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Empowering Resilience: The Interplay of Power, Gender, and
Environmental Security in Women's Economic Agency

The theory of power, as it applies to environmental security and women’s
economic empowerment, offers a nuanced approach to understanding the
intersection of gender, societal norms, and power dynamics. Power is not
simply the ability to make decisions or control resources; it also encompasses
the subtle forms of influence and resistance embedded within social, cultural,
and economic contexts. In the realm of environmental security, women’s roles
are shaped by these power dynamics, revealing both the limitations and
potentials within patriarchal structures. Scholars like Hartsock and Gaventa
have illustrated that while women often experience power through constraints,
they also exercise agency in ways that are neither overt nor easily classified
within traditional power frameworks.

Hartsock’s theories on gender relations propose that power differences are both
uniting and dividing factors for women. These differences, especially within
patriarchal systems, are amplified by societal expectations around women’s
roles in economic and social domains. According to Hartsock, women’s lived
experiences provide a lens through which power relations in society are
illuminated. This approach shifts the perspective, positioning women as both
subjects and objects of historical power structures. By highlighting their
economic agency, we gain a more comprehensive view of how women engage
with, resist, or even legitimize unequal power relations. In many cases, the
seeming acceptance of these structures may reflect a complex form of resilience
or adaptation rather than passive acquiescence!. Gaventa’s theory of power
dimensions offers a valuable complement to this view, particularly in
understanding how women might internalize their subordinate roles as a
survival mechanism. Gaventa’s first face of power, which addresses grievance-
based action, aligns with contemporary analyses of gender and violence, where
grievances surrounding inequality often lead to activism and advocacy?.

However, the emergence of environmental security challenges complicates this
framework. Environmental issues disproportionately affect marginalized
groups, including women, often deepening pre-existing inequities. Climate-
induced migration, for instance, disrupts traditional social structures and
sometimes shifts power dynamics within communities. In such situations,
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women’s awareness of their grievances often grows, potentially fostering
resistance or transformation. Yet, Gaventa warns of the risk that those with a
long history of powerlessness might adopt coping strategies that entrench their
positions, leading to what some describe as a form of “Stockholm syndrome”
toward patriarchal systems. This complex relationship between environmental
adversity and agency suggests that women’s empowerment in such contexts
may be limited to those who already possess a measure of social or economic
power, as argued by scholars like Cohn and Jordan®&*. For many women facing
environmental stressors without these resources, the barriers to empowerment
are compounded by their historical disempowerment.

Nonetheless, viewing women solely as victims fails to capture the diversity and
resilience of their responses to environmental and social challenges. Enloe’s
(2014) assertion that women should not be portrayed as “mindless victims”
speaks to this complexity. Women, even when marginalized, possess agency
and the capacity to strategize within the confines of their social reality. This
perspective refutes binary classifications of women as either passive victims or
empowered actors. Enloe emphasizes the importance of recognizing the
nuanced, sometimes subtle ways in which women exercise power, even in
oppressive environments’. This agency is particularly relevant in areas impacted
by environmental insecurity, where women often become the primary decision-
makers in households and communities. Such shifts challenge the conventional
power dynamics and can catalyze broader political transformations that create
new spaces for women in governance, as argued by scholars like Burle, Dixit,
and Askay (2021)°.

The potential for climate change and conflict to open up economic and political
opportunities for women requires a closer examination of the intersectional
factors that influence these outcomes. For example, while some women may
gain political agency due to shifts in traditional male roles (such as through
outmigration), others may find their marginalization exacerbated due to ethnic,
geographic, or class-based disparities. Intersectional analysis, as discussed by
scholars like Kaijser and Kronsell, moves beyond the simplistic binaries of male
versus female power and instead addresses the multiple axes of identity that
shape women’s experiences of power’. This approach underscores that women
are not a monolithic group; rather, their experiences vary widely based on
socioeconomic status, education, and social positioning within their
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communities.

Another critical aspect of power theory in environmental security is the way
violence and peace are conceptualized. Galtung’s work on peace suggests that
peace is not merely the absence of conflict but the presence of social justice and
equity®. In this framework, environmental security and women’s economic
empowerment are intertwined with the need for structural change. For women,
achieving peace in environmental security contexts often involves addressing
economic violence — the systematic deprivation of resources and opportunities.
This form of violence, though less visible than physical violence, perpetuates
inequality and hinders the resilience of communities. By addressing both the
direct and indirect impacts of climate and conflict on women, scholars such as
Cookson have argued for a broader understanding of peace that includes the
elimination of economic deprivation and exclusion’.

In the context of climate-induced challenges, theories of power can also inform
strategies for resilience building and long-term economic recovery. For
instance, the work of Kelley and von Uexkull highlights the gendered effects of
environmental crises, noting that recovery efforts that do not account for
gendered vulnerabilities are often less effective!?. Similarly, Vermimp et al.
(2019) and Brintnee et al. (2021) suggest that resilience planning should
incorporate a gendered perspective to ensure that women’s specific needs are
addressed'!. This approach not only mitigates the immediate effects of
environmental crises but also builds the foundation for sustainable development
that empowers women economically and socially. In this way, the integration of
gender-sensitive frameworks into environmental security and resilience policies
represents a shift toward a more inclusive understanding of power.

Counterarguments to this view suggest that focusing on gender in
environmental security can detract from the broader, systemic issues that affect
all individuals in crisis situations. Some argue that gender-sensitive approaches
might isolate women’s issues, failing to address the collective needs of
communities impacted by environmental crises. However, research indicates
that overlooking gendered dynamics can weaken the overall effectiveness of
policy interventions. Acknowledging the gendered nature of environmental
impacts does not diminish the significance of collective resilience but rather
strengthens it by addressing vulnerabilities that, if ignored, could destabilize
entire communities. Furthermore, as Busby et al. (2013) note, women’s
empowerment in these contexts often has a ripple effect, contributing to
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community resilience and fostering inclusive development!?,

Another counterpoint is the risk of romanticizing women’s agency in adverse
conditions, which could inadvertently justify inaction on addressing structural
inequities. Critics argue that emphasizing resilience in women could reinforce
expectations that they should shoulder disproportionate burdens in times of
crisis. While it is true that highlighting resilience should not excuse inequity,
recognizing women’s agency does not imply complacency with injustice.
Instead, it serves as a foundation for advocating for policies that support
women’s rights and provide them with the resources to navigate environmental
challenges effectively. As Sharifi et al. (2020) assert, empowerment in the face
of adversity is not an end in itself but a means to advocate for structural
change'’.

In conclusion, the theory of power offers valuable insights into the
interconnected issues of environmental security and women’s economic
empowerment. By examining the ways women navigate power structures within
their daily lives, we gain a deeper understanding of their roles in both household
and community decision-making processes. The environmental challenges
posed by climate change and conflict highlight the limitations and potentials of
women’s agency, underscoring the importance of resilience planning that is
both gender-sensitive and inclusive. Integrating gender perspectives into
resilience strategies and economic recovery plans ensures that the unique
vulnerabilities and strengths of women are acknowledged, paving the way for a
more equitable and sustainable future. Addressing these dynamics not only
supports women’s empowerment but also enhances community resilience in the
face of global environmental challenges.
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