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Foreword
Environmental scientists have presented a compelling case for 
urgent	action	to	be	taken	in	the	fight	against	climate	change.	
A	robust	and	substantial	body	of	scientific	evidence	highlights	
that global, catastrophic impacts will be witnessed in coming 
decades	if	humanity	fails	to	make	significant	changes	to	
our	ways	of	living	and	knowing.	In	Exclusion, Objectification, 
Exploitation: Gender, Sexuality and Climate Change Information 
Services,	Dina	Lupin	Townsend	takes	as	a	key	focus	the	idea	
of knowing, in a critical exploration of the epistemological 
dimensions related to climate change phenomena. Through 
a holistic lens, underpinned by the core principles of 
social justice and feminist epistemologies, knowing is here 
interrogated	not	as	value-free,	but	as	a	cornerstone	of	equal	
and	fair	efforts	to	find	meaningful	solutions	to	global	warming.	

In order to understand the complexities characterising the 
climate change crisis, we are encouraged to move beyond 
mainstream	ideas	and	stories	about	different	groups	of	
people	and	their	relationships	to	global	ecologies,	asking	
critical	questions	about	climate	change	epistemologies:	what 
constitutes	the	‘right’	kind(s)	of	knowledge,	who is	(dis)allowed	
to	participate	in	the	process	of	knowledge	production,	and	
what does this reveal about contemporary epistemological 
power	relations	and	broader	societal	configurations?	The	text	
thus	makes	a	valuable	contribution	to	wider	environmental	
and	social	justice	efforts,	centring	issues	of	epistemic	and	
participatory	exclusion,	objectification	and	exploitation	that	
feature	in	contemporary	climate	change	work.	

A	key	research	gap	in	the	existing	climate	change	literature	
can	be	identified	in	the	scarcity	of	work	that	confronts	issues	
of gender and sexualities in the ecological crisis: in the 
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masculinist	tradition	of	mainstream	knowledge	production,	
particular voices have dominated the conversation on the 
ways	in	which	climate	change	will	impact	different	groups	
of people. Despite the increased visibility of “gender” and 
“sexuality”-specific	aspects	in	climate	change	literature,	ideas	
about the gendered nature of climate change epistemologies 
remain	relatively	under-explored.	Within	the	spheres	of	
policy-making	and	the	implementation	of	interventions	aimed	
at	addressing	the	ecological	crisis,	this	means	that	pseudo-
participatory discourses of ‘inclusion’ and ‘representation’ 
continue to dominate, resulting in further epistemic injustices 
for women and LGBTQIA+ communities. 

The	work	of	this	monograph	is	thus	to	politicise	notions	of	
“knowledge”	and	“participation”,	advocating	for	epistemically 
meaningful participation	in	the	fight	for	ecological	and	
intersectional	identity	justices.	With	reference	to	case	studies	
of climate change information services programmes that have 
been implemented across numerous agricultural communities 
in African countries, Townsend articulates some possibilities 
for meaningful participation, with a view to ensuring that 
gender and sexually diverse populations are heard, believed 
and able to engage on their own terms. 

Ultimately, Exclusion, Objectification, Exploitation: Gender, 
Sexuality and Climate Change Information Services is a call 
for action, reminding us that the climate change crisis is 
concerned with far more than the physical degradation of 
our ecological world: the struggle for ecological justice is 
about	people,	socio-political	relationships,	privileges	and	
oppressions. At its core, Just Gender, the project from which 
this	monograph	flows,	seeks	to	question,	disrupt	and	interrupt	
the	status	quo,	inviting	readers	to	engage	with	counter-
discourses and alternative evidence in the stories that are 



told about gender and development. It is with a critical feminist 
voice that Townsend supports not only the epistemological 
imperatives of Just Gender,	but	also	wider	calls	to	think	
critically about the intimate connections between gender and 
contemporary power relations. 

vi
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Chapter 1: 
Preface 
1.1 Introduction 
We	live	in	a	time	of	
unprecedented,	human-
caused climate change. 
Today, climate change 
causes	increased	floods,	
droughts and natural 
catastrophes, devastating 
communities around the 
world. Rising temperatures 
and seas are changing our 
environments, diminishing 
biodiversity and altering 
where and how we live. 

While	everyone	on	earth	will	
be	affected	by	the	impacts	
of	climate	change,	different	
groups of people will be and 
are	being	affected	differently	
(Intergovernmental	Panel	on	
Climate	Change	(IPCC),	2014;	
IPCC,	2018).	Whether	or	not	
someone will lose their home 
or livelihood, be displaced 
by natural disasters or rising 
seas, and whether or not 
they will be able to gather 

the resources necessary to 
adapt to changing conditions 
– all of this depends, in many 
ways, on a range of structural 
factors,	social	inequalities	
and individual characteristics 
that are largely beyond that 
person’s control. A person’s 
race, class, age, ethnicity, 
geographic location, physical 
abilities, education, religion, 
sexual orientation and 
gender	have	far-reaching	
effects	on	the	likelihood	
that	that	they	will	suffer	
disproportionate harm as a 
result of climate change. 

What	this	means	is	that	
climate change is not only a 
problem to be understood 
as a matter of environmental 
science, but also a problem 
to be understood as a justice 
issue. Seeing climate change 
through a justice lens exposes 
the	unequal	and	unfair	ways	
in which costs and resources 
are	distributed	to	different	
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groups and individuals 
(Ajibade,	2016).	A	justice	
lens highlights, for example, 
the ways in which structural 
conditions	and	inequalities,	
rather than historic 
responsibility, play a largely 
determinative role in the 
extent	to	which	one	will	suffer	
the harms of climate change. 

This	book	explores	the	justice	
dimensions of climate change 
but with a particular focus: 
it	examines	the	inequalities	
and unfairnesses that arise in 
relation to the epistemological 
aspects of climate change. 
Understanding climate 
change and developing 
policy and implementing 
appropriate responses to 
climate change involve the 
production and dissemination 
of	various	kinds	of	knowledge.	
Ensuring the generation of 
the right	kinds	of	knowledge	
and	making	that	knowledge	
available to those who can act 
on it are seen as fundamental 
to good climate policy and 
to our ability to respond to 
climate change in a manner 
that avoids the worst of its 

impacts. However, decisions 
about what constitutes the 
“right”	kind	of	knowledge,	
who can participate in the 
generation	of	that	knowledge,	
and who has access to that 
knowledge	are	not	neutral	or	
value-free.	These	decisions	
need to be assessed through 
a justice lens. 

This	book	explores	epistemic 
injustice in climate change 
policy by examining the roles 
gender and sexuality play in 
determining who has access 
to the epistemic communities 
and resources that shape 
climate	change	decision-
making	(Fricker,	2007).	While	
early climate science and 
policy	tended	to	overlook	
gender and sexuality, gender 
(if	not	sexuality)	has	become	
an increasingly important 
point of focus in a growing 
number of climate studies, 
policies and programmes. 
While	various	aspects	of	
the gendered nature of 
climate change have received 
significant	attention,	the	
gendered nature of climate 
change knowledge remains 
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relatively	under-explored	
(Tuana,	2014).	Where	
gender	and	knowledge	are	
addressed, the focus is usually 
on	knowledge	gaps	and	the	
problem of women’s exclusion 
or underrepresentation 
in	research	and	decision-
making	processes.	This	
book	argues,	however,	that	
efforts	at	gender	inclusion	
or representation are not 
enough and in fact may result 
in additional or new practices 
of epistemic injustice. 

Epistemic injustice is an idea 
that has been explored and 
developed by philosophers 
working	in	the	field	of	feminist	
epistemology	(Fricker,	2007).	
Feminist epistemology is a 
philosophical	field	concerned	
with the ways in which gender 
and sexuality1	influence	our	
understanding	of	knowledge.	
Feminist epistemologists 
ask	questions	about	which	
speakers	are	believed	and	
allowed to participate in the 
generation	of	knowledge	and	
who	that	knowledge	serves	
1 It is important to note that feminist epistemology does not concern itself exclusively or 
primarily with women. Rather, gender is seen as “a component of complex interrelationships 
with	other	systems	of	identification	and	hierarchy”	such	as	class,	race,	sexuality,	culture	and	
age	(Potter	&	Alcoff,	1993,	p.	3).

(Anderson,	2000;	Grasswick,	
2011;	Tuana,	2014).	They	are	
concerned with the ways in 
which	knowledge	production	
and distribution maintain 
systems of oppression as 
well as the epistemological 
tools necessary to overcome 
oppression	(Grasswick,	
2011).	In	this	book,	the	
concept of epistemic 
injustice, and other tools of 
feminist epistemology, are 
used to uncover practices 
of epistemic exclusion, 
epistemic oppression and 
epistemic exploitation 
in climate policy that are 
sometimes	overlooked.	

While	the	generation	and	
distribution	of	knowledge	
is at the heart of many 
climate change policies and 
programmes,	this	book	
focuses on a climate change 
response programme that is 
intimately concerned with the 
production,	packaging	and	
sharing	of	climate	knowledge,	
namely climate change 
information services	(“climate	
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information	services”).	
Climate information services 
aim to bridge a gap that is 
thought to exist between 
climate	scientists	(seen	as	
knowledge	generators)	and	
those	whose	decision-making	
is	affected	by	climate	change	
(referred	to	as	knowledge	
users)	(Vogel,	Steynor	&	
Manyuchi,	2019).	Because	
climate information services 
are explicitly focused on the 
generation and distribution of 
knowledge,	and	because	this	
knowledge	is	thought	to	be	
for	the	benefit	of	its	users,	it	
is the perfect context in which 
to highlight the particularly 
epistemic injustices that arise 
in a climate change context. 

1.2 The 
argument in a 
nutshell
Despite the fact that a 
person’s context and 
characteristics are often 
determinative of both the 
extent to which that person 
contributes to climate change 
2 From	early	on,	there	was	some	recognition	in	the	international	law-making	process	on	
climate change that industrialised, developed states were primarily responsible for historical 
contributions	to	climate	change	and	that	less	and	least-developed	states	would	suffer	greater	
harm as a result of its impacts.

and the degree to which they 
will	be	affected	by	climate	
change, for many years these 
factors	were	overlooked	in	
climate scholarship, research 
and	policymaking.	Instead,	
climate change was seen 
as a global threat and a 
universal	concern,	affecting	
all of us regardless of our 
particular circumstances 
and/or characteristics. 
Questions with regard to 
differentiated	contributions	
(or	risk)	were	raised	in	
climate change debates and 
negotiations, but for too 
long these discussions were 
limited to the state level.2 
Equity	and	justice	concerns	
at social and individual levels 
were	largely	overlooked.	

In recent years, however, 
law-makers,	scholars	and	
scientists have begun to pay 
greater attention to the ways 
in which some of these factors 
and characteristics intersect 
with	the	causes	and	effects	of	
climate change. In particular, 
attention is increasingly being 
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devoted to the gendered 
nature of climate change, 
its causes and impacts, 
and to the recognition that 
there are substantial gaps in 
existing	climate	knowledge	
(Alaimo,	2009;	Buckingham,	
2017;	Dankelman,	2010;	
Habtezion,	2016;	Nagel,	2015).	
Scientists	and	lawmakers	
have increasingly focused 
on	gender	(and	specifically,	
women)	in	their	research	to	
fill	these	gaps	and	have	found	
that gender is an important 
factor in understanding both 
the causes and impacts of 
climate	change	(Alaimo,	2009).	
For example, researchers 
have found that women, on 
average, contribute less to 
the causes of climate change, 
but	suffer	greater	harm	as	
a	result	of	its	impacts	(Ergas	
&	York,	2012).	Policymakers	
and funders have realised 
that climate mitigation and 
adaptation programmes 
that are not designed in a 
manner that is sensitive to 
gendered conditions are 
unlikely	to	succeed	(Vogel	&	
O’Brien,	2006).	As	a	result,	
3	Gender	mainstreaming	is	a	strategy	for	international	gender	equality	policy	identified	in	the	
Beijing	Platform	for	Action,	adopted	in	1995	at	the	United	Nations’	Fourth	World	Conference	
on	Women.

there is a growing consensus 
that addressing climate 
change demands a gendered 
perspective	(Nagel,	2015).	

The response to this 
increased gender awareness 
has been a call for gender 
mainstreaming and for 
the greater involvement 
of women in climate 
policy and programme 
development. International 
and national bodies have 
begun to call for greater 
representation and inclusion 
of women in activities and 
decision-making.3 Gender 
mainstreaming	is	defined	
as	“the	(re)organisation,	
improvement, development 
and evaluation of policy 
processes, so that a gender 
equality	perspective	is	
incorporated in all policies 
at all levels and at all stages, 
by the actors normally 
involved	in	policy-making”	
(Council	of	Europe,	2019).	

Gender mainstreaming has 
resulted in calls for more 
women to be included in 
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climate negotiations and 
scientific	research,	and	for	
increased participation 
by and consultation with 
women	affected	by	climate	
change or targeted by 
climate policy. Ensuring 
more	gender-representative	
and diverse participation in 
climate change policy and 
decision-making	is	meant	
to guarantee that gaps in 
climate	knowledge	relating	
to	gender	are	filled	and,	as	a	
result, that gendered needs, 
interests and circumstances 
are	identified,	recognised	
and	taken	into	account.	

Using the theoretical tools of 
feminist epistemology, this 
book	investigates	some	of	the	
assumptions and conclusions 
that are associated with calls 
for greater participation 
by women as a means of 
addressing	knowledge	gaps	
or imbalanced access to 
information. It is argued that 
efforts	aimed	at	gendered	
participation can result 
in epistemically unjust 
practices.	With	reference	
to climate information 

services programmes that 
have been rolled out in rural 
farming communities in a 
number of African countries, 
this	book	discusses	three	
forms of epistemically 
unjust practices. These 
are epistemic exclusion, 
epistemic objectification 
and epistemic exploitation. 

In practice, gender 
participation often means 
little	more	than	“add-women-
and-stir”	(Ellerby,	2017):	
an approach focused on 
women’s representation that 
physically and epistemically 
excludes most women as 
well as gender and sexually 
diverse	and	gender	non-
binary	populations.	When	
these groups are not 
excluded, they are all too 
often epistemically objectified, 
as gendered participation is 
a means by which scientists 
can glean information from 
subjects without engaging 
them as full participants. 
And, when they are not 
excluded	or	objectified,	but	
recognised as having their 
own	knowledge	and	expertise	
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to contribute, these groups 
are often epistemically 
exploited: called upon to give 
over their unpaid epistemic 
labour	to	fix	problems	
that they did not cause.  

While	understanding	and	
addressing	knowledge	gaps	
with regard to gender and 
sexuality in the context of 
climate	change	requires	the	
inclusion and participation of 
diverse gender perspectives, 
this can be achieved only 
through epistemically 
meaningful participation. 
Ensuring meaningful 
participation	requires	us	
to consider not only those 
who are being called on to 
participate, but also those 
who invite this participation. 
We	need	to	consider	not	only	
the	speakers,	but	also	the	
audience, and to examine 
how gendered assumptions 
and prejudices prevent true 
and meaningful participation. 
This	book	investigates	how	
participation can epistemically 
exclude, objectify and 
exploit, and outlines some 
approaches that may be 

helpful in moving towards 
meaningful participation that 
ensures gender and sexually 
diverse populations are 
heard, believed and able to 
engage on their own terms.

1.3 Roadmap
This	book	argues	that	
members of certain social 
groups are sometimes 
epistemically excluded, 
objectified	or	exploited	in	
their attempts to participate 
in	knowledge	production	and	
distribution for the purposes 
of climate change adaptation, 
and	asks	what	is	needed	to	
overcome these barriers. 

After this introduction 
and roadmap (chapter 1), 
chapter 2 introduces four 
key	concepts.	It	begins	with	a	
brief introduction to climate 
change	and	some	of	the	key	
policy and legal developments 
relating to climate change at 
the international level. Then, 
the chapter discusses the idea 
of climate justice and what it 
means to understand climate 
change through a justice lens. 
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Next, it turns to the particular 
kind	of	injustice	that	is	
explored	in	this	book,	namely	
epistemic injustice. The chapter 
ends with a discussion of the 
concepts gender and sexuality. 

Chapter 3 turns to the context 
and	background,	discussing	
gender and sexuality in 
climate change research and 
policy and the initial exclusion 
of gender considerations from 
climate policy, despite the 
vocal demands of women’s 
organisations that it be 
addressed.	Policymakers	
and climate scientists have 
increasingly recognised the 
problem of a policy and 
knowledge	gap	in	climate	
change research and 
policy, calling for increased 
participation of women in 
climate change research 
and	decision-making.	

If increased participation 
is the solution, then it is 
important to understand what 
participation	is	and	what	kinds	
of problems participation can 
solve. Chapter 4 starts with 
a discussion of participation 

and examines what 
participation involves. This 
chapter	looks	at	the	human	
right to participation and 
the crucial role participation 
plays in ensuring appropriate 
and representative 
knowledge	generation	and	
legitimate	decision-making.	
Despite the promise of 
participation, however, 
processes that are meant 
to ensure the involvement 
of	gender-representative	
groups may in fact 
contribute to their epistemic 
exclusion,	objectification	
and exploitation. 

To illustrate these processes, 
chapter 5	of	the	book	looks	
at climate change information 
services programmes that 
have been rolled out in rural 
agrarian communities in a 
number of African countries. 
Climate information services 
programmes aim to ensure 
that people have necessary 
and accessible information 
with	which	to	make	decisions	
about how to deal with the 
impacts of climate change. 
Climate data on expected 
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impacts on changing rainfall 
patterns, for example, is 
gathered,	packaged	and	
distributed to farmers who 
need	the	information	to	make	
better decisions about what 
to plant and when. In the 
context of climate information 
services, gender injustices 
are often thought to be 
fundamentally distributive 
in character – concerned 
with the unfair distribution 
of burdens, advantages 
and opportunities between 
women and men – but the 
solution is often seen to 
be a procedural one that is 
concerned with women’s 
participation and inclusion 
in	knowledge	generation	
and	decision-making.	With	
reference to the idea of 
epistemic injustice in feminist 
epistemology, this section 
examines	the	often-hidden	
ways in which women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations are 
denied access to epistemic 
communities or are not 
recognised as full epistemic 
agents and contributors in 
participation programmes. 

The	last	chapter	of	this	book,	
chapter 6, explores what 
epistemically just participation 
involves. Understanding 
the ways in which gender 
and sexuality play a role 
in determining whether 
individuals and groups have 
a voice with regard to climate 
information	services,	requires	
paying attention to who is 
absent, but also to who is 
speaking,	who	is	listening	
and who is being believed 
(Kaijser	&	Kronsell,	2014).	
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Chapter 2:
Background and context

4	The	UNFCCC	is	an	international	agreement	that	came	into	force	on	21	March	1994.	Today,	
it	has	nearly	universal	membership	with	197	country	ratifications.	The	primary	objective	of	
the convention is to stabilise greenhouse gas concentrations “at a level that would prevent 
dangerous	anthropogenic	(human	induced)	interference	with	the	climate	system.”

2.1 A brief 
introduction to 
climate change
While	weather explains 
how hot or cold, wet or 
dry, cloudy or clear it is on 
a particular day, climate is 
sometimes	defined	as	the	
average	weather	(or,	more	
specifically,	the	average	
surface variables such as 
temperature, precipitation 
and	wind)	observed	over	
a period of time. “Climate” 
also refers to the state of 
the climate system which 
includes	the atmosphere,	
the hydrosphere, the 
cryosphere, the lithosphere 
and the biosphere and the 
interactions between them 
(United	Nations,	1992). 

Changes to the climate 
may happen for a number 
of	different	reasons,	but	
the term climate change is 
defined	in	article	1	of	the	
United	Nations	Framework	
Convention on Climate 
Change	(UNFCCC)	as	“a	
change of climate which 
is attributed directly or 
indirectly to human activity 
that alters the composition 
of the global atmosphere 
and which is in addition to 
natural climate variability 
observed over comparable 
time	periods”	(United	Nations,	
1992).4 In other words, there 
is a distinction between 
change attributable to human 
activities	(anthropogenic	
climate	change),	and	climate	
variability attributable to 
natural causes, and the 
term climate change is 
specifically	concerned	with	
human-caused	change.	
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The overwhelming consensus 
of climate scientists is 
that human activities are 
causing climate change by 
significantly	increasing	the	
amount of certain gases in 
the	atmosphere	that	act	like	
the glass in a greenhouse 
– they trap the sun’s heat 
in our atmosphere and 
prevent	it	from	leaking	back	
out	to	space	(Cook	et al., 
2016).	These	greenhouse	
gases	(GHGs)	include	carbon	
dioxide, methane, nitrous 
oxide	and	fluorinated	
gases.	With	the	onset	of	
industrialisation and the 
growth of commercial 
farming, humans have 
produced much larger 
quantities	of	these	gases	
(Ajibade,	2016).	Activities	such	
as	burning	coal,	oil	and	gas;	
cutting	down	forests;	using	
nitrogen-based	fertilisers	
and	increasing	livestock	
farming	(among	others)	
have	resulted	in	a	significant	
increase in the amount of 
5 The IPCC is a United Nations body devoted to assessing the science related to climate 
change.	The	IPCC	does	not	conduct	its	own	research	but	identifies	where	there	is	agreement	
and	disagreement	in	the	scientific	community	and	where	further	research	is	needed.	It	
provides	governments	(and	the	public)	with	regular	reports	and	assessments	of	scientific	
research into climate change and options for mitigation and adaptation responses. For an 
argument	that	the	IPCC	does	not	just	reflect	the	state	of	science	but	rather	makes	a	series	of	
value	judgements	about	the	importance	and	desirability	of	certain	kinds	of	knowledge,	see	
Tuana	(2014).

GHGs in the atmosphere 
(Emanuel,	2016).	As	a	result,	
today the average global 
temperature is more than 
1°C higher than it was in the 
late 19th century, and each 
of the last three decades has 
been the hottest on record 
since we started measuring 
in	1850	(UK	Met	Office,	2020;	
IPCC,	2014;	IPCC,	2018).5

Scientists have found that 
rising temperatures are 
having, and are predicted 
to have, a wide range of 
impacts on the planet’s 
ecological systems. A wide 
array of plant and animal 
species	cannot	adapt	quickly	
enough to the increase in 
temperatures, resulting in 
unprecedented levels of 
biodiversity loss. Rising seas 
will threaten islands and 
coastal zones, rendering 
these areas uninhabitable 
and displacing tens of millions 
of people. Climate change 
will	affect	the	arability	of	
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land and the availability 
of fresh water, especially 
in areas that are already 
water	scarce.	With	rising	
temperatures, climate change 
is expected to increase the 
likelihood	and	intensity	of	
natural disasters including 
droughts,	floods,	hurricanes	
and	tropical	storms	(IPCC,	
2014;	IPCC,	2018).	

Climate change is a global 
phenomenon, and one that 
requires	a	transnational	
solution. To date, however, 
international	efforts	to	
address climate change 
have been widely criticised 
for doing too little, too late.6 
In 1992, states adopted 
the UNFCCC. The UNFCCC 
sets	non-binding	limits	and	
goals, outlining objectives 
for future climate change 
negotiations. Each year, 
parties to the UNFCCC meet 
and attempt to agree on 
binding obligations to limit 
GHG emissions, to share 
6	See,	for	example,	the	discussion	in	Clémençon	(2016).	Sometimes	the	failures	of	international	
cooperation	on	climate	change	are	connected	to	its	being	a	“super-wicked	problem”	(Levin	
et al.,	2012).	A	super-wicked	problem	has	four	main	features:	we	are	running	out	of	time	to	
address	it;	we	depend	on	those	who	are	causing	the	problem	to	solve	the	problem;	the	central	
authority	needed	to	address	the	problem	is	weak	or	non-existent;	and	decision-making	tends	
to	reflect	short-term	interests	and	discounts	the	future.
7	For	a	discussion	of	value	judgements	and	costs	of	the	2°C	limit,	see	Hulme	(2012)	and	Seager	
(2009).

resources and to support 
least developed nations in 
their responses to climate 
impacts at a Conference of 
the	Parties	(COP).	In	2015,	
COP 21 adopted the Paris 
Agreement and agreed 
to	set	a	long-term	goal	of	
holding the global average 
temperature increase to 
well below 2°C and pursuing 
efforts	to	limit	this	to	1.5°C	
above	pre-industrial	levels.7 

While	it	is	regarded	as	one	
of the more ambitious 
agreements reached by the 
international community, the 
Paris Agreement primarily 
imposes reporting obligations 
on states. However, even 
if all the signatories to the 
Paris	Agreement	took	radical	
action and stabilised their 
GHG emissions, certain 
climate change impacts 
are already unavoidable 
(IPCC,	2018;	Khan,	Chen	
&	De	Sherbinin,	2020).	
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2.2 A justice 
approach to 
climate change
Understanding climate 
change	often	involves	talk	
of	GHG	emissions,	sinks,	
rising seas, glacial melt, 
thermal sensitivity and 
other	technical,	scientific	
language. As a result, it is 
easy	to	think	about	climate	
change	as	first	and	foremost	
an environmental problem 
best understood with the 
help of the natural sciences 
(Kaijser	&	Kronsell,	2014).	
However, climate justice 
advocates and scholars have 
argued that understanding 
the causes and impacts of 
climate	change	requires	
that we also recognise its 
social, political, economic 
and ethical dimensions 
(Dankelman,	2010;	Nagel,	
2015;	Tuana,	2013;	Tuana,	
2014).	Climate	change	is	
not only about the amount 
of GHGs in the atmosphere 
and their relationship to 
rising temperatures, but it 
also needs to be understood 
as the product of political 

choice, and as a human rights 
and	equality	issue	(Newell,	
Srivastava, Naess, Torres 
Contreras	&	Price,	2020).	

The concept of climate justice, 
like	the	concept	of	climate	
change and the concept of 
justice,	is	contested	(Hulme,	
2009).	It	has	been	suggested	
that climate change results 
in a “triple injustice”: “the 
people least responsible 
for carbon emissions are 
also those most vulnerable 
to its impacts, while at the 
same time are often further 
disadvantaged by responses 
to climate change which may 
either reproduce or worsen 
current	inequalities”	(Newell	
et al.,	2020,	p.	25).	Each	of	
these injustices might be 
further understood as having 
temporal, distributive and 
procedural aspects to them. 
For example, the discrepancy 
between those who cause 
climate change and those 
who	suffer	its	impacts	is	
geographic and temporal – 
least developed countries 
are bearing the impacts of 
the development of wealthy 
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nations,8 and each generation 
pays for the decisions 
and actions of preceding 
generations.	Equally,	our	
actions and decisions will 
have	long-term	impacts	on	
future generations whose 
future rights and interests are 
often	not	adequately	taken	
into	consideration	(Becchi,	
2012;	Brown	Weiss,	1990).	
Often,	those	most	affected	
have the fewest resources 
with which to respond to the 
threats of climate change, 
and the most vulnerable 
are	frequently	also	the	most	
marginalised, excluded 
from	decision-making	
processes	or	lacking	the	
power	and	influence	to	shape	
outcomes	(Grear,	2014).		

A climate justice approach to 
understanding climate change 
draws attention to the ways 
in which value judgements 
and power dynamics are 
hidden	in	scientific	analysis	
and	knowledge	generation.	

8	The	IPCC	has	reported	that	climate	change	is	already	having	far-reaching	impacts	on	food	
security	as	a	result	of	desertification	and	land	degradation	in	a	number	of	regions	of	the	
world,	including	in	many	parts	of	Africa.	Rising	sea	levels	and	the	acidification	of	the	ocean	
is	affecting	coastal	and	fishing	communities.	While	all	of	us	are	already	affected	by	climate	
change to some degree, for some of us the impacts are much more severe. African countries 
are	severely	and	disproportionately	affected	by	changing	climate	conditions,	threatening	the	
livelihoods	of	many	millions	of	people	(IPCC,	2014).

Often, terms that appear 
neutral	and	scientific	obscure	
their social and political 
dimensions.	Take,	for	
example, the idea of natural 
disasters. Natural disasters 
can be both sudden onset and 
slow onset events. Both the 
rising of seas over decades 
and	a	flood	caused	by	a	
tropical	storm	are	classified	
as natural disasters. Calling 
them “natural” suggests 
these are events caused by 
natural phenomena, outside 
of the realm of human 
political	choice-making.	

A justice focus, however, 
emphasises the relationship 
of the events to human 
activity and its impacts on 
the environment. This focus 
allows us to see that natural 
disasters are “thoroughly 
social	phenomena”	(Gorman-
Murray,	McKinnon	&	
Dominey-Howes,	2014,	p.	240)	
whose causes and impacts 
are intimately connected to 
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human	activity.	What	makes	
these events disasters is not 
so much the event itself, as 
the	capacity	of	the	affected	
society	to	cope	with	the	effects	
of the event. As a result, 
a disaster “occurs within 
society and not within nature” 
(Weichselgartner	quoted	by	
Gorman-Murray	et al.,	2014,	
p.	240).	Similarly,	Joni	Seager	
(2009,	p.	14)	has	argued	that	
the goal of limiting climate 
warming to 2°C	over	pre-
industrial	levels	(a	consensus	
reached	at	a	2009	G8	Summit	
meeting)	is	meant	to	appear	
to	be	a	neutral	and	science-
based goal but is in fact 
“deeply ideological”. Seager 
(2009,	p.	16)	argues:	

For the millions of people in 
poor	countries,	low-latitude	
countries,	low-lying	states,	and	
small island states, 2° is not 
acceptable. For the dozens 
of states already pushed to 
adaptive limits, a 2° cap, even if 
achievable, is too little, too late. 
For fragile ecosystems, perhaps 
especially coral reef and other 
marine communities, 2° of 
warming is not a safe target. 

Climate injustices are both 
distributional – concerned 
with	who	benefits	and	who	
suffers	–	and	procedural	
(Parsons	et al.,	2021).	
Procedural justice is an idea 
generally concerned with the 
fairness	of	decision-making	
processes – whether all 
those	affected	are	included	
and are consulted about 
the decision, and whether 
all relevant information is 
gathered and considered. 
Procedural climate justice is 
thus concerned with who is 
included or excluded from 
the processes and places 
in which climate policy, law, 
and programme design and 
implementation are decided. 
At the international level, 
procedural climate justice 
has focused on whether 
lesser developed states are 
able to participate in and 
shape international climate 
agreements. 

Procedural climate justice 
is not only concerned with 
international negotiations 
and law, however. Climate 
change action and policy 



16

Dina Lupin Townsend (2021)

affect	individuals	and	
communities in very direct 
and	personal	ways.	While	
climate change impacts and 
policies are realised in the 
daily lives and homes of 
individuals and communities, 
decisions about what to do 
about climate change, where 
to allocate funds and what 
programmes to implement 
are	often	taken	at	the	national	
or international level, far 
removed from the lived 
realities of those impacted. 
In the following section, two 
key	climate	change	responses	
(mitigation	and	adaptation)	
are explored from a climate 
justice perspective.

2.2.1 Climate justice, 
mitigation and 
adaptation
Climate change is generally 
thought to necessitate 
two	kinds	of	responses	–	
mitigation and adaptation. 
The	IPCC	(2012,	p.	556,	561)	
has	defined	mitigation as “a 
human intervention to reduce 
the sources or enhance the 
sinks	of	greenhouse	gases”	

while adaptation	is	defined	as	
“the process of adjustment 
to actual or expected climate 
and	its	effects,	in	order	to	
moderate harm or exploit 
beneficial	opportunities”.	
In other words, mitigation 
attempts to prevent or 
minimise some climate 
change by addressing its 
causes, while adaptation 
attempts	to	make	changes	
to build resilience and 
deal with the current and 
predicted impacts of climate 
change on our environments, 
lives and livelihoods.

Both mitigation and 
adaptation raise a number 
of climate justice issues. 
In relation to mitigation 
at	the	inter-state	level,	
justice	questions	have	been	
raised about the relative 
responsibility	of	different	
nations for historic emissions 
and climate impacts to date. 
A handful of Global North 
countries are primarily 
responsible for most of 
the GHG emissions in 
the atmosphere, and the 
industrialisation that caused 
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these emissions has brought 
significant	wealth	and	
infrastructure development 
to those nations. Global 
South countries, on the other 
hand, contributed very little 
to historic emissions, were 
often deliberately prevented 
from developing, and were 
excluded	from	benefitting	
from their own resources by 
colonial and imperial rule. 

Today, many Global South 
nations are expected to 
experience more severe 
climate change impacts 
than their Global North 
counterparts	(Schneider	&	
Lane,	2006).	These	nations,	
as a result, will bear the 
costs and impacts of the 
industrialisation of the world’s 
wealthiest nations. Global 
South nations have thus 
demanded	differentiated	
responsibility for mitigating 
climate change and have 
argued that they ought to 
have the lion’s share of any 
emissions budget we may 
have left. They have also 
argued that wealthy countries 
should help to pay for 

climate-friendly	development.	
At the same time, however, 
rapid industrialisation in 
some Global South countries 
has meant that some of 
these countries are now 
major emitters themselves. 
Countries such as China, 
Brazil, India and South Africa 
(SA)	–	which	still	face	high	
levels	of	poverty	and	lack	
essential infrastructure – are 
making	sizeable	contributions	
to global emissions, bringing 
the planet ever closer to 
climate	catastrophe	(Atapattu,	
2009).	The	question	of	what	
their rights and obligations 
are in relation to mitigation 
remains a critical one in 
international negotiations, 
and it is one that has 
nearly brought an end to 
international cooperation on 
more than one occasion. 

While	the	question	of	who	
bears the greater burden 
has animated the debate on 
mitigation, it is adaptation 
that	is	the	focus	of	this	book	
and adaptation poses its own 
unique	justice	struggles.	For	
one,	the	question	of	whether	
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to devote the limited available 
resources to adaptation or 
mitigation	may	be	a	difficult	
one to answer in many 
circumstances. Adaptation 
is often a costly and a 
resource-intensive	activity.	
Global North countries are 
both expected to have to 
do less to adapt to climate 
change	(their	populations	
are already more resilient as 
they have a high degree of 
access to housing, health care 
and other essential services 
and, in some cases, climate 
change	will	benefit	them	
through extended growing 
seasons),	and	they	have	
more resources with which 
to	undertake	adaptation	
(Schneider	&	Lane,	2006).	
Poorer countries, especially 
those with populations living 
in conditions of poverty, 
who are directly reliant 
on natural resources and 
have limited access to 
health and other essential 
services, have to do more 
to protect their populations 
from the impacts of climate 
9 For a discussion on the problematic ways in which Global South countries are presented as 
not	only	vulnerable	but	as	hapless	victims,	see	Tuana	(2013).	The	goal	here	is	not	to	suggest	
that these countries are without tools, resources and ideas, but merely to draw attention to 
differentiated	impacts	and	resources	as	an	issue	of	justice.

change, often with fewer 
resources	(Cuomo,	2011;	
Tuvel,	2015).9 As a result, 
a number of Global South 
countries have demanded 
that wealthy, Global North 
countries pay for their 
adaptation	measures	(Ciplet,	
Roberts	&	Khan,	2012).	

While	global	debates	about	
adaptation funding bring 
attention to the injustices 
and imbalances that exist 
between states, less attention 
has been given to the fact 
that the real burden of 
adaptation often falls on the 
communities and individuals 
living in the Global South, 
who are adapting to changing 
conditions with little aid 
or assistance from their 
governments. As wealthy 
nations	fail	to	undertake	the	
radical mitigation measures 
necessary, the adaptation 
burden on communities and 
individuals living in highly 
vulnerable areas of the 
world grows. The burden of 
responding to climate change 
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has, as a result, fallen on 
those individuals both least 
responsible for causing it 
and, often, with the least 
assistance to adapt to it. I 
come	back	to	this	in	greater	
detail	in	chapter	5.

A climate justice lens 
challenges the ways in which 
we	define	climate	change	
itself, as well as its causes 
and its impacts. The IPCC’s 
(2012)	definitions	of	“climate	
change”, “mitigation” and 
“adaptation” are, it has 
been	argued,	simplified	
and depoliticised, avoiding 
assigning blame but 
also	failing	to	reflect	the	
deeply complex and often 
inequitable	nature	of	climate	
change and responses 
to it.10 Climate justice 
requires	consideration	of	
the ways in which power, 
as well as social position, 
influences	our	approaches	
to and understandings 
of climate change.

10 The IPCC has increasingly recognised the need for attention to the social dimensions of 
climate change and its forthcoming Sixth Assessment Report is expected to include a chapter 
addressing	the	social	aspects	of	mitigation	for	the	first	time.

2.3 Epistemic 
injustice 
and feminist 
epistemology
What	the	discussion	of	climate	
injustice reveals is that 
understanding climate change 
through a justice lens sheds 
light	on	many	different	kinds	
of	injustices,	at	many	different	
levels.	While	climate	injustice	
is an idea that is often used 
to express a concern with 
the distribution of material 
resources,	finances	and	blame	
between	nations,	it	is	equally	
important to recognise 
other	kinds	of	injustices	
that arise as a result of the 
changing climate and as a 
result of maladaptive climate 
policies and programmes. 

An important form of climate 
injustice, and one that is 
sometimes	overlooked	
in the literature, arises in 
relation to the epistemic 
dimensions of climate change 
(Tuana,	2013).	A	wide	array	
of	questions	might	be	asked	
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about	existing	knowledge	
practices in relation to climate 
change,	including	questions	
about authority, expertise 
and accessibility in the 
production and distribution 
of climate science, and about 
the	kinds	of	knowledge	
that gets privileged in 
policymaking	processes.

Feminist epistemology is 
concerned	with	these	kinds	
of	questions,	but	in	asking	
these	questions	feminist	
epistemologists	seek	to	
examine and uncover the 
ways	in	which	knowledge	
production and generation 
is shaped by, and maintains, 
patterns of oppression 
(Grasswick,	2011).	Feminist	
epistemology	poses	questions	
about how, with whom and 
for	whom	knowledge	is	
generated, produced and 
distributed. These scholars 
have explored the ways 
in which social conditions 
and prejudicial beliefs 
determine whether a person 
has	access	to	certain	kinds	
of epistemic spaces and 
11 Epistemic injustice, however, is an idea explored by a number of philosophers and theorists 
who	have	identified	a	wide	array	of	epistemically	unjust	practices	(Pohlhaus,	2017).

communities, whether a 
person is recognised as 
authoritative, and whether 
they	are	believed	(Collins,	
2002;	Dotson,	2014;	Medina,	
2013;	Pohlhaus,	2017).	Some	
feminist epistemologists 
have also argued that 
women’s epistemic agency 
is diminished when they are 
denied or otherwise cannot 
access information about 
themselves	or	when	they	lack	
the concepts and language 
with which to describe 
their	experiences	(Code,	
2012;	Fricker,	2007).	These	
have both been described 
as practices of epistemic 
injustice	(Fricker,	2007).

Epistemic injustice captures 
the idea that certain practices 
of unfair discrimination 
wrong a person in their 
capacity as a knower. The 
term, epistemic injustice, 
was originally coined by the 
feminist philosopher, Miranda 
Fricker	(2007).11	Fricker	
distinguishes between two 
kinds	of	epistemic	injustice.	
The	first,	which	she	calls	
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testimonial injustice, occurs 
when, owing to certain social 
prejudices, “a hearer [gives] 
a	deflated	level	of	credibility	
to	a	speaker’s	word”	(Fricker,	
2007,	p.	1).	As	a	result,	the	
speaker	is	not	believed	by	
the hearer, even though she 
should	be,	and	the	speaker	
finds	that	she	is	unable	to	
share	her	knowledge	and	is	
excluded	from	the	knowledge	
sharing practices of the 
epistemic community. 

One	finds	other	practices	
of unjust epistemic 
exclusion. For example, 
social prejudices may mean 
that certain individuals or 
groups are excluded from 
participating	in	various	kinds	
of	knowledge	practices	
altogether	(Pohlhaus,	2017).	
Beliefs about gendered 
roles or abilities might 
mean that girls are denied 
access to education or rural 
communities are denied 
information about planned 
mining	activities	(Goldman	
&	O’Connor,	2019).	Patricia	
Collins has pointed out that 
the prejudicial belief that 

black	women	are	only	good	
for domestic labour means 
their views and insights have 
not been sought outside of 
that	domain	(Collins,	2002).	

The	second	kind	of	epistemic	
injustice	Fricker	identifies	is	
hermeneutical injustice. This 
occurs “when people of a 
certain socially disempowered 
type are precluded from 
rendering some aspect 
of their own experience 
intelligible because of 
a ‘gap’ in the available 
hermeneutical resources 
where these resources 
include more than just socially 
shared concepts, but also 
languages, social norms, 
social practices, narratives, 
and various other tools for 
understanding one’s own 
social experience and that of 
others”	(Townsend,	D.	L.	&	
Townsend,	L.	2020,	p.	153).	In	
other	words,	a	person	lacks	
shared concepts with which 
to describe their experiences 
to others or, indeed, with 
which	to	make	sense	of	
their own experiences. 
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Fricker	(2007,	p.	44)	argues:	
The	capacity	to	give	knowledge	
to others is one side of that 
many-sided	capacity	so	
significant	in	human	beings:	
namely the capacity for reason. 
So wronging someone as a 
giver	of	knowledge	…	amounts	
to wronging that person as a 
knower,	as	a	reasoner,	and	thus	
as a human being. 

Paying attention to epistemic 
injustice in the context of 
climate information services 
highlights the epistemological 
harms associated with the 
exclusion of certain groups 
from	participating	in	knowledge	
sharing and that that exclusion 
can happen both when 
people are not consulted and 
when they are. It reveals the 
ways that denying people 
information about their own 
experiences can constitute a 
profound injustice, wronging 
them in their capacities as 
human beings and excluding 
their insights and expertise 
from collective understandings 
of what climate change is and 
how we ought to respond to it. I 
come	back	to	this	in	chapter	5.	

2.4 Gender, 
sexuality and 
gendering
Just as climate change and 
justice can be understood 
in	different	ways	and	with	
different	priorities,	gender 
is a concept that is similarly 
contested and contextual. As 
Sherilyn	MacGregor	(2017)	
argues,	gender	is	a	value-
laden, political concept, 
and one that has changed 
and has been manipulated 
at	different	times	and	in	
different	contexts.	In	legal	
policy and development, it 
is “a term that is troubled 
and unstable, everywhere 
yet nowhere, empty yet full” 
(Ntata	&	Biruk,	2009,	p.	57).

Gender, however, has often 
been	defined	in	very	absolute	
and binary terms in policy 
contexts. For example, in 
2015,	the	UNFCCC’s	Least	
Developed Countries Expert 
Group	defined	gender	as	“the	
collective	social	differences	
between males and females, 
as determined by culture” 
(Least	Developed	Countries	
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Expert	Group,	2015,	p.	13).	
The Expert Group report 
finds	that	certain	social	
attributes and opportunities 
are associated with being 
either male or female and this 
impacts on social relations. 
Gender is understood here, 
in a binary way, as the social 
and cultural expectations 
or understandings of 
masculinity or femininity. 

MacGregor	(2017,	p.	3),	
however, argues that gender 
is an idea that is usefully 
understood as a verb – to 
gender:

In its popular usage, the term 
‘gender’ broadly refers to the 
collection of characteristics 
used for categorizing people 
with reference to dominant 
understandings of masculinity 
and femininity. It is typically 
thought to be the sociocultural 
layer that sits atop biological 
sex, such that, for example, 
those of the male sex tend to 
be culturally masculine, but 
even inanimate things without 
hormones and organs can be 
gendered. Gender is used as a 
means to impose expectations 

and roles upon groups and 
is claimed and performed as 
part of an individual’s identity. 
The	former	definition	implies	
that gender is a tool, not just 
of	simple	classification	but	
also of social control: it serves 
to position people according 
to the dominant ideology. In 
this	case	it	is	useful	to	think	
about gender as a verb, as in ‘to 
gender’. There are sociocultural 
processes of ‘genderisation’ 
at	work	in	assigning	gendered	
traits to living beings and 
inanimate things, as well as to 
practices, feelings, and roles. 

This approach explains the 
intimate relationship between 
gender and oppression, 
and the connection 
between being gendered 
and the disadvantages and 
inequalities	that	certain	
gendered groups face in their 
daily lives. Crewe, Burns, 
Kruger	and	Maritz	(2017,	
p.	14)	argue	that	“[g]ender	
has always been a lightning 
rod for oppression, be it 
through patriarchy, through 
the persecution of women 
fighting	for	equality,	or	
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through the criminalisation 
and harassment of those 
whose gender identity 
challenges a heterosexual 
construction of the world”. 

Thinking	about	gender	as	
a verb is particularly useful 
in the context of climate 
change policy, scholarship 
and	scientific	research,	where	
discussion of gender impact 
frequently	turns	out	to	be	
about the impacts of climate 
change on women.12	What	
this suggests is that while 
women are gendered, men 
are	seen	as	gender-neutral,	
and,	moreover,	non-binary,	
genderqueer,	bi-gender,	
post-gender	and	gender	fluid	
populations	are	not	taken	
into account at all. Instead, 
they are invisibilised13 in the 
very use of the term “gender” 
which	works	to	divide	society	
into archetypes of masculinity 
or	femininity	(Butler,	2011).			

 
12	See,	for	example,	the	United	Nations	Development	Programme’s	2016	report	(Habtezion,	
2016)	on	the	linkages	between	gender	and	climate	change	which	includes	a	discussion	of	
“Climate	change	and	the	gender	gap”.	This	discussion	only	addresses	inequities	facing	women	
and	finds	that	“Women’s	empowerment	is	key	to	the	success	of	climate	actions”.	All	but	one	
of	their	recommendations	target	women.	One	of	them	targets	women	and	men	(Habtezion,	
2016).
13	For	more	on	invisibilisation	and	silencing	see	Herzog	(2018).

While	men	sometimes	make	
an appearance in discussions 
of gender in climate change 
policy	(although	usually	only	
as	contrasted	with	women),	
transgender,	non-binary	and	
genderqueer	identities	are	
almost	entirely	overlooked.	
In the Least Developed 
Countries Expert Group’s 
definition,	discussed	at	the	
beginning of this section, 
gender is recognised as 
socially constituted, yet also 
envisioned	as	fixed	and	
binary. In addition, much 
of the literature assumes 
a heteronormative point 
of	view	(discussions	of	
the role of women in the 
domestic arena, for example, 
tend to treat all domestic 
arrangements as that of 
husband	and	wife).	LGBTQIA+	
relationships are rarely given 
any consideration in climate 
change instruments, policies 
and	reports	(Dominey-
Howes,	Gorman-Murray	
&	McKinnon,	2014;	Gaard,	
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2015;	Gorman-Murray	et 
al.,	2014).	The	literature	
on the impacts of climate 
change	largely	overlooks	
LGBTQIA+ populations.14

This binary, heteronormative 
approach is especially 
apparent when the focus 
of the policy, guideline 
or scholarship is a rural 
community, a community 
experiencing poverty and/or 
living in the Global South. For 
example, in 2017 the Food 
and Agriculture Organisation 
and	World	Bank	released	
a training module entitled 
“How to integrate gender 
issues into climate smart 
agriculture	projects”	(Sisto	
&	Karttunen,	2017).	Despite	
being devoted to the subject 
of gender issues, gender is 
seen only in binary terms 
in the training module, 
concerned with women and, 
to a lesser degree, men. The 
unique	risks	or	interests	of	
transgender,	non-binary	or	
genderqueer	peoples	are	
not considered or included 
14	With	important	exceptions.	See,	for	example	Gorman-Murray	et al. (2014).	In	addition,	there	
is	an	important	body	of	literature	that	adopts	Queer	Theory	and	methodologies	in	thinking	
about	the	environment	including	climate	change.	See,	for	example,	Gaard	(2011;	2015);	
Mortimer-Sandilands	and	Erickson	(2010).

either	in	the	definition	of	
gender, or in the discussion 
of climate smart agriculture. 

As a result of binary and 
heteronormative	definitions,	
discussion of gender tends 
to	overlook	the	possible	role	
of sexuality in understanding 
the causes and impacts of 
climate	change	in	different	
communities. Sexuality 
and gender are not the 
same thing nor are they 
interchangeable	(Butler,	
1997;	Vijlbrief,	Saharso	&	
Ghorashi,	2020).	In	discussing	
sexuality along with and in 
the context of gender, the 
idea is not to invisibilise 
or	ignore	the	differences	
between gender and sexual 
orientation,	and	the	different	
ways these factors might 
affect	one’s	vulnerabilities	
to climate change. In this 
book,	understanding	the	
gendered dimensions of 
climate	change	is	taken	to	
demand an inclusion of 
both gender and sexuality 
in recognition that social 
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expectation and oppressions 
are often concerned with the 
connections between gender 
and	sexuality	(Butler,	2006;	
Sedgwick,	1990).	Sexuality	and	
gender are interdependent 
and the denial of LGBTQIA+ 
rights is often based on 
binary understandings of 
sexuality as it relates to 
masculinity and femininity 
(Ellerby,	2017).	As	Vijlbrief	et 
al.	(2020,	p.	91)	argue,	“Social	
expectations	are	…	linked	to	
gendered behaviour and, with 
that, one’s sexual attraction, 
which is expected to be 
toward the opposite sex”. 
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Chapter 3:
Gender, sexuality and 
climate change impacts
Chapter	2	briefly	introduced	
the	key	concepts,	namely	
climate change, climate 
justice, epistemic injustice 
and gender and sexuality. 
Next,	chapter	3	adds	some	
background	and	context	to	
this	discussion	by	looking	at	
gender and sexuality in the 
context of climate change, and 
examining the relationship 
between gender and sexuality 
and	climate	risk,	as	well	as	
the ways in which gender and 
sexuality are understood and 
discussed in current climate 
policy and research. 

3.1 Gender, 
sexuality and 
climate risks 
Research	(e.g.,	Buckingham,	
2017;	Vinyeta,	Whyte	&	Lynn,	
2015;	Skinner,	2011)	suggests	
that the impacts of climate 

change will be much more 
severe for those who already 
face social, political and 
economic	inequalities	and	
oppressions, including women 
and LGBTQIA+ populations.

Women	in	many	parts	of	the	
world	are	less	mobile,	lack	
access to resources, and are 
often	tasked	with	child	care	
and other domestic labour 
(Brody,	Demetriades	&	Esplen,	
2008;	Habtezion,	2016).	In	
addition, women are often 
excluded from participating 
in	decision-making	processes	
that concern them and 
face	increased	risk	of	harm	
associated with inappropriate 
and maladaptive climate 
response programmes and 
approaches	(Perkins,	2019).

One	finds	a	clear	example	
of maladaptive climate 
responses in the ways in 
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which climate change has 
been framed as a population 
growth problem. Despite the 
fact that 20% of the world’s 
population is estimated to 
have	generated	80%	of	GHG	
emissions, for many years 
overpopulation has been 
identified	as	a	key	cause	of	
climate change, including in 
publications leading up to 
the 2009 COP, in which it was 
argued that “family planning” 
among poor communities 
could	be	a	cost-effective	way	
of	reducing	emissions.	While	
the population issue has 
been framed as a concern 
with “planetary boundaries” 
and limited resources, Greta 
Gaard	(2015)	argues	that	
this discourse shifts the 
blame	onto	(mostly	poor)	
women instead of focusing 
on overconsumption in the 
Global	North.	Gaard	(2015)	
finds,	“[i]n	practice,	this	
rhetoric has implicitly targeted 
third world women with 
‘family	planning’	packages	

15	Gaard and other scholars prefer the terms “Global North” and “Global South” over 
developed and developing nations as these terms are seen to resist prescriptive notions of 
development as essential to the success or civilisation of a nation. However, these terms 
have also been criticised as overly broad, classing together nations that have little in common 
(except,	perhaps,	a	history	of	colonisation).	These	terms	are	used	here	in	recognition	of	their	
use in the literature under discussion rather than as an assertion of their appropriateness or 
accuracy in describing the state of the world.

of contraception, abortion, 
and	sterilization	…”.	Gaard	
ties this approach to the 
fears of those in developed 
countries in the Global North 
of climate migration from the 
Global South.15 Population 
control, along with the 
militarisation of borders, 
has	thus	become	an	all-too-
common climate response, 
one particularly targeting 
the bodies of poor women. 

Although far less studied, 
research has shown that 
LGBTQIA+ populations also 
face hardships, oppression 
and discrimination that 
place them at a far higher 
risk	from	the	impacts	of	
climate change. In the face of 
natural disasters, LGBTQIA+ 
populations are often denied 
social services and support, 
refused access to information 
and education, and they 
are denied opportunities to 
recover	and	rebuild	(Gaard,	
2015;	Gorman-Murray	et 
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al.,	2014).	This	is	in	part	
because these populations 
are	often	overlooked	in	policy	
formulation and disaster 
response	(Dominey-Howes	et 
al.,	2014).	Heteronormative	
assumptions about families 
or couples and binary 
approaches to gender have 
meant that disaster response 
processes	have	forced	same-
sex families apart or excluded 
trans people from receiving 
appropriate support. But 
the challenges for these 
communities do not stop 
with	the	disaster.	Gorman-
Murray et al.	(2014)	argue	that	
natural disasters are often the 
beginning of a deepening or 
entrenching discrimination 
and marginalisation. 
LGBTQIA+ populations face 
increased	risk	of	violence	in	
the aftermath of disasters. In 
some countries, conservative 
religious groups have 
asserted that disasters are 
punishment for sinners 
and sexual “transgressors” 
and loss of homes and 
community spaces exposes 
individuals to increased 
harassment	(Gaard,	2015).		

Increased	climate	risks	
and	harms	track	existing	
inequalities	(Habtezion,	2016).	
As a result, while women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations are 
generally	at	greater	risk	from	
the threats posed by climate 
change,	these	risks	vary	
across	different	social	groups	
within those populations. 
Race, class, religion, 
ethnicity, age and geographic 
location	have	far-reaching	
impacts on the experiences 
of	different	groups	and	
individuals.	Women	and	
LGBTQIA+ populations often 
face multiple sources of 
discrimination that create 
overlapping systems of 
disadvantage and heighten 
the	risks	that	they	may	
face in natural disasters 
and other climate change 
impacts. The intersection of 
different	prejudices	not	only	
makes	certain	groups	more	
vulnerable	to	risk,	but	means	
they	are	likely	to	experience	
multiple	threats	and	risks	
simultaneously. McOmber, 
Panikowski,	McKune,	Bartels	
and	Russo	(2013,	p.	11)	find:	
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Living	with	multiple	risks,	
these groups have to manage 
the	costs	and	benefits	of	
overlapping natural, social, 
political, and economic 
hazards. Coping strategies 
may reduce household 
incomes	before	shocks	arrive,	
and	the	shocks	may	then	
reinforce poverty by disrupting 
education, stunting the growth 
of economic development, 
destroying assets, forcing the 
sale of productive capital, 
and/or deepening the social 
differentiation	among	
households. Poorer people 
experience greater obstacles 
accessing	services,	networks	
including	kinship	networks	
and	economic	networks,	or	
land	which	makes	them	more	
susceptible	to	climate-related	
vulnerabilities and losses.

3.2 Gender, 
sexuality and 
climate change 
in science and 
policy
Despite what to many are 
obvious	differences	in	
the conditions, needs and 
experience of women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations, for 
years climate scientists and 
policymakers	overlooked	
gender. Instead, the UNFCCC 
secretariat,	the	scientific	
community and state parties 
adopted the view that climate 
change	was	a	“gender-
neutral	issue”	(Hemmati	
&	Röhr,	2009,	p.	22).	

The UNFCCC was adopted in 
1992 at the United Nations 
Conference on Environment 
and	Development;	a	fact	that	
is notable precisely because 
all of the other treaties and 
conventions adopted at 
that	Conference	(Agenda	
21, the Rio Declaration, the 
Convention of Biological 
Diversity)	recognised	and	
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emphasised the needs and 
interests of women in relation 
to the environment. The 
UNFCCC, however, included 
no reference to women, to 
LGBTQIA+ populations or to 
gender.	Despite	efforts	by	
women’s rights groups, gender 
continued to be ignored in 
the annual COP for another 
seven years, appearing for 
the	first	time	in	a	resolution	
in	2001	(Hemmati	&	Röhr,	
2009;	Terry,	2009).	Scientific	
research, programme design, 
financing	and	all	other	
aspects of climate change 
policy	and	decision-making	
also failed to pay attention 
to	gender	(Kaijser	&	Kronsell,	
2014).	As	a	result	of	this	
gap in climate policy, these 
groups not only continued 
to face increased harm from 
climate change but were also 
exposed to inappropriate 
and maladaptive climate 
policies	that	failed	to	take	
account of their needs 
and circumstances. 

There	are	different	
explanations for why gender 
might	have	been	side-lined	

for so long. One possible 
reason is that climate change 
was initially seen as a natural 
science problem, capable 
of neutral assessment 
and universal agreement 
(Buckingham,	2017,	Kaijser	
&	Kronsell,	2013).	Another	
explanation	offered	for	the	
lack	of	attention	to	the	social	
and political dimensions of 
climate change was the very 
small number of women 
and other underrepresented 
groups in advisory bodies 
and state negotiating teams 
(Hemmati	&	Röhr,	2009).	Yet	
another explanation is that 
climate change was seen as 
a crisis issue and one that 
demanded a high level of 
consensus. As a result, the 
focus was on “universal” 
issues and concerns that 
would attract a high level 
of	agreement	(Wamukonya	
&	Skutsch,	2002).	

In more recent years, the 
gendered	effects	and	causes	
of climate change have been 
widely recognised and state 
parties, the secretariat of 
the UNFCCC and the IPCC 
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have all emphasised the 
importance of addressing 
the ways in which not only 
gender, but also race, class 
and geographic location 
change	the	level	of	risk	
that	different	people	face.	
The	knowledge	gap	in	
climate change research 
and policy with regard to 
gender is now a recognised 
problem. Researchers and 
policymakers	have	argued	
that this problem must be 
addressed primarily through 
much greater participation 
by women in research and 
decision-making	processes.	
Chapter	4	considers	what	
participation is and examines 
how participation can help 
address	gender	knowledge	
gaps in climate change.
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Chapter 4:
Participation and 
responding to gendered 
climate change and 
exclusions

16	In	2014,	the	COP	established	the	first	Lima	work	programme	on	gender	(Decision	18/
CP.20).	At	COP	22	the	parties	decided	on	a	three-year	extension	of	the	work	programme,	
with	a	review	at	COP	25	(which	would	be	Decision	21/CP.22).	The	first	gender	action	plan	was	
established	at	COP	23.

With	the	growing	recognition	
of	a	knowledge	gap	about	
the gendered dimensions of 
climate	change,	the	question	
arose as to what to do 
about	it.	In	2014,	the	COP	
requested	that	the	secretariat	
prepare an action plan for the 
development	of	a	two-year	
work	programme	on	gender,	
which resulted in the Lima 
work	programme	on	gender.16 
A	key	concern	identified	in	
the	work	programme	was	
that women’s participation 
in	climate	change	decision-
making	(at	both	national	
and	international	levels)	
remained low, and a relatively 
small number of women 
were graduating from 

programmes in science and 
technology,	fields	thought	
to be critical in developing a 
climate change response. 

In	2019,	at	the	25th	COP	to	
the	UNFCCC	(COP	25),	the	
parties drafted a proposed 
enhanced	Lima	work	
programme on gender 
and climate change which, 
among other decisions, 
recognised a need for 
gender mainstreaming in all 
activities under the UNFCCC. 
In its draft decision, the COP 
noted	a	persistent	lack	of	
progress with regard to the 
representation of women 
in party delegations and 
bodies. The draft gender 
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action plan calls for the 
full,	equal	and	meaningful	
participation of women in the 
UNFCCC	process;	knowledge-
sharing	and	outreach;	
as	well	as	tracking	and	
reporting	on	gender-related	
matters	(Harding,	2008).	
Significantly,	international	
bodies have focused on the 
extent to which their own 
bodies and institutions are 
“gender representative”. 
In 2019, for example, the 
IPCC adopted a gender 
policy and implementation 
plan which was primarily 
aimed at addressing the 
lack	of	women	serving	in	the	
various bodies and branches 
that	make	up	the	IPCC.	

Women’s	exclusion	
has extended beyond 
representation	in	scientific	
research institutions, 
negotiations	and	law-making	

17	Women	and	LGBTQIA+	populations	are	also	underrepresented	in	crucial	moments	of	
emergency	response.	Patricia	Perkins	(2019,	p.	351)	argues:	“The	moment	an	emergency	
is	declared	by	government	bodies	(e.g.,	when	there	is	an	extreme	weather	event	or	power	
outage	caused	by	a	storm),	the	institutions	that	take	over	are	the	ones	that	are	the	most	top-
down	and	male-dominated:	the	army,	police,	power	authorities,	firefighters	and	disaster-relief	
organisations”.
18	While	women	have	been	excluded	from	formal	processes	of	engagement	in	climate	
change, civil society organisations representing women’s needs and interests have played an 
important role in demanding greater attention to gender and participation for women since 
the early days of international climate engagement. Often this involved creating their own 
parallel programmes and platforms, as well as other advocacy activities that sought to draw 
attention	to	gender	and	climate	change	(Hemmati	&	Röhr,	2009).

processes	(Perkins,	2018).17 
Women	and	gender	minorities	
have	been	overlooked	
in	scientific	research	on	
the impacts of climate 
change and in the design of 
climate programmes. Since 
gendered perspectives were 
excluded from a wide array 
of forums and discussions 
– from international treaty 
negotiation to disaster 
response to programme 
roll-out	–	addressing	the	
shortcomings of gender in 
climate change responses is 
often seen to necessitate a 
greater degree of gendered 
participation	in	an	equally	
wide range of areas.18	Non-
governmental organisations, 
as well as international 
and national bodies, have 
started calling for increased 
research into the gendered 
nature of climate change, 
for greater representation 



35

Exclusion, objectification, exploitation: gender, sexuality and climate change information services

of women in international 
bodies and state negotiating 
teams, and for increased 
participation by women 
in consultation processes 
relating to climate change 
programmes and in the 
programmes themselves. The 
goal is to better understand, 
represent and respond to 
the needs of women and to 
begin	to	fill	the	knowledge	
gap in understanding climate 
change as gendered. 

The United Nations 
Development Programme, 
for example, states that 
“Climate change actions need 
to be based on consultation 
with women, to build and 
incorporate	their	skills	and	
knowledge	…	Increasing	
women’s participation would 
result in more environmental 
and productivity gains 
and would create mutual 
benefits	and	greater	returns	
…”	(Habtezion,	2016,	p.6).	
The	international	non-
governmental organisation, 
Women	Engage	for	a	
Common	Future	(2019),	has	
made recommendations 

on gender inclusion for 
negotiators	at	COP	25	in	2019	
that include the following:

Increase women’s participation 
in consultation and decision 
making	processes,	as	well	as	
in research, development and 
demonstration plans. This will 
promote the development, 
deployment and dissemination 
of gender responsive innovative 
technologies and accelerate the 
scale-up	and	dissemination	of	
emerging climate solutions.

Women’s	participation	has	
increasingly been seen 
as necessary to provide a 
gendered perspective in 
policymaking	and	research.	
Women	are	also	called	
upon to participate in 
order to contribute their 
environmental	knowledge	
and	experience	to	help	find	
climate	solutions	(Habtezion,	
2016;	Tuvel,	2015).	

The possibility that 
participation might further 
marginalise women and 
even	widen	the	knowledge	
gap is not often considered. 
Rather, participation is 
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seen as fundamental both 
to understanding the ways 
in which climate change is 
gendered and in addressing 
the impacts of climate change. 
This raises an important 
question:	what	is	participation, 
and can it achieve all that it is 
called	upon	to	do?	

4.1 The human 
right to 
participation
Participation has long been 
recognised as a fundamental 
human right. The human right 
to participation in public life 
is established in article 21 
of the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, and is 
reaffirmed	in	article	25	of	
the International Covenant 
on Civil and Political Rights.19 
The right to participation is 
recognised as an important 
political right, essential to 
ensuring	other	rights	to	self-
determination, public service 
and participation in public 
affairs.	
19	The	right	is	also	found	under	article	5(c)	of	the	International	Convention	on	the	Elimination	
of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, article 7 of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms	of	Discrimination	against	Women,	and	articles	12	and	23(1)	of	the	Convention	on	the	
Rights of the Child.

In the last few decades, 
the right to participation 
has come to play a 
particularly important role 
in	environmental	decision-
making	(Tsioumani,	2018).	
Public participation in 
environmental	decision-
making	is	seen	as	particularly	
important because these 
are decisions that often 
involve public goods and 
resources. Participation is 
seen as essential to ensuring 
sound	and	well-informed	
environmental	decision-
making.	Those	who	are	
affected	by	an	activity,	plan,	
policy or administrative 
decision should be consulted 
and have the opportunity to 
receive and share information 
about how the activity will 
affect	them	and	to	raise	
objections or concerns. 

The importance of 
participation in environmental 
decision-making	was	
recognised in international 
law in principle 10 of the 1992 
Rio Declaration, which states: 
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Environmental issues are best 
handled with the participation 
of all concerned citizens, at the 
relevant level. At the national 
level, each individual shall 
have appropriate access to 
information concerning the 
environment that is held by 
public authorities, including 
information on hazardous 
materials and activities in 
their communities, and the 
opportunity to participate in 
decision-making	processes.	
States shall facilitate and 
encourage public awareness 
and	participation	by	making	
information widely available. 
Effective	access	to	judicial	and	
administrative proceedings, 
including redress and remedy, 
shall be provided. 

Principle	10	identifies	three	
key	pillars	of	participation	
in	environmental	decision-
making:	access	to	information,	
participation	in	decision-
making	and	access	to	justice.20

20 These three pillars were later adopted into a dedicated treaty, the Aarhus Convention, which 
was	adopted	in	the	framework	of	the	United	Nations	Economic	Commission	for	Europe.
21	In	article	1(a),	states	are	called	on	to	“Promote	and	cooperate	in	education,	training	and	
public awareness related to climate change and encourage the widest participation in this 
process,	including	that	of	non-governmental	organisations”	(United	Nations,	1992).

The importance of 
participation in addressing 
climate change has been 
recognised since the earliest 
days of international 
cooperation. The UNFCCC 
(United	Nations,	1992)	calls	on	
states to ensure high levels of 
participation, both by states 
in international cooperation 
and by the public and civil 
society.21 Participation has 
been recognised as crucial 
both to understanding the 
impacts of climate change 
and to developing sound 
mitigation and adaptation 
policies and programmes. 
In	2018,	the	IPCC	(2018)	
identified	public	participation	
as essential to developing 
the capacity to cope with 
climate	risks.	As	in	other	areas	
of	environmental	decision-
making,	participation	is	not	
only essential to ensuring 
that	all	those	affected	are	
informed	and	that	different	
needs	are	taken	into	account	
in	decision-making	processes,	
but it is also essential to 
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generating	new	knowledge	
about climate change and 
to understanding what the 
impacts of climate change 
actually are. Participation 
in climate change is not 
only about including those 
affected	in	policy-	and	
decision-making	processes,	
but also ensuring that those 
affected	are	included	in	
research conducted into 
the causes and impacts 
of climate change.

While	participation	has	an	
important role to play in 
climate and environmental 
decision-making	that	is	fair	
and sustainable and that 
takes	into	consideration	the	
needs and interests of those 
affected,	it	should	not	be	
assumed that participation 
is necessarily or intrinsically 
a good thing. As Hügel and 
Davies	argue	(2020,	para.	
4.1),	“[p]articipation	occurs	in	
spaces which are not neutral 
and which can be exclusive 
and hierarchical rather than 
inclusive and accommodating 
…	participatory	approaches,	
when	viewed	as	add-ons	to	

fundamentally	inequitable	
structures, could potentially 
quell	dissenting	voices	
and	gloss	over	conflicts	
between participants”.

Participation should ensure 
that the needs and interests 
of	those	affected	are	properly	
and carefully considered 
and that all voices are 
heard in climate change 
decision-making	processes.	
Greater participation by 
underrepresented groups 
is therefore essential to the 
recognition and integration 
of gender concerns in climate 
change policy and programs. 
In practice, however, 
processes that are meant 
to ensure the participation 
of	those	affected	may	do	
the opposite. Participants, 
and particularly women 
and LGBTQIA+ populations, 
frequently	face	significant	
barriers to sharing their 
knowledge	and	having	their	
voices heard, despite explicit 
attempts by governments, 
funding bodies or programme 
administrators to include 
gender diverse perspectives. 
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The	next	section	looks	at	
participation in practice in 
climate information services. 
It examines the ways in which 
processes of participation that 
aim to be gender inclusive 
may epistemically exclude, 
objectify or exploit women 
and LGBTQIA+ populations 
rather than ensure them a 
say in climate change related 
decision-making	processes.	
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Chapter 5: 
Epistemic injustice 
and participation that 
excludes, objectifies and 
exploits
While	participation	by	
marginalised groups is 
seen as the solution to the 
knowledge	gap	problem,	
participatory processes 
can exacerbate rather than 
address injustices in climate 
change and may result 
in the hiding, rather than 
the	filling,	of	knowledge	
gaps.	Recognising	the	risks	
inherent in participation 
necessitates examining 
these processes in practice. 
Effective	participation	is	
essential in the context of 
climate change information 
services, so it is to these 
services that we now turn. 

5.1 Climate 
information 
services
Addressing the gender 
knowledge	gap	is	critical	
in the context of climate 
change information services, 
although these services 
have traditionally been 
concerned	with	knowledge	
gaps	of	a	different	kind.	
Climate information 
services are designed to 
ensure the transfer of 
necessary information from 
scientists to those who use 
the information. Climate 
information services involve 
the	generation	and	packaging	
of information in a manner 
that is tailored to the needs of 
a person whose decisions are 
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affected	by	climate	change.	
For example, a farmer in 
KwaZulu-Natal	in	SA	may	find	
that rainfall patterns have 
changed over the years, with 
the rainy season starting or 
ending later or earlier. As 
a result, the farmer can no 
longer be sure when it is a 
good time to prepare for 
planting or whether there is 
enough rain for certain crops 
(Babugura,	Mtshali	&	Mtshali,	
2010).	The	premise	of	climate	
services is that if the farmer 
could access the relevant 
meteorological data and 
predictions,	in	a	packaged	and	
accessible form, they could 
make	informed	decisions	
about when and what to plant 
in a given season. 

Climate information services 
are often adopted as an 
adaptation measure22 with 
three connected goals. 
First, climate information 
services are concerned with 
ensuring that the right climate 
knowledge	is	being	generated.	
This involves, for example, 
22 Climate information services need not only be an adaptation measure and are also used to 
inform decisions about mitigation. However, when climate services are aimed at individuals 
and communities, they are often intended to help build resilience and support better 
adaptation.

recognising shortages of 
geographically	specific	
meteorological data for many 
countries in Africa due to a 
lack	of	available	technology	
in	those	countries	or	a	lack	
of specialists. Second, these 
services are concerned with 
the	packaging	of	that	data	
in a manner that renders 
it meaningful and useful 
for those who need it. The 
third goal is delivering that 
packaged	information	to	an	
end user through accessible 
means, such as radio bulletins 
or mobile phone messaging 
systems. This allows the 
user	to	make	informed	
assessments about their own 
situations and circumstances, 
to	reduce	climate-related	
risks	and	to	improve	welfare	
(Leal	Filho,	2020).	This	third	
goal is complicated by the fact 
that users of the information 
may	vary	significantly.	They	
might be the rural farmer 
in	KwaZulu-Natal,	but	they	
could also be government 
policymakers	developing	
new legal standards or 
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administrators deciding 
whether to license new 
industrial activities. 

Although climate information 
services have a long history, 
the last decade has seen 
a	significant	increase	in	
interest and funding for these 
services, especially since 
the adoption of the United 
Nations	Global	Framework	for	
Climate Services in 2009. This 
framework	aims	at	addressing	
the gap between those who 
need greater access to climate 
information, and those 
engaged in researching and 
producing such information. 
This is sometimes referred 
to	as	“decision-scale”	
climate	knowledge.	The	
need for climate services 
recognises that gaps exist 
between data and relevant 
information, between relevant 
information and accessible 
information, and between 
knowledge	generators	
and those most directly 
affected	by	climate	change	
(Vaughan	&	Dessai,	2014).

There are a number of 
reasons why the climate 
information services context 
is	an	effective	one	in	
which to assess the role of 
participation in addressing 
knowledge	gaps	in	relation	
to the gendered aspects of 
climate change. For one, 
while all aspects of climate 
change arguably involve the 
generation and sharing of 
knowledge,	necessitating	
proper participation by those 
affected,	climate	information	
services are fundamentally 
about	knowledge	and	
communication. 

For climate information 
services	to	be	effective,	
they must be based on a 
profound understanding of 
what	information	users	know,	
need	to	know	and	how	they	
come	to	access	certain	kinds	
of	knowledge.	Research	has	
shown that climate data that 
is not developed in response 
to	a	specific	context	and	
with those for whom it is 
intended often has little value 
(Vogel	et al.,	2019).	Despite	
this, in climate information 
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services, as in many other 
climate programmes, gender 
was	originally	overlooked	
in both the design and 
implementation of climate 
service programmes 
(McOmber	et al.,	2013).23 
Recent	research	(e.g.	
McOmber et al.,	2013)	
suggests, however, that 
gender	plays	a	significant	role	
in determining whether a 
person is able to access and 
use information. McOmber et 
al.	(2013,	p.	20)	find:	
Women’s	values,	beliefs	and	
experiences are inevitably 
different	than	men’s	because	
their livelihood strategies are 
different	from	men’s	livelihood	
strategies. In the context of 
climate change, it is important 
to recognize that women 
have	different	responsibilities	
than	men	and,	thus,	different	
uses for communication 
technologies.

To date, climate services 
programmes for communities 
and individuals have been 
targeted primarily at agrarian 
communities in developing 
23	Gender	is	still	often	overlooked.	For	example,	a	recent	white	paper	prepared	by	the	Climate	
Services	Partnership,	entitled	Toward	an	Ethical	Framework	for	Climate	Services,	does	not	
address	gender	at	all	(Adams,	Eitland,	Hewitson,	Vaughan,	Wilby	&	Zebiak,	2015).

country contexts. Many 
climate information services 
programmes are currently 
underway in a number of 
countries	in	different	parts	
of Africa. These include the 
Regional	Climate	Outlook	
Forum supported by the 
Consortium of International 
Agricultural Research 
Centers	(CGIAR) and	funded	
by USAID, the United 
Nations Development 
Programme’s Programme 
on Climate Information for 
Resilient Development in 
Africa	(CIRDA),	the	World	
Meteorological Organisation’s 
(WMO’s)	Africa	programmes	
under	the	Global	Framework	
for Climate Services, the 
Weather	and	Climate	
Information Services for 
Africa	(WISER)	funded	by	
UKAid,	and	the	ClimDevAfrica	
programme funded by 
the African Development 
Bank,	among	others.	

These targeted agrarian 
communities,	especially	small-
scale and subsistence farmers, 
are seen as highly vulnerable 
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to climate change impacts 
and extreme weather events, 
since their lives and livelihoods 
depend, in very direct ways, 
on the food that they grow 
and on bringing their produce 
to	market	(Vogel	et al.,	2019).	
Research	(e.g.	Gumucio,	
Hansen,	Huyer	&	Van	Huysen,	
2020;	Fellmann,	2012;	Carr,	
2008)	suggests	that	these	
are also contexts in which 
differently	gendered	groups	
face	both	differentiated	and	
distinct vulnerabilities. 

Those	working	in	climate	
information services have 
taken	this	to	mean	that	there	
is	no	one-size-fits-all	approach	
to	selecting,	packaging	
and disseminating climate 
information, as there is no 
model climate information 
“user”. Gender can have 
an impact on whether a 
person can access and use 
information, and on what 
kind	of	information	they	
might need. As a result, the 
need for a greater degree 
of diverse participation 
is seen as essential. 

However,	in	practice,	efforts	at	
ensuring greater participation 
in climate information 
services have not meant 
greater inclusion of the voices 
of women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations, especially not 
with	regard	to	high-level	
questions	about	the	role	and	
nature of climate services. 
Instead, these processes 
have all too often resulted 
in the epistemic exclusion, 
objectification	or	exploitation	
of those they are meant to 
include and empower. 

5.2 Epistemic 
exclusion
Epistemic exclusion happens 
when an epistemic agent 
is unfairly prevented from 
participating in certain 
epistemic communities, 
practices	or	systems	(Dotson,	
2014;	Pohlhaus,	2017).	Here	
we consider two examples of 
epistemic	exclusion.	The	first	
is the exclusion of women 
that arises as a result of 
their being representatively 
“included”. The second is 
the exclusion of LGBTQIA+ 
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populations as a result of 
their	being	overlooked	and	
ignored in the concept of 
gender itself. 

5.2.1 Exclusion 
through 
representative 
inclusion
Epistemic exclusions may 
happen when a hearer 
unfairly discredits a person’s 
competence or credibility 
because of a widely held 
disparaging association about 
that person’s social group 
(Fricker,	2007).	A	person	
may	find	that	they	are	so	
discredited that even though 
they have an opportunity to 
participate and have their say, 
their say is excluded from 
consideration. Alternatively, a 
person may be assigned such 
low credibility that they are 
not invited to participate at all.

Here,	however,	a	different	
kind	of	epistemic	exclusion	
is considered. Rather than 
assigning someone too 
little credibility, exclusions 
(both	epistemic	and	physical	

exclusions)	happen	because	
women who do participate 
in	a	process	are	taken	to	
represent,	and	speak	for,	
women more generally. Their 
views are seen to be the views 
of all similarly placed women. 
This	could	be	seen	as	a	kind	
of undue credibility excess 
in	which	women	are	taken	to	
have	knowledge	of	all	other	
women in a similar position 
(Davis,	2016;	Lackey,	2020).	
Alternatively, women might be 
seen to have a representation 
or authority excess, meaning 
they	are	taken	to	have	the	
authority to represent and 
speak	for	all	other	similarly	
placed women. Either way, 
these	women	find	they	cannot	
speak	just	for	themselves.	At	
the same time, other similarly 
placed	women	may	find	they	
are not invited to participate 
for they are believed to 
already	be	spoken	for.	

An example of this can be 
found in the approach to 
participation adopted in 
relation to a series of climate 
information	workshops	held	
in	West	Africa,	supported	
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by	the	WMO,	a	specialist	
United Nations agency 
devoted to developing and 
providing weather and climate 
information around the world. 
The	WMO	aims	to	develop	
the capacity of communities 
to gather and use weather 
and climate information, and 
gender integration has been 
a crucial component of the 
approach for a number of 
years.	Between	2011	and	2015,	
the Nigerian Meteorological 
Agency	hosted	workshops	
and conducted training with 
1127 rural farmers on the use 
and application of weather 
and climate information 
services in agriculture. 

The Nigerian Federal Ministry 
of Agriculture and Rural 
Development has found that 
women	account	for	75%	of	
the	farming	population	(Sahel,	
2014).	Nevertheless,	of	the	
1127 farmers included in 
climate	services	workshops	in	
Nigeria,	only	232	participants	
were	women.	Significantly,	
this number of women 
participants was reported 
as	a	major	success;	the	

outcome of a programme 
on	gender-sensitive	climate	
information. As a result of 
the programme, participation 
by women increased from 
10%	to	20%	(WMO,	2017).	

As in Nigeria, low levels 
of women’s participation 
in training were reported 
throughout	West	Africa	for	
workshops	that	took	place	
between	2008	and	2011.	In	
that	period,	the	WMO	held	a	
series	of	roving	workshops	
across	15	countries	in	
West	Africa	in	which	they	
trained	over	8000	farmers,	
only 1000 of whom were 
women. The percentage of 
women participants in the 
next	round	of	workshops	
(2011	–	2015)	went	down, 
with	the	WMO	reporting	
having conducted training 
in	17	countries	for	12500	
farmers	of	which	only	13%	
were	women	–	a	mere	1464.

Although there is a directed 
effort	here	at	increasing	the	
inclusion and participation 
of women, the incredibly 
small number of women in 
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the training courses suggests 
that women have not been 
included and that their voices 
have not been heard. The 
organisations involved in 
hosting	these	workshops,	
however, did not see the 
incredibly low numbers of 
women as evidence of any 
kind	of	failure	or	exclusion.	
A	report	on	the	first	series	of	
workshops,	between	2008	
and 2011, notes: “[g]ender 
aspects are covered with 
around 1000 women receiving 
training. Nevertheless, 
representation of men and 
women	is	far	from	equal	
due to cultural aspects and 
there	are	strong	differences	
from country to country and 
also inside every country” 
(my	emphasis)	(Adams	et 
al.,	2015).	While	the	report	
recognises that there are 
unequal	numbers	of	women	
and	men	in	these	workshops,	
it nevertheless notes that 
“gender aspects are covered.” 
This suggests that the 
inclusion of any number of 
women	is	taken	to	mean	that	
gender has been integrated 
into the programme. 

It appears, then, that the 
assumption is that the 
gendered interests of women 
can	be	“spoken	for”	by	any	
woman	(Ellerby,	2017).	
Based on this reasoning, 
addressing women’s exclusion 
can happen by way of the 
inclusion of some women 
who, by virtue of their 
being	women,	are	taken	
to represent women more 
generally.	One	finds	instances	
of a representation excess 
being assigned to women 
in other areas of climate 
change policy and research. 
For example, international 
institutions and research 
bodies have responded to 
a growing awareness of the 
gendered dimensions of 
climate change by calling for 
greater gender representation 
in their own institutions. 

An increase in the number of 
women and LGBTQIA+ people 
in climate change institutions 
is an undeniably important 
step. Feminist epistemologists 
(and	specifically,	standpoint	
theorists)	have	pointed	to	
the need for views from the 
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periphery – those furthest 
away from power and 
authority	in	decision-making	
(Harding,	2008).	Those	on	
the periphery are thought to 
have an epistemic privilege 
in that they can better see 
the faults and failures of 
decision-making	institutions	
and this suggests greater 
need for the inclusion of 
women	in	decision-making	
contexts. Gaile Pohlhaus, Jr. 
(2017,	p.	18)	refers	to	this	
as “epistemic friction”. It has 
been	argued	that	a	lack	of	
women scientists, negotiators 
and members of the UNFCCC 
secretariat was the reason 
gender	was	overlooked	in	
climate research and policy 
for so long. This suggests 
that	diversity	of	staff	in	
climate	change	decision-
making	bodies	is	critical.24 

However, women are not just 
expected to provide a view 
from the periphery. Rather 
24	However,	Susan	Buckingham	(2017)	points	out	that	the	women	who	do	make	their	way	
into institutions of power are rarely those who do stand on the periphery. She argues, “The 
privileged	among	women	who	are	admitted	to	positions	of	power	in	climate	change	policy-	
and	decision-making	are,	on	current	evidence,	the	highly	educated	and	credentialised,	
typically	with	no	dependents	to	care	for	or	with	the	wherewithal	to	buy	high	quality	care	
services.	They	consequently	lack	this	perspective	of	the	outsider.	Attending	to	numerical	
gender	balance	alone,	therefore,	is	unlikely	to	significantly	disrupt	the	system,	which	has	
created the conditions for anthropogenic climate change, in order to create the structural 
social	change	that	is	needed.”	(Buckingham,	2017,	p.	394).

they are all too often expected 
to represent everyone in 
their	social	group.	Unlike	
their male colleagues, who 
represent only themselves, 
or those who have chosen 
them as representatives, 
women	who	are	included	(in	
training or in international 
bodies)	are	called	upon	to	
represent	and	speak	for	
women more generally. Of 
course, these women could be 
representing other women. 
They might, for example, 
be the duly appointed 
representatives of a women’s 
civil society organisation 
which, in turn, represents its 
women members. This is not, 
however, what is meant when 
gender policy documents call 
for greater representation 
of	women	in	the	staff	of	
climate change institutions. 
They are not calling for 
women’s duly appointed 
representatives;	they	are	
assuming that the woman 
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they	hire	can	and	will	speak	
for women more broadly. 

There is no evidence in the 
WMO	workshop	reports	
that the thousand women 
farmers who participated 
in	the	workshops	in	West	
Africa	were	selected	by	West	
African women through 
some democratic process. 
So why are they seen as 
representative?	Demetriades	
and	Esplen	(as	cited	in	
Brody et al.,	2008,	p.	20)	
argue that “the tendency 
has been to conceptualise 
women everywhere as a 
homogenous, subjugated 
group	…	such	representations	
are problematic on multiple 
accounts, particularly in 
their failure to account for 
the complex interactions 
between gender and other 
forms of disadvantage based 
on class, age, ‘race’/ethnicity 
and sexuality”. The idea that 
ensuring a higher number of 
women	in	decision-making	
and research institutions will 
ensure the representation 
of women more broadly is 
to	see	all	women	as	first	

and foremost static and 
homogenous	(Resurrección,	
2017).	More	importantly	
from a participation point 
of view, however, is that 
those included are not only 
taken	to	represent	women	
in	some	tokenistic	sense	of	
demographic representation, 
but it is assumed these 
participants	can	speak	on	
behalf of other women. The 
participation of all women 
is seen to be assured by 
the inclusion of those who 
happen to be in the room 
and these women, whether 
they wish to or not, become 
de	facto	spokespersons	
for a larger group. 

This	results	in	two	kinds	of	
exclusions.	The	first	is	an	
epistemic exclusion. The 
women who are present 
may	find	that	their	efforts	
to	speak	for	themselves,	to	
make	assertions	about	their	
individual experiences and 
needs	or	to	offer	their	own	
expertise, are not heard as 
they intended or are not 
understood as they ought 
to be. Try as they might, 
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women	cannot	just	speak	for	
themselves, their families or 
their communities and they 
certainly	cannot	speak	for	
the men in their community. 
Even in circumstances where 
women are explicit that they 
do not see their experiences 
and interests as impacted 
by their gender, they are 
still	taken	to	be	speaking	
“as women for women”.25 
This can be seen as a form 
of testimonial injustice, 
discussed in chapter 2. 
Despite the fact that these 
women are physically in 
the room, participating and 
speaking	up,	their	credibility	
is mischaracterised, and 
their capacity to share the 
knowledge	they	wish	to	share	
is	undermined	(Davis,	2016).

The second exclusion is a 
physical exclusion. Since 
25	In	research	conducted	into	the	gendered	impacts	of	climate	change	on	women	in	KwaZulu-
Natal, SA, a number of research participants stated that they did not believe that the impacts 
of	climate	change	were	different	for	the	men	and	women	of	the	community.	The	researchers	
then	asked	them	to	consider	their	different	roles	in	the	community	and,	as	a	result,	“gender	
differentiated	impacts	were	established”.	Women’s	experiences	are	identified	as	“gendered”	
whether they accept that or not. See Babugura et al., 2010.
26	One	regularly	finds	examples	of	deliberate	exclusion	through	cherry-picking	participants	
in legally mandated processes of participation for development activities. For example, 
in	2003,	the	African	Commission	on	Human	and	Peoples’	Rights	heard	a	complaint	by	the	
Endorois	People	that	the	state	of	Kenya	had	denied	their	human	rights	by	forcing	them	off	
their	traditional	lands.	Kenya	argued	that	it	had	consulted	with	the	Endorois,	but	the	Endorois	
reported that the state selected individuals to consult “to lend their consent ‘on behalf’ of the 
community”	and	refused	to	allow	the	community’s	representative	body	to	participate.	(African	
Commission	on	Human	and	Peoples’	Rights,	2010,	para.	20).

“gender aspects are covered” 
thanks	to	the	presence	of	
some women, there is no 
pressing need to have more 
than these representatives in 
the	room.	Women	are	denied	
an	opportunity	to	speak	and	
share	their	knowledge	because	
those to whom they need to 
speak	–	the	policymakers,	
funders and programme 
designers – believe that they 
have	already	spoken	since	
they have been spoken for. 

This is a form of exclusion 
that might happen as a 
result of a deliberate attempt 
to silence someone.26 If a 
researcher or consultant 
deliberately selects who to 
talk	to	in	order	to	ensure	that	
they	get	only	the	kinds	of	
contributions	that	reaffirm	
their assumptions or existing 
plans, they can exclude and 
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silence the voices of others. 

Exclusion	of	this	kind	need	
not be deliberate, however. 
When	a	woman’s	participation	
in climate information 
services	workshops	is	taken	
to represent “gender”, this 
reduces perceived needs for 
greater and more inclusive 
participation processes. 
Women	are	often	left	out	
because common social 
beliefs or prejudices about all 
women being, in some sense, 
the same means that they are 
taken	to	be	spoken	for.	What	
this – and the incredibly low 
number of women participants 
– suggests, is that women are 
still excluded in participation 
processes even when they 
form part of a programme that 
is designed to include them. 
Women	are	simply	not	in	the	
room and, as a result, their 
voices cannot be heard.

The problem of representation 
is a problem found in climate 
research, too. Research into 
the gendered dimensions 
of climate change often 
generalises the needs or 
experiences of a small number 

of	women	as	reflective	of	
the needs and experiences 
of women more broadly 
(Arora-Jonsson,	2011).	
Despite the fact that climate 
services depend on a deep 
understanding of the context, 
needs and capacities of those 
who use the information, 
research in this area also 
reproduces	undifferentiated	
generalisations about 
women. Carr, Fleming and 
Kalala	(2016,	p.	249)	note:	

The existing gender and climate 
services	literature	…	raises	the	
issue of women’s particular 
constraints, needs, and sources 
of information. However, this 
discussion is largely limited 
to essentialist construction 
of gendered identity, where 
‘women’ in a particular place 
or of a particular ethnicity are 
treated	as	an	undifferentiated	
group. 

Failing to consider gender in 
climate information services 
programmes has resulted 
in programmes that are 
ill-suited	to	those	they	were	
meant	to	serve	(Vogel	et al., 
2019).	Treating	gender	as	
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reducible to “women”, and one 
woman as interchangeable 
with another, also has little 
chance of actually resulting in 
programmes	that	work.	

5.2.2 The exclusion 
of LGBTQIA+ 
populations
Gender analysis and inclusion 
has been an important 
part of the growing body of 
research	on	the	different	
ways in which climate change 
affects	different	people.	
However, as discussed in 
the previous section, much 
of	this	research	(and	the	
policy documents that have 
emerged	from	this	research)	
has been based on a series 
of generalising moves: 
understanding the gender 
dimensions of climate change 
is	all	too	often	taken	to	mean	
paying attention to women, 
and women are treated as a 
relatively homogenous group 
(Carr	&	Thompson,	2014).	The	
previous section argued that 
this results in the exclusion of 

women whose opportunity to 
speak	is	taken	up	by	a	small	
number of “representatives”. 

While	these	generalising	
strategies tend to exclude 
many women, the use of 
“gender” in climate policies 
and programmes can 
invisibilise and exclude 
LGBTQIA+ populations 
altogether. Carr and 
Thompson	(2014,	p.	183)	find:	

…	the	bulk	of	the	contemporary	
gender and adaptation 
literature, as well as the 
majority of the implementation 
work	that	seeks	to	incorporate	
gender into climate change 
adaptation programming, 
makes	its	case	through	very	
narrow binary gender analyses, 
where ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are 
treated as unitary categories 
with contrasting needs. 

This binary approach to 
gender	is	out	of	keeping	
with common contemporary 
uses of the concept of 
gender in the social sciences 
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(Carr	&	Thompson,	2014;	
MacGregor,	2010a).27 

Today, integrating gender 
concerns and achieving 
gender	equality	is	a	matter	
of priority for most climate 
change institutions and 
organisations.28 However, 
while it appears that 
measures	are	being	taken	to	
address gender exclusion, 
in fact, these policies more 
narrowly address women’s 
exclusion. Calling policies 
that focus exclusively on 
the experiences and needs 
of women “gender policies” 
leaves no space in the 
concept of “gender” for 
trans,	non-binary	and	gender	
diverse populations. As a 
result, these populations 
are excluded. Stacy Alaimo 
(2009,	pp.	32–33)	argues:	

27 Even research in climate services, that is explicitly intersectional in its approach to 
understanding	the	ways	in	which	gender	affects	the	use	and	accessibility	of	climate	
services,	still	tends	to	treat	“gender”	as	concerned	with	differences	between	women	and	
men and gendered impacts as impacts on women. See, for example, Carr et al	(2016)	who	
investigate	“assemblages	of	vulnerabilities”	within	gendered	groups.	They	find	that	“when	
we	disaggregate	the	women	of	Ngetou	Maleck	by	their	seniority	and	access	to	livelihoods	
resources	(the	determining	factors	shaping	their	assemblages	of	vulnerability),	we	see	
differentiated	assemblages	of	vulnerability	among	women”	(Carr	et al.,	2016,	p.	253).	Here	
women	are	examined	through	a	more	nuanced	and	differentiated,	intersectional	lens	but	
“gender”	(and	sexual	identity)	is	not.
28	The	Congress	and	Executive	Council	of	the	WMO,	for	example,	have	adopted	seven	
resolutions	and	two	decisions	on	gender	equality	and	mainstreaming	all	of	which	are	
concerned with greater opportunities for and empowerment of women. 

While	it	is	crucial	to	address	
gender-blind	science	and	
policymaking	this	sort	of	
framing casts ‘men’ and 
‘women’	into	clear-cut,	universal	
categories,	the	objective-
sounding statement declaring 
that	they	‘have	different	roles,	
responsibilities,	and	decision-
making	powers’	freezes	gender	
polarities in a way that erases 
social struggle and contestation 
as well as denying any space at 
all for those who do not, in fact, 
fit	within	these	rigid	and	static	
categories. 

Again, there is a sense in 
which the opportunity for 
participation is usurped, 
only this time not through 
a representation excess but 
through invisibilisation. As 
discussed in chapter 2, trans, 
non-binary	and	genderqueer	
populations are groups who 
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are distinguished through 
the concept of gender, 
and experiences of climate 
change	are	shaped	(in	
part)	by	their	experiences	
of	being	gendered	(and	
often,	misgendered).29	When	
gender is used exclusively to 
contrast the experiences of 
women and men, it leaves no 
space	for	non-binary	groups	
to engage, to participate 
and to be heard in gender 
mainstreaming and other 
programmes. The call for 
research, policy, programmes 
and engagement that address 
the gendered dimensions of 
climate change, as a result, 
often excludes them.30

This understanding of 
gender in climate change 
policies not only denies 
LGBTQIA+ populations a 
chance to participate, but 
29There appears not to be any research on LGBTQIA+ populations and climate information 
services. It is, however, conceivable that some members of these communities may access 
information	in	different	ways	and	from	different	places	(especially	where	social	exclusion	
makes	traditional	methods	of	information	sharing	inaccessible	to	them).
30 This is a problem that is often built into the design and methodology of the research or 
the	programme.	For	example,	the	field	work	component	of	a	research	programme	on	the	
role of gender in the design of climate services for farmers in Senegal consisted of a series 
of participatory exercises, including focus groups, participatory mapping and surveys. In 
every case, the participatory activities were conducted with men and women separately. The 
methodology made no provision for participatory activities with those who identify as neither 
man	or	women,	or	who	identify	as	both,	nor	does	it	allow	for	any	sub-divisions	within	these	
groups	(Tall,	Kristjanson,	Chaudhury,	McKune	&	Zougmoré,	2014).
31	See, for example, funding from the Green Climate Fund on gender assessment and gender 
action	plan	(Green	Climate	Fund,	n.d.).

it	also	risks	contributing	
to their social oppression 
and marginalisation. One 
finds	an	example	of	climate	
scientists doing just this 
in the case of Uganda. In 
Uganda, addressing the 
gendered dimensions of 
access to climate information 
services has been a priority 
and	the	focus	of	significant	
funding and cooperation from 
international aid bodies.31 A 
recent	news	article	(Ampaire,	
Jassogne	&	Francés,	2017)	
on the gender gap in climate 
change adaptation reported: 
Uganda	…	[has]	for	years	
demonstrated their 
commitment to gender 
equality	through	legal	and	
constitutional	means.	…	The	
National Gender Policy of 1997 
was	subsequently	revised	
in 2007. Other supportive 
provisions are contained in 

http://evaw-global-database.unwomen.org/en/countries/africa/uganda/2007/national-gender-policy--2007-
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the	1995	constitution,	the	
Equal	Opportunities	Act and 
recent national development 
plans.	[Uganda]	also	ratified	
key	international	instruments.	
These include the Convention 
on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination 
against	Women and the 
Beijing Platform for Action. In 
more recent years, they have 
translated these commitments 
into their agricultural and 
climate change policies.

A	2016	Information	Note	
put out by the CGIAR, an 
organisation that researches 
climate information services 
in	key	villages	in	Uganda,	
further notes, “Uganda is 
progressively strengthening 
the gender component 
of its agricultural policies 
and strategic planning 
document”	(Acosta,	Ampaire,	
Kyomugisha,	Kigonya	&	
Jassogne,	2016,	p.	1).

Uganda, however, is a 
country in which the rights 
and freedoms of LGBTQIA+ 
32	Legislation	passed	in	2014	sought	to	criminalise	a	wide	range	of	“homosexual”	conduct,	
rendering	these	populations	(and	any	people	who	support	these	populations)	subject	to	
extreme criminal penalties. Under international pressure, the legislation was challenged and 
found to be unconstitutional, but the government tabled a revised version in 2019, which 
proposes	making	various	acts	classed	as	homosexual	punishable	by	the	death	penalty.

populations have been 
systematically and violently 
denied	by	the	state	(Thapa,	
2015).32 “Homosexual acts” 
are criminalised under the 
criminal code and the police 
have been reported to 
regularly and without grounds 
harass, arrest, detain and 
assault people suspected 
of	being	LGBTQIA+	(Human	
Rights	Watch,	2019).

Most recently, the Ugandan 
police have been accused of 
using emergency laws passed 
in	response	to	the	COVID-19	
pandemic as an excuse 
to raid LGBTQIA+ shelters 
and arrest people believed 
to	be	LGBTQIA+	(Office	of	
the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human 
Rights,	2020).	While	this	is	
alarming from the perspective 
of human rights, rule of law 
and health, it is also alarming 
from a climate change 
perspective. States’ abilities 
to respond to emergencies 
and to develop appropriate 
emergency procedures are 

http://acfode.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/Policy-brief-on-the-Equal-Opportunities-Commission-Act-and-Policy-EOC.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
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key	components	of	any	
effective	climate	change	
agenda. Uganda, however, 
has demonstrated that 
its emergency response 
procedures can be used 
to expose gender and 
sexual minorities to 
greater	risk	and	harm.	

What	this	discussion	of	
Ugandan policy aims to 
demonstrate is that, in 
their praise for Uganda’s 
“gender progressive” climate 
policies, international 
climate change researchers 
and organisations have 
become complicit in 
the marginalisation of 
some gendered groups. 
Praising Uganda as gender 
progressive, while failing to 
see	attacks	on	LGBTQIA+	
populations	as	gender-based	
violence, is an approach 
that invisibilises these 
populations, who go unseen 
and unheard in national 
and international climate 
change policy, services and 
“participatory” processes that 
claim to be concerned with 
gender inclusion. 

As discussed in chapter 2, 
since climate vulnerability 
tracks	social	vulnerability	
and	oppressions,	the	specific	
discrimination and exclusions 
that LGBTQIA+ populations 
face have to be understood 
in order to understand their 
climate	vulnerabilities	(Arora-
Jonsson,	2011).	LGBTQIA+	
populations, however, 
are both physically and 
epistemically	excluded.	Unlike	
women,	the	knowledge	gap	
with regard to their needs and 
experiences, and the limits on 
their participation and access 
to information, remain largely 
unnoticed.	While	members	
of these communities might 
be invited in by virtue of their 
also being men or women, 
their epistemic authority and 
knowledge	as	members	of	
LGBTQIA+ populations are not 
recognised or sought. 

This section has examined 
the epistemic and physical 
exclusion of women through 
representation and of 
LGBTQIA+ populations 
through a binary concept of 
gender. In the next section, 
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we explore a problem that 
affects	those	who	are	not	
excluded but included, 
but whose participation 
exposes	them	to	a	kind	of	
epistemic	objectification.	

5.3 Epistemic 
objectification
The previous section argued 
that women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations are often denied 
the chance to share their 
knowledge	in	“participatory”	
processes of climate 
information services because 
they	are	effectively	excluded	
by their categorisation within 
and outside of the concept 
of gender. Sometimes, 
however, women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations may 
be included in participation 
or climate change research 
but	find	that	rather	
than being epistemically 
included, they are unjustly 
epistemically	objectified.	

Objectification,	in	simplest	
terms, happens when a 
person is seen to be or is 
treated	like	an	object.	It	is,	

as	Immanuel	Kant	famously	
argued, to treat a person 
as a mere means to the 
ends of others and not 
as an end in themselves 
(Kant,	1996,	p.	557).	When	
a	person	is	objectified,	they	
are	treated	as	lacking	in	
autonomy and agency. The 
person is treated as fungible, 
interchangeable with others 
and as someone whose 
needs or interests need not 
be	taken	into	account.

Epistemic	objectification	is	
the	objectification	of	a	person	
in	their	capacity	as	a	knower. 

Epistemic	objectification	
happens when a person is 
treated as a mere source 
of information rather than 
as an informant or “subject 
with a common purpose” 
(Craig	quoted	in	Fricker,	
1998,	p.	56).	The	difference	
between being treated as a 
mere source of information 
and as an informant is the 
difference	between	being	
“objectified	and	observed”	
and being treated as an active 
and credible participant 
(Code,	2008).	Rather	one	
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is treated as a “passive 
state	of	affairs	from	which	
knowledge	might	be	gleaned”	
(Fricker,	2007,	p.	132).	

Like	objectification	more	
generally, not all epistemic 
objectification	is	unjust	
(Nussbaum,	1995).	After	
all, information is gleaned 
from people all the time 
without causing any injustice. 
City planners, for example, 
might observe how people 
use public space in order 
to design better cities. 
Researchers may glean 
information from research 
subjects	in	qualitative	or	
quantitative	research	projects.	

Climate scientists often 
conduct research into the 
different	ways	in	which	certain	
impacts	or	proposals	affect	
different	people.	In	such	
circumstances, they might 
observe certain behaviour 
or conduct interviews to 
ascertain information about 
different	experiences	and	
practices. Such research may 
be essential to the protection 
of	the	group	in	question.	

Gormon-Murray	et al.	(2014,	
pp.	240-241)	point	out:	
…	since	disasters	combine	
a natural event and a set 
of	societal	vulnerabilities	…	
disaster	management	and	risk	
reduction	policies	must	seek	
to address the vulnerabilities 
of all social groups, and 
consequently	there	is	a	
need for scholarly and policy 
research to examine the needs 
of marginalized groups. 

The fact that these groups 
have	long	been	overlooked	
in science research has 
contributed to their 
vulnerability. However, in 
conducting such research, 
scientists necessarily “glean” 
information	from	affected	
individuals or groups. 

For the purposes of this 
discussion, focused on the 
participation of marginalised 
groups in climate information 
services, unjust epistemic 
objectification	is	understood	
to occur when a person 
has a right to full epistemic 
participation and, instead, 
they are treated as only 



59

Exclusion, objectification, exploitation: gender, sexuality and climate change information services

or merely sources of 
information. In some cases, 
a person might appear to 
be an active participant 
when they are in fact being 
epistemically	objectified.	
Rebecca	Tuvel	(2015,	p.	321)	
argues, “we must remain 
alert to instances in which 
individuals are actively 
sharing	their	knowledge	yet	
are still being treated as mere 
sources of information”. Their 
“participation” amounts to 
being studied or examined, 
rather than being consulted 
or collaborated with. In these 
instances, participants are not 
included in ways that allow 
them to engage meaningfully, 
as full participants, and at 
the	highest	levels	of	decision-
making.	They	are	not	treated	
as	full	agents,	with	knowledge	
to contribute but rather as a 
source of information or data. 

Determining whether or 
not a practice epistemically 
objectifies	someone	unjustly	
demands attention to 
context	(Tuvel,	2015).	Within	
the context of climate 
information services, certain 

assumptions and common 
approaches increase the 
risk	of	unjust	epistemic	
objectification,	especially	
for women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations. Two practices 
make	this	apparent.	First,	
the practice of identifying 
affected	communities	as	“end	
users” excludes them from 
being	engaged	as	knowledge	
producers and, as a result, 
these	communities	(and	
especially	women)	are	only	
able	to	“participate”	when	key	
decisions have already been 
taken	and	only	in	relation	
to a limited range of issues. 
Second, communities, and 
especially women, are not 
provided with the information 
that would enable them to 
engage as full and informed 
epistemic agents. The next 
section considers each of 
these practices in turn. 

5.3.1 “End users” and 
delayed engagement
Climate information services, 
as discussed, are designed 
to address a critical gap in 
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knowledge	production	and	
access to information by 
individuals and communities 
who	require	the	information	
to	take	more	climate	resilient	
and sustainable decisions. 
This is often seen as a gap 
between the information 
producers – especially 
climate scientists – and the 
information users. Finding 
ways to “bridge” the gap has 
been	identified	as	critical	and	
an important part of this is 
ensuring that those who use 
the information have the 
opportunity to describe their 
needs and any barriers they 
face in accessing or using 
information	(Kiem,	Verdon-
Kidd	&	Austin,	2014).	

However, the whole idea 
of climate information 
services seems to be built 
on assumptions about 
people’s relationships to 
information and to each 
other	that	exclude	an	equality	
of agency and power in 
those discussions. Climate 
information services aim 
“to provide people and 
organisations with timely, 

tailored	climate-related	
knowledge	and	information	
that they can use to reduce 
climate-related	losses	and	
enhance	benefits”	(Vaughan	
&	Dessai,	2014,	p.	588).	The	
nature	(and	importance)	
of climate information 
services is often described 
in roughly the following 
terms: “[w]hile climate 
services have the potential 
to	reduce	precipitation-	and	
temperature-related	risks	
to agrarian livelihoods, 
such outcomes are possible 
only when they deliver 
information that is salient, 
legitimate, and credible to 
end users”	(my	emphasis)	
(Carr	et al.,	2016,	p.	247).	

In other words, a farmer 
may	require	information	
about weather conditions 
related to the area where 
they farm, at the time in 
which they are planning 
to farm, and relevant to 
the	crops	or	livestock	they	
have available to them. The 
farmer, in this scenario, 
is a user of information, 
gathered by meteorologists 
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and	packaged	by	information	
brokers.	Importantly,	the	idea	
of an “end user” suggests 
that the farmer is only 
ever the user and never a 
producer	of	knowledge.	An	
end user must necessarily 
look	to	external	experts	
to provide them with the 
knowledge	and	information	
that they need. They are 
the passive consumers of 
information, dependent 
on those who produce and 
package	the	information.	

Vogel	et al.	(2019,	p.	8)	have	
found:

The departure points for 
engagements are still tethered 
to the ‘scientist’ as expert who 
is ‘communicating’ and trying 
to embed climate information 
and	knowledge	into	the	
daily realities of people. The 
brokerage	of	knowledge	thus	
becomes the driving feature 
of the engagement process 
with a focus on communicating 
science that is then unfurled 
through	value-chain	type	of	
approach to climate services. 

Indeed,	to	speak	of	“services”	
already locates those involved 
into positions as servers and 
those who are served, as 
actors and recipients, as users 
and providers. The focus 
is, as a result, on bridging 
the gap between scientists 
and farmers, rather than on 
partnership or a collective 
and collaborative process 
of generating information 
and bringing into practice 
new approaches and ideas 
(Vogel	et al.,	2019).	

Since	farmers	are	identified	
as	“end-users”,	they	are	
brought into the process 
late	(if	at	all)	and	their	
engagement in the process 
is often for a predetermined 
purpose – namely tailoring 
the	final	knowledge	product	
to better suit the “user’s” 
particular circumstances. 
Participants in a process 
whose participation is limited 
to the procurement of certain 
information about their daily 
lives and circumstances, 
are	at	high	risk	of	not	being	
treated as full participants. 
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For example, a 2017 
monitoring and evaluation 
report	on	a	multi-year	
climate services programme 
carried	out	by	the	World	
Food Programme and the 
Climate Change, Agriculture 
and Food Security research 
programme in Malawi and 
Tanzania, stated that one of 
the	first	activities	undertaken	
was	a	base-line	assessment.	
The report notes that in 
that assessment process, 
participants	were	asked	
questions	about:	
1. household	assets	and	risk	

to agricultural productivity, 
2. the general sources of 

information on agriculture, 
3.	 the	specific	sources	of	

information on climate, 
4.	 the use of climate 

information and the 
perceived impacts, 

5.	gendered access to climate 
information	and	finally,

6.	 impact of climate services 
use	on	crop/livestock	
production and food 
security. 

In	this	first	engagement,	the	
participation of the project’s 

targeted	beneficiaries	was	
limited and directed, aimed 
at what the consultants 
considered baseline 
information to address the 
predetermined outcomes of 
the project. As “end users”, 
targeted	beneficiaries	are	not	
engaged in earlier stages of 
conceptualisation and design 
(Vincent,	Daly,	Scannell	&	
Leathes,	2018).	Decisions	
about the need for climate 
information services, the 
nature of those services, 
as well as decisions about 
the	kinds	of	knowledge	and	
information that ought to be 
prioritised or included, are 
taken	long	before	any	users	
are involved and usually at a 
significant	distance.	

As	discussed	in	chapter	4,	
the right to participation is a 
right	to	have	a	say	in	decision-
making	processes	that	affect	
one’s interests. Farmers 
ought to have an opportunity 
to participate in decisions 
relating to the ways they farm, 
generate income and feed 
themselves, all of which might 
be	affected	by	the	adoption	
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of one or another climate 
mitigation or adaptation 
programme. In this case, 
however, it appears that they 
are not given a chance to 
participate	in	the	decision-
making	process.	Rather,	
they are merely participants 
in targeted assessments. 
Information about their 
conditions is gleaned from 
them to inform the design 
of a programme that the 
farmers did not choose. They 
are,	as	Fricker	puts	it,	mere	
sources of information. 

Vogel	&	O’Brien	(2006)	argue	
that climate information 
services projects operating 
in agrarian communities in 
African countries perpetuate 
a	long-standing	practice	
of injustice in the aid and 
development sector. People 
of	the	Global	South,	Vogel	
and O’Brien have found, 
have often been treated as 
the passive recipients and 
consumers of goods, aid 
and information from the 
Global North. They argue 
that Africans are all too often 
33 There is no data on LGBTQIA+ populations and climate information services that I have 
been	able	to	find,	suggesting	that	the	knowledge	and	voices	of	these	groups	are	not	just	
disempowered but entirely excluded, as discussed above.

expected to simply accept 
or consume information 
because it has been produced 
or transmitted by “experts” 
abroad. This is a position 
with neither agency nor 
power, and one in which 
“users” are only engaged at 
a time when many of the 
most important decisions 
are	already	taken	and	only	
in relation to a limited range 
of “optimising” issues. 

Being designated a “user” is 
disempowering and being 
treated as a mere source 
of information and not as 
a full epistemic agent is 
epistemically objectifying. This 
is true for all those who are 
seen as nothing more than 
“end users”. However, gender 
dynamics and prejudices 
mean that women face 
intersecting and aggregative 
sources	of	objectification	
and disempowerment.33 First, 
while all “users” tend to be 
brought into engagements 
on climate services late, for 
many years women were 
excluded from these services 
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altogether. Since gender only 
relatively recently has become 
a concern for those designing 
climate information services 
programmes, women’s 
inclusion is especially late in 
the	decision-making	process	
and LGBTQIA+ populations 
are not being brought in 
at all. Existing agreements, 
policies and plans were 
decided without the inclusion 
of women and LGBTQIA+ 
“users”. As a result, many 
of the framing instruments 
exclude gendered 
considerations. For example, 
the	Global	Framework	for	
Climate Services includes 
five	implementation	policies	
drafted	by	the	WMO	in	2014,	
none	of	which	makes	any	
substantial reference to 
gender, women or LGBTQIA+ 
populations.34	With	decisions	
already	taken,	plans	already	
made and programmes 
already funded, the chance 
that women in farming 
communities will be brought 
in as anything other than 
sources of information for 
34 There are no references to gender, women or LGBTQIA+ populations in any of these policies 
(except	for	a	passing	reference	to	gender	among	other	issues	to	be	observed	in	the	policy	on	
Observations	and	Monitoring).	All	five	of	the	implementation	components	can	be	found	on	
https://gfcs.wmo.int/about-gfcs	(Global	Framework	for	Climate	Services,	n.d.).

predetermined outputs 
seems slim. The opportunity 
for women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations to participate 
and	share	their	knowledge	is	
delayed and marginal. 

Second, women are often 
seen as particularly passive 
and	lacking	in	agency	not	only	
by virtue of the fact that they 
are classed as “end users” 
but also because they are 
repeatedly	identified	in	policy	
and scholarship as vulnerable;	
“the poor rural woman of the 
Global South who is negatively 
affected	by	climate	change”	
(Resurrección,	2017,	p.	77). 
Vulnerability	is	a	concept	
used	to	express	the	different	
degrees to which populations, 
environments, ecological 
systems	and	nation-states	
are susceptible or resilient to 
climate	change	related	risks	
(Fellmann,	2012;	IPCC,	2007).	

Relatively early on in the 
debates and discussions 
about gender and climate 
change, the idea emerged 
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that women and other 
underrepresented groups 
should be understood to be 
uniquely	vulnerable	to	the	
effects	of	climate	change.	
Women’s	vulnerability	is	
seen as connected to the 
conditions of oppression and 
poverty into which they are 
often forced. In this instance, 
vulnerability denotes “the 
physical, social, cultural, 
economic and political 
conditions	that	affect	the	
ability of individuals, families, 
households, communities and 
countries to prevent, prepare 
for, respond to, mitigate 
and recover from hazardous 
events and their associated 
disasters”	(Dominey-Howes	et 
al.,	2014,	p.	908).	Vulnerability	
is seen to be both caused 
and exacerbated by existing 
systems of oppression 
and social marginalisation, 
and women are seen to 
be the primary victims of 
such marginalisation. 

Bernadette	Resurrección	
(2017,	p.	77)	argues:

Popular gender, climate 
change, and disaster discourses 

today revolve around a centred 
feminine subject – that is, 
the poor rural woman of the 
Global South who is negatively 
affected	by	climate	change.	
A running logic permeates 
the discussions: climate 
change is most adversely felt 
by vulnerable people in the 
climate hotspots of the Global 
South, and chief among them 
are women, who constitute 
the largest percentage of the 
world’s poor. 

Since women had been 
historically excluded from the 
decision-making	processes	
that contributed to climate 
change and, in addition, 
were found to contribute 
less to global warming as 
they tend to consume less 
meat and energy, they were 
quickly	identified	as	the	“chief	
victims” of climate change. 
Women’s	lesser	contribution	
to GHGs has meant that they 
are	also	often	identified	as	
“climate	virtuous”.	“Women	
are considered more sensitive 
to	risk,	more	prepared	for	
behavioural change and 
more	likely	to	support	drastic	
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policies and measures on 
climate	change”	(Arora-
Jonsson,	2011,	p.	745).	

Both women’s vulnerability 
and their virtuousness, Seema 
Arora-Jonsson	(2011)	finds,	
is sometimes ascribed to an 
inherent predisposition to 
environmental friendliness.35 
Women	are	sometimes	seen	
as “closer to nature” and more 
environmentally attuned and 
thus both more vulnerable to 
environmental changes and 
less	likely	to	contribute	to	
ecological harm. This idea of 
women being closer to nature 
is one that is particularly 
prevalent in discussions 
of rural and Indigenous 
women and women from 
developing countries 
(Resurrección,	2017).	

While	it	has	been	argued	
that the idea of women’s 
vulnerability has been 
advanced as part of a 
35 Assumptions about the vulnerability and virtuousness of women, and the reasons why 
women	(and	other	socially	oppressed	groups)	might	exhibit	these	qualities,	have	been	
contested. For one, the idea that women are predisposed to environmental friendliness 
has	been	found	to	be	predetermined	in	research	that	overemphasises	pro-environmental	
findings,	while	also	ignoring	those	women	who	express	contrary	attitudes	(Reed,	2000).	
Positioning women as close to nature is also often a strategic or political tactic, aimed at 
addressing	their	exclusion	from	environmental	decision-making	processes.	As	Arora-Jonsson	
(2011,	p.	747)	argues,	“[a]rguments	about	women’s	inherent	vulnerability	or	virtuousness	are	
in	large	part	driven	by	the	desire	to	put	women	and	unequal	gender	relations	on	the	map	in	
relation to discussion on climate change”.

feminist strategy to draw 
attention to the needs of 
women, vulnerability has 
at the same time become 
its own problem of gender 
injustice. Nancy Tuana 
(2013,	p.	29)	argues	that	the	
problem with identifying 
women as vulnerable is 
that this “renders them 
passive, susceptible, acted 
upon	…	this	then	reinforces	
the maleness of agency, 
assumes that men are not 
vulnerable to climate change, 
makes	it	difficult	to	see	or	
appreciate women’s agency”. 
Assumptions about women’s 
vulnerability may, as a result, 
have	a	significant	bearing	on	
their ability to participate, 
be heard or to be believed 
in participatory processes. 

MacGregor	(2010b,	p.	227)	
finds:	
The	most	frequent	collocation	
of words in the gender research 
is	‘women’	and	‘vulnerable’.	…	
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the result is that rural women 
in the South are constructed 
as one dimensional objects: 
they rarely enter the discussion 
unless	as	climate	victims	…	By	
focusing on vulnerability, there 
is	a	danger	of	affirming	the	
negative	stereotype	…	of	the	
Southern woman as helpless, 
voiceless and largely unable to 
cope without the help of UN 
development agencies funded 
and	staffed	by	the	North.	

The belief that women are, 
first	and	foremost,	the	victims	
of climate change changes the 
manner of their participation, 
both in terms of what they are 
called	upon	to	talk	about	and	
how their speech is heard. 
Women	(and	especially	rural	
women living in Global South 
contexts)	are	not	seen	as	full	
agents,	engaged	in	the	task	
of addressing climate change, 
with	important	knowledge	to	
contribute to global and local 
debates and negotiations. 
They are not actors, but they 
are to be acted upon. 

As discussed in chapter 2, 
Fricker	(2007)	has	argued	

that prejudices and beliefs 
that an audience holds about 
a	speaker’s	social	identity	
(their	identity	as	a	woman	
or	as	black	or	as	young,	for	
example)	changes	the	ways	
in which their testimony is 
received. Due to prejudices 
about a woman’s social 
identity as a woman, she is 
not believed or understood 
– she is “ingenuously 
downgraded and/or 
disadvantaged in respect of 
[her] status as an epistemic 
subject”	(Fricker,	2007,	p.	53).	

Social prejudices and 
beliefs do not just mean 
that certain groups are not 
believed or understood 
when	they	speak,	but	also	
mean they are not included 
in	certain	kinds	of	topics	or	
engagements	(Collins,	2002).	
For example, the belief that 
black	women	are	only	good	
for domestic labour means 
their views and insights are 
not sought outside of that 
domain	(Collins,	2002).	The	
view that women in general 
are emotional and are not 
capable of sound reasoning, 
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has meant that women were 
denied the opportunity to 
work	in	a	wide	range	of	
fields,	including	natural	
sciences, for hundreds of 
years	(Anderson,	2000).36 

For the women who are often 
the	target	beneficiaries	of	
climate information services, 
namely rural, agrarian women 
living in the Global South, 
the perception that they 
are vulnerable “end users”, 
in need of the services of 
climate experts, means 
that their participation in 
decision-making	related	to	
climate information services 
programmes is directed 
and focused: addressed at 
the primary goal of either 
ascertaining what information 
they need or how it might 
best	be	packaged.	They	
are not engaged in a broad 
spectrum of issues with 
regard to best practical 
responses to the climate 
change threats they face. 

36 Today, female scientists continue to face scepticism and disbelief about their expertise or 
abilities and are often still excluded from conferences, collaborations and appointments in 
international organisations such as the IPCC. This is also true for experts from developing 
country	contexts	(Koch,	2020).	Another	example	of	this	kind	of	exclusion	is	found	in	relation	to	
the expertise of Indigenous peoples who are not recognised as experts in relation to their own 
culture	and	history	and	instead	non-Indigenous	sociologists	and	historians	are	called	on	to	
provide	information	about	Indigenous	life,	culture	and	knowledge	(Tsosie,	2012;	2017).

They	are	asked	whether	
they listen to the radio, 
but not whether climate 
information services are the 
best investment of available 
adaptation funds, for example. 

Because agrarian, rural 
women in the Global South 
are seen as vulnerable, they 
are not seen as epistemic 
authorities to be consulted 
and engaged with in the 
earliest	stages	of	decision-
making.	To	reiterate,	they	are	
epistemically	objectified	as	
they are seen as vulnerable 
end-users	and	a	source	
of baseline information, 
but not as full agents to 
be included in the earliest 
stages	of	decision-making.		

5.3.2 Epistemic 
objectification 
and access to 
information
The idea that end users 
should only be given limited 
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information is fundamental 
to the concept of climate 
information services. 
Climate information services 
are built on a principle of 
information pragmatism 
that sees information as 
relevant only in so far as it is 
directly useful and applicable 
to the end user’s particular 
climate-related	decision-
making.	“The	more	relevant	
and useful the information is 
to the user, the more easily 
the user may be able to 
adapt to changes in climate. 
Efficient	dissemination	of	
climate information can 
help farmers to evaluate 
risk	at	the	household	level,	
in	order	to	make	critical	
decisions about their crops” 
(McOmber	et al.,	2013,	p.	8).	

What	this	suggests	is	that	
information that is not 
seen to directly assist in the 
farmer’s	decision-making	is	
of no need to the farmer and 
providing it to the farmer 
will in fact hinder their ability 
to adapt to changes in the 
climate. Information that is 
37	A	white	paper	on	an	ethical	framework	for	climate	services	does	call	for	this	kind	of	
information	to	be	shared	with	users	(however,	the	framework	makes	no	mention	of	gender	
and	addresses	primarily	state	and	civil	society	users)	(see	Adams	et al.,	2015).

deemed	irrelevant	will	likely	
include anything related to 
high-level	decisions	about	
climate information services 
themselves. For example, in 
providing farmers with the 
information they “need”, they 
are not provided with a cost/
benefit	analysis	of	investing	
in climate services nor of the 
costs	or	benefits	associated	
with	an	entirely	different	
mitigation or adaptation 
programme. Necessary 
information for deciding when 
to plant crops also does not 
include funding arrangements 
or information about whether 
these arrangements serve 
Global North countries to a 
greater degree than Global 
South	countries	(Ciplet	et al., 
2012).	Farmers	in	the	Global	
South	are	unlikely	to	be	
provided with methodological 
information	about	scientific	
data, including any 
information about variability 
and degrees of uncertainty in 
modelling and assessment.37 
Climate information services 
are	thus	built	on	a	kind	of	
epistemic paternalism in 
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which	funders,	policymakers,	
scientists and programme 
designers	select	and	package	
information that they assess 
to be for the good of the 
target users, leaving out 
anything that does not serve 
that perceived good.

While	this	sort	of	paternalism	
may	play	a	useful	role	(an	
overload of information 
can be disempowering and 
unhelpful),	giving	farmers	
only the information that 
they “need” is not the 
same as giving them the 
information that they want. 
For example, in a research 
study	in	KwaZulu-Natal	in	SA,	
a	participant	stated	(Babugura	
et al.,	2010,	p.	37):

Our planting seasons are 
changing.	We	used	to	know	
when the rains will come, now 
we	don’t	know	anymore.	For	us	
this is not normal. Something 
is	wrong	with	the	climate.	We	
don’t	know	what	is	causing	
the	climate	to	change	like	this.	
We	have	more	dry	and	hot	
days than we used to have. 
I hear it will get worse. The 
more hot it gets the less rain 

we	will	get	(elderly	woman	
from	Thelaphi	community).	

The statement “we don’t 
know	what	is	causing	the	
climate	to	change	like	this”	
suggests a desire to better 
know	and	understand	what	
causes climate change as 
well as particular information 
about when rain will come. 
The research study goes 
on	to	make	a	number	of	
recommendations for 
addressing issues related to 
climate change and gender 
in SA, but the authors do 
not include providing people 
with information about the 
historical or contemporary 
causes of climate change or 
their justice dimensions. 

By providing communities 
only with the information that 
they are thought to need, 
climate information services 
programmes not only fail to 
give them all the information 
that they may want, but 
also	make	them	much	more	
susceptible to practices of 
epistemic	objectification.	
Limiting	information	risks	
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limiting the extent to which 
these	communities	(and	
especially women who 
may	lack	other	means	of	
accessing	information)	
can drive and direct their 
engagements with the 
individuals and institutions 
rolling out the services. This 
makes	it	much	easier	to	
engage communities only 
as sources of information, 
and only to the extent 
and in the predetermined 
ways already chosen. 

Limiting information to 
predetermined topics 
and needs not only limits 
community engagement 
but also suggests that the 
expertise	and	knowledge	
of these communities are 
not valued or recognised. In 
providing “end users” only 
with information that they 
“need”, climate services 
programmes not only 
assume that these users 
38	I	recognise	that	constraints	related	to	financing	and	the	availability	of	time	and	other	
resources	may	play	an	important	(even	decisive)	role	in	determining	what	information	can	be	
made	available	to	affected	groups.	However,	climate	information	services	are	designed	on	the	
basis that groups will only	be	given	the	information	they	need	(seemingly	regardless	of	the	
availability	of	resources).	It	is	the	assumptions	inherent	in	this	approach	that	are	subject	to	
critique	here.	Were	these	policies	designed	on	the	basis	that	all	possible	information	must	be	
provided within the available resource constraints, then it would seem to me that this would 
not suggest an assumption that people have no need for the information, only that resources 
are limited.

have no need for a broader 
political,	social	and	scientific	
understanding of climate 
change and climate services, 
but they also assume there 
is	no	epistemic	benefit	to	
scientists or the wider society 
in more broadly including 
these	communities	in	high-
level decisions, discussions 
and debates about climate 
services or climate change.38 
If	policymakers,	funders	
and programme designers 
believed that rural, agrarian 
women could provide 
important and novel insights 
into alternatives to climate 
services, one assumes that 
they would be provided 
with information and their 
insights would be sought. 
Instead, climate information 
services programmes only 
provide the information 
that	has	been	identified	
as directly necessary.
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Limiting access to information 
and participation in this way 
denies	affected	groups	and	
individuals the information 
that is pertinent to their 
experiences. This is a form 
of hermeneutical injustice. 
As discussed in chapter 2, 
hermeneutical injustices 
arise when people of socially 
oppressed groups are unable 
to render some part of their 
own experience intelligible 
(both	to	themselves	and	
to	others),	because	of	
a	lack	of	hermeneutical	
resources	or	a	lack	of	
socially shared concepts 
or	practices	(Townsend,	D.	
L.	&	Townsend,	L.	2020).

Not	only	does	a	needs-based	
approach to participation 
mean broader society is 
denied the insights and 
information rural women 
can contribute, but it is 
also an approach that fails 
to value the importance of 
information in our social and 
mental	lives	and	in	our	self-
understandings. In a series of 
interviews with communities 
in	rural	KwaZulu-Natal,	

participants	were	asked	what	
they	knew	about	local	civil	
society organisations and 
their activities. Community 
members indicated that they 
had	participated	in	workshops	
over the years pertaining to 
different	social	issues,	such	
as	gender-based	violence,	
human rights, children’s 
rights	to	education,	HIV/
AIDS and others. Through 
these engagements as well 
as through the media, they 
had learnt about the South 
African	legal	framework	and	
Constitution and the various 
laws protecting women’s 
rights.	The	report	finds	
(Babugura	et al.,	2010,	p.	52):	
When	the	participants	were	
asked	to	talk	about	how	the	
information they have has 
influenced	their	lives,	men	
noted that women are more 
vocal than they were in the 
past.	Women	indicated	that	the	
freedom	to	speak	and	voice	
their opinions has impacted 
positively on their lives. They 
are	now	able	to	fight	for	their	
right	to	several	things	like	
education, health care, easy 
access to water and energy, 
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access to basic services and 
the right to income generating 
activities. 

The information, the 
researchers	find,	changed	
the way women perceived 
themselves and made 
sense of their own lives 
and experiences. 

While	providing	women	
with information enriches 
their	self-understanding	
and	empowers	their	self-
expression, denying them 
information may reinforce 
prejudices and further 
limit opportunities. Gaile 
Pohlhaus,	Jr	(2017,	p.18)	
points out, “participation in 
a wide variety of epistemic 
practices is necessary for 
developing one’s capacities 
as an epistemic agent, such 
that unfair exclusion from 
them can impede individual 
epistemic growth”. Denying 
women information not only 
limits their participation in 
decision-making	processes	
that	directly	affect	them,	but	
also in wider social debates 
about climate change.

The	long-standing	failure	to	
provide certain groups with 
information about climate 
change and its global justice 
ramifications	can	mean	
that these groups behave 
or	speak	in	a	manner	that	
creates the impression that 
they have no interests in, 
understanding of or time for 
engaging in global debates 
about climate obligations and 
impacts. As Sally Haslanger 
(2017,	p.	285)	argues:	

Society is structured so that 
those occupying certain social 
positions exhibit regularities 
of	behavior	(or	other	features)	
whose	social	origin	is	invisible;	
cultural explanations of these 
regularities	take	them	to	flow	
from the natures of those 
occupying the social positions. 

Because they have never 
been trained or consulted 
on broader climate change 
concerns, rural Global 
South women are only ever 
consulted about matters 
directly relating to their 
immediate needs as they are 
taken	to	lack	the	expertise,	
interest or inclination to 
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engage in global policy 
debates. This entrenches the 
risk	that	they	are	not	treated	
as full agents but rather 
as	mere	states	of	affairs	
from whom information 
about their climate services 
“needs” is gleaned. 

Someone who is routinely 
dismissed as not having 
anything to contribute on 
an issue may come to see 
themselves in the same light, 
as	not	the	kind	of	person	who	
is credible in relation to the 
issue	(Tuvel,	2015)	and	this	
will	affect	how	and	whether	
they engage in participation 
processes	and	what	kinds	
of	questions	they	will	ask	
and	demands	they	will	make	
in those processes. This 
makes	it	much	more	likely	
that	they	will	acquiesce	to	
their	own	objectification,	
lacking	the	information,	
tools	or	confidence	to	resist.	

39	Berenstain	(2016)	develops	her	understanding	of	epistemic	exploitation	to	account	for	the	
phenomenon of privileged persons compelling oppressed persons to educate them about or 
to	provide	evidence	of	the	oppression	oppressed	persons	suffer.	Berenstain	is	concerned	with	
the	particular	kinds	of	harms	that	arise	when	the	emotional	and	epistemic	labour	demanded	
of	these	groups	relates	to	their	oppression.	While	this	is	not	the	phenomenon	I	explore	
here	(women	are	called	on	to	contribute	their	knowledge	but	not	specifically	in	relation	to	
their	oppression)	I	nevertheless	believe	that	Berenstain’s	concept	of	epistemic	exploitation	
can have wider application, including to account for exploitative relationships such as those 
discussed	in	this	book.

5.4 Epistemic 
exploitation
The	last	kind	of	epistemic	
injustice considered here 
is epistemic exploitation. 
The idea of exploitation is 
usually associated with the 
unfair use of one person’s 
labour	for	the	benefit	of	
another.	Likewise,	epistemic	
exploitation “occurs when 
epistemic labor is coercively 
extracted from epistemic 
agents in the service of 
others”	(Pohlhaus,	2017,	p.	
21).	Nora	Berenstain	(2016,	
p.	570)	defines	epistemic	
exploitation as “a variety 
of epistemic oppression 
marked	by	unrecognised,	
uncompensated, 
emotionally taxing, coerced 
epistemic labor”.39 

Like	epistemic	objectification,	
practices of epistemic 
exploitation in participation 
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processes for climate 
information services may 
be	difficult	to	identify	and	
tend	to	be	overlooked.	Here	
it is argued, however, that 
processes that appear to be 
for	the	benefit	of	marginalised	
groups, or that appear to 
recognise the epistemic 
authority of these groups, 
may in fact be exploitative. In 
particular, calls for women to 
contribute	their	knowledge	
and to engage in programmes 
designed to integrate them 
into	knowledge	production	in	
climate information services 
(such	as	“co-production”	
programmes)	may	result	in	
their epistemic exploitation. 

5.4.1 Tapping 
into women’s 
environmental 
expertise
Sherilyn	MacGregor	(2010b,	
p.	232)	finds	that	“it	is	a	
paradox of the climate change 
debate that women are 
absent and alienated from 
it at the same time as being 
increasingly implicated in 
its solution”. The previous 

section argued that women 
are subject to epistemic 
objectification	in	climate	
services because they are not 
treated as full participants 
or epistemic agents. Rather, 
they are seen merely as 
sources of information, 
from whom information 
can be gleaned, and who 
experts act upon. However, 
women are not always 
depicted as being without 
agency in relation to climate 
change or as only being 
victimised by its impacts. 

Women	are	also	seen	to	
have	unique	environmental	
insights that are valuable 
to	finding	solutions	to	the	
challenges associated with 
climate	change	(Resurrección,	
2017;	Skinner,	2011).	For	
example, the Least Developed 
Countries	Expert	Group	(2015,	
p.14)	of	the	UNFCCC	reports	
that	“The	unique	adaptation-
relevant	knowledge	women	
hold is crucial to ensuring 
that adaptation responses to 
climate change impacts are 
effective	and	sustainable;	
therefore the full and 
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effective	participation	and	
contributions of women are 
essential to the process”. 

Women	are	seen	to	have	this	
knowledge	either	by	virtue	
of their being inherently 
closer to nature or as a 
result of their experiences of 
oppression	(Arora-Jonsson,	
2011;	Resurrección,	2017).	
Patricia	Perkins	(2018,	p.	352)	
finds	that	“women’s	lived	
experience, responsibilities 
and	skills	often	make	them	
experts on the best ways 
to use limited resources 
to	address	climate-related	
challenges. Including their 
views	is	economically	efficient	
and	a	shortcut	to	effective	
climate policies”. For this 
reason, the International 
Labour	Organisation	(as	cited	
in	Perkins	2018,	p.	352)	has	
recommended that policies 
on climate mitigation and 
adaptation, “[Tap] into the 
vast	knowledge	and	natural	
resource management 
abilities of women when 
devising adaptation and 
mitigation policies and 
initiatives for climate change”. 

In the context of climate 
information services, women’s 
“unique”	environmental	
knowledge	is	solicited	to	
improve smart adaptation in 
agricultural programmes. A 
2019 Food and Agriculture 
Organisation/CARE report 
(2019,	p.	83)	finds	that	
“Harnessing women’s 
knowledge	and	potential	can	
significantly	enhance	the	
resilience of households and 
communities”. In the context 
of climate services, women are 
often called on to contribute 
their	expertise	to	co-produce	
those services so as to better 
ensure that they receive the 
information they actually need 
(Vincent	et al.,	2018).	While	
the recognition of women’s 
expertise is a critical part of 
avoiding epistemic exclusion 
and	epistemic	objectification,	
efforts	to	“tap”	women’s	
knowledge	may	result	in	yet	
another epistemic injustice, 
namely epistemic exploitation. 

Women,	it	has	been	argued,	
“need to be recognised for the 
agency,	skills	and	experiences	
they can contribute” 
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(Skinner,	2011,	p.	3).	While	
the recognition of women’s 
agency	and	skills	in	addressing	
the challenges of climate 
change is crucial, solicitations 
for	women’s	knowledge	can	
be more exploitative than 
empowering	(Tuvel,	2015).40 
When	are	women	being	
recognised and engaged as 
experts and active participants 
in climate services and when 
are they being epistemically 
exploited?	As	with	epistemic	
objectification,	it	is	important	
to consider the context in 
which solicitations for women’s 
knowledge	happen	(Tuvel,	
2015).	When	considering	
climate information services, 
two additional contexts need 
to be borne in mind, namely 
the context of the existing 
practices of exploitation of 
women in the Global South 
and the context of a shift 
in focus and burdens in 
responding to climate change, 
away from mitigation and 
towards adaptation. 

40	Indigenous	peoples	also	face	increased	calls	to	contribute	their	knowledge	to	solving	
the	problems	of	climate	change.	Indigenous	women’s	knowledge	is	often	singled	out:	“The	
programme	aims	to	recover	indigenous	environmental	knowledge—especially	that	of	
women—which,	when	blended	with	modern	techniques	and	technology,	could	contribute	to	a	
more	effective	adaptation	response”	(International	Fund	for	Agricultural	Development	as	cited	
in	Tuvel,	2015).

5.4.2  Epistemic 
exploitation in 
exploitative contexts

First,	the	knowledge	and	
environmental expertise 
of agrarian women living 
in the Global South are 
being	sought	and	acquired	
under existing conditions of 
oppression and subjugation 
and in circumstances in 
which women’s labour is 
often underpaid or unpaid 
(Harding,	2008).	In	the	1980s,	
Gayatri	Spivak	(as	cited	in	
Tuvel,	2015,	p.	325)	argued	
that	“efforts	to	gain	third-
world peoples’ perspectives 
or to ‘hear their voices’ 
often serve the imperialist 
and globalising projects of 
first-world	nations”.	Spivak	
(as	cited	in	Kapoor,	2004,	p.	
631)	sees	solicitations	of	the	
knowledge	of	women	living	in	
developing country contexts 
as an appropriation, “the 
retrieval of information from 
the South, not to encounter 
the	Third	World	on	its	own	
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terms, but for other, usually 
First	World,	purposes”.	Tuvel	
(2015,	p.	327)	argues:	

It is within this unjust context 
–	a	context	in	which	the	first	
world continues to rely on 
women’s cheap and unpaid 
labor and is disproportionately 
responsible for climate 
change – that we must 
understand pleas for women’s 
environmental	knowledge.	
In this context and perhaps 
especially in light of their 
disproportionate responsibility 
for	climate	change,	first-
world nation’s solicitations 
for	women’s	knowledge	risk	
sounding	like	calls	for	women	
to clean up the earth. 

Women	living	in	the	Global	
South are vulnerable to 
epistemic exploitation in 
much the same way as they 
are vulnerable to various 
other	kinds	of	exploitation.	
Their labour is exploited, their 
lands are exploited and their 
knowledge	is	also	exploited.	
What	is	more,	the	suggestion	
that women can or should be 
called on to contribute their 
environmental	knowledge	

fails to recognise, learn from 
or compensate women for 
the	work	they	are	already	
doing while simultaneously 
exploiting their unpaid 
labour	(Resurrección,	2017).	
Their labour is being used, 
MacGregor	(2010b,	p.	94)	
argues, “as a free subsidy for 
the common good”. 

Spivak	is	concerned	with	
the ways in which Global 
North nations deploy aid and 
development programmes 
as a means of controlling 
the Global South rather 
than empowering women 
in the Global South. The 
problem of climate change 
exemplifies	ongoing	tensions	
and problems of exploitation 
and aid between Global North 
and Global South countries. 
Debates about historic 
and current contributions 
to climate emissions and 
differentiated	responsibilities	
for mitigation have 
repeatedly stood in the way 
of international cooperation 
and progress. In recent years, 
however, the focus of debate 
has shifted somewhat onto 
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the need for adaptation, 
the urgent adaptation 
measures that Global South 
countries	need	to	take	and	
the extent to which Global 
North	nations	will	take	on	
the costs of those adaptation 
measures	(Ciplet	et al.,	2012).	

5.4.3 Solving 
the problem for 
others: adaptation 
and epistemic 
exploitation
Climate information services 
can be both a mitigation 
and an adaptation measure, 
but the services focused on 
here – services provided 
to agrarian communities 
in the Global South – are 
usually adaptive in nature.41

As an adaptation measure, 
they attempt to provide 
farmers with the tools with 
which to respond to the 
changing conditions in which 
they are farming, to be 
forewarned of shifting rainfall 
patterns and extreme weather 
events,	and	to	make	informed	
41	They	are,	for	example,	the	first	pillar	in	the	African	Adaptation	Initiative.	For	more	on	this	
initiative, see https://africaadaptationinitiative.org/.
42 The IPCC’s First Assessment Report in 1991 did not mention adaptation at all.

choices about the best crops 
and the best time to plant and 
harvest. The previous section 
has argued that calls for 
women’s	knowledge	need	to	
be understood as additional 
demands for women’s labour 
in the existing context of 
exploitation. The second 
context in which these calls 
need to be understood is the 
context of a shift in climate 
policy and funding towards a 
greater focus on adaptation 
measures. The relatively 
limited	success	of	efforts	
at achieving international 
mitigation cooperation 
and the failure of states 
to	take	sufficient	action	to	
mitigate their emissions, has 
meant a growing focus on 
adaptation in certain sectors.42 
In 2019, for example, the 
World	Bank	announced	it	
would be “ramping up” its 
climate	adaptation	finance	
to match its investment in 
a	low	carbon	future	(World	
Bank,	2019).	Climate	change	
impacts are already being 
felt all over the world, and 
at	least	some	significant	
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degree of warming is now 
thought to be inevitable 
and unavoidable given the 
quantity	of	GHGs	already	
in	the	atmosphere	(IPCC,	
2014;	IPCC	2018).	As	a	result,	
adaptation measures will 
need to be adopted in every 
country. However, as has 
been emphasised throughout 
this	book,	climate	change	
has	and	will	have	different	
impacts	on	different	parts	of	
the	world	and	on	different	
people. Those who already 
face social oppression, those 
who live in the Global South, 
and those who live in areas 
that are subject to droughts, 
floods	or	extreme	weather	
events,	are	already	suffering	
the harms of climate change 
and must do the most to 
build resilience and adapt 
to changing conditions. 

The failure of the world’s 
wealthiest	countries	to	take	
necessary mitigation action 
has meant that the onus 
has shifted onto the world’s 
oppressed, vulnerable and 
impoverished	peoples	to	take	
up	the	work	of	responding	

to climate change. These are 
the people called upon to 
adapt, to act, to change the 
ways	they	do	their	work,	to	
learn	new	farming	techniques,	
to	learn	new	skills,	to	move	
from	their	homes.	While	
adaptation programmes 
such as climate information 
services are often billed as 
being	for	the	benefit	of	the	
world’s most vulnerable and 
poor communities, they are 
in fact a solution to a problem 
that was not created by these 
communities and that is not 
being	adequately	addressed	
by those who did create it. 

Since adaptation programmes 
are seen to be “for the good” 
of those who have to adapt, 
the	work	involved	in	adapting	
is not often recognised or 
compensated. Berenstain 
(2016,	p.	570)	argues	that	
epistemic exploitation 
“[centres] the needs and 
desires of dominant groups 
and [exploits] the emotional 
and cognitive labor of 
members of marginalized 
groups	who	are	required	
to do the unpaid and often 
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unacknowledged	work	of	
providing information [and] 
resources”. Seeing women 
in the Global South as the 
beneficiaries	of	climate	
information services, without 
recognising the ways in which 
these services advance the 
needs and desires of funders, 
scientists,	policymakers	and	
those responsible for causing 
climate change, obscures 
from view the labour they 
contribute.	Women	are	
being called to contribute 
their expertise, as well as 
their	unpaid	time,	effort	and	
resources to solve a problem 
they did not cause.  

Rebecca	Tuvel	(2015)	argues	
that all too often, women 
called on as experts and 
collaborators are simply 
expected to hand over their 
knowledge	without	control	or	
compensation. For example, 
the	United	Nations	World	
Food Programme and the 
Ministry of Tourism and 
Environment of the Congo 
were recently awarded a 
grant of US$ 9 999 909 by the 
Adaptation Fund for a project 

entitled, “Building adaptive 
capacity to climate change 
in vulnerable communities 
living in the Congo River 
Basin”, which includes a large 
climate services component 
(Adaptation	Fund,	2019).	
The detailed budget, which 
includes	office	supply	costs	
and salaries for administrative 
staff	and	consultants,	includes	
no	budget	line	for	any	kind	
of compensation for the 
targeted communities. 

The	proposal	(Adaptation	
Fund,	2019,	p.	43)	states:
A	key	aspect	of	the	
intervention will focus on 
the development of tailored, 
locally relevant information 
in a participatory manner 
(emphasis	on	co-production	
and	establishment	of	feedback	
mechanism)	including	a	better	
understanding of traditional 
knowledge	to	allow	for	the	
identification	of	opportunities	
for	blending	scientific	with	local,	
indigenous	knowledge”.		

There is, however, no 
provision in the budget to 
compensate community 
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members	for	their	work,	time	
and	knowledge	in	workshops,	
in which they will be called 
on to contribute to “planning, 
design and implementation” 
as well as provide 
information about “traditional 
knowledge”,	nor	is	there	
any budget to compensate 
targeted community 
members	for	the	work	
involved in implementing 
the programme.

Adaptation programmes 
and policies all too often 
take	it	for	granted	that	the	
labour and expertise of the 
“beneficiaries”	will	be	provided	
for	free.	Women,	who	are	
already responsible for a 
disproportionate amount of 
unpaid domestic labour, will 
also	see	less	of	the	benefits	
associated with successful 
adaptation. All the factors that 
make	women	more	vulnerable	
to climate change – their 
lack	of	land-ownership	and	
access	to	markets,	their	lack	

43	It	is	important	to	clarify	that	the	idea	of	co-production,	as	it	is	often	used	in	the	context	of	
climate information services, refers to an applied method for involving users in the production 
side	of	information	generation.	This	information	is	co-produced	in	the	limited	sense	that	
scientists	and	users	work	together	to	produce	knowledge	and	information	products.	This	very	
applied	understanding	of	“co-production”	is	to	be	distinguished	from	the	theoretical	concept	
as	it	is	deployed	by	scholars	such	as	Sheila	Jasanoff	(2004).	See	a	discussion	of	the	distinction	
between	these	uses	of	the	concept	in	Nerlich	(2015).

of control over farm resources 
and	earnings	(Carr	et al., 
2016)	–	also	mean	they	are	
less	likely	to	earn	even	indirect	
compensation for the time 
and	knowledge	they	give	over	
to adaptation programmes. 

In the context of climate 
services, one of the ways in 
which women’s expertise 
are brought into climate 
information services is 
through a particular applied 
method for participation that 
has	been	referred	to	as	“co-
production”.43 In the manual, 
Co-production in African 
weather and climate services, 
Carter,	Steynor,	Vincent,	
Visman,	and	Waagsaether	
(2019,	p.	13)	report:	

In order to better understand 
the needs of the climate 
service users, approaches to 
climate services have been 
strengthening interaction with 
users, particularly in terms of 
incorporating users’ expertise 
into the development and/
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or communication of climate 
information	products	in	a	user-
producer dialogue process. This 
dialogue process often results 
in what is commonly referred 
to	as	‘co-production’.	

Co-production	in	this	context	
has	been	defined	as	a	“two-
way collaborative process 
of	knowledge	construction”	
(Vincent	et al.,	2018,	p.	48).	
Through the inclusion of 
users in the production 
process,	a	co-production	
process is meant to result 
in	a	more	inclusive,	ground-
up approach that ensures 
communities have access 
to the information they 
actually need. However, 
even	within	the	framework	
of	co-production,	women’s	
expertise and experience 
are only solicited in the 
frame	of	a	pre-set	agenda	–	a	
climate services adaptation 
programme – and women 
often have little say over what 
role they will play or what 
outcomes can be achieved. 

There	are	different	
approaches and methods 

involved	in	co-production.	
Carter et al.	(2019) state that 
co-production	practices	can	
be placed on a spectrum, 
from consultative to 
immersive. A consultative 
process aims to answer a 
predetermined	question	
and outputs and products 
are already designed. An 
immersive process brings 
more	flexibility	with	regard	to	
the	questions	to	be	answered	
and the output is designed 
through	the	process	(Carter	et 
al.,	2019).	Climate	information	
services, as discussed, are not 
only	services	offered	directly	
to agrarian communities 
but also to institutional 
users	including	non-
governmental organisations, 
state departments, research 
institutions and universities 
among others. Discussion 
of	immersive	co-production	
seems to comfortably 
envision such a collaboration 
between	these	kinds	of	
institutional users and 
producers, but less is said on 
the	workings	of	immersive	
co-production	with	agrarian	
communities and individual 
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users. Often who the “user” 
is, is left unclear and so policy 
that appears to address 
more inclusive, engaged, 
meaningful participation 
for users, does not directly 
consider the needs or 
interests of rural women.

The	manual	for	co-production	
pre-empts	the	potential	roles	
some groups of participants 
can play by dividing them 
into “producers” and “users”. 
The description of the 
roles of “citizens” and “local 
leaders”, including traditional 
leaders and “women’s 
representatives”, is extremely 
limited, even in an immersive 
process. Citizens, “particularly 
those	…	directly	impacted	
by	climate-related	risks,	
can provide context to help 
frame the approach as well 
as	feedback	on	the	suitability	
of possible solutions” and 
customary leaders and 
women’s representatives 
“play	key	roles	in	developing	
trustworthy, contextualised 
and	locally	co-owned	
climate services that respect 
and blend with local and 

indigenous	knowledge”	
(Carter	et al.,	2019,	p.	21).	In	
other words, citizens provide 
context, while leaders help 
ensure social acceptability. 

While	the	claim	is	often	
made	that	a	co-production	
approach to climate 
information	services	“requires	
a	different	approach	to	
knowledge	production	
and	reconfiguration	of	the	
hegemony	of	science”	(Vincent	
et al.,	2018,	p.	49),	in	practice	
it	seems	that	co-production	
with the communities who 
will use the information 
amounts to little more than 
consultation to gain insight 
into their particular context. 
Even if communities are called 
on to engage and participate 
in	the	co-production	of	
climate services, this is 
still an activity within a 
predetermined	framework	
and for a set outcome. It 
is	not	co-production	of	
climate change solutions 
nor	is	it	co-production	to	
address the interconnected 
concerns of oppression, 
poverty, health and other 



85

Exclusion, objectification, exploitation: gender, sexuality and climate change information services

issues that members of 
the community may see as 
more pressing. Rather, it is 
the	co-production	of	climate 
services.	The	knowledge	and	
insights of women – and 
affected	communities	more	
broadly – are solicited to 
improve or provide legitimacy 
to programmes designed by 
others	(and	to	the	ends	of	
others).	Women’s	knowledge	
is solicited to give a project 
designed by external experts, 
consultants and funders a 
trustworthiness and social 
acceptability that may not be 
earned	(Carter	et al.,	2019).	

As	Spivak	(cited	in	Kapoor,	
2004,	p.	632)	warns,	
“knowledge	is	always	
imbricated with power, so 
that	getting	to	know	(or	
‘discursively	framing’)	the	
Third	World	is	also	about	
getting to discipline and 
monitor it, to have a more 
manageable Other”. Inviting 
women’s	knowledge	and	
participation may be a sign 
of respect and recognition, 
but in the context of projects 
where women are already 

exploited and external 
consultants are paid but 
community participants are 
not, the solicitation of this 
knowledge	can	amount	to	
little	more	than	an	effort	
to	quell	local	resistance	
to climate solutions that 
demand the unpaid labour 
of	the	oppressed.	Women’s	
knowledge	in	these	contexts	
risks	being	seen	as	little	
more than a resource to 
be	“tapped”,	acquired	or	
mined when needed to serve 
particular	ends	(Tuvel,	2015).

5.5 Epistemic 
exclusion, 
epistemic 
objectification 
and epistemic 
exploitation: 
summing up
The growing recognition that 
the impacts and causes of 
climate change are gendered, 
has	meant	determined	efforts	
to “mainstream gender” 
in climate negotiations, 
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decisions and institutions. 
A	key	component	of	
this has been calls for 
greater participation by 
underrepresented groups in 
programmes and policies, 
in research and in debates. 
With	reference	to	climate	
services programmes in 
agrarian communities in 
Africa, it has been argued that 
while greater participation 
is critical, the way in which it 
is happening fails to include 
women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations in a manner 
that recognises them as full 
epistemic agents. In fact, 
processes of participation 
may epistemically exclude, 
objectify and exploit these 
groups, further marginalising 
them rather than ensuring 
that their voices are heard. 

In order for the right to 
participation to ensure sound 
climate	change	decision-
making	and	to	act	as	a	tool	of	
resistance against epistemic 
exclusion, oppression and 
exploitation, participation 
must be meaningful. The next 
chapter	of	the	book	explores	

the concept of “meaningful” 
participation and examines 
how participatory processes 
can avoid epistemically 
excluding, objectifying or 
exploiting women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations. 
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Chapter 6:
Moving forward: gender, 
climate change and 
epistemically meaningful 
participation
The idea of meaningful 
participation is one that has 
been used in a number of 
different	contexts	to	draw	
attention to the fact that 
simply calling for more 
participation does not 
ensure	that	those	affected	
are actually given a chance 
to have their say. It is an 
idea that recognises that 
participation must be “true” 
in the sense that it must 
actually allow people to 
participate and must not 
nullify that participation 
through processes that 
effectively	exclude,	overlook	
or ignore participants. 

Meaningful participation 
demands participatory 
processes and approaches 

that respond to and 
accommodate the needs of 
those who are being engaged. 
For example, in its general 
comment on the Convention 
on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities, the Human 
Rights Committee noted 
that meaningful participation 
requires	states	to	consult	
with persons with disabilities 
in a timely manner and to 
ensure that information is 
accessible, including through 
the provision of sign language 
interpreters, Braille and 
tactile communication, etc. 
It also means ensuring that 
public	decision-making	spaces	
are accessible to people 
with disabilities. The idea of 
meaningful participation has 
also played an important 
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role	in	the	Inter-American	
Court of Human Rights’s 
approach to Indigenous rights 
to participation. The Court 
has found that participation 
processes involving 
Indigenous peoples must 
happen in a way that respects 
traditional	decision-making	
processes and includes 
affected	communities	from	
the earliest possible stages.44 
In other words, meaningful 
participation is driven by the 
needs and circumstances of 
the	participants.	Knowing	
what	that	requires	means	
knowing	who	the	participants	
are	and	asking	them	what	
they need before any other 
engagement can happen. 

Meaningful participation 
attends to the particular 
needs and circumstances 
of those who participate 
so as to ensure that those 
participants are actually 
given a say. Attention to 
the ways in which women 
and LGBTQIA+ populations 
are epistemically excluded, 
objectified	and	exploited	in	
44	See,	for	example,	the	Inter-American	Court	of	Human	Rights’s	decisions	(Inter-American	
Court	of	Human	Rights,	2012	and	Inter-American	Court	of	Human	Rights,	2007).

climate information services 
participation processes, 
however, highlights a number 
of additional epistemic 
and other considerations 
that	need	to	be	taken	into	
account, beyond accessibility, 
to ensure participation 
processes that do not expose 
women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations to practices 
of epistemic injustice. 

6.1 Gender as an 
intersectional 
and two-way 
point of analysis
Talking	about	gender	in	a	
climate change context can 
sometimes	feel	like	falling	
from one trap into another. A 
failure	to	talk	about	gender	in	
climate change is problematic, 
but	equally,	discussions	
of the experiences of 
gendered groups all too often 
essentialise the members of 
those groups or exclude some 
groups altogether. Failing to 
recognise the vulnerability 



89

Exclusion, objectification, exploitation: gender, sexuality and climate change information services

of women means climate 
change programmes do not 
address those vulnerabilities 
but identifying women as 
vulnerable means that we fail 
to see them as full agents and 
as something other than the 
victims of their circumstances. 
Recognising women as agents 
and epistemic authorities 
with their own insights into 
climate change and how 
to adapt to its impacts is 
important but calling on 
women to contribute that 
knowledge	risks	soliciting	
women’s unpaid epistemic 
labour	to	fix	problems	caused	
by	others	(Tuvel,	2015).

While	recognition	of	the	
gendered dimensions of 
climate change is essential, 
the concept of “gender” 
has ended up being used 
in ways that exclude rather 
than include gendered 
groups. The idea of gender 
as homogenous women 
excludes women while 
claiming to ensure their 
representation. The idea of 
gender as binary invisibilises 
LGBTQIA+ populations. 

How can addressing gender 
in climate change serve 
oppressed peoples rather 
than subject them to yet more 
forms of marginalisation 
and	exclusion?	

Some scholars have called 
for a more intersectional 
understanding and approach 
to gender, one that does 
not	“frame	gender	…	as	a	
stand-alone	marker	of	social	
difference”	but	rather	sees	
gender “as a social category 
that gains meaning through 
its	time-	and	place-specific	
interplay with other social 
markers	or	difference”	(Carr	
&	Thompson,	2014,	p.	187;	
Kaijser	&	Kronsell,	2014).	
Edward	Carr	(2008)	argues	
that gender diverse inclusion 
that ensures that everyone 
has their voice heard is best 
done if we do not begin with 
gender at all. He suggests 
that we would do better to 
start	with	different	modes	of	
livelihood in a community, 
asking	who	grows	for	
subsistence and who grows 
for	market	and	what	are	the	
vulnerabilities associated with 
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those	different	modes.	This,	
he suggests, will enable more 
of a nuanced and localised 
understanding of gender 
and the vulnerabilities that 
different	groups	face.	This	
is an approach that “focuses 
on	social	difference	more	
broadly and allows gender 
to emerge as important 
where	appropriate”	(Carr	&	
Thompson,	2014,	p.	190).	

While	this	is	a	useful	start,	
there are problems with this 
approach. First, it involves 
another external approach 
to dividing up a community 
into degrees of vulnerability 
and	differences	of	need.	
While	this	might	be	helpful	
in identifying some of the 
unique	and	nuanced	ways	
sub-groups	within	the	
community are impacted by 
climate	change	(and	climate	
change	programmes),	a	
one-size-fits-all	approach	
to	understanding	different	
and discreet vulnerabilities 
seems	unlikely	to	help,	even	
within a single community. 
Importantly, it leaves no space 
45	In	the	interviews	in	KwaZulu-Natal,	the	participants	rejected	the	idea	that	their	experiences	
of	climate	change	was	gendered	but	many	other	factors	arose	(for	example,	those	with	school-
going	children	had	more	access	to	information	about	climate	change)	(Babugura	et al.,	2010).

for communities to describe 
their own experiences and 
differences	and	to	locate	
themselves in their own 
identities. Understanding the 
intersecting social dynamics 
and identities within a 
community ought to start 
with the community members 
themselves.45	This	requires	
recognising their epistemic 
authority in relation to their 
own lives, identities and 
experiences in every case 
(and	not	generalising	from	the	
findings	of	researchers).	

Second, this approach 
does not directly address 
the exclusion of LGBTQIA+ 
populations. Although the 
problematically binary 
understanding of gender 
falls away as the focus on 
gender falls away, LGBTQIA+ 
populations remain invisible. 
Starting from a point of 
intersectionality might 
also help address binary 
approaches to gender as 
such an approach could 
encourage researchers and 
programme designers to 
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consider	sexual-	and	gender-
identities along with race, 
age, livelihoods and other 
factors in understanding 
the	different	identities	and	
social prejudices individuals 
and groups face. However, 
this is far from guaranteed 
and	researchers	(e.g.,	
those	who	have	taken	an	
“intersectional approach” to 
gender)	have	nevertheless	
remained exclusively 
focused	on	women	(taking	
into account their age, race, 
status, access to resources 
and other considerations, but 
making	no	mention	of	sexual	
identities	or	trans,	queer	
or	non-binary	genders).	

A more certain approach 
is one that demands the 
explicit recognition of 
LGBTQIA+ populations in 
our understanding of the 
“gendered” dimensions of 
climate change. It cannot 
be	overlooked	that	this	will	
be challenging, especially 
in country contexts where 
LGBTQIA+ populations 
face criminalisation and 

state-endorsed	violence	
or social stigma. Even in 
countries where sexual and 
gender minority rights are 
recognised and protected, 
the inclusion of LGBTQIA+ 
populations	in	state-run	or	
endorsed programmes can 
lead to unwanted regulation 
and	surveillance	(Ellerby,	
2017).	The	recognition	of	
gender as encompassing 
LGBTQIA+ populations, 
however, will mean that 
Uganda’s gender policies, for 
example, cannot lightly be 
praised as progressive and it 
might mean more research 
and	work	on	climate	change	
impacts will be done by and 
with LGBTQIA+ organisations 
and advocacy groups, with 
the	tools	to	manage	the	risks	
associated	with	such	work.

While	dogmatically	
dividing communities 
and vulnerabilities by 
gender is not necessarily 
helpful, especially when 
the community itself does 
not	experience	its	different	
vulnerabilities this way 
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(Babugura	et al.,	2010),46 
gender can be a useful and 
important point of analysis 
when it is applied not only to 
the experiences of a target 
community	(the	“users”)	
but also to the conduct and 
assumptions	of	policymakers,	
programme designers, 
funders, researchers 
and other implementers. 
MacGregor’s	(2017)	approach,	
discussed in chapter 2, to 
understanding gender as a 
verb – to gender – allows a 
focus on those who gender 
as well as on those who 
are gendered. Focusing on 
those who gender reveals 
the ways in which gendering 
changes what they, as an 
audience, hear, believe and 
demand of certain social 
groups. Of course, most 
people both gender and are 
gendered, but for gender to 
be a useful point of analysis, 
one needs to consider the 
gendering practices of those 
with	decision-making	power	
and examine the ways their 
gendered assumptions and 
beliefs change their inclusion, 
46	A	study	conducted	in	Malawi	in	2008	suggested	that	many	Malawians	viewed	the	idea	of	
“gender”	as	a	foreign	import,	brought	in	by	foreign	non-governmental	organisations,	and	one	
they	would	not	easily	use	to	describe	their	own	experiences	and	contexts	(Ntata	&	Biruk,	2009)

hearing, understanding 
and believing of gendered 
groups. Understanding 
the gendered impacts of 
climate	change	requires	
that	we	look	at	researchers,	
scientists, funders and 
negotiators	(and	not	just	
vulnerable	communities)	
through a gendered lens. 

Ensuring gender diverse and 
meaningful participation 
demands paying attention 
to who is epistemically 
and physically excluded, 
not only by virtue of the 
oppressions they face in the 
world, but also by virtue of 
the assumptions of those 
seeking	their	participation.	
Attention needs to be paid to 
who is excluded as a result 
of gendered assumptions 
or prejudices. Attention also 
needs to be paid to the social 
and communicative nature 
of speech and the role the 
audience plays in preventing 
meaningful participation by 
those who are in the room 
(Townsend,	L.	&	Townsend,	
D.L.		2020).	“Language”,	
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Luvell	Anderson	(2017,	p.	
143)	points	out,	“is	a	complex	
social practice with various 
moving parts. Some of those 
parts	involve	the	speaker,	
some involve the recipient/
hearer/audience, and others 
concern the circumstances 
surrounding the interaction 
between	speaker	and	
hearer”. It is important to 
recognise that when women 
and LGBTQIA+ populations 
participate, they may not 
be heard or believed or 
understood as they should 
be.	They	may	be	taken	to	
be	speaking	for	“women”	
instead of for themselves. 
Their	requests	for	information	
may	be	overlooked.	Their	
demands for attention to 
their oppression or for 
alternative approaches may 
be ignored. Recognising 
this	requires	that	we	pay	
attention to the gendering 
actions of the audience 
and not just the gendered 
experiences	of	the	speakers.

6.2 Participants 
must be included 
as early as 
possible in the 
process and must 
be provided 
with as much 
information as 
possible
Epistemically meaningful 
participation means involving 
all	those	affected	in	the	
decision-making	process	at	
the earliest stage possible. 
Bringing people into a process 
of participation once many of 
the	key	decisions	have	already	
been made necessarily means 
that their participation is 
constrained and limited and 
geared towards serving the 
ends of someone else. In 
other words, it allows for 
epistemic	objectification	and	
exploitation, contributing 
to rather than allaying 
the injustices vulnerable 
groups already face. The 
idea of an “end user” in 
climate information services 



94

Dina Lupin Townsend (2021)

suggests	that	this	kind	of	
objectification	is	built	into	
the structure and approach 
of this measure and, as has 
been argued above, even 
co-production	approaches	
have a predetermined 
end to which production is 
aimed.	Vogel	et al.	(2019)	
point out there is a need to 
move away from “extractive 
engagement	techniques”	in	
climate information services 
that are geared towards 
meeting funder or producer 
obligations rather than to 
including	those	affected.	
This means that participants 
should not be pigeonholed 
into one role but should be 
able	to	occupy	different	roles	
and there should be space 
for	the	roles	of	enquirer	and	
informant, producer and 
user	to	be	reversed	(Medina	
2013,	p.	93).	For	this	to	work,	
participants need to be 
recognised as experts and 
included from the beginning. 

While	it	might	appear	that	
climate information services 
are designed to serve the 
ends of the users, it has been 

argued here that the fact 
that agrarian communities, 
and especially women, are 
treated as mere users and 
are, thus, only provided with 
information that it has been 
decided they “need” to address 
their vulnerability means 
that they are not treated as 
full epistemic agents and 
full participants in climate 
information services. 

The aim then should be to 
provide as much information 
as possible related to the 
programme itself as well as 
the broader environmental, 
political, economic and social 
dimensions of climate change. 
Those	affected	should	not	
only be involved from the 
beginning but should be 
provided with information 
about the goals, timelines and 
funding of the project they 
are involved in. For example, 
funding proposals, including 
detailed budgets and plans, 
submitted to the Adaptation 
Fund are published online. 
However, many of those 
affected	or	targeted	by	the	
proposals may have neither 
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the	resources	nor	the	know-
how to access the documents. 
Copies of the proposal and 
their budgets should be 
made available to all those 
affected	by	the	programme	
along with information about 
programmes that were not 
pursued and alternatives 
that were not considered. 
The	burden	of	requesting	
information should not be 
placed on those who have 
been denied information. 
Often,	knowing	what	to	ask	
requires	knowledge	of	what	
one	is	being	denied.	Requests	
for information should always 
be met and all additional 
relevant information 
should also be provided. 

Having access to more 
information will mean that 
communities	can	make	
more informed decisions 
(including	on	whether	to	
refuse	a	service),	can	ask	
more	questions	and	can	
provide more information, 

47 In a research report from a study on climate change and gender in SA, one participant said: 
“Forget	about	climate.	Compared	to	the	way	poverty	affects	us,	climate	impacts	are	nothing.	
If	we	were	not	poor	do	you	really	[think]	we	would	feel	the	impacts	of	climate	variability?”	
(Babugura	et al.,	2010,	p.	59).	The	participant	is	demanding	a	different	kind	of	conversation	
or,	perhaps,	a	different	focus	in	the	conversation.	However,	the	researchers	tasked	with	
preparing	reports	or	conducting	groundwork	assessments	have	a	particular	question	to	
answer – one that excludes the possibility of “forgetting about climate change”.

knowledge,	perspectives	and	
suggestions with regard to 
their experiences and climate 
change more broadly.   

6.3 Refusal 
without cost
Researchers, funders, 
policymakers	and	programme	
designers	conduct	workshops	
and participation processes 
with	the	goal	of	making	
climate information 
services more relevant 
and useful to target users. 
However, participants may 
have	different	interests	
and concerns that they 
would rather discuss or 
different	approaches	to	
accessing information.47 
The participants, however, 
may	find	that	they	cannot	
refuse climate information 
services	without	risking	
refusing	any	kind	of	
engagement altogether. 
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In a detailed analysis of the 
differentiated	needs	and	
experiences of women in a 
community in Senegal, Carr 
et al.	(2016)	found	that	junior	
women have very little control 
or power to determine what 
they plant, where they plant 
and when they plant. As a 
result, climate information 
about the predicted length of 
the growing season, rainfall 
patterns	and	other	weather-
related data is often not 
useful	to	them	as	they	lack	the	
authority to decide to change 
their farming in accordance 
with such information. On 
the other hand, these women 
do need information about 
market	prices.	They	rely	on	
men to sell their produce at 
the	market	and,	in	order	to	
know	what	their	profits	will	
be and how much money 
men should return with, they 
need economic information 
about trading prices of 
agricultural	stocks	(Carr	et 
al.,	2016).	In	this	case,	these	
women should be able to 
refuse climate information 
services	and	ask	for	economic	
information services instead. 

The problem, however, is that 
by the time these women 
are being consulted about 
their climate information 
service needs, the decision 
to fund, roll out and deliver 
climate information services 
is already in place. The 
funding	is	earmarked,	
and the scientists, 
consultants and assessors 
are appointed because of 
their expertise in relation 
to the intended project. 
Of course, the women in 
Senegal can presumably 
refuse to participate in 
the research or roll out of 
climate information services 
altogether, but to refuse 
these	services	(on	the	basis	
that	they	are	ill-suited	to	
one’s	needs)	is	likely	to	
mean	refusing	any	kind	of	
climate programme and 
the associated information, 
training	and	equipment.	A	
meteorological association 
that is awarded funding 
for climate services, is not 
likely	to	be	in	a	position	to	
change	direction	and	offer	
economic services instead 
and	they	are	financially	or	
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ideologically motivated to 
deliver the services they 
have been sent to deliver. 

For any process of 
participation to avoid 
epistemic exclusion, 
objectification	and	
exploitation, it has to also 
make	space	for	refusal.	As	
discussed, there is a sense 
in which refusal is always 
possible, for individuals 
and for social groups. A 
person or group can decide 
not to engage, not to 
participate, and not to use the 
information services. This is 
an	effective	means	of	refusal.	
But	this	kind	of	refusal	comes	
at a high price. 

Because the decision to 
roll out climate information 
services	has	been	taken	
before communities are 
consulted, communities are 
rarely given alternatives. 
Communities	identified	as	
needing climate information 
services	are	unlikely	to	be	
offered	something	else	
altogether, such as money 
to move or economic 

information or a programme 
designed to address 
women’s unpaid labour. All 
too often, refusing climate 
information services means 
refusing the only climate 
change	programme	on	offer	
(especially	when	climate	
services	are	built	into	a	multi-
stage	programme).	

If	affected	communities,	
and especially women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations, are 
included in processes of 
decision-making	from	the	
very earliest stages, it is far 
less	likely	that	they	would	
reject an approach altogether 
at a later stage. However, 
where budgets are allocated 
and programme approaches 
are already adopted, refusal 
must be accommodated 
by	making	allowance	
for alternatives. Those 
affected	must	be	allowed	
to	consider	the	question,	
“If	not	this,	then	what?”	or	
perhaps	“What	else?”.	
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6.4 Compensate 
participants for 
their time and 
their expertise
Hügel	and	Davies	(2020,	p.	13)	
argue that there needs to be a 
“redistribution of expertise in 
decision-making	structures”.	
Affected	participants	need	
to be recognised as “experts 
on their own terms” and 
as	privileged	knowers	with	
regard to their lives and 
experiences. This expertise 
must	be	acknowledged	and	
sought. However, it has been 
argued here, solicitations 
for women’s environmental 
knowledge,	that	happen	in	
a context in which women’s 
labour is exploited and 
their participation is limited, 
may result in epistemic 
exploitation. Avoiding 
epistemic exploitation 
demands that epistemic 
exchanges are both 
cooperative and just. Those 
who	solicit	knowledge	
need to be mindful of the 
conditions of oppression and 
exploitation in which women 

and LGBTQIA+ populations 
live	and	work.	Those	who	
engage women need to be 
aware of their own ends 
and motivations in that 
engagement	(Tuvel,	2015).		

Furthermore, just as one 
woman	should	not	be	taken	
to “represent” women more 
broadly, one woman’s 
expertise and input should 
not	be	taken	to	amount	to	
“women’s expertise” more 
broadly.	While	it	is	important	
to recognise and include 
collective and inherited 
knowledge	(in	customary	
knowledge	systems,	for	
example)	different	people	
will	have	different	ideas	and	
approaches to this collective 
knowledge,	and	a	wide	
range of perspectives and 
viewpoints are necessary 
before	one	can	claim	to	know	
what constitutes “collective” 
or	“traditional”	knowledge.	
In addition, individuals have 
knowledge	to	share	that	is	
their own, the product of 
their own experiences and 
their own battles against 
hardships and oppression. 
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Treating every woman as 
the holder of “women’s 
knowledge”	interferes	with	
the recognition of their 
epistemic expertise and their 
personal, single perspective 
and contribution. Scientists 
work	with	and	build	on	a	
body	of	collective	scientific	
research	and	knowledge.	
However, each scientist’s 
approach and perspective are 
credited as their own. Both 
their collective and individual 
insights and contributions 
are	acknowledged	and	this	
same approach needs to 
be brought to the expertise 
of women and LGBTQIA+ 
participants	(Anderson,	
2000;	Collins,	2002;	Haraway,	
1988;	Tsosie,	2012).	

Ensuring that the 
solicitation	of	knowledge	
is not exploitative also 
requires	that	those	who	
contribute	their	knowledge	
can determine how their 
knowledge	is	taken	up.	
Solicitations	for	knowledge	
must be contextualised 
and	explained	–	Why	is	

the	knowledge	needed?	
What	will	be	done	with	it?	
How	will	it	be	used?	–		and	
those who contribute their 
knowledge	should	be	able	
to refuse such uses and be 
part of decisions about what 
to	do	with	the	knowledge.	

For participation related 
to climate information 
services to avoid being 
complicit in exploitation and 
oppression, participants 
need	to	be	counted	(along	
with consultants, advisors, 
scientists, administrators and 
others)	among	those	who	
must be compensated. This 
is especially true for projects 
focused	on	the	co-production	
of	climate	services.	While	
women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations will hopefully 
benefit	from	greater	
engagement and inclusion in 
climate information services, 
this	benefit	does	not	amount	
to compensation for their 
time, labour and expertise 
any more than scientists 
who advise on mitigation 
policy	benefit	from	decreased	
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GHG emissions in the 
atmosphere.48 

6.5 Epistemic 
trust-building 
and repair
While	understanding	what	
meaningful participation 
requires	for	future	
engagements is important, it 
is also important to address 
past injustice in climate 
engagements, at least in 
part because of the ways 
they	will	affect	the	epistemic	
participation of women and 
LGBTQIA+ populations in 
the	future.	When	a	person	
is excluded from certain 
kinds	of	discussions,	topics	
or communities, they are not 
only denied the opportunity 
to	acquaint	themself	
with new and important 
information, but they are 
denied full epistemic agency 
and	self-expression.	This	can	
change how they perceive 

48	The	concern	might	be	raised	that	this	might	make	participation	less	inclusive	rather	than	
more inclusive as the costs associated with compensating participants may prohibit the 
participation	of	large	numbers	of	people	(for	example,	60	000	people	are	meant	to	“benefit”	
from	the	Congo	Basin	project	discussed	above).	If,	however,	far-reaching	adaptation	and	
climate services rely on exploiting the labour and expertise of participants, and especially 
women	and	LGBTQIA+	populations,	then	that	seems	like	an	issue	that	should	be,	but	has	not	
been, directly addressed in climate policy or in adaptation funding.

themself	–	what	they	think	
they are capable of and 
what they believe they can 
contribute – and whether or 
not they will contribute at all 
in participation processes 
(Dotson,	2011).	Ensuring	and	
enabling the participation 
of those who have been 
excluded,	objectified	and	
exploited	requires	more	
than bringing them into 
the room where climate 
information participation 
processes	are	taking	place.		

In addition, a history of 
negative engagements with 
institutions, researchers and 
consultants with regard to 
climate	change	(but	also,	
potentially, with regard to 
any other issue on which 
the community has been 
engaged)	may	mean	a	
breakdown	in	trust	(Whyte,	
2020).	Women	who	have	
previously invested time 
in consultation meetings 
and	in	making	submissions	
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without being recognised 
or compensated or without 
having	benefited	may	be	
unwilling to do so again. 
LGBTQIA+ populations 
who have been ignored by 
researchers and consultants 
may be suspicious of 
those who now call for 
their	participation.	Vogel	
et al.	(2019,	p.	5)	warn	that	
“superficial	engagement	…	
can	result	in	communities	…	
disassociating themselves 
from	‘owning’	and	effectively	
using the resulting service”.

This not only means that 
institutions may struggle to 
ensure their participation in 
future, but also that these 
communities may be denied 
the	benefits	and	services	
these institutions can bring. 
Gaile	Pohlhaus,	Jr.	(2017,	p.	
19)	finds	that	“communities	
that have historically been 
harmed in the past by 
specific	epistemic	institutions	
may understandably be 
less trusting of them and 
so	less	able	to	benefit	
epistemically from a trusting 
reliance on them that is 

available to others for 
whom there has been no 
historical breach in trust”.

As	a	result,	working	at	
creating conditions in which 
women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations feel free and safe 
to engage and participate 
may in itself be a slow and 
unfolding process, in which 
these groups are given 
multiple opportunities to 
engage	in	different	kinds	
of meetings and formats 
of participation. It may also 
require	the	facilitation	of	
systems of participation and 
engagement that leave out 
consultants, researchers 
and other external parties 
altogether. Research suggests 
that women who are able to 
participate in women’s only 
gatherings and meetings with 
other similarly positioned 
women are able to develop 
the	skills,	language	and	
confidence	to	express	
themselves in front of others 
(Agarwal	2001;	Anderson	
2006).	These	processes	
of horizontal epistemic 
engagement, where women 
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and LGBTQIA+ communities 
share	knowledge	and	
speak	only	to	each	other,	
might provide an avenue 
to epistemic repair, where 
those who have been 
unable or unwilling to raise 
their voices can be given 
opportunities and spaces 
in which to do so. Pohlhaus 
(2019)	has	investigated	how	
“horizontal attention” can 
act as a means of epistemic 
repair in the context of 
women’s engagement on 
sexual violence. She argues 
that often the oppressed 
are	required	to	give	their	
epistemic energy, time and 
focus to those with power 
in	their	efforts	to	be	heard	
and to confront oppression. 
Creating spaces in which 
women	can	talk	to	each	other,	
creates the opportunity for 
them to share experiences, 
to raise worries and to try out 
different	ways	of	expressing	
those experiences to others 
who are similarly situated. 

Importantly, it should be 
recognised that this is not 
the same as using women’s 

groups to spread climate 
information	(Gumucio	et al., 
2020)	or	to	gain	access	to	
members of the community 
who	are	otherwise	difficult	to	
reach. Rather, this is about 
creating possibilities for 
those who have experienced 
epistemic marginalisation, 
oppression, exploitation 
or	objectification	to	give	
attention to one another, to 
reinforce each other’s points 
of view and experience, 
and to collectively articulate 
needs and demands. 

While	these	principles	
for epistemically just and 
inclusive participation 
provide no guarantee that 
engagement in climate 
change information services 
will meaningfully include 
the	voices	and	knowledge	
of women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations, recognising 
the ways in which these 
groups are sometimes 
epistemically excluded, 
objectified	and	exploited	is	an	
important	first	step	towards	
ensuring their meaningful 
and	full	participation.	What	
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is critical here is to draw 
attention to the ways in 
which an audience’s beliefs 
and assumptions about 
gender can undermine 
efforts	at	gender-integrated	
inclusion and participation. 
Participation is essential 
to understanding and 
appropriately responding to 
the gendered dimensions of 
climate change. However, this 
not	only	requires	including	
women and LGBTQIA+ 
populations, but also 
examining the assumptions 
and prejudices that continue 
to prevent them from 
sharing	their	knowledge	
and from having a voice.   



104

Dina Lupin Townsend (2021)

Toolbox for inclusive and 
meaningful participation by 
women and LGBTQIA+ populations 
in climate services:
• Uses of “gender” need to be inclusive of LGBTQIA+ 

populations and not deployed as a binary, heteronormative 
or homogenising category. 

• Understanding the “gendered” dimensions of climate 
change	needs	to	take	into	account	both	those	who	are	
gendered	and	those	who	are	gendering	in	decision-making	
and participatory processes.

• Participants must be included as early as possible in the 
process. 

• Participants must be provided with as much information as 
possible, including information about the programme itself.

• Participants must be given an option to refuse the service 
offered	and	the	opportunity	to	consider	alternatives.

• Participants	should	be	able	to	contribute	their	knowledge	
and	maintain	control	over	how	that	knowledge	is	used.	

• Participants should be compensated for their time and 
their expertise. 

• Practices of epistemic injustice should be addressed 
through processes of rebuilding trust, horizontal 
engagements and epistemic repair.
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