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Climate Change-Original Research

Introduction

Extant literature has shown that climate change is a major 
threat to all humanity. Indeed, it is a serious source of global 
concern (Cunniah, 2010; Titus, 2011), especially on account 
of its livelihood and security threats. However, very few stud-
ies have given attention to the relationship between patriarchy 
and the rate of women vulnerability to climate change. The 
threat posed by climate change is gendered disproportionately, 
and studies have shown that women are more vulnerable than 
men (Egbue, 2010; Nigerian Environmental Study Team, 
2011). A report by the Nigerian Environmental Study Team 
(2011) showed that the way women experience and/or react to 
climate change is different from the way men do. In many 
cases, women react faster than men by adapting to diverse 
coping mechanisms regardless of how effective such adapta-
tion approaches may be. To some extent, women are more vul-
nerable than men because a large number of them are poor. 
Again, their main source of livelihood is highly exposed to the 
adverse impacts of climate change. A large number of women 
are engaged in the agricultural sector and the sector is highly 
exposed to climate crises. In developing countries, where 
technology application to agriculture is significantly low, 
majority of the women struggle hard to survive due to low 
adaptation capability to climate change. The situation is worse 
in many African countries such as Nigeria, where the agricul-
tural sector remains highly underdeveloped, excessively 

dependent on rainfall, and plagued with the near-absence of 
mechanized agricultural development (Ake, 1996). Overall, 
the mix of poverty and high level dependence on climate-sen-
sitive livelihoods makes women more vulnerable to climate 
change than men.

To a large extent, the underlying factor responsible for the 
disparate effect of climate change on men and women 
revolves around societal behaviors built around division of 
roles on the basis of gender. Within the context of this study, 
therefore, the problem of women vulnerability to climate-
related problems in Nigeria finds expression in the manner in 
which patriarchy has, over the years, shaped societal behav-
iors with regard to gender relations. The study considers 
patriarchy as the bedrock on which power differentials 
between men and women are based. Patriarchy reinforces 
gender imbalance against women by preserving certain ben-
efits in favor of men. This imbalance is the basis for unequal 
use of power between men and women and also a major fac-
tor for the disproportionate effect of climate change on them. 
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Climate change acts as a threat multiplier on already existing 
issues associated with gender inequality to increase the prob-
lem of marginalization faced by women.

Contributing to the discourse on the impact of climate 
change, the article interrogates the disparity of climate 
change impacts on men and women as well as how patriar-
chy-induced vulnerability to climate change is furthermore 
increasing the problem of women marginalization. The next 
section sheds light on the meaning of gender discrimination, 
patriarchy, and women vulnerability to climate change. The 
article adopts feminism as a framework to further explain the 
impact of patriarchy on the status of women. Furthermore, it 
examines the linkages that overlap climate change, patriar-
chy, and rain-fed agriculture in Nigeria. The article also 
explores the intersections between climate change and 
women vulnerability to climate change. Effort was made to 
evaluate ways in which patriarchy aggravates women’s vul-
nerability to adverse impacts of climate change. The last sec-
tion concludes by stressing the need to address the numerous 
societal and cultural impediments created by patriarchy.

Conceptual Review of Gender 
Discrimination, Patriarchy, and Women 
Vulnerability to Climate Change

Gender discrimination describes a condition of unfavorable 
attitude, behavior, and treatment meted out either on the 
males or the females as occasioned by culture and tradition 
of a group of people. It is about behavioral patterns, which 
reflect peoples’ belief and opinion concerning what should 
be the mode of political, social, economic, cultural, and reli-
gious relations between men and women. Reeve and Baden 
(2000) consider it as the systematic and unfavorable treat-
ment of individuals on the basis of gender, which denies 
them rights, opportunities, or resources. All forms of dis-
criminatory behavior anchored on biological and physiologi-
cal differences that are founded on sociocultural evaluations 
of males and females constitute gender discrimination 
(Onwutuebe, 2015). To a large extent, it is a manifestation of 
belief systems and cultural practices rooted on patriarchy.

However, patriarchy embodies normative values and 
judgments, which, on the basis of biological differences 
between the males and females, provide for division of labor, 
privileges, and opportunities between men and women. 
Patriarchy reinforces male supremacy as it does not recog-
nize any form of equality between men and women. For 
example, in a patriarchal society, descent and traditional 
methods of sustaining ancestry or lineage are traceable 
through the males without any due consideration or recogni-
tion to the females. The eldest male is usually accorded abso-
lute powers over every other individual (Appadorai, 2006). 
The result is that women are treated like minors under the 
tutelage of men (Lipigne & Lebbeau, 2005) and made to be 
subservient to male supremacy.

Patriarchal beliefs are in most cases transmitted and sus-
tained through diverse forms of cultural and religious funda-
mentalism, which rigidly define what is acceptable and what 
is offensive to a society in relation to gender beliefs and 
roles. By this means, violence against women is indirect and 
structural in nature because it is not perceptible. Religion is 
often used as a social instrument through which patriarchy 
and its cultural beliefs about men’s supremacy over the 
women are transmitted to the public domain (Ogbuagu, 
1997). In a bid to provide justification for the sustenance of 
patriarchy, religion could be politicized through various 
forms of religious interpretations. Religious texts are often 
(re)interpreted to canvass for total submission of women to 
the authority of men. This trend is prevalent in many Nigerian 
communities. Studies have shown that structural disadvan-
tages suffered by most Nigerian women also limit their 
potentials and, in turn, provide higher levels of power, pres-
tige, and reward to the men (Anifowose & Enemuo, 2005; 
Udegbe, 2010).

Vulnerability to climate change describes the degree of 
exposure of people, geophysical and socioeconomic 
 systems to adverse climate change as well as the extent to 
which people can respond to problems associated with 
 climate change (Amusan, Abegunde, & Akinyemi, 2017). 
Women vulnerability to climate change has much to do 
with their level of susceptibility to adverse impacts of cli-
mate change. In considering women vulnerability to cli-
mate change, attention is given to their exposure to the risks 
and human security challenges arising from climate disas-
ters. Ordinarily, vulnerability to climate change comprises 
three fundamental areas which include the rate of exposure, 
the degree of sensitive capability, and degree of adaptive 
capacity. By extension, women vulnerability to climate 
change refers to their degree of exposure, sensitivity, as 
well as their adaptive capacity to climate-related problems 
(Tanny & Rahman, 2016). Women are vulnerable because 
of earlier deprivations and exclusions, which are primarily 
based on patriarchy and which often result to increased 
poverty and unequal relations with men. Furthermore, 
women vulnerability to climate change manifests in higher 
mortality rate among them during times of disasters. Higher 
record of deaths among the women during times of climate 
disasters is also partly linked to patriarchy-induced vulner-
ability of the women (Arora-Jonsson, 2011).

Theoretical Framework

The article adopts feminism as a framework to broaden 
knowledge of the study. Feminism emerged from women’s 
unique experiences with regard to oppression and injustice 
under men. It concerns itself particularly with problems aris-
ing from the historical exclusion and negative characteriza-
tion of women (Nehere, 2016). Since the 19th century, 
feminists have been involved in a struggle of emancipation 
geared toward liberating societies from every form of gender 
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prejudice and limitations. From the era of liberal feminism of 
the 19th century to the period of contemporary women lib-
eration movements of postmodern feminism, investing in 
legal and educational reforms has been a huge concern 
among feminists (Motta, Fominaya, Eschle, & Cox, 2011). 
Generally, feminism provides perspectives for a deeper 
assessment, (re)interpretation, and understanding of social 
relations between men and women, by focusing on issues 
women face in contemporary societies and raising questions 
bordering on their rights (Lay & Daley, 2007). They question 
the rationale behind the division of roles based on sex, the 
confinement of women to the domestic sphere, and the domi-
nance of men in the public space (Thompson, 2001). 
Regardless of areas of divergences inherent in various forms 
of feminism (whether Radical, Liberal, Marxist, Socialist or 
Black feminism), effort to redress systematic injustices expe-
rienced by women due to patriarchal segregations is the main 
task of feminism.

Of paramount importance to feminism is the effort to 
overcome challenges posed by patriarchy, which is believed 
to promote male dominance (Iruonagbe, 2009; Mackinnon, 
1983). Patriarchy is seen as the cradle, harbinger, and fore-
most institution for power imbalance against women, and the 
base from which all other forms of gender disparity are con-
structed and reproduced. Feminism blames patriarchy for 
gendered roles, which undermine women’s potentials for 
productivity, increase their poverty levels, and make them 
appear inferior to men (Turner & Maschi, 2015). As a way to 
redress gender imbalance, feminism promotes public aware-
ness on the marginalization of women and shows different 
ways in which gratuitous preferences and benefits enjoyed 
by men over women are essentially the function of patriar-
chy. Patriarchy does not place any significant value on works 
performed by women and girls in the private domain.

Placing much value on men and their activities in the pub-
lic space sets the stage for the devaluation of the status of 
women in the domestic space because there is hardly any 
system of check and measure of value for women’s work and 
worth in the home. Lack of commensurate recognition and 
inadequate system of reward for works undertaken by women 
inadvertently reduce their worth in the political, economic, 
and social realms of power. It also depreciates their capacity 
to resist, adapt, and overcome some societal challenges 
including the adverse impacts of climate change. In some 
ways, male supremacy implies that, compared with women, 
men are richer, more resilient, stronger, and more flexible to 
withstand societal challenges.

Climate Change, Women, and Rain-
Fed Agriculture in Nigeria

Among all sectors of the economy, agriculture is highly vul-
nerable to the adverse impacts of climate change and consti-
tutes the major source of livelihood in Nigeria (Kandji, 
Verchot, & Mackensen, 2006; Ngigi, 2009; Titus, 2011).  

In Nigeria, agriculture contributes about 42% to the GDP and 
employs about 70% of the active population—the youth 
(Federal Ministry of Environment, 2014). Agriculture plays 
such a significant role, given its contribution to food security, 
employment, and contribution to national GDP.

Studies show that the adverse impacts of climate change 
will be more visible among communities and nations where 
people are poor and highly dependent on environment-based 
livelihoods, such as agriculture (Barnett & Adger, 2007; 
Lisk, 2009; Nabalamba & Mubila, 2011). It is mainly on 
account of this that many African countries including Nigeria 
are considered as hot spots for climate change. It is mainly 
on account of the above factors that women are more vulner-
able to climate change than men. Climate change affects 
more women because a large percentage of them are poor 
farmers who rely much on rain-fed agriculture. There are 
indications that the gender gap will further widen because of 
adverse impacts of climate change, which is more on women 
(Tanny & Rahman, 2016).

To depend on rain-fed agriculture entails a high level of 
exposure, vulnerability, and livelihood risks associated with 
increase in climate-related disasters. For communities that 
depend on rain-fed agriculture, there is no guarantee that 
rainfall or sunshine could be accessed within a given period 
of time presumed to be appropriate in a cropping season. In 
such communities, climate change–induced droughts could 
affect negatively rainy and dry seasons as well as seasons for 
cultivation and harvesting of crops. It could also affect or 
alter conventional times for both onset and cessation of farm-
ing seasons. Traditional cropping arrangements such as bush 
clearing, tilling of the soil, gardening, seed planting, and 
weeding are increasingly being altered by climate change. 
These alterations that are occasioned by the growing inten-
sity of climate change (Tyndall, 2008) affect negatively the 
psychology of women involved in agricultural activities, 
especially in the area of planning and commencement of 
farming operations. Climate change also undermines farm-
ers’ access to, and the quality of agricultural resources avail-
able for use (Barnett & Adger, 2007). Effects of climate 
change, such as prolonged droughts and resource depletion, 
can reduce the availability of water and land (Fasona, 2016). 
These challenges bring additional difficulties to existing 
problems faced by vulnerable groups such as women who 
are already grappling with issues of patriarchy and marginal-
ization. Implicitly, women’s low adaptive capacity to climate 
change has much to do with hitherto existing societal and/or 
structural issues traceable to patriarchy and gender disparity 
(Laczko & Aghazarm, 2009).

Climate change aggravates already existing societal 
threats to gender security. As a threat multiplier, it cata-
lyzes and makes worse the problem of marginalization of 
women. When climate change disrupts agricultural activi-
ties and undermines the livelihood of women involved in 
farming, the problem of dependency on men for sustenance 
increases. However, we must stress that patriarchy-induced 



4 SAGE Open

vulnerability to climate change affects more negatively 
women than men primarily due to unequal distribution of 
power (economic, political, cultural, religious, and social 
power) between both males and females.

Patriarchy, Climate Change, and the 
Marginalization of Nigerian Women

Climate change refers to a sustained variation in atmospheric 
conditions. It usually leads to major alterations in the amount 
and patterns of precipitation and increase in average tempera-
ture (Baba, 2011; Hendrix, 2014). Indeed, climate change is 
not a recent environmental phenomenon but its surge and 
impacts in recent times are alarming (Baba, 2011). The causes 
of the current wave of climate change hinge mainly on anthro-
pogenic factors, which result to increase in the accumulation 
of heat-trapping “greenhouse” gases in the atmosphere. In 
recent times, the impacts of climate change manifests in the 
form of general increase in the temperature of global cli-
mate—global warming (Bello et al., 2012). Global warming 
itself affects negatively agriculture production by generating 
severe environmental conditions such as desertification, pro-
longed droughts, sand dunes, and soil infertility. It also 
induces random shifts in precipitation patterns and makes 
methodical engagement in agriculture unstable, especially 
with regard to planning and development.

However, it is important to note that the nexus between 
climate change and women vulnerability is not one of a lin-
ear relationship or one with a direct causal linkage. Often, 
climate impacts are remote and usually detached from any 
direct relationship with their long-term effects. For instance, 
through prolonged droughts, depletion of agricultural 
resources, and increased inability to predict the commence-
ment and cessation of farming seasons, climate change 
undermines the motivation for sustained agricultural 
productivity.

Resource depletion leads to drop in farm yields and food 
insecurity (Obioha, 2009). Undeniably, when agricultural 
outputs are low, revenue generation from the sector equally 
reduces, and this makes it unattractive to remain in the agri-
cultural business. Shortfall in agricultural revenue is a huge 
disincentive and naturally reduces motivation for serious 
agricultural activity. A typical response to low productivity 
and sustained decrease in income is vocational mobility or 
even migration. In few cases where women found them-
selves arrogating positions previously occupied by men were 
either times of the man’s death or absence arising from 
migration (Madzingria, 2017; Rao, Lawson, Raditloaneng, 
Solomon, & Angula, 2017).

In communities where women are deprived the right, 
privilege, and opportunity to participate in other economic or 
public activities like the men, they are confronted with much 
greater risk in the face of growing threats of climate change. 
Men whose privileged power status (in terms of financial, 
economic, social, and political strength) depends largely on 

concessions provided by patriarchy invariably possess stron-
ger adaptive capability to cope with adverse impacts of cli-
mate change. More important is the fact that the privileges 
enjoyed by men also provide them a high level of flexibility 
when considered on grounds of capacity and flexibility for 
vocational mobility or change. Division of roles, in which 
women are conditioned to carry out activities within the 
domestic space while allowing men the liberty to easily 
determine their choice of occupation, means that threats aris-
ing from climate change can only, at the worst scenario, 
compel men who are engaged in the agricultural sector to 
seek alternative sources of livelihoods. Women do not exer-
cise this level of liberty because their attachments to the 
domestic sphere undermines their flexibility for occupational 
mobility or change. Climate change undermines women’s 
potentials for optimal agricultural productivity; yet, prob-
lems arising from patriarchy limit their drive for upward 
mobility.

The campaign for women empowerment is, therefore, 
confronted with the challenge of dealing with climate-related 
problems that are deeply rooted on patriarchy. Men have a 
higher adaptive capacity to cope with the adverse impacts of 
climate change than women because of patriarchal privi-
leges. As noted by Meza (2010), men and women are not 
equally equipped to adapt to disasters due to social contexts 
marked by unequal power relations. This means that natural 
catastrophes do not affect men and women in the same way. 
Past experiences and present circumstances would determine 
the rate of vulnerability.

Patriarchy and the tradition of preserving certain privi-
leges in favor of men is widespread in Nigeria. The situation 
is worse in “rural areas where negative attitude and beliefs 
about women’s participation in socio-economic develop-
ments are culturally entrenched” (Abdullahi, Adekeye, & 
Shehu, 2011, p. 240). In many Nigerian families, men are 
perceived as the beacon and symbol of hope and continuity 
in terms of descent. At the level of ownership and access to 
land, many Nigerian women are also marginalized (Ajala, 
2017; Iruonagbe, 2009). Land tenure system in Nigeria 
overtly discriminates against women as land ownership is 
based on the logic of inheritance and male children are the 
legatees to family lands.

In fact, the patterns and dynamics of land deprivation in 
which Nigerian women are either not fairly recognized or 
completely excluded provide another dimension to reexam-
ine and widen the scope of land grabbing. The usual narra-
tive on land grabbing focuses on global capitalism and the 
greed associated with it, which often propels a massive rush 
to capture lands belonging to the native people (Cotula, 
2013). There are also narratives in which national govern-
ments, ruling elites, and patrimonial networks built around 
them are buttressed as the agency through which local popu-
lations are removed from their homelands. But the various 
ways in which patriarchy and male-dominated societies play 
significant roles in the same business of land grabbing, 
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whereby women are marginalized or excluded, are often 
ignored. In southeastern Nigeria, for example, land depriva-
tion against women is a major issue. There is a public outcry 
among Igbo women (in southeastern Nigeria), particularly 
from among the widows who suffer untold hardship as a 
result of dispossession of lands legally and traditionally 
belonging to their late husbands. Among the Igbos, gener-
ally, men are recognized as having rightful claims to lands. 
This also implies that when a man dies, his belongings, espe-
cially landed properties are appropriated or redistributed 
among the kinsmen in the family. In some cases, the notion 
raised is that “all substantial property, including the land, 
belongs to the husbands; and the woman herself is virtually 
considered a form of property” (Aluko, 2015, p. 57).

Land deprivation makes women more vulnerable to cli-
mate-related problems (Nigerian Environmental Study Team, 
2011); yet, a large number of them have little or no choice of 
occupation besides their small-scale farming. The persistence 
of land deprivation in Nigeria weakens efforts geared toward 
women empowerment. As Betsy Hartmann remarks, many of 
the current land redistribution and community-based natural 
resource–management schemes contribute in widening the 
gender gap, by ignoring power differences within the house-
hold, community, and larger political structures (Hartmann, 
2001). Furthermore, within the domestic sphere, it is gener-
ally considered the duty of a woman to carry out virtually all 
the homework, which includes preparation of family meals, 
housekeeping works, nurturing and training the children, and 
also working on the farm to provide food.

According to a UN WomenWatch (2009) report, although 
men and women in developing countries are vulnerable to 
climate change, those who are charged with the responsibil-
ity to secure water, food, and fuel for cooking are confronted 
with the greatest challenges. The task of providing the water 
needs of the home is, in most cases, the sole responsibility of 
the women. In both southern and northern Nigeria, water 
shortage appears to be one of the major challenges facing 
women, especially in view of the fact that streams that once 
provided their water needs are beginning to dry up due to 
climate change and prolonged drought. Other major duties 
saddled on the women include the task of collecting fire-
wood needed at home (Fabiyi & Yesuf, 2013; Titus, 2011; 
Zabbey, 2011). These and other forms of role division, rather 
than empower, deprive women of important opportunities 
and make them more vulnerable to climate disasters. Indeed, 
the dependence of women on natural resources for their sus-
tenance, their traditional gender roles that discriminate 
against them, and their lack of autonomy place them at a dis-
advantage when it comes to dealing with the effects of cli-
mate change (Meza, 2010).

Conclusion

To redress the problem of undue vulnerability of women to 
adverse impacts of climate change, the numerous societal 

constraints engendered by patriarchal discrimination must be 
challenged. Structural problems associated with patriarchy 
undermine the advocacy for gender fairness. Patriarchy rein-
forces structural violence against women by projecting dis-
criminatory gender roles that often place limitations on how 
far they can go. Excluding women from collective resources 
paves way for male domination. Male domination means that 
a level of power superiority is instituted against women. It is, 
therefore, the view of the study that the exclusion of women 
from equitable resource (particularly land) distribution con-
tributes immensely in reducing their capacity to adjust effec-
tively to climate change–related problems. Redressing this 
imbalance will require interventions from different strata of 
the society including government agencies, private individu-
als, and civil society organizations.

Governments at various levels, individuals, and civil 
society groups seeking to forestall the problem of high 
level vulnerability of women to adverse impacts of climate 
change should give attention to the underlying philosophies 
on which patriarchy is premised. Gender prejudices embed-
ded in cultures and traditional practices that appropriate 
undue privileges, recognition, resources, and power to men 
should be redressed. Legislations must be made to halt dis-
crimination between men and women both within the 
domestic and public domains to ensure gender fairness. 
Public institutions and structures that are gender biased 
should be reconstituted with a view to detaching them from 
patriarchal prejudices.

Government policies need to factor in the peculiar con-
cerns and complaints of women with regard to how climate-
related problems could be addressed. Climate change does 
not affect men and women in the same way and women are 
more vulnerable. The experiences and responses of women 
are equally different. Again, a large number of women are 
engaged in the agriculture sector. Consequently, the voices 
and responses of women should be heard and considered 
important while drawing up strategies for adaptation to cli-
mate change. Such a step will furthermore promote the idea 
of ecological democracy and environmental justice.

In Nigeria, efforts should be made to address peculiar 
gender problems that characterize specific communities or 
regions. Among Igbo communities in the southeastern part of 
Nigeria, abusive widowhood practices are a major concern. 
Land grabbing is noticeable in the various ways in which 
lands belonging to women whose husbands are dead are 
forcefully taken away from them. This type of deprivation 
reduces the prospect for effective engagement of women in 
agriculture. The study considers these forms of exclusion as 
patriarchy induced, and concludes that they increase the vul-
nerability of women to adverse impacts of climate change.
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