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Study unit 8: Gender and Environment 

 

8.0 The relationship between gender and the environment 

At first glance the relationship between the environment and human society seems to be class 

and gender neutral affecting both female and male in a similar way. However, upon closer 

examination one realizes that it is not neutral at all, the differentiated social-cultural 

construction of relationship between male and female means that the linkages between people 

and the physical environment workout differently for either sex, there is a general 

misunderstanding about what we mean when we refer to gender and the environment. 

According to FAO, gender is defined as the relation between male and female both 

perceptual and material; it is a central organizing principle of societies and often governs the 

process of production and reproduction. Gender differences are reflected in roles, 

responsibilities, access to resources, opportunities, perceptions, views, etc held by both men 

and women. Despite this definition, gender is often misunderstood that it is a promotion of 

women only. This is because women play a critical role in the field of environment especially 

in the management of plants and animals in the forests, arid areas and wetlands. 

Rural women in particular maintain an intimate (too close) interaction with natural resources 

by collection and production of food crops, fuel biomass, traditional medicine and raw 

materials. Poor women and children especially may collect insects such as grasshoppers and 

ants, eggs and birds’ nests to sustain their families. As their knowledge is transmitted through 

generations, girls and women often acquire the thorough understanding of their environment 

and more specifically of its biodiversity. This experience gives them variables and valuable 

skills required in the management of their environment. 

Despite women’s assumed special relation to nature and the responsibility they carry, they 

rarely own land and there is little incentive for them to make environmentally sound 

decisions while their lack of access to credit prevents them from buying technologies and 

inputs that could be less drama going for the natural resources, these negative factors step up 

a cycle of declining productivity, increasing environmental degradation and food insecurity 

for the future. 
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Women present more than 70% of the world’s poor due to unequal access to economic 

opportunities in both developed and developing countries. In countries such as Canada, 

Australia, Belgium, etc increasing female participation in the workforce could reduce the 

number of people living in poverty since women and children account for most of the poor 

even in the richest countries. In developing countries, the failure to value the women’s wealth 

is a significant barrier to reducing poverty and fostering economic growth. 

Internationally, there is a link between poverty alleviation and the development of female 

capital. The gender gap index shows connection between gender equality and gross domestic 

product per capita. Although economic progress can improve the status of women it is also 

true that a country cannot advance if its women are left behind when you critically examine 

the available statistics, it is evident that whereas women are guardians of the environment 

they are the most affected when there is environmental degradation. 

8.1 Some gender and environment statistics include: 

(i) Water pollution in Uzbekistan has led to an increase in birth defect and complication 

in pregnancy. 

(ii) Pesticides exposure in Central Sudan is linked to 22% of hospital still births. 

(iii) Air pollution in Ukraine is linked to 21% of all illnesses affecting women and 

children. 

(iv) One in three women in USA will be diagnosed with cancer sometimes during their 

life time. 

(v) Nuclear contamination in Russia has lead to 21% increase in cancer cases and 25% 

increase in birth defects. Half the population of child bearing age women is sterile. 

(vi) Most children in China are taking DDT from breast milk at levels ten times higher 

than the maximum internationally accepted levels. 

Although gender issues majorly concentrates on women issues it should be stressed that all 

people depend on the environment and all should share the responsibility for sustainable use 

of natural resources.  
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Self-Review Questions (SRQ) For Study Session 8 

1. What do you understand by the term gender? 

2. Complete the table below; 

 

# Example of 

Degradation on 

environment 

Gender responsible Nature of the effect(s) Most affected 

gender 

1     

2     

3     

4     

5     

 


