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CLIMATE CHANGE IS NOT EQUAL TO ALL

The contribution of feminist studies to climate change research

Marta Rivera-Ferre

The impacts of climate change on people are not homogeneous, with some social groups being

more heavily affected than others. This is due to the existence of a differential and contextual

vulnerability that most often is related to inequality. In this sense, gender is a key axis of social

inequality that intersects with other systems of power and marginalization to cause unequal

experiences of climate change vulnerability and adaptive capacity. Thus, a gender analysis in

climate change research examines structures and relationships of power. In this article, | provide

some examples of differential impacts of climate change and how feminist studies make visible

the underlying causes of vulnerability as well as the agency of marginalised actors to propose

alternatives.
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contextual vulnerability.

Climate change is a human-induced physical
phenomenon, whose impacts are experienced

by ecosystems and people. As an example, 80 %

of the ecological processes that underpin ecosystem
functioning and the associated support services

to people are already affected by climate change.
With approximately one million of species facing
extinction risk, climate change adds to other
human-induced changes, including land use change,
demographic, or socio-economic changes, all of them
threatening the very ability to live on Earth.

B SOCIAL DIFFERENCES AND CLIMATE
CHANGE

The impacts of climate change on people are varied
and not homogeneous. Some impacts are more
experienced by some social groups than others.

For instance, heat waves hit more strongly to old
people (Carter et al., 2014), while low income

and vulneralised people are more heavily impacted

HOW TO CITE:

by climate change in general, and extreme events

in particular. Let us think for instance on how poverty,
ethnic minority, age, disability, or gender influenced
the way different social groups were impacted

by the Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (Laska & Morrow,
2006). This differential impact is due to structural
conditions in our societies and requires of specific
analysis of the underlying conditions that make some
people more vulnerable than others for the same
hazard. In the vulnerability literature this is known
as contextual vulnerability. Contextual vulnerability
analyses how climate variability and change occur

in the context of political, institutional, economic,
and social structures and changes, which interact
dynamically with contextual conditions. Eriksen

et al. (2015) argue that an understanding of the social
dynamics of vulnerability is required as a starting
point to address the political nature of climate
change. Most often, differential vulnerability

to climate change is related to inequality. Here,
gender and feminist studies are of extreme relevance.
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For instance, feminist political ecology studies
the underlying causes of inequality stemming
from historical, political, economic, demographic,
and environmental contexts and the role of spatial
and embodied practices in constituting gendered

subjectivity (Nightingale, 2011). In this sense, gender

is a key axis of social inequality
that intersects with other systems
of power and marginalization

— including ethnic origin, culture,
class/socioeconomic status,
location, disability, sexuality,
and age — to cause unequal
experiences of climate change
vulnerability and adaptive
capacity. In sum, through gender
analysis we examine structures
and relationships of power, and using a framework
of intersectionality, we integrate gender into climate
change research in order to recognize overlapping
and interconnected systems of power (Djoudi

et al., 2016) which, ultimately, create particular
inequitable experiences of climate change
vulnerability and adaptation.

Vulnerability is composed of three main
variables: exposure to a given hazard, in this case
climate change; sensitivity, that is, the degree
of the impacts; and adaptation, responses to
cope and adapt to the hazard and the impacts.
Socially constructed gender difference,
particularly sexual division of labour and
care work allocated to women, affect all three.
Exposure to extreme events differ among men
and women in different territories, leading to
differential patterns of mortality. Where men are
expected to be brave and engage in life-saving
actions, this can increase their likelihood of
mortality, as described in Vietnam during flooding
(United Nations Viet Nam & Oxfam Viet Nam,
2009). Social norms can also exclude women
from learning to swim, as in Bangladesh (Rohr,
2006), or expect women to stay in the house even
during floods, as shown in Nicaragua (Bradshaw
& Linneker, 2009), and so women, in those
contexts, are more vulnerable to flooding. Gender
inequalities also manifest themselves in gendered

livelihood impacts and feminisation of responsibilities.

For instance, while both men and women experience
increases in productive roles due to climate change,
it has been reported that most often it is only women
experiencing increased reproductive roles (Vincent
et al., 2014) with the highest workload coming

from care and domestic activities «associated» to

METODE

«The impacts of climate
change on people are varied
and not homogeneous. Some

are more experienced by some
social groups than others»

UN Women/Gaganijit Singh

them. Adaptive capacity also differs, particularly
due to differential access to the social and
environmental resources required for adaptation,
in other words, due to inequality in rights-based
resource access, established through formal and
informal institutions. In many contexts, it is well
established that women
have poorer access than men
to financial resources, land,
education, health, and other
basic rights. Further drivers
of gender inequality result
from social exclusion from
decision-making processes
and labour markets, making
women in particular less
able to cope with and
adapt to climate change impacts.

It is only recently that a gender approach has
been introduced in climate change research. In the
IPCC fourth assessment report (AR4) published in

It is imperative for adaptation policies and actions to be gender-
sensitive and transformative, and not to increase women’s work
burden or reinforce stereotypes. In the picture, participants from
Liberia and Malawi in a six-month solar engineering course.

«Agroecology-based interventions that
include social aspects in the intervention
or training have also shown to empower

women and promote gender equity»



The gender approach has only recently begun to be introduced into
climate change research. It is now clear that when developing climate
change adaptation actions, it is important to consider different

analytical categories, including gender. In the picture, one of the women

recognised in the Women Climate Champions Programme, which
rewards women'’s leadership in climate action, in the rice fields of
Bangladesh.

2007 gender was only mentioned,
and it was in the fifth assessment
(AR5) where a deeper analysis

of the contextual vulnerability
through the lens of gender was for
the first time performed (Vincent
et al., 2014). The focus was mostly
on women as victims, mostly
women from the global South, a
common feature of the literature by then (Arora-
Jonsson, 2011). In the current sixth IPCC cycle (AR6)
the gender analysis is widely spread, both in the global
report and in the associated three special reports: the
1.5 °Creport (SR1.5), the oceans report (SROCC)
and the land report (SRCCL). The focus has been
expanded towards intersectionality and women and
marginalised groups are presented as political subjects
with agency capacity. Whatever the focus, they all
show how relevant gender analysis is in revealing
impacts which were not previously assessed, or the
barriers that impede people to overcome such impacts,
blocking the development of strategic policies and
actions that take this into consideration (gender-
sensitive) or rather, that aim to change the roots of

«Conservation agriculture
or sustainable land
management may increase
women’s average working
hours»
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these unequal impacts and responses (gender
transformative). In sum, what it is clear now is that
in developing adaptation actions to climate change
it is important to consider the different analytical
categories (e.g., gender, class, age, ethnicity) that
help to explain the unequal social consequences
of climate change, to characterise marginalised
social groups, understand contextual vulnerability,
and identify differential responses at particular
locations.

B WOMEN AND CLIMATE CHANGE
ADAPTATION

Considering this contextual vulnerability is of
extreme relevance in developing adaptation
policies and actions. As Eriksen et al. (2015)
pointed out:

...all adaptation actions will influence social
relations, governance and distribution of resources
in any given population or place. Yet not all these

changes are desirable to everyone. Whether and how
adaptation addresses social injustice and fundamental
inequities in resource distribution will always be
disputed, and dependent on specific knowledge,
authorities, and subjectivities. (Eriksen et al., 2015)

UN Women/Evelin Jaita Karmokar

With this focus in mind, it is
then imperative that adaptation
policies and actions, should
be, at least, gender-sensitive,
and preferably gender-
transformative. Technology,
policy, and programs that
exacerbate women’s workloads
or reinforce gender stereotypes,
or which fail to recognize
and value the contributions
women already make may further marginalize them.
Below, I present some examples in the AFOLU
sector (Agriculture, Forestry and Land Use) that
inadvertently increase gender inequality. For
instance, conservation agriculture or sustainable
land management, which have been recognised as
sustainable adaptation options with synergies with
mitigation, may increase women’s average working
hours (Wekesah et al., 2019). Evidence shows that
in some cases, adaptation interventions focused on
cash-crops as a way to increase economic return have
reduced women participation in household decision-
making in those places where the crops associated
to women are those for domestic consumption. In
forest conservation and restoration, it has been shown
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that too restricted rules of REDD+! that
do not include traditional uses from local
communities can hamper women and girls
traditional activities in National Parks and
they may get even punished (Benjaminsen
& Kaarhus, 2018). Furthermore, women
work in reforestation projects may end up
subsidising carbon projects — primarily
aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions —
when the incorporation of women into social
programs creates unwaged «women work»
that increases their workload but fails to
increase their economic opportunities (Gay-
Antaki, 2016).

An intersectional approach to this
analysis adds even more complexity so
we can find that even well-intentioned
policies may increase differences among
social groups. In Burkina-Faso, REDD+
programs, after performing a simple
gender analysis, observed non-timber
forest products were mostly associated
to women, and thus, introduced these
products as part of the conservation
activities included in the program in order to increase
their income. However, an intersectional approach
showed that groups of less-wealthy women were
excluded and their resource access was as a result
not protected by local institutions, increasing the
difference between wealthy and non-wealthy women
(Westholm, 2016). It is indeed very often that the
poor frequently bear indirect impacts of adaptation
interventions. This is the case of flood protection
barriers, which may displace flooding away from high
income populations to poor populations (Mustafa
& Wrathall, 2011). Even worse is the case in which
adaptation options are purposely designed to benefit
wealthy groups. A study in Bangladesh revealed how
local elites and donors used adaptation projects as
a lever to push vulnerable populations away from
their agrarian livelihoods (perceived as backwards)
and into uncertain urban wage labour (Paprocki,
2018). These types of outcomes are categorised as
maladaptation, interventions that increase rather than
decrease vulnerability, and undermine or eradicate
future opportunities for adaptation and development.

UN Women/Joe Saade

1 REDD+ is a framework created by the UNFCCC Conference of the
Parties to guide activities in the forest sector that reduces emissions from
deforestation and forest degradation, as well as the sustainable management
of forests and the conservation and enhancement of forest carbon stocks
in developing countries. It is then a scheme of payment for ecosystem
services. See https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/workstreams/redd/
what-is-redd
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The gender perspective also considers women’s knowledge,
participation, rights, and responsibilities. In the picture, women in
Katfoura, in Guinea’s Tristao Islands, participating in a cooperative
rural programme in which women share ideas and participate in
important economic decisions that affect their community.

«In the sixth IPCC cycle the gender analysis
is widely spread, both in the global report
and in the associated three special reports»

By implicitly limiting the concept of adaptation to

a «rational» policy process, people are presented as
«recipients of adaptation», instead of active agents in
shaping their destinies.

But a gender perspective also considers knowledge,
participation, and women’s rights and responsibilities.
Under this perspective, women are active agents in
bringing about equitable climate change solutions
(beyond the stereotype of women as «vulnerable»)
for transformational adaptation and creation of
emancipatory actions. For example, women in
socially disadvantaged groups have engaged in new
livelihood activities challenging market economy
and gendered roles, after adult men out-migrate
(Djoudi & Brockhaus, 2011). Agroecology-based
interventions that include social aspects in the
intervention or training have also shown to empower
women and promote gender equity both in rural


https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/workstreams/redd/what-is-redd
https://unfccc.int/topics/land-use/workstreams/redd/what-is-redd

(Oliver, 2016) and urban areas (Carvalho &
Bégus, 2020). Collective action and agency

of women in farming households, including
widows, have led to prevention of crop failure,
reduced workload, increased nutritional intake,
increased sustainable water management, and
diversified and increased income (Andersson &
Gabrielsson, 2012).

B CONCLUSION

In sum, we need to understand and
acknowledge that vulnerability and adaptation
are socio-political processes. Understanding
the redistributive impacts of adaptation
policies and strategies is extremely important
and noy yet well understood, mostly if we
introduce different scales (from local to global)
in the analysis. As Atteridge and Remling
(2017) pointed out: «This is not only an equity
issue, but also — as others have argued — may
present a risk to systemic stability or resilience
at the global level». Understanding also how
deliberate transformation processes take
adaptation to climate change, and its transformative
and emancipatory potential, is essential to change
the current structural conditions that impede a more
equal, just, and fair adaptation to climate change to
all people and social groups and here, feminist studies
offer conceptual and methodological tools which can
contribute to advance knowledge towards this aim. ®
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