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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this essay is to discuss issuetedeta development, socio-environmental disasters,
and gender, which, for being important elementshef public debate in Brazil today, should be
addressed in research and public policy strategieBhe relationship between gender, class,
race/ethnicity and socio-environmental disasteésented, and key concepts about development, the
environment and equality are examined in the cdrdexecent economic policies. This essay reflects
on the condition of women found in a subaltern ¢omal in capitalist society who suffer the
consequences of socio-environmental disastersonitludes with suggestions for including a focus on
gender in the preparation of research and actrategfies.
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RESUMO

Este artigo tem como objetivo discutir questbesaciehadas a desenvolvimento, desastres
socioambientais e género, as quais, por estarenritass no debate contemporaneo brasileiro,

constituem elementos que devem pautar pesquisatratégias de acdo. Apresenta a relacdo entre
género, classe, racaletnia e desastres socioaaibjeneéxaminando conceito-schave sobre

desenvolvimento, meio ambiente e igualdade no gtmtgas politicas econdmicas recentes. Reflete
sobre a situacdo das mulheres inseridas em una;&itude subalternidade na sociedade capitalista,
gue sofrem as consequéncias dos desastres soaeodgami Conclui com sugestdes para a incluséo
nesses processos do enfoque de género na elabdeaggendas de pesquisas e de acgao.

Palavras-chave:natureza; sociedade; desenvolvimento; desastidbemes.



Introduction

Floods, fires, earthquakes, mud slides, volcanupteons, hurricanes, tornados, tsunamis, tropical
storms, droughts, among other natural disasterst mmit to situations to which human beings are
exposed to. They may constitute catastrophes, tinaveling of the social process precipitated by
environmental events, but they are, nonethelessedban social and economic relationships and in
patterns of historical development.

The interest about the environment has intensiffredhe last three decades due to the gradual
exhaustion of natural resources, both renewablermmdrenewable. The rise and concentration of
population, the super-exploitation and the inadeguaanagement of natural resources lead to the
environmental degradation of eco systems, whichuin, is leading to the increase and frequency of
catastrophes. These situations are worrisome becthey surpass the proposals for solutions in
course, pointing out to a process which implieseladoration and implementation of research agendas
and actions consistent with the theme.

This recent increase in attention toward the effectsocial-environmental disasters, due by inddm
the superimposed relationship between society atdre is expressed through the emergency of
environmental movements, in conferences and inrnat®mnal agreements, which, in turn, have
generated theoretical perspectives and politickbas. It is also expressed in international resean

the fields of social sciences and applied scienwbg;h direct to aspects related to gender andakoci
environmental disastefs.However, this has not been a reoccurring themi@entheory produced in
Brazil.

The roots of this subject justifies the interestntroducing elements such as class, race/ethracity
gender, which affect women involved in the prevemtiand dealing with situations of socio-
environmental disasters. The goal is to elaboaatagenda for research and action strategies which
will, in turn, enable this subject to be incorpetin society in practical terms and to move belytbre
periphery of either well articulated speeches ergbod intentions registered in official documents.

Initially, | present the relationship between gended the situations of socio-environmental digaste

and the ways by which women are affected. In #woisd section, | reclaim the key concepts within
the analysis about development, environment andligu Finally, | present some suggestions for the
inclusion and focus on gender in future resear@mdg and action strategies aiming at getting tavkno

and learning about the multiple and multilayerefdeass relating to the inclusion of women in this
process.

Disasters, the situation of women and the ways tmuostruct an agenda for research and
action

In 1992, in Rio de Janeiro, due to socio-environiaeissues the governments came together for the
first time to talk about climate change. Duringttin@eeting the leaders created the United Nations
Fourth Convention about Climate Change (UNFCCQ)e third article establishes the following:

The parties in this contract should protect thenatic system for the benefit of the present as
well as future generations based on equity andyieeanent with common responsibilities, but
differentiated and with its respective capacitiesherefore, the developed countries should
take the lead in combating climate change andiitsise effectd.



At the same time, it was during the Internationat&de for the Reduction of Natural Disasters (1990)
that women and children were identified as beirge “key to prevention.” In the years after that,
women got organized and came together in gathe@amgsconferences about this subject, in many
cities and countri€s The results of these initiatives raised new tjaes to planners because it
analyzed catastrophes through “women’s lenses” idherstifying gaps. It presented a critique of the
juridical and institutional systems and it brougjgnder issues to the fore front as an important
component for the prevention and intervention inaions of socio-environmental disasters.

Nevertheless, according to Sue Armstréwgmen were not represented neither in the UNFCQGmo
the Kyoto Protocdl

It does not take even a simple search through thevéhtion-Board of the United Nations
about Climate Change and in the Kyoto Protocol, tmportant treaties about the efforts in
combating climate change on a global scale, tazeedhat the words “gender” and “women”
are not mentioned in neither of thém.

Therefore, considering that the impact caused byrétationship between society and nature do not
affect men and women in the same way because theests and needs of women have not been
significantly included in the government agenda morthe agenda of different institutions, | will
present in this section, elements which justify¢hesation of a research agenda and action stratggy

an alternative approach, which combines justiceciéo environmental, economic), gender and
development, all of which aimed at preserving thevilenment as well as preventing socio-
environmental disasters.

Gender relations and socio-environmental disasaegssocially constructed under the influence of
economic, political, cultural and social factorddamder complex geographic conditions that reflect
particular conditions that impact men and women aredalso influenced by class, race/ethnicity and
gender.

In December of 2007, four international institasogathered with environmental ministers and
leaders, during the United Nations Conference ama&k Change in Bdlito affirm, for the first time

in its history, that a world coalition of women weomanifestos about the perspectives regarding
women and gender issues regarding the most urgetteéns negotiated during the Convention.

Because the women got united and organized thesssdlve countries who signed the accord and the
United Nations Committee for Climate Change werallenhged to acknowledge that women are
powerful agents of change and that their partieypain policy making and in the initiatives of
adaptation and mitigation of climate is crucialhefefore, it is also a must to guarantee that women
and gender specialists take part, in a critical guodlified manner, in all the decisions relating to
climate change issues, taking into consideratienpttedominance of the theoretical production, which
have emphasized the insertion of women in the goéminimizing socio-environmental disasters.

Kellie Trantef demonstrated that more women than men die aseatdir indirect result of socio-
environmental disasters. For instance, 90% of1#@,000 victims of the cyclone that devastated
Bangladesh in 1991 were women; likewise, more wothan men perished during the heat wave that
afflicted Europe in 2003; the tsunami that hit Bainka in 2006 killed three to four women per each
man. What would be the reasons? Why are womee prone to suffer the consequences of disasters
than men?



Based on these questions and on the concept thdthé human being is natur€”l will propose
some elements that should be taken into consideratnen approaching this subject.

The economic, social and cultural conditions of hegerson can increase the effect of socio-
environmental disasters, exposing them to new $ossel damages, for example, in relationship to
work. Therefore, it is not simply a “technical’sige, but also social as it exposes the abilityhef t
person, the neighborhood, the municipality, and ¢hantry to anticipate, plan for it, survive and
recover from the devastating effects of these event

The current economic globalization, for instancekes women more vulnerable, especially women
who are head of the households, in regards to gm@nt and wages. In addition, they suffer with the
cuts deriving from structural adjustment which imp#éhe quantity and quality of social services
available to them. The process or urban migratimnalso reflected in the insecure living condigion
large urban centers because women and their fanalie more exposed to pollution, to floods and
landslides. Furthermore, still in the scope ofimmmental degradation, drought brings innumerous
effects to women who are farm workers and/or detaten to those who depend on wood.

However, situations of socio-environmental disastdso affect men. In the sexual division of labor
they are the ones who take upon themselves aetwstich as rescue, dealing with adverse situations
and feeling limited in their ability to ask for tihelp needed due to strict norms regarding mastulin

The relationships between men and women are polferftes in each culture. The manner by which
these relationships are defined creates diffe@asrand responsibilities for men and women, winch
turn, translates into unequal access and controésifurces (to inherit land or to obtain creditira
bank, for example) and decision making power ( pgow a seat in community counsel and/or rights
and commissions). The combined effect of theskerdifices and inequalities mean that women and
girls, men and boys face different types and lewglgexposure to the impacts and consequences of
socio-environmental disasters. The adoption of biehs and stereotypes about men and women may
contribute to the increase of differences betwéengenders and sometimes it can lead to devastating
consequences. One example of this cultural inflaefuring a disaster can be seen in Sri Lanka. In
that country, swimming a tree climbing are actestiaught mostly to boys. Social prejudice prevent
girls and women to develop these abilities decrepsieir chances of surviving a flood.

Another example is what happened in Blumenau in82@0town in the south of Brazil, during the
floods followed by mudslides in which women werairid dead with their children in their arms.
Some accounts from survivors describe women clagcto their babies inside houses that were buried
and other people hanging off trunks of trees tastebe torrent of water. These women, filled with
their responsibility as mothers and caretakersk tbdong time aiding their children which delayed
their evacuation from their houses leaving insigfit time for them to find shelter.

In addition to cultural aspects, there is clasgjiradity, which manifests itself in the differencé o
income and maximizes the impact of socio-envirortaledisasters on women and their families.
Furthermore, socio-environmental disasters incréasavork load for women from the moment when
the disaster is anticipated, during it and aftedvar A higher number of women suffer from post
traumatic stress symptoms. Furthermore, thera in@ease in domestic violence and violence agains
women and girls in the context of disasters.



Women carry the main responsibility for the doneestffairs, performing activities such as cooking,
taking care of children, the elderly and the disdbl They are the care givers and as such theyaare
free to migrate to find work after a disaster. Mweigrate in large numbers, more frequently leaxang
large number of women as heads of the household.

During a catastrophe, the home is usually destroyetherefore, many families are forced to seek
shelter or temporary homes. Although they may dferred to as “temporary residences,” many
families end up spending considerable amount of tinere, according to Rosana Freitas and Cristiane
Marques'? In the case of the floods in the Itajai Valley,4008, until the present moment there are
still 250 families living in shelters. Those slee#t are inadequate places with shared kitchens and
bathrooms, which increases the domestic work |loablianits their freedom of movement and action.

It also makes it harder for them to find alternatisources of income, jeopardizing their role as
providers for the family. The women who are maghering in these temporary residences also notice
such living conditions increase the chances tleit tthildren may experience sexual violence.

The image of suffering women and children is vespudar in the media. But what the media does not
show is that women play a vital role in the resetferts, acting either within socially prescribealeas

or transcending it. Freitas and Marques alsotpmin that public legislature, attitudes and bebiesvi

of technicians and professionals also reveal pregudhey reinforce an essentialist view of womaed a
reiterate the sexual division of labor in the psscef addressing situations of socio-environmental
disasters.

In this decade, there are new approaches presehingeed to work together to prevent events that
may be tragic and destructive. Such focus, basedemder analysis, indicate the importance of
valuing the knowledge and abilities of women, whindtve been neglected up to this point, in contexts
considered threatening or high risk.

An approach to socio-environmental situations fithi gender perspective does not restrict itself to
women’s participation pos-disaster, celebratingrtbempensatory activities together with the losses
and damages that occurred. This type of appraaohly justifiable when issues of class and théasoc
relationship between men and women are acknowledgeal force present in people’s lives, in each
culture that produces and reproduces differencdsreagualities. This type of insertion, of percept

of economic and social interests of men and wonsénfarce, implicitly or not, a “development”
model and also it influences the relationship dgf@vironment and its consequences, which
manifests itself through the danger of socio-envinental disasters.

The majority of the problems do not come from aw@ltwr religious norms and it can be transformed
through the kind of political intervention that pmotes critical thinking and contributes to chanding
“roles” and behaviors attributed to women, which,as mentioned before, social constructions. This
educational process is complex because it is nekpect that it will come from countries considered
developed for they are actually part of the problgnexacerbating their decisions and actions iofav
of a developmental model guided by a destructitiemality.

Development, socio-environmental disasters and thgeender equality challenge
In order to understand the relationship betweereldgwment, the environment and the gender equality

challenge one needs to quote Karl Marx to maker¢testionship between human beings and nature
explicit:



[... human beings live off nature, that is, natw¢hieir body, and they need to

maintain a continuous dialogue with it in order tmdie. To say that the physical and mental
lives of humans are linked to nature simply medwas bature is linked to itself since humans
are a parte of naturé.

Although Marx expressed this relationship includihg “conditions imposed by nature” as well as the
ability of human beings to affect this processygestill demonstrated a profound preoccupatiotn wit
production, with the ecological limitations and hvia “flaw in the metabolism* The relationship
between humans and nature and their relationship @development issues did not constitute in a
central element of the Marxist perspective untl 719’s.

The emphasis on the environmental questions anceldgionship with the economic development
came to surface in the context of the 80’s, when ling expansive cycle of capitalism on an
international scale gave in to a recessive cyaeelbpment became conditioned to the fight against
inflation, to state induction and to the distriloutiof wealth. This position was embraced by the-ne
liberalism as it submitted all the demands from sbbaltern classes to the filter of monetary sitgbil
and “development.”

In the decades that followed, the mercantilizatioih the economic, political and social was
consolidated. Therefore, there was a need fouateo hegemonic movement of de-mercantilization ,
in other words, to prioritize the public sphere,aqen process, the object of political and ideicialg
dispute. The outcome, even nowadays, depends @al eaganization and, therefore, on women.

It was also in the 80's that the concept of susfaligi® development emerged with a reoccurring

emphasis on local autonomy and self-determinatiegional and national, which have unfolded into

approaches ideological and political of both pregiee and conservative nature in terms of the ways
by which to conceive development as well as difier@pproaches about the management and the
quality of life. The term “sustainability” refer® a category that, for being imprecise, makes it

possible for different appropriations: it can setee learn about the need for a new model of

development, but it can also enable the neo-libdistourse about sustainability based on the
valorization of business efficiency and on enviremtal education without engendering the

contradictions of the capitalist system.

As Istvan Mészéaros points otftduring a long time there was the belief that alinan problems would
be solved through “development” and “modernizati@amd that they were socially neutral and that
technology would surpass all obstacles. Even tothegye is still hope for corrections that arecslyi
technological, even though they collide directlyhwthe interests for survival of the species. fhest

for economic growth without any restriction to fintdal capital and to production reiterates the
accumulation of problems for the future generationBere is a relationship of interdependence
between growth and development and both deserdgetthe focus of a critical analysis that the
discussions about gender cannot ignore and/or &doagéentially.

Mészéaros proposes “[...] the need to qualify all fatdevelopment and sustainable development as a
way to create a concept with a content that isnaedactual and socially desirabf€.” According to
him, sustainability means:

“[...] to be really in charge of cultural, economiedasocial processes that are vital and through
which humans not only survive, but also can fintiséaction according to the goals established
by themselves instead of being at the mercy ofrahttorces that are unpredictable and quasi-



natural economic determinations. The current $acder is based on the structural antagonism
between capital and labor, therefore requiring éixercise of an external control of non-

submissive forces. Adversity is the necessary compaof such system, regardless of the
economic and human waste it may cause for its ®radmice *®

The adverse nature of the capitalist system of ymtioh and reproduction for the subaltern classes e
for nature, especially in the case of Brazil, hasbé dealt with and that is why the question of
substantive equality cannot be avoided today as# in the past. The considerations made by this
author are important because they sustain the needtwgeen the determination of the social condition
in Brazil, the material inequality and the way imiah they are reinforced by men and women who
internalize their “role in society,” more or lessnsensually, becoming subjected to those who make
decision in their names. This culture was createphrallel with the formation of unequal structuoés
capital and on the unequal foundations of the pda3tere was a reciprocal interaction between the
reproductive structures and the cultural dimensio@ating a convergence that reduces each individua
to his/her domain of action.

In recovering the recent analysis of the so-cakgwironmental issues, | realize that Ronaldo
Coutinhd® has a critical approach to the “environmentalistibased on concepts that defend the
possibility of creating economic practices andrakiive ways of operating transformations expressed
in the relationship between society and the enwiremt, under the light of the “sustainable
development” paradigm, with the internalizatioraaiew ethic inspired by an “ecological awareness.”

Likewise, for Coutinho, an examination that pays mhost attention to sustainable development would
reveal that the development of a country (or regilmased on its own potential, that is, endogenous,
would be compatible with an ecologically balancednoate. Besides that, this new development
“model” would take into consideration a new ethin, which the economic goals would be
subordinated to the workings of the ecosystemsaitiin the parameters of quality of life for the
people. According to the author, therefore, ttaaeeat least two aspects worth noting: the firstbisut

the inherent contraction in proposing an endogemoadel of development exactly in a historical
moment marked by the internationalization of theaficial markets and by globalization; the second
concerns the need to formulate a concept capaldelahg the challenge of yearned subordination of
the economic interests and actions of the markeéhéomanagement of natural resources regarding
people’s quality of life.

In Coutinho’s understanding, these approachesyakgs of its multi-sectorial character, adopted by
the environmental movement since the 1980’s anddeéhwelopment of studies and actions aimed at
protecting the environment heading toward an idgiold and economic formulation that is geared to
the construction of a true utopian and liberal Merof socio-environmental justice, which ultimatel
will take place within the mercantilist logic ofetcapitalistic modes of production. This, accogdio

the author, suggests an apparently naive formfofimesm.

Francois Chesnais and Claude Senvitbn the other hand, argue that the strategy ohéiis capital
based on the oligarchy, which transfers industaetivities from multinational groups to countries
where the cost of labor is low and the workforcek#led, and if possible, an international demand
would add an important dimension. In other coastrthe exploitation of natural resources remdias t
goal of capital.

Michel Lowy?! points out that the environmental question isrtteén factor stimulating renovation in
the tradition of Marxist theory. The author advesaan economy in transition to socialism,



incorporating the natural and social environmeatsansition based on democratic choice of prisiti
and investments by its own population rather thenmarket forces.

Mary Garcia Castro and Miriam Abramovay emphadieg in the discourse about conservation “[...]
the purely biological perspective has prevailedhwiit considering the relationship between men and
women and the distinct forms of organization thataunds them®* According to the authors, “[...]
we refer to the relations that the human beingablish among themselves and with other beings in
nature, through creations that are simpler or neteborate, or even contradictory, like in the cahte
of society at large®® In their study, the authors emphasize the comsienist approach in the
environmental science. But they also affirm thad time of thought limits itself to propose altetiva
solutions to the environmental problem without makinto consideration, in many cases, that the
environmental problem is a symptom of a larger f@obthat is usually not addressed and that includes
economic, social and political problems.

One aspect worth paying attention is the fact thataddressing the subject, one needs to ask who
should conserve or not, how and why; on the cont@me may presuppose and make generalizations
that add little value to the comprehension anduaetion in reality.

Regarding the environment, the intention is to ceghpnd and to establish a relationship between
nature and human action. In last instance, |eagrigh Abramovay it is not only about learning
about natural and social processes in a isolated, fout it is to know in which ways different sdcia
groups make use of existing resources and howitttegfere with the natural processes that affeet th
quality of life for men and women; to know in whiglays alternative uses are possible, so negative
impact may avoided or minimized. Therefore, trapgr reiterates the importance of including gender
issues as transversal questions in this discussion.

The situation of women has made important stridebe last two decades, but these changes were not
homogenous in time and space. There are stilifgignt inequalities that constitute an obstacle to
substantive equality. However, the struggle of wonagainst prejudices of class, gender, race and
ethnicity has been devising new outlines for festifpiolitical action, also enriching the discussam

the gender issue as well as the issues womenrfatisdster situations.

An agenda for research and action strategy: final@nsiderations

There is a need for establishing goals and a comenit to a societary project in order to grasp
questions involving development, socio-environmiedisasters and gender.

An agenda for research and action strategy shawdidide the following aspects: social, economic,
political and cultural leading to the search tovegrs to multiple questions, some of which stand out

Can countries considered “developing,” dependent'peripheral” alter the misery chart, the spatial
lack of organization, the problems in educatioraltie ,and safety without damaging the environment?
Should they, in the quest for development, demé&edright to consume, to pollute and to destroy
following the model created by the countries coasad central? How and in which way gender
relations, development patterns, and changes iretkeonment affect women and men and expose
them to the impact of socio-environmental disaSt&snsidering the losses and the damages, how do
women, in specific contexts, organize themselvdsigqadly in order to contribute to the preservatio

of the environment and to the prevention of sociegh®nmental disasters and in the recovery efforts
once they happen?



In order to overcome these questions, it is necgdsadevelop a gender strategy, to invest in speci
research about its relation with development, wite preservation of nature and with the socio-
environmental disasters.

It is also important to establish a system of iathes and criteria sensitive to gender, so the
governments can utilize them in the planning stagesing its execution and evaluation of social
policies in a transversal perspective.

In addition, it is also necessary to analyze anddemtify the specific impacts on gender and the
measures of protection in the case of floods, dmtsjgheat waves, disease and other changes and
socio-environmental disasters. Since it is a githet millions of poor women affected by the climate
change live and work outside the boundaries ofdhmal labor market, there is a need to createtand
implement mechanisms for providing for and for nmakfinancial help available to them to alleviate
their need.

In addition, it is necessary to include the intéac “development, nature and gender” in a counter-
hegemonic agenda in relation to the “society anmired because any policy designed to repair or
reduce the effects of this relation — includingidgrsocio-environmental disasters - will hardlyphe
women in a subaltern position. However, it is \warbting the importance of the proposals being sent
to and grasped by national as well as internatiorgdnizations.

Considering the lack of perspectives in terms afdge as far as prevention and recovery efforts in
situations of eco-environmental disasters, as wsllthe lack of dialogue between managers and
professionals about the ways in which the socidrenmental question overlaps with gender issues, |
suggest another “look” at the participation of won@ about the goal of enabling women to have
access to the centers of decision making. This penapective and political positioning should dépar
from concrete experiences, derived from the expedewith the disaster not aiming at the insertibn o
women as mere “objects” of the programs, but alsotsamanagers. This way, there will be less
vulnerable to practices that reinforce inequaljtdiscriminations and violence contained in locadiz
actions, programs of intervention in cases of arrgency that do not contemplate a knowledge that is
profound, prospective, innovative and interdiscigatiy.

Currently, there are different approaches to geaddrto the participation of women in the process o
prevention and recovery in situations of disastétewever, there are two tendencies that comedo th
fore front. One indicates the participation frome tetandpoint of a “municipality-ecologist,” that
privileges attitudinal changes on the part of aatercommunity and underscores the importance of
municipalities in attending to socio-environmenti$asters. The second tendency is focused on
“participation-social development;” it is sustainbgl social participation and it emanates from an
emancipatory perspective. Furthermore, it questithe relation between society and nature, the
foundations of the capitalist system and, as a emumnce, the causes and answers to socio-
environmental disasters.

There is a need to indicate the importance of etbhg an agenda of research and action stratedy th
Is transversal between gender, development and-eowironmental disasters, aimed at the production
of a knowledge that will enable the implementatdmction that necessary and possible.
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