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ABSTRACT

This qualitative study of a non-random sample of six farm couples in southeastern Minnesota was shaped by a 

question originally posed by the participating couples: Is quality of life changing in the same ways for women and men 

as a consequence of the transition to sustainable farming systems? Historically, the family farm has been treated in 

research and policy debates as a single unit, with little analysis applied to the multiplicity of interests and roles within 

the family. Some organizations of the sustainable agriculture movement have followed suit and largely ignored 

women's roles on the farm despite their importance to the farm operation. The social construct of gender has 

implications for how farmers in this study define quality of life which in turn affects participation in the sustainable 

agriculture movement. Much of what men emphasize in describing quality of life reflects the values the sustainable 

agriculture movement itself espouses. For their wives, descriptions of quality of life are largely entwined with their 

highly elastic gendered roles and responsibilities on the farm, in the household, and in paid and unpaid work in the 

community, and much less with their involvement in the movement. Because women's different and important 

contribution to the farm and family are not institutionally recognized and addressed by sustainable agriculture 

movement, the movement's goals, vision and activities are gender-specific, dominated by men's participation and 

contribution.


