by women.

A second, more violent, demonstration took place at the base camp of the company, and no
women participated. The protesters set fire to the base camp and burned it to the ground. When the
police arrived, they clashed with the protesters and two police motorcycles were burned. When
interviewed about this story, it was remembered as a heroic success, because afterwards the
company cancelled the plantation project and left the area. However, we also learned that it was an
emotional and frightening time that had a long-lasting negative impact on social relations in the
communities. Although women often said that they had supported their husbands’ participation in
the demonstration, some women also stressed that they hope that demonstrations would not occur
again, and that if they did, they hoped their husbands would not participate. Remembering the
demonstration, the face of a woman paled as she whispered her story:

“We heard there would be a demonstration at the base camp. We were afraid, | stayed at
home. People said they wanted to demonstrate. | felt weak and scared. It cannot be. | did not
know who participated. People came to my house, they asked for water. Please help
yourself. | was afraid. There was smoke... It went on for a long time. My child asked ‘where
is my father?’ Your father followed the crowd of people. He could die. Mom, said my child, is
father not burned? It is alright, your father is brave. Oh dear, it was like the ethnic conflict.

There were opponents and supporters. When my husband came home, | was relieved."

The demonstration reminded her of the ethnic conflict that raged in this area more than a decade
ago. The account of this woman sheds a different light on the heroic stories about the
demonstration. Although the goal of the protesters was accomplished — the company left the area
— the violence had an emotional impact on people. Besides fear for the safety of relatives, women
also feared a disruption of social relations within the community. One woman explained that she did
not want to participate in the demonstration and certainly not in the ‘riot’ at the base camp, because
she knew many people in that village. She would feel ashamed if people were to say at the market
that she had started the fires.

The aftermath of the demonstration had a particularly negative impact on women whose
husbands were arrested. After the demonstration, the police circled villages throughout the
concession area to find the demonstration leaders. Two men were eventually arrested and charged
with vandalism. When interviewed, one of them looked back on the six months he spent in prison as
a "happy time”. He felt proud to have defended his land and he received a hero’s welcome in the
village when he was released. An interview with his wife, however, showed the downside of these
‘heroic actions’. In the interview, she mainly emphasises pride in her husband, because he fought for
the rights of the people and the next generation. She says that she always attended the court
hearings and she was neither afraid nor sad when her husband went to prison. She felt support from
the other palm oil opponents in the village and some local students who collected money and food
for her. However, she also says she was constantly pressured by palm oil supporters who gossiped
about her husband being in prison. Ibu Nur, a woman from a neighbouring village, shares a similar
story. Her husband was questioned by police after the demonstration, because he was accused of
carrying a weapon. lbu Nur was very afraid during this time. If something should ever happen again,
she would not want her husband to be involved in the resistance anymore, because “she has a
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trauma”. She felt that nobody supported her while her husband was at the police station. Her friend
explains: “we were afraid, so we kept quiet. We were afraid we would be targeted ourselves. It was
difficult to gather to discuss about palm oil."

Ibu Yani, married to an oil palm opponent, was deeply emotionally affected and stressed by
intra family conflict caused by the company’s operations. She recalled how her twelve year old son
had been arrested and retained in jail for one year, and she believed that her relatives — who were
pro-plantation development, “on the company’s side”,® — had falsely accused her son of crimes,
leading to his arrest. She stated that the purpose of false accusations had been to threaten fathers
involved in protests. Following this traumatic experience, the woman stated that she disagreed with
their husband about the need to resist plantation companies: “I previously thought we should sell
our land and move. But my husband wanted to resist so | went along with it because | am married. If
| were alone, | would sell my land. | had already asked [the company] about the price but then
changed my mind. | feel tired, | know my husband is.” Following the arrest of her son, she added “I
have to remind my husband to be careful when he goes out at night...I tell my husband not to go out
alone — go with at least one other person”. She then stated angrily, “the company is totally evil. It has
not brought any advantage to me; it ruined relationships in my family. If possible, the company
should get out of the village”.

When strategies of resistance are controlled by men, women may experience negative
consequences such as insecurity regarding livelihoods and fear for their safety when confronted with
violence. It is evident that experiences of anxiety, stress and emotional upheaval are significant
impacts of oil palm plantation development, and also constitute impacts of social movements..
Women have participated actively in claimed spaces by joining demonstrations, sometimes defying
cultural restrictions. While these actions may not directly change the power positions of all women,

for some women the resistance against oil palm has brought opportunities to voice their opinions.

5.3 Participation through everyday practices

Although women are absent from formal meetings, they may play important roles in intra
community and household discussions about plantation projects. In the villages we studied,
information about the plantation projects spread by word of mouth via informal meetings such as
farmer’s group meetings, and social events like weddings and family gatherings. It is therefore crucial
to look beyond the participation of women in formal meetings and organised actions such as
demonstrations to understand how women experience and respond to agrarian transformations in
different ways. Here we provide three examples of alternative spaces of participation: where
decisions are made in more subtle and incremental, but important ways.

First, although there are social restrictions for women to engage in political discussions, it
seems that the topic stimulated some women to defy cultural norms. For example, one young
woman, the sister in law of a resistance leader, asserted that the gravity of the situation gave her the
courage to contradict her uncle when he praised the plantation project during a family gathering.
Earlier, the company placed land marks in the rubber garden of her parents without consulting them.
Hence, when she overheard her uncle praising the plantation project, she argued with him:

8 There are likely to be intersecting forms of marginality. In this particular account, those “on the company’s side” were
villagers who did not own land and had been promised benefits from the company in return for their support for plantation
development. How these different individuals — members of the same family — relate to processes of plantation
development can therefore reflect context-specific power structures based on social categorisations (Matsuda 1990; Kaijser
and Kronsell 2013).
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“It was so important, that | had the courage to speak up to my uncle, even when | am not

supposed to.” “Uncle, did you read the appendices of the project proposal? Look, 80% [of the

land] is for the company and 20% is for the people, in accordance with applicable laws. Do
you know what that means? He did not know. It means we have to surrender our land to the
company. | asked my mother if she wanted to be a kuli (coolie, local term for labourer). She

did not want to be a kuli. My mother is a midwife and therefore has a lot of influence, so she

could spread the warning against the company. Later, at a family gathering, | overheard men

discussing the matter: they said, ‘we do not want to become labourers on our own lands’. |

said nothing, but in my heart | rejoiced.”
The woman continued, “land in this region is very arable, and there is enough land available. If you
have time and labour force, you can plant many crops. Me and my husband cultivate pineapple in
addition to rubber.” This leads to a second important role of women: managing agricultural activities
is an indirect, yet, crucial way of making decisions on plantation development that is not always
recognised or valued as such. ‘Making decisions’ in this context does not always involve a tactical
decision by an individual woman. Rather, women’s labour of cultivating land can indirectly contribute
to countering the notion of empty land available for plantation development.

One of the leaders of a group of palm oil opponents stressed that in order to prevent the
company from taking over the village lands, the people need to cultivate as much land as possible.
His farmers’ group is therefore preparing uncultivated land in the degraded forest behind the village
to convert it into a rubber garden. He confides that he sometimes feels that he cannot talk to his wife
about politics, because she appears to not be interested. His wife on the other hand, admits that she
is sometimes disappointed that her husband uses time and energy on the resistance against
companies, leaving little time to assist her with planting and harvesting.

She said: “he is always on the road, going to faraway places. Our family struggles. It is heavy

for me. | told him he should not go to these distant villages; he should not take care of them

as well. It is dangerous; there are many people who use mystical tricks there. You might end
up poisoned. Let them take care of themselves. Sometimes | feel that he should only take
care of the family instead”.
The husband feels that only he is interested in politics and resisting the plantation. However, as he
himself stressed, a strategy to prevent companies from taking over village land is to cultivate as much
as possible. If not for his wife, the rice fields and rubber gardens would not be maintained during the
conflict.

Because men between the ages of 18-40 were often working in Malaysia, women are left to
work in households, fields and gardens, and their actions in physically cultivating land, and
reclassifying its status, can be significant. Seeing agricultural practices as a form of resistance against
land acquisition must be understood in relation to the discourse often used by governments and
companies to legitimate plantation development. Representing places targeted for plantation
development as ‘unproductive’, ‘empty’ land, companies and government officials render pre-
existing land uses invisible and land users insignificant (Cramb and McCarthy, 2016; Tsing, 2005).
While some women explicitly talked about cultivating land to prevent companies from taking it,
cultivating land was mostly part of everyday livelihood strategies and not necessarily intended as
resistance. Yet, women'’s collective effort to grow crops could be recognized and further organized to
advocate alternative pathways of rural development rather than oil palm plantations.

A third response to plantation development through women’s everyday practices could be
seen in how women cope with the changes after plantations have been established. In one case
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studied, oil palm plantation development proceeded, and the vast proportion of workers was female.
When asked about their working hours, female workers stated that they worked from 7 o’clock in the
morning until 3 o’clock in the afternoon. When observing women at the plantation, their tasks were
extremely laborious, but they generally settled for lunch at noon for one hour, and then returned
home. Their early returns home were justified by the strenuous nature of their work, the low daily
wages they earn, and their household responsibilities.” Women described benefits of working on the
plantation that had encroached upon village land, demonstrating that they could be at once
dispossessed and benefited by the changes accompanying rural transformations. In a discussion with
two female villagers, who now work doing weeding on an oil palm plantation, one (outgoing) woman
stated “I'm happy with the work now. It’s easier; it's easy to buy food, and other things. We both
work. | don’t have to ask my husband for money. | feel more independent”. In a separate discussion
with a single woman in the same village, stated, “At first | didn’t like it, it was too hot. Now | enjoy it,
| have lots of friends to talk to”.

Bissonnette (2013) highlighted how (largely male) managers tend to portray female labour as
"light" and as an opportunity for "socialisation". While such discourses may devalue female labour;
these discourses can also be re-appropriated by women themselves. Rural transformations, and
communities, are more complex than such discourse would suggest, and by examining women's
experiences and responses, we can better understand how they are not just "impacted" by change
but may experience and respond in unexpected ways.

6. REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

By participating in women’s everyday activities, we explored various spaces where women
engage with processes of land acquisition for plantation development. Looking at the micro-politics
of participation, our experiences revealed how spaces for participation can be simultaneously
inclusive and exclusive. Heightened awareness of how spaces are gendered helped us to examine the
variety of practices used by women, going beyond ‘front room’ spaces where their voices may be
silenced or restricted. Emotional and subjective experiences are under-appreciated in accounts of
rural transformations. Protests and local (male) ‘heroic actions’ may be occasionally romanticised in
political ecological literature, with a lack of attention to how resistance movements can be
exclusionary to certain people in certain contexts, at certain times. While women’s voices are
seemingly limited, this does not mean that women are powerless regarding oil palm development, or
similar processes of agrarian change. By exploring women’s agency in different spaces we dissected a
more comprehensive understanding of experiences of land acquisition for plantation development
and resistance, acknowledging the role of emotions such as anxiety, fear, courage, and ambivalence.
Our findings illustrate that women’s experiences of processes of oil palm plantation development are
diverse: oil palm opponents can fear the opposition; successful opposition can disrupt social
relations; dispossession and new opportunities can co-exist; women can defy socio-cultural norms.
We argue that more attention to diverse and gendered responses to, and experiences of, agrarian
change can contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of such processes.

In contribution to scholarship on how governance initiatives include women’s voices, we
have illustrated how ‘front room’ spaces are often (physically and symbolically) closed to women.
Although women were sometimes invited, they experienced these spaces as closed. Even if women
are physically present, their voices may be silenced or weakened. The lack of confidence reported by

% This is also described by Li, 2017.
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women to engage in these spaces reflects gender norms which cannot easily be overcome in limited
periods of time. If women are excluded from entering these spaces, their interests are not
represented and their positions during times of rural transformation are further undermined. In
spaces where communities resist plantation development, women’s political agency was equally
constrained by patriarchal contexts; the spaces were also experienced as closed to women. However,
we observed that in some cases women defied social norms to claim access to ‘front room’ spaces,
creating novel opportunities for political participation by women. For governance initiatives to
include women, it is important to consider where spaces are male-dominated, and to acknowledge
the potential lack of representation of alternative or subordinate voices. A practical consideration for
enhancing women’s participation is to include women by considering, and inviting them as
individuals, not as a homogenous group.

Furthermore, if studies and governance processes are restricted to examining women’s
participation and voice in ‘front room’ spaces, they neglect women’s agency in alternative spaces,
such as demonstrations, in household spaces, or in fields and gardens. We showed how women used
both direct and indirect ways of expressing their voices to claim rights, sometimes challenging
dominant social norms of how they should behave. Further ethnographic studies examining such
alternative spaces could reveal ways in which women’s agency could be strengthened (for example
through women’s farmers’ groups; organizing women plantation workers). By recognising women's
attempt to engage with, respond to and resist detrimental forms of agrarian change, "alternative
pathways can be imagined, and bad change can become better change" (Rigg, 2017). Although this
may not directly prevent or address the violent consequences of plantation development (Li, 2017), it
may start to generate some preliminary ideas on how to avoid women becoming trapped in
plantation life.

Contributing to previous research on gendered impacts of oil palm plantation development,
we find that impacts stretch beyond livelihood opportunities, access to land and resources, and
labour conditions. Plantation development also affects and changes social relations, leading to
insecurity and anxiety, and new spaces for participation. Responses and experiences are ambivalent;
there is not always a strict division of women being negatively impacted or benefiting from
plantation development. While the structural constraints to women's participation in processes of
plantation development can be disempowering, women use alternative strategies to demonstrate
their agency, and thus cannot be broadly described as "disempowered". Women frequently
demonstrate resilience and adaptability to changing circumstances, and while impacts of
development are gendered, it is not a simple case of winning or losing. We call for more nuanced,
empirical research on different ways women experience, adapt to or resist land acquisition for (oil
palm) plantation development to critically assess policy interventions for gender equality.
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