
An eternal stranger comes home
In southern Mali, organic farming helps women overcome inequality and claim a place of their own.

In Mali, said Aminata Maiga, a woman is 
sometimes called “the eternal stranger.” 
Women are not allowed to own or inherit 
land, so when a woman marries she goes 
to live with her husband’s family. She is 
rootless, a perpetual outsider.

Maiga is Oxfam’s gender adviser in Mali, 
and when she visited Boston this spring 
she spoke candidly about the challenges 
facing women in her country. As in many 
parts of the world, Malian women shoulder 
much of the work in the household and in 
the fields. But persistent gender inequali-
ties in access to resources like land and 
credit make women especially vulnerable 
to poverty and hunger. 

Still, Maiga said she has seen positive 
changes. In southern Mali, Oxfam America’s 
partner, the Malian Organic Movement 
(known by its French abbreviation, MoBioM), 
is helping farmers increase their earnings  
and is giving women in particular the means  
to claim a place of their own.

Improving the soil—and farmers’ incomes

In March 2011, Oxfam America celebrated 
the centennial of International Women’s 
Day by convening more than 230 events 
nationwide, bringing together women from 
around the world to fuel the next century’s 
change. Among the featured speakers at 
these events were Maiga and Yvette Cissé, 

a farmer and mother of six who serves as 
treasurer of MoBioM. 

At an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet in 
New York, Cissé told an audience of 200 
people about the recent decades’ boom in 
commercial cotton production in Mali. In 
order to keep up with the demands of the 
industry, many cotton farmers abandoned 
traditional organic growing methods and 
began using chemical pesticides and  
fertilizers to increase their yields. 

But these shortcuts carried a cost. “The 
pesticides did a lot of damage to the envi-
ronment and to our health,” said Cissé. She 
said these chemicals have contaminated 
local water supplies and weakened the 
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Fanta Sinayogo of Sibirila, Mali, uses her donkey cart to transport a load of organic fertilizer to her cotton field.  
Oxfam’s partner distributed 130 donkey carts in the region to help reduce the workloads of women farmers.  
Rebecca Blackwell / Oxfam America
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soil. Add in the factor of increasingly erratic 
rainfall, and many farmers are now strug-
gling to grow enough food and cash crops. 
That’s why a group of Malians formed  
MoBioM in the city of Bougouni: “To teach 
us the importance of returning to organic 
production methods, so that we can  
increase the fertility of our soil.” 

With a grant of $218,000, Oxfam and  
MoBioM help southern Malian farmers  
form organized local groups known as 
cooperatives. Today, about 8,000 farmers 
in 76 cooperatives are learning organic 
techniques and sharing knowledge about 
traditional growing methods that enrich  
the soil instead of depleting it. 

Organic products like cotton and shea butter 
are not only good for the environment; they 
also fetch higher prices on the international 
market than their conventional counterparts. 
Maiga explained that MoBioM often serves 
as a broker, buying products directly from 
farmers so that they can earn a fair price. 

“Before, women would sell their organic 
shea nuts [the raw material used to make 
shea butter] to a middleman for 75 CFA 
a kilo [about 16 cents],” she said. “Now, 
MoBioM buys those same nuts for 175  
CFA a kilo [about 37 cents].” 

Strengthening women as leaders

Maiga said the cooperative structure also 
benefits women by giving them a forum 
where they can interact as equals with men.

Of 8,000 farmers in the cooperatives, 
about one-third are women. Many are  
defying gender roles by growing cash 

crops like cotton, which is traditionally 
considered men’s work.

Oxfam supports training for women  
members in literacy, accounting, and  
entrepreneurial skills. This knowledge  
gives women the ability to become leaders 
within the cooperatives and even to form 
new groups of their own. 

“Literacy is the bedrock of women’s access 
to opportunities,” said Maiga. “By coming 
together and incorporating as a coopera-
tive, they have access to land and credit 
that they didn’t have before. They gain a 
voice and become decision makers.”

Oxfam also supplies equipment, including 
130 donkey carts, to help women bal-
ance the duties of farming and running a 
household. Because men own most of the 
farming equipment, women often have to 
wait and use these tools when the men are 
finished—by which time the rainy season  
is nearly over. Hence the great value of 
women-owned donkey carts, which trans-
port crops and fertilizer to and from the 
fields. “They are one of the few things  
that really reduce women’s workloads,”  
said Cissé.

A force to be reckoned with

As Cissé’s organization grows, it faces  
new challenges, including a problem 
familiar to many women members. 
“MoBioM needs land of its own [instead 
of renting space from local landowners] 
so members can have steady access 
to the tools they need,” said Cissé. She 
said she would like the group to purchase 
equipment to transform organic crops into 

more profitable finished products, like Mali’s 
signature colorful cotton fabrics.

Maiga said organic production has already 
had a “profound effect” for women who were 
doing more than their fair share.

“It's given women a chance to prove … that 
they are not only equal to men in their ability 
to produce in the field, but often surpass 
them,” she said. “It's really bolstered their 
status in the household, in the community, 
and within the cooperatives. They are a 
force to be reckoned with.” 

For someone who’s been cast in the role  
of the eternal stranger, it’s an opportunity  
to finally put down roots.
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Aminata Maiga, Oxfam’s gender adviser in Mali,  
attends an Oxfam America Hunger Banquet event  
in Burlington, VT. Maiga came to the US to take part  
in a series of Oxfam-led events celebrating the centen-
nial of International Women’s Day in March 2011.  
Jacob Silberberg / Oxfam America

Cattle is king in southern Ethiopia, but goats are beginning to play a more  
central role in the lives of herding families. In this video, watch how Oxfam’s  
partner, the Gayo Pastoral Development Initiative, provides veterinary treatment 
and distributes small herds to women:  
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DKCnm2XkWV4&feature=player_embedded#
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Do one more thing today: Join Oxfam’s GROW campaign

Approximately 80 percent of the world’s hungry people live in rural areas like 
southern Mali, where most of them work as farmers, fishers, herders, and laborers. 
Every day, looming constraints on resources—like fertile land and water—make it 
more difficult for these food producers, especially women, to feed their families. 

With food prices hitting record levels and small-scale farmers struggling, we have 
no time to lose. Join Oxfam’s worldwide GROW campaign and help build a better 
food system: one that sustainably produces enough for a growing population and 
empowers poor people to earn a living, feed their families, and thrive. Take the first 
step now at oxfamamerica.org/grow.
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http://www.oxfamamerica.org

