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Abstract
Most climate change literature tends to downplay the gendered nature of vulnerability. At best, gender is discussed in terms of the
male-female binary, seen as opposing forces rather than in varying relations of interdependency. Such construction can result in
the adoption ofmaladaptive culturally unfit gender-blind policy and interventions. In Egypt, which is highly vulnerable to climate
change, gender analysis of vulnerability is almost non-existent. This paper addresses this important research gap by asking and
drawing on a rural Egyptian context ‘How do the gendered relational aspects of men’s and women’s livelihoods in the household
and community influence vulnerability to climate change?’. To answer this question, I draw on gender analysis of social relations,
framedwithin an understanding of sustainable livelihoods. During 16months of fieldwork, I usedmultiple ethnographicmethods
to collect data from two culturally and ethnically diverse low-income villages in Egypt. My main argument is that experiences of
climate change are closely intertwined with gender and wider social relations in the household and community. These are shaped
by local gendered ideologies and cultures that are embedded in conjugal relations, kinship and relationship to the environment, as
compared across the two villages. In this paper, I strongly argue that vulnerability to climate change is highly gendered and
therefore gender analysis should be at the heart of climate change discourses, policy and interventions.
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Introduction

The literature stresses that environmental and climatic issues
are constructed by people who define threats and risks accord-
ing to how they experience them (Hannigan 1995; Hopkins
et al. 2001; IPCC 2014). Douglas and Wildavsky (1982) note
that perception of vulnerability and risk is a social process of
shared threats and fears which influences and is influenced by
social relations. Social and cultural factors help to identify and
construct risk (Kasperson et al. 1988; Tschakert et al. 2019).
‘Gender is a major axis of difference in Egyptian society’
(Hopkins et al. 2001, p. 35) and thus is a major factor that
affects perceptions and experiences of vulnerability to liveli-
hood stresses, including climate-related ones.

Framed within my investigative framework, I investigate
experiences of climate-related stresses on the livelihoods of
men and women in the villages, drawing attention to some of
the influencing gendered sociocultural dynamics. I critically
draw on some elements of Cecile Jackson’s (2007) creative
conjugality, and Judith Butler’s (1988) pressures and ‘perfor-
mances’ of femininity and masculinity to analyse conjugal
relations. Gender ideology, family structure and cultural
norms affect conjugal relations that in turn affect experiences
and perceptions of vulnerability and risk. In this paper, I show
how these factors influence men’s and women’s experiences
of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity as elements of
vulnerability (IPCC 2007, 2014).

The main research question of the paper is: How do the
gendered relational aspects of men’s and women’s livelihoods
in the household and community influence vulnerability to
climate change? The paper is organized to address
subquestions (Sections 3–5) emanating from the main re-
search question. I start by discussing gendered experiences
of vulnerability to climate change. I focus on exposure to
rainstorms as an extreme climate event and land salinization
as an incremental climate-related stress that affect my case
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study locations, and discuss how the experience of these
stresses is gendered. I argue why and how these gendered
processes of sensitivity to climate stresses are socially differ-
entiated and influenced by gender ideologies of masculinity
and femininity. In light of these processes, I delineate the key
factors that affect adaptive capacity in my case study. These
factors, applicable to other similar contexts, are essential in
understanding vulnerability as well as adaptation to climate
change.

Gender relations, climate change
and livelihoods: review and investigative
framework

Emerging gender and climate change discourse progressively
recognizes that women experience climate change differently
to men in terms of vulnerability and adaptive capacity (Adger
2006). Denton (2002) and Terry (2009) argue for gender vul-
nerability assessment that, rather than implying that women
are victims, acknowledges their role as active agents of
change. Arora-Jonsson (2011) and MacGregor (2010) argue
for the need for a gendered analysis of vulnerability to climate
change as a basis for a gender-sensitive and equitable
adaptation.

The sustainable livelihoods framework (SLA) helps to in-
tegrate the social and climatic dimensions of vulnerability and
adaptation through a holistic view of how people sustain their
livelihoods in evolving social, political, economic and envi-
ronmental contexts (Allison and Horemans 2006, Roncoli
2006). Livelihoods analysis places people at the centre of
the analysis by focusing on their social and economic
activities.

The SLA has its origin in literature on entitlement and food
security (Sen 1982, 1999), where it acquires particular
strengths for understanding social vulnerability and coping
(Ellis 2006). According to Scoones (1998) and Ellis (2000),
the SLA is constituted of three main components: the vulner-
ability context, defined as the risk factors that affect people’s
livelihood and survival; the livelihood context of assets, activ-
ities and processes; and the institutional context that includes
an analysis of social institutions at various levels. While the
livelihood approach and gender analysis have often been ap-
plied to sustainable development and environmental manage-
ment, there is little literature investigating vulnerability to cli-
mate change using gender analysis of masculinity and femi-
ninity that shape gender relations that in turn affect vulnera-
bility of the household and community. This is the main con-
tribution of this paper to the field of gender and climate
change.

To operationalize my research question, I mainly use an
adapted sustainable livelihoods framework, which integrates
the vulnerability, the livelihood and the institutional contexts.

I focus on the household in the institutional context, which
puts intra-household gender relations at the heart of the anal-
ysis. Gender analysis of vulnerability of livelihoods to
climate-related stresses aims to transcend the superficial rep-
resentation of gender roles adopted in mainstream climate
change and gender literature and focus on gendered cultures
and relationships in people’s livelihoods.

Vulnerability context

The Fourth Assessment Report of the United Nations
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC 2007)
conceptualizes vulnerability as a function of both the nature
of the biophysical climate change impacts and the state of
social systems. IPCC (2007) defines vulnerability as a func-
tion of exposure, sensitivity and adaptive capacity. The Fifth
Assessment Report (IPCC 2014) further adds the concept of
risk of climate hazards—adopted from the disaster risk reduc-
tion literature—to the concept of vulnerability.

The term ‘vulnerability’ is defined, used and conceptual-
ized differently in the climate change, entitlements theory and
disaster risk reduction literature (Adger 2006; Füssel and
Klein 2006; Tucker et al. 2015). A meaningful consideration
of the concept depends on the context and purpose of the
vulnerability assessment. Adger (2006), Füssel (2007) and
O’Brien et al. (2009) identify two distinctive epistemological
paradigms in vulnerability research that are used according to
the objective in question. The first, referred to as outcome
vulnerability, has grown out of various risk-hazard and impact
frameworks (Füssel and Klein 2006). It focuses on vulnera-
bility to environmental impacts and then adds on social pa-
rameters. The second, contextual vulnerability, originates
from the literature on entitlement and livelihoods frameworks
rooted in social systems (Ellis 2006; Sen 1982, 1999). It fo-
cuses on the variation and dynamics of vulnerability within
and between social groups, emphasizing aspects of inequality
and distribution (Adger 2006).

Petra Tschakert and others (Tschakert et al. 2019) nuance
the concept of vulnerability by examining climate change and
loss through value- and place-based approaches that are sen-
sitive to the nature of people’s lives. Tschakert and others
(Tschakert et al. 2017) further foreground personal stories as
an essential mean to humanize and understand vulnerability. I
situate my analysis within this understanding of lived experi-
ences and how people perceive and experience vulnerability.

I adopt a social contextual definition of vulnerability that
arises from the underlying social conditions and changing
characteristics of people, households or communities in terms
of their susceptibility and capacity to anticipate and cope with
exposure to climate-related stresses. This study focuses on the
gendered relational nature of perceptions and experiences of
vulnerability to climate-related stresses against the backdrop
of socio-economic livelihood stresses within and beyond the
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household. It relates gender norms and intra-household gender
relations to social vulnerability within people’s livelihood
context.

Livelihood context: assets, activities and processes

Researchers privilege different indicators or factors of adap-
tive capacity which include different forms of assets framed in
different ways (Adger et al. 2009). These factors are mediated
by sociocultural characteristics and relations manifesting
through social institutions (Kabeer 1999). I argue in line with
Tschakert and Machado (2012) that the most significant gaps
in climate change research concern the difficulty of addressing
the social norms and practices that create unequal access to
and control over households and communities’ tangible and
intangible assets, thereby restricting adaptive capacity.

The livelihood assets and/or forms of capital are generally
divided into natural, financial, physical, human and social
assets (Scoones 1998; Sen 1999). I add cultural and symbolic
capital, as developed by Pierre Bourdieu (1986), as indispens-
able assets to people’s livelihoods and their relations. Access
to these forms of capital, which I study in this paper, is socially
differentiated at the individual/intra-household level.

Institutional context: Gender relations

Within the institutional context of people’s livelihoods, I focus
on gender relations as the core of my study. I adopt Naila
Kabeer’s (1994) social relations approach, which takes a so-
cialist feminist philosophy to gender analysis and considers
gender relations at several levels of analysis and identities
such as age, class and ethnicity. Framed within this approach,
I critically draw on elements of Jackson’s (2007) creative
conjugality to analyse intra-household conjugal relations and
how they influence men’s and women’s experiences of vul-
nerability. I also use Butler’s (1988) feminist theory of gender
as a social performative construction reproduced by social,
cultural and ideological norms and pressures of femininity
and masculinity, in analysing the change in gender social re-
lations and in turn, vulnerability to climate change.

Detailed studies of livelihood strategies have drawn atten-
tion to the fact that most people, particularly in the developing
world, maintain their livelihoods in their surrounding social
and natural environment as members of a household rather
than as autonomous individuals (Chant 1991). This is partic-
ularly true in Egypt, where the domestic unit is at the centre of
social life, the household is based on family and/or kinship,
and the interdependence of family as household members is
emphasized (Hoodfar 1997; Singerman 1996). In an uncertain
world, membership of household or kin-based groups is a
principal means of access to resources and livelihood security
(Gonzalez de la Rocha 1994; Singerman 1996). On the other
hand, vulnerability and lack of resources influence the ties

between members of the household both positively and
negatively.

The household/family remains important as a unit of anal-
ysis, but it is important to look within the household to inves-
tigate intra-household relations, and conceptualize human
agency, experience and culture (Abu-Lughod 1986; Jackson
2007). This is why I complement Kabeer’s social gender re-
lations framework (2013) with an analysis of intra-household
relations (Butler 1988; Jackson 2007). I explicitly acknowl-
edge the importance of recognizing both separate and shared
interests within the household. This is critical to understanding
vulnerability to risks in people’s livelihoods where ‘the char-
acter of conjugality and other household relations mediate
behaviour in relation to risk’ (Jackson 2007, p. 115).

This combined conceptual framework shows how vulner-
ability to climate-related impacts on livelihoods is mediated
by gender relations. The framework investigates the mecha-
nisms and missing links between gender relations and vulner-
ability to climate change, particularly in the context of mar-
ginal livelihoods, as exemplified in my case study of two
villages in Egypt.

Research design: Case study

To research the interlinkages between gender relations and
vulnerability to climate change, I employ a predominantly
qualitative comparative case study methodology with some
quantitative analysis. The focus on qualitative methods and
analysis allowed me to explore the complexities of gender
relations and how they affect and are affected by vulnerabil-
ity to climate-related stresses (Daoud 2016). By examining
the context and mechanisms linking gender and climate
change, insights from the study can draw useful implications
for groups and individuals in similar settings.

The two cases I study are the Nubians in Aswan in
Egypt’s Nile valley as a unique case, because of their his-
tory, culture and ethnicity, which is different from the rep-
resentative (Yin 2004) or ‘exemplifying case’ (Bryman
2012, p. 70) of Maryut community in Alexandria in the
Nile Delta that is considered ‘mainstream’ Egyptians.
This helps to nuance the discourse and highlight the key
role of social relations and institutions in shaping experi-
ences of vulnerability to climate change. The criteria of
choice for the two sites were based on elements of similar
livelihood conditions, and exposure to local climate stress-
es with differing ethnicity, family structure and sociocul-
tural norms that shape gender relations (Table 1).

The Nubian community, as a distinct cultural group in
Egypt, most strongly reflects the kinship cohesion and support
system that feature in most Middle Eastern societies (Jennings
1995). On the other hand, people in Maryut indicated that the
increasing movement of the population of villages on the
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outskirts of big cities has resulted in culturally diverse com-
munities of people from different parts of Egypt. They do not
share the same social and cultural customs, which weakens the
cohesion of these social networks. Hopkins et al. (2001) note
this perception of lack of cooperation in Egypt, where 93% of
their respondents at four Egyptian sites in the north felt that

people are becoming less cooperative and that family support
is the only remaining form of reliable cooperation. In Nubia,
the perception tended to be different, with almost all respon-
dents describing their village as a ‘big family’.

Living in the research communities for 16 months (2013–
2015) was extremely valuable in experiencing first-hand the

Table 1 Criteria of selection of the case studies

Selection criteria Maryut village in Alexandria Nubian village in Aswan

Climate impacts and risks Climate extremes, precipitation and seasonal
changes monitored traditionally through following
the rainstorms Coptic calendar

Indirect impacts of sea level rise such as land salinization
and rise of the water table as well as possible relocation
of neighbouring communities on the coastline

Climate extremes, precipitation and seasonal changes
monitored traditionally through following the floods
Pharonic calendar

Historically Nile flooding before the construction of the
Aswan High Dam that caused the relocation of more
than 120,000 Nubians to South Aswan

Indirect impacts of Aswan dam and Nile shore flooding
such as land degradation and rise of the water table

Livelihoods Agriculture (fruits and wheat)
Fishing in lake Maryut and the Mediterranean Sea
Tourism
Migration to work in big cities in Egypt
or in the Gulf countries

Agriculture (sugarcane and wheat)
Fishing in lake Nasser
Tourism
Migration to work in big cities in Egypt
or in the Gulf countries

Community characteristics Mainstream Egyptian ethnicity
Mostly Muslims
Patriarchal patrilineal community, typical
in Egyptian society

Social networks are mostly based on neighbours and
friends that, as perceived by people in the village, are less
dependable than those based on kin

Nubians are from a distinct ethnographic and cultural
background and aremoremarginalized as an ethnicminority

Muslims
Distinct gender perspectives starting from ‘warrior-queens’
in Pharonic times, to matrilineal matrilocal societies
influenced by African culture, higher female to male
ratio and higher rate of girls’ education

Nubian community based on common ancestry, kinship
and extended families

Table 2 Research phases and methods

Fieldwork phase Method Details

Scoping and
preliminary phases:

Getting acquainted and
building trust

Sample framing and key
informant interviews

Village informants in and outside the villages (village sheikhs, school teachers, staff at social
services, municipalities, etc.)

Secondary documentary
analysis

Relying on local ethnographies such as Jennings (1995, 2009) and Hoodfar (1997)

Participatory rural analysis Two separate groups of 10–15 men and 10–15 women in each village

Data collection Semi-structured village
interviews

25 couples (one per household) and other younger and/or older members of households in each
village (n=144) to assess individual perceptions and accounts of gender relations, climate
change and livelihoods

Semi-structured policy
interviews

10 interviews with experts working in the fields of development and climate change to provide
expert discourse and data

Life histories 10 older interviewees with whom I built a close rapport to assess and trace change and
perceptions of change through time and place

Focus groups 6 gender-segregated focus groups (3 for men and 3 for women) of 7–10 men and 7–10 women
in each village to elicit normative discourses in the villages and highlight the gap between
ideology and actual practice

Reflection and
feedback

Reflection and feedback on
collected data

Reflection and feedback on preliminary analysis from the participants involved and generally
from people in the villages

All phases Participant observation To provide tacit and deeper insights into everyday lives, relations and interactions in the villages
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values, perceptions, attitudes and actions of people in the vil-
lages (Daoud 2016). I employed multiple methods to under-
stand the case study setting, as detailed in Table 2.

Gendered variation in experiences
of vulnerability to climate-related stresses
and shocks that affect people’s livelihoods

In this section, I address the question: What are the main
climate-related stresses and shocks that men and women ex-
perience and are expected to experience? My evidence strong-
ly indicates that climate-related stresses and shocks have a
serious impact on people’s livelihoods at my case study loca-
tions. In my interviews, I did not force any direction on peo-
ple; however, all the women and men in both villages, with no
exceptions, brought up climate or environmental stresses or
shocks, including changes in temperature, seasons and rainfall
patterns, as threats to their resource-dependent livelihoods.

Most men and women in each village agreed on the same
climate-related stresses and risks, but their ranking was differ-
ent. Land salinization and rainstorms figured as priority stress-
es in Maryut, and loss of land fertility, water stresses, in-
creased temperature and the number of hot days and rain-
storms were priorities in Nubia. These priorities are consistent
with policy interview responses and national environmental
reports in Egypt (e.g. EEAA 2016, 2017), which give high
priority to agriculture and water issues.

There is variation of ranking of threats by locality and
gender. While the identified threats in both villages were sim-
ilar, their ranking is different. The major difference is destruc-
tive rainfall, ranking higher in Maryut, which is more exposed
to it. Water issues and connection to the Nile rank higher in
Nubia due to its proximity to the Nile and the historical con-
nection between Nubian livelihoods and the river. A notice-
able outlier is the high ranking of Nubian women of the fear of
Nile water shortage. When asked about such high ranking of a
threat that is not directly ‘seen’, the interviewed Nubian wom-
en expressed that it is a fear that they ‘get’ from Egyptian mass
media, particularly television talk shows that promulgate this
fear. An explanation of this phenomenon is that women in
Nubia are more exposed to television than men, as indicated
in the interviews with men and women in Nubia. Thus, they
reflect the fear of the dominant national discourse of present-
ing Nile water shortage as a national security issue that
heightens popular fear of climate impacts on Nile water avail-
ability as well as other factors affecting it such as the erection
of the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam.

There are patterns in the ranking of threats by gender, with
parallels and contrasts. There are striking similarities in
identifying climatic or environmental changes and their
impacts on individual and family livelihoods. This
observation was also found by Hopkins et al. (2001) when

studying perceptions of environmental change and pollution
in Egypt. The differences are mainly reflected in the ranking
and interpretation of threats and their impacts. Women
expressedmore concern about the shifting baselines of environ-
mental change, weather patterns and the increased intensity and
frequency of weather events as they diverge from the traditional
calendar. Men expressed more awareness of the incremental
changes in land fertility and crop patterns. These differences
and the ranking of threats are related to gender roles in the
villages, with men ranking threats that directly affect agriculture
like land salinity and access to farming inputs higher. Women
ranked threats that affect daily life and social interactions in the
villages higher. However, these differences are not clear-cut
because women and men share household and livelihood expe-
riences; the ranking of threats reflects their individual priorities.
Women also tended to perceive and express issues in more
personal terms, while men tended to see and express them in
more pragmatic, financial and technological terms.

Extreme events: Nightmares of rainstorms and floods

In individual and group interviews, men and women priori-
tized extreme rainfall and flood events as a major threat due to
their extreme unexpected and feared nature and the extent of
their destruction. In general, the villagers in the two villages
perceive these extreme events to be less predictable and more
frequent today than 30 years ago. These experiences of vul-
nerability are highly influenced by gender, as reflected in the
group interviews and analysed in the ‘Gendered experiences
of vulnerability: Gender norms as discursive tools’ section.
This finding is corroborated by similar evidence in Terry’s
(2011) study where gender was a main factor influencing the
experiences and perceptions of vulnerability to rainstorms in
Ugandan villages.

Rainstorms and floods affected the villages in 2009, 2012,
2013 and 2014. In the group discussions in the two villages, I
asked the gender-segregated groups about the worst environ-
mental shock they had experienced. In Maryut, 75% of men
and women chose the 2009 rainstorms as the most ‘frighten-
ing’ weather event they had experienced. In Nubia, 90% of
men and 85% of women chose the 2014 floods. The floods of
March 2014 in Aswan and other governorates in Upper Egypt
(e.g. Sohag and Qena) resulted in the deaths of 9 people and a
large number of livestock, the loss of 3000 feddans of culti-
vated land and the destruction of over 200 rural households
(Cabinet of Ministers 2014).

‘Our land will be barren’: Loss of soil fertility, erosion
and salinization

Loss of soil fertility due to salinization, erosion, extreme tem-
peratures and loss of sediment now trapped behind the High
Damwas ranked as a major stress by the villagers. As farmers,
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land is key to livelihoods in the villages. Loss of soil fertility
was a stress recognized by both men and women in the vil-
lages. However, its ranking and interpretation as a major stress
was much more substantial for men who, in their acquired
gender roles, work the land. The women generally do not
work on the land. They are mostly in charge of livestock,
chicken and pigeons and of processing and/or selling the crops
produced.

People’s accounts also reflect fear of the loss of their land’s
fertility and productivity due to climatic conditions. This risk
is real, but, as highlighted by Hannigan (1995) and White
(1988), it is also socially constructed with the people defining
the threat, the level of fear it engenders and its importance in
their livelihoods. Adverse climatic conditions compound oth-
er stresses such as the unavailability of fertilizers, the lack of
social welfare for farmers and the lack of government support
that contribute to their vulnerability.

Policy interviews with government officials confirmed
these observations. They highlighted the fact that soil fertility
problems and salinization feature prominently in official dis-
course. However, the policy accounts reveal minimal concern
or attention to the gendered nature of these experiences of
vulnerability.

Gendered experiences of vulnerability:
Gender norms as discursive tools

In this section, I explore vulnerability more closely by ad-
dressing the question: how do gender relations affect liveli-
hood conditions and vulnerability to climate change? I analyse
how the men’s and women’s experiences of vulnerability in
the villages are influenced by their gendered positions and
ideology. I argue that gender ideology that creates pressures
on both men and women increase their vulnerability.

Pressures on masculinity

Local gender ideology and norms, and livelihood stresses and
shocks, including climate-related ones, increase men’s vulner-
ability in the villages. I discuss man’s traditional role as the
provider for the household as a main pressure on masculinity
(as well as on femininity as will be discussed in the next
subsection). This pressure is part of a wider traditional and
historical norm in the Middle East (Tadros 2010). I analyse
it in terms of people’s livelihoods and draw out its implica-
tions for adaptive capacity.

Man as the provider

According to Islamic and traditional mores in Egypt, men are
held responsible for providing for their families. Islam gives
the wife the unconditional right to financial support from her

husband, including her basic needs (shelter, food and cloth-
ing) as well as the needs of the home and the children, even
when she is employed and has her own substantial income
(Ahmed 1992). The wife is solely entitled to her own income
to spend as she chooses, with no financial obligations to her or
her family’s basic needs. However, this does not automatically
imply that women spend their wages on themselves or their
leisure freely, but it gives them power and autonomy about
how they spend their income.

As elicited in the interviews, men see a direct link between
their masculinity and their role as provider in marriage. Any
deviation from this norm threatens their sense of masculinity
and adequacy as the husband and head of the household. With
climate-related stresses on their livelihoods and the rising need
for cash, many men fail to fulfil their financial obligation to
their families and try to find ways to limit it. Some men,
mostly in Maryut, regretfully acknowledged that with the en-
vironmental stresses on their livelihoods and their decreasing
income, they were failing to keep up the traditional household
customs. Many older women openly acknowledged that this
family arrangement causes family problems, but only a few of
the younger women welcomed the change. Some women
whose husbands cannot provide for them in both villages
commonly complained of them as ‘lazy and selfish’. This
was paralleled by the men’s complaint about ‘demanding
unsupportive’ wives. These attitudes and behaviours cause
conjugal conflicts.

Under these obligations, men depict themselves as
pressured by the social and cultural responsibility for provid-
ing for the household. This depiction of the pressure to pro-
vide was reflected in many accounts given in individual and
group interviews in the villages. These accounts exemplify the
typical masculine discourse on the gendered dimensions of
vulnerability. These accounts also signify how gender roles
are accepted and normatively maintained, even in changing
conditions. While some studies in rural sub-Saharan Africa
indicate that the responsibility for household provisioning is
transferred mainly to men in hard times (Jackson 2007; Terry
2011), in Muslim rural communities such as in Egypt and the
rest of the Middle East, it is always men’s social and religious
obligation whether they are able to fulfil it or not. This puts
constant pressure on them that increases in times of livelihood
stress and need.

Increasing exposure to climate stresses and shocks exacer-
bate the underlying pressures on men’s livelihoods,
constraining their ability to provide for the household and
fulfil their masculine duty to the household and community.
Women use ‘the man as provider’ discourse to make their
husbands fulfil their provisioning responsibilities. This analy-
sis is corroborated by Jackson (2007) who argues that legiti-
mizing their dependence on their husbands can be a useful
discursive tool that allows married women to benefit from
men’s provisioning role. In households with severely
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asymmetric decision-making power, a multitude of examples
of ‘everyday forms of conjugal resistance’ (Jackson 2007, p.
2) revolve around this discourse. Most women in the villages
told me about acts of resistance including hiding their income,
shaming their husbands if they cannot fully provide for the
household and using their skills at processing spices (in
Nubia) or selling fish (in Maryut) to bargain for a bigger
household allowance.

The ethnographic literature adds weight to these percep-
tions of men’s conjugal vulnerability. Abu-Lughod (1986),
Hoodfar (1997) and Jennings (1995, 2009) argue that men
in low-income traditional domestic-centred communities in
Egypt gain social, cultural and symbolic status by fulfilling
their role of providing for their families and households. This
status that reflects on the respectability of their household and
families is their main source of masculine status and prestige.
With increasing climate and livelihood stresses, men fail to
fulfil that ‘masculine’ role which puts pressure on them and
creates conjugal conflicts that in turn increase their
vulnerability.

Pressures on femininity

In light of the prevailing gender norms in the villages, women
face many pressures that increase their vulnerability and that
of their household. The most prominent pressures, revealed in
the case study, result from the social constraints on women’s
engagement in off-farm livelihood activities outside the house
and village, whether in the petty trading of fish, fruit and
vegetables or any other informal income-earning activity.

Conjugal contestations over women’s livelihood activities

With increasing livelihood stresses, including climate-related
ones, wives are obliged to maintain their families’ livelihoods
by finding employment (in Maryut), seeking their families’
assistance (in Nubia) or finding ways to ensure that their hus-
bands fulfil their obligation to the household. However, tradi-
tional gender ideology prevents women working outside the
village when they can engage in informal activities such as
processing spices, handicrafts or raising cattle, which are seen
as an extension of their domestic work. It seems that wives
earning cash may be viewed as a transgression of male author-
ity and the husband’s pivotal responsibility for providing for
the household. From another point of view, some women also
fear devaluing their domestic role and adding more demands
on their energy and time.

The problem is not only about the threat of women earning
money. Men do not have a problem with women earning
money from informal income-earning activities that they do
in the house or the village. This type of in-house productive
work is considered domestic work and does not challenge the
traditional gender norms and status quo. Men’s objections to

their wives working outside the village may also emanate
from concern about them congregating with men in public
places such as on public transport and in markets in the city
centres.

Men’s objection to their wives working is not only framed as
a threat to their authority, role or honour but also sometimes
justified in terms of the costs involved. The low wages that
village women can earn make men and women question the cost
of employment that would not contribute much to the household.
However in Maryut, due to increasing livelihood stresses, gener-
ally if the women’s job is critical to the family’s livelihood, the
husband agrees and even encourages her to work, driven by need
and not by a change in social attitude or gender ideology. In
similar stressful conditions, most women in Nubia work from
home due to the long distance from the village to the city centre,
tighter family traditions and extended household pooling.

In other cases, conjugal conflict arises over the control of
the woman’s income, which is not in line with Islamic mores
of giving the wife complete control over her income. On the
other hand, women are conscious that environmental and
socio-economic stresses are gradually decreasing men’s in-
volvement in the daily life of the household. With the increas-
ing need for cash and livelihood diversification, women who
are not supported by kin are obliged to enter the labour mar-
ket. They adopt strategies to resist this reversal of the gender
roles by appealing to traditional ideology to secure their hus-
bands’ commitment to the household, pressuring them to pro-
vide their basic needs such as food, shelter and clothing. These
strategies include resisting silently, resisting vocally by
arguing or involving a neighbour or family member to argue
for them and resisting actively by leaving their jobs to oblige
their husbands to contribute under the pretence that they need
to care for their children. Married women communally and
openly discuss different strategies for manipulating their
husbands into providing for the household. These bargaining
strategies, as analysed byAgarwal (1997) and Jackson (2007),
constitute discursive tactics to emphasize the husbands’ pro-
visioning responsibility.

These manipulation strategies presuppose a necessity to view
the needs and rights of the under-privileged—women in this
context—within the existing social and material constraints of
realizing them (Kabeer et al. 2013). How do the underprivileged
penetrate, manipulate and bargain with the ideological norm set
by the privileged? Kandiyoti (1998, p. 147) calls this ‘bargaining
with patriarchy’ and it suggests agency woven into ‘the limits of
the culturally conceivable’. However, this does not in any way
deny the fact that there is a need and even an obligation to
question these constraints and strive for long-term social change
to modify them.

The constraints on women’s income earning increase their
vulnerability to climate-related stresses, among other liveli-
hood stresses. In short, I argue that with the existing gender
roles and ideology, livelihood stresses put greater pressure on
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men and women and on conjugal gender relations. Threatened
gender relations may increase vulnerability and hinder the
adaptive capacity of households, and the vicious cycle
continues.

Hence, there are unequal gendered authority relations,
whereas the issue is not whether there is more pressure on
men or women, but how these pressures on masculinity and
femininity affect gendered relations that in turn increase vul-
nerability. This link is mediated by several gendered factors
that play a role in shaping vulnerability and ability to adapt
(Carr and Thompson 2014). Situating gender relations within
these other social relations and norms is essential in under-
standing social vulnerability.

Gendered factors of adaptive capacity

In this section, I address the question: Through a gender
analysis lens of intra-household relations, what shapes the
adaptive capacity of men and women in the household and
community? From my data, income-earning prospects is
not a defining factor in household bargaining or adaptive
capacity. In general, women in Maryut earn more money
than women in Nubia, but their husbands generally control
both their money and the income to be spent on the house-
hold. They participate actively in family income earning
but not in budgeting or expenditure. My data on actual
household expenditure reveal that even with the minimal
number of income-earning women, household preferences
in Nubia correlate more closely with the women’s prefer-
ences. In Maryut, where 82% of the women in my sample
worked—more than the national figure of 23.4%
(CAPMAS 2013)—household decisions in male-headed
households reflected men’s preferences. I found that
women’s visible work does not automatically translate into
their empowerment. I argue that the relaxation of patriar-
chy, or, more simply put, the diminishing provision and
protection roles of men due to economic hardship, necessi-
tating women to take low-paying and time-consuming jobs
outside the home, does not necessarily lead to the women’s
empowerment or improved capacity to adapt, which re-
quires a change to societal gender norms. In critique of
Sen’s (1999) key concept on the perception of value and
fallback position based on women’s ‘productive work’, I
argue that women’s bargaining position and power seem
to correlate with other factors such as their personality,
family support, age, life course and personal characteristics
and relationships with spouses, families and wider society,
rather than to their access to income.

Cross-cultural studies indicate that household bargaining is
affected by contextual cultural practices, the family life cycle
and the nature of livelihood activities (Agarwal 1997; Jackson
2007; Pahl 1989; Rao 2014). However, each factor has a

different weight depending on the specific norms of the com-
munity and even the household in question.

Family life cycle of the marriage

The family life cycle or life course of the marriage is linked to
the ages of the spouses and the number of years they have
been married. In traditional communities, women gain agency
and voice with age, particularly after menopause, when they
acquire more respect and freedom (Rao 2014). Frommy field-
work observations and other ethnographic studies (Hoodfar
1997; Jennings 1995), this correlation is more prevalent in
Nubian than in Delta communities, and plays a greater role
in Nubia, where women in the later stages of the family cycle
have more authority and power. This is related to the long
history of Nubian warrior queens and female spiritual figures.

A family passes through several stages, from marriage to
the birth of children, the children leaving home, and its disso-
lution or extension (within the extended family structure). The
family cycle analysis considers the family as a process of
gender relations over time rather than a static unit. It assumes
that men and women live through different family life cycle
stages in their families and households which have different
types of organization and structure (Hareven 1974). This dy-
namic is captured in individual and life history interviews
which provide a ‘longitudinal tracing’ (Hareven 1974, p.
326) rather than a cross-sectional snapshot.

I categorize my data into four categories according to the
length of the marriage: 1–10; 11–20; 21–30; and more than 30
years. From people’s accounts of their perceived ability to
cope with changing intra-household relations, and thus conse-
quently adapt to livelihood stresses including environmental
change, along with my observations of their actual ability to
adapt, I arrived at the following results, which are largely
similar in both villages, with some differences. Couples mar-
ried for 21–30 years were more able to cope, followed by
those with 11–20 years of marriage. At these stages of the
family life cycle, the marriage has passed through the first
rocky years, children have been born and the family is
established, and the couple has reached a stable phase in con-
jugal relations (e.g. bargaining to cope with stresses). At 21–
30 years, the marriage is more stable due to the added support
of young adult children who can help their families in such
activities as farming, house construction and household activ-
ities. These first two categories are similar in both villages.
The marriage of 1–10 years comes third in Nubia and fourth in
Maryut, while the marriage of over 30 years comes third in
Maryut and a close fourth in Nubia. This may be due to the
fact that couples are supported in the early years of marriage
by extended family, which is not generally the case for the
nuclear families in Maryut. Beyond 30 years of marriage,
there is less adaptive capacity due to the age and decreased
productive capacity of the married couple; another reason is
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that at this stage of the marriage, the children leave their natal
households to establish their own homes with the economic
support of their parents.

Marital and fertility status

Marital and fertility status is not only a source of financial
capital; it also brings social, symbolic and cultural capital to
both men and women in the form of prestige and acceptability
in the community. Single men and women beyond the age of
25 (as an average expressed by the residents in the two vil-
lages) are considered outcasts in the community and are thus
more vulnerable than married men and women at their age.
Having children, particularly sons, is also considered social
and economic capital in both villages as it gives prestige in the
community and improves the household income, as the chil-
dren assist with the household expenses.

Marital and fertility status strongly affect men’s and
women’s social and cultural capital in the community, in turn
impacting on their economic prospects and adaptive capacity.
In ‘The Forms of Capital’, Pierre Bourdieu (1986) explains
this link between cultural, social and economic capital, where
cultural and social capital may be convertible into economic
capital depending on societal conditions, and how people in-
ternalize the value of the different forms of asset. Marital
status in the villages has a stronger influence on women’s
status but also affects men at a later age. Fertility and the
preference for boys seem to affect both wives and husbands
equally. Many women and men see their fertility as the ulti-
mate way of dealing with economic insecurity, for example by
having many sons, who are expected to support them.

The family life cycle and marital and fertility status are
gendered factors of adaptive capacity that affect the vulnera-
bility of men and women and their families/households in the
village communities. Next, I focus specifically on kinship,
which is the main difference between the two villages with
their different family structures: Maryut, which consists most-
ly of nuclear families and Nubia, which comprises large ex-
tended families of a single ethnicity who intermarry in a most-
ly matrilocal setting.

Family structure and kinship

In this section, I show how family structure and kinship, cross-
cut by the above factors of adaptive capacity, shape individu-
al, household and community adaptive capacity. In Egypt in
general, society centres on the family at the heart of social
organization and structure, which gives special significance
to kindred. The family is considered the primary risk-sharing
social unit at the root of household livelihoods and kinship
networks (Fafchamps 2003). As the main difference between
the villages, kinship is the most visible factor differentiating
their adaptive capacity. I relate the link between gender

relations and vulnerability to underlying context-specific kin-
ship and family structures that affect adaptive capacity
(Cannon 2002; Hemmati and Röhr 2007).

The support of a woman’s kin appears to be one of the most
important factors influencing men’s attitudes to their wives’
household responsibilities and shared decision-making. This
is also observed by Hoodfar (1997) in a study of poor
neighbourhoods in Cairo. Nubian women generally have con-
trol of the household financial budgeting and retain full con-
trol of their own income from income-earning activities in the
household (e.g. from sales of handicrafts and processed
spices). Some of the most content wives of my sample were
from Nubia. Men in Maryut are generally (as reported by the
women) less sensitive to the needs of their wives than those in
Nubia. This, as explained by the women in both villages, may
be due to the extended family structure that supports and pro-
tects women’s interests as the ‘queen of the house’.

This analysis leans towards the hypothesis that women (in
Nubia) who are supported/protected by their natal extended fam-
ily are less vulnerable than those (in Maryut) with a more nu-
clear family setting. This reflects their better relations with their
husbands, who are accountable to their wife’s family and kin,
and in turn contributes to better household adaptive capacity.

Household bargaining is situated within the context of the
existing system of gendered forms of kinship and family struc-
ture that define the nature of the conjugal contract. The Nubian
natal kin support system strengthens women’s bargaining pow-
er and fallback position and endorses their agency within the
dominant gender ideologies and orders. This in turn affects
gender relations within and beyond the household, and the
adaptive capacity of the household and its members. Better
gender relations result in better adaptive capacity, mitigating
vulnerability to climate and livelihood stresses.

Family structure also affects the adaptive capacity of indi-
viduals and the community in other ways, such as in pooling
income. In general, higher family income was found among
the extended families in Nubia due to the adult family mem-
bers pooling their income. The extended family structure pro-
vides social and economic support to men and women and
their households and community, enhancing their ability to
adapt. This is why my findings suggest that Nubia, with its
extended family structure, has greater capacity to adapt to
climate and livelihood stresses than Maryut, as corroborated
by Whitehead and Kabeer’s (2001) argument that the extend-
ed household communities that characterize West African so-
cieties provide protection against livelihood stresses.

Conclusion

In this paper, I argue that the livelihoods of men and women
are perceived by villagers as vulnerable to climate-related
stresses, among other livelihood stresses, in my case-study
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villages. The villagers perceive rainstorms as one of the most
damaging climate impacts on the villages. Given that land
underpins the livelihoods and cultural life of rural villages,
climate-related incremental stresses such as land salinization,
decreased land fertility and increasing temperatures that affect
crops and demand for water are also imminent threats that
affect individual and household livelihoods. If projections
about these climate stresses are correct, the expected impacts
are likely to intensify experiences of vulnerability and poverty
in the people’s daily life in both villages.

Climate-related stresses and shocks interact with the socio-
cultural norms and values that shape household gender relations
and result in culturally constructed gender-specific vulnerability.
Marriage remains themain arenawithin which social relations in
general and gender relations in particular manifest. The institu-
tion of marriage and gender ideology provide a framework for
household decision-making and bargaining that affect percep-
tions and experiences of individual and household vulnerability.

Asymmetric gender relations and gender ideology are
maintained or reproduced in the process of household
bargaining. Gender norms that shape gender roles and rela-
tions, household decision-making, mobility and access to and
the control of different types of assets/capital make vulnera-
bility a gendered experience at the individual, household and
community levels. I argue that in light of the persisting gender
norms in Egypt, increasing vulnerability can negatively affect
gender relations in the household in several ways. It leads to a
decline in married women’s bargaining power and fallback
position, a trend observed in rural Africa (Bryceson 2002;
Terry 2011). It also increases the pressure on men who cannot
fulfil their main gender role of provider for their household.
Such pressures on masculinity and femininity skew gender
relations and in turn increase vulnerability. This vicious cycle
constitutes a serious livelihood issue because of the negative
socio-economic and relational impact on men’s and women’s
livelihoods and ability to adapt.

Gender norms create unequal gender relations that exert
pressures on masculinity and femininity that in turn increase
vulnerability to climate and livelihood stresses. This link is
mediated by gendered factors that play a role in shaping adap-
tive capacity. These factors are shaped and reshaped by gen-
der norms and relations. The study of gender relations focuses
not only on men and women in their separate worlds but also
on the family, the basic unit that frames and affects men and
women livelihoods, and its structure and cycle. Gender anal-
ysis in this context encompasses other factors of adaptive ca-
pacity that influence and are influenced by household
bargaining, such as the family life cycle, marital and fertility
status, and forms of kinship and family structure. Situating
gender relations within these wider social relations and norms
is essential in understanding social vulnerability. Drawing on
feminist theories helps deepen gender analysis of vulnerability
to inform theoretical understanding of gendered vulnerability

to climate change, beyond the geographical scope of Egypt.
Analysing social vulnerability through the lens of gender anal-
ysis is by no means marginal: it should be at the heart of
understanding vulnerability to climate stresses and should be
an integral part of climate change discourses, policy and ad-
aptation plans.
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