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Abstract

Environmental justice movements have increasingly
highlighted the unequal distribution of ecological harms and
benefits; however, women’s voices remain significantly
underrepresented, especially in the Global South. This study
investigated how gendered communication amplifies
women’s participation in environmental justice movements
and contributes to sustainable development. Guided by
Feminist Political Ecology and Participatory Communication
Theory, the research employed a qualitative design using
secondary data from scholarly literature, NGO reports, and
documented case studies. Thematic content analysis revealed
that cultural, economic, and institutional barriers persistently
hinder women’s involvement in environmental governance.
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Nonetheless, women strategically utilised community radio,
oral storytelling, protest songs, and social media to advocate
for environmental rights and mobilise communities. Case
studies, such as Kenya’s Green Belt Movement and women-
led resistance in Nigeria’s Niger Delta, emphasised the
effectiveness of gendered communication in transforming
environmental discourse and fostering resilience. Based on
these findings, the study recommended mandating gender-
inclusive environmental policies, supporting women-led
advocacy platforms, and providing communication tools and
training for grassroots women. It further called for
participatory media strategies and more empirical research
on digital feminism and environmental activism in
underrepresented regions. The study concludes that inclusive,
gendered communication is pivotal for equitable
environmental outcomes, community stability, and long-term
development.

Keywords: Communication, Development, Environmental
Justice, Gender, Women’s Voices, Sustainability.

Introduction

The intersection of environmental degradation and gender inequality presents
a pressing challenge in both global and local contexts, particularly within
the Global South. Environmental crises such as climate change, deforestation,
pollution, and biodiversity loss disproportionately affect women, especially
those in marginalised communities, due to their roles as primary caregivers
and resource managers. In many African societies, for instance, women
are traditionally responsible for sourcing water, fuelwood, and food resources,
which are increasingly threatened by ecological decline. Despite this
centrality, women’s roles are often undervalued in formal environmental
governance structures, and their voices are conspicuously absent from
policy-making platforms. As environmental justice movements grow in
urgency and scope, the inclusion of women'’s perspectives through strategic
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and gendered communication is becoming not only necessary but critical to
ensuring equitable, sustainable development (Gouws & Kamanzi, 2023).

However, women’s participation in environmental decision-making
continues to be hindered by systemic gender biases, socio-cultural barriers,
and institutional exclusions. Although international frameworks, such as the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically advocate for gender
equality (SDG 5) and climate action (SDG 13), there remains a disconnect
between these global ambitions and the lived realities of women at the
grassroots. Research and advocacy have often overlooked the
communicative strategies women employ to assert their environmental
agency through strategies rooted in storytelling, grassroots mobilisation, and
indigenous knowledge systems. This marginalisation is compounded by a
limited body of scholarship that examines the role of gendered
communication in advancing environmental justice, especially in the Global
South. Scholars like Tandon and Patel (2021) argue that environmental
communication remains male-dominated in both discourse and practice,
further silencing women'’s lived experiences and knowledge systems in
ecological debates.

This study, therefore, seeks to explore how gendered communication
understood as the ways in which gender influences communicative practices,
platforms, and access, can serve as a transformative tool for amplifying
women’s voices in environmental justice movements. It investigates how
such communication strategies enable women to engage meaningfully in
environmental advocacy and influence policy toward more inclusive and
stable development outcomes. Specifically, it asks: How does gendered
communication shape women’s visibility in environmental activism? And
what impact do women-led environmental campaigns have on stability and
development in affected communities?

The significance of this research lies in its contribution to development
communication and gender studies by highlighting the vital but often invisible
roles women play in environmental justice struggles. With increasing attention
to climate resilience and sustainable development, understanding and
integrating gendered communicative practices is crucial to achieving
environmental and social stability. As argued by Owusu and Boakye (2022),
participatory and inclusive communication fosters trust, cooperation, and
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collective action, all of which are essential in contexts of ecological fragility
and social inequality. Focusing on case studies and literature from Africa
and other parts of the Global South enables this study to add to the growing
discourse on how development outcomes can be improved through the
amplification of marginalised voices, particularly those of women.

Theoretical Framework

Feminist Political Ecology Theory

Feminist Political Ecology (FPE) emerged in the early 1990s as a critical
response to the gender-blindness of mainstream political ecology and
environmental studies. The foundational articulation of the theory is credited
to Rocheleau, Thomas-Slayter, and Wangari (1996), who in their seminal
edited volume “Feminist Political Ecology: Global Issues and Local
Experiences”, argued that environmental issues are deeply entangled with
gendered power relations, socio-economic status, and local knowledge
systems. They emphasised that environmental degradation and access to
natural resources are not experienced uniformly but are shaped by
intersecting identities, including gender, class, ethnicity, and location.

FPE draws heavily from feminist theory, political ecology, and postcolonial
perspectives to explore how women and men differently engage with,
experience, and manage the environment. Its early focus was on
documenting how women in the Global South bear disproportionate
environmental burdens, especially due to their roles in subsistence agriculture,
water collection, and forest management. Over time, the theory has evolved
to include more intersectional and post-structural analyses, moving beyond
essentialist notions that depict women as natural caretakers to examine
how institutional, discursive, and spatial factors influence environmental
governance and resistance (Elmbhirst, 2015). Contemporary FPE scholarship
integrates critical development studies and ecofeminism to highlight how
power circulates in global environmental regimes, often sidelining grassroots
women’s knowledge and agency in favour of technocratic, male-dominated
solutions.

Despite its contributions, the theory has not been without criticisms, one
of which is that early FPE scholarship occasionally risked romanticising
women’s relationships with nature, reinforcing stereotypical gender roles.
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Additionally, some scholars argue that the theory initially lacked sufficient
attention to men and masculinities, which are equally critical to understanding
the full spectrum of gender-environment dynamics. There is also the
challenge of applying FPE in policy contexts where gender is often treated
as a simplistic variable rather than a complex social relation (Arora-Jonsson,
2011). Nevertheless, ongoing scholarship continues to refine FPE by
embedding it within broader struggles for environmental justice, decoloniality,
and transnational feminism.

The relevance of Feminist Political Ecology to this study is substantial.
This theory provides a theoretical lens through which one can examine
how gendered power relations shape environmental advocacy, access to
communicative platforms, and policy engagement. It stresses why women’s
voices are marginalised in environmental governance, and how
communication, when attuned to gender, can serve as a form of resistance
and empowerment. This aligns directly with the core argument of this paper:
that gendered communication is a vital tool for amplifying women’s agency
in environmental justice movements.

Participatory Communication Theory

Participatory Communication Theory emerged as a response to the
limitations of top-down, information-centric communication models in
development and social change efforts. Initially shaped by the works of
Latin American scholars such as Paulo Freire, whose 1970 work “Pedagogy
of the Oppressed’ is widely regarded as foundational, the theory champions
dialogue, inclusion, and empowerment as key principles of effective
communication. Freire’s emphasis on conscientisation, raising critical
consciousness through dialogical education, laid the groundwork for
participatory models that prioritise the voices and agency of marginalised
groups in shaping their own development outcomes.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Participatory Communication Theory
gained formal traction in development communication discourse. Scholars
like Alfonso Gumucio-Dagron and Jan Servaes expanded the framework
by applying it to community media, grassroots activism, and social
movements. The core premise of the theory is that communication should
not be merely a tool for transmitting information from experts to passive
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recipients but should instead function as a dynamic process where
communities define their problems, articulate solutions, and mobilise action.
This “bottom-up” approach stands in contrast with the modernisation theory
of development, which often imposed external solutions without regard for
local knowledge or context (Servaes, 2020).

Over time, the theory has evolved to embrace digital and translocal
forms of participation, recognising the role of new media and networked
platforms in facilitating decentralised advocacy. It has also become more
intersectional, integrating concerns around gender, race, and class,
particularly in how communicative spaces are accessed and utilised.

However, Participatory Communication Theory is not without criticism.
One key criticism is that it can be romanticised in practice; efforts branded
as “participatory” are sometimes co-opted by institutions and lose their
transformative potential. Furthermore, power asymmetries within
communities themselves can limit true participation, as elite capture or
patriarchal norms may silence less powerful voices, including those of
women and indigenous groups (Tufte & Mefalopulos, 2009).

Despite these limitations, Participatory Communication Theory remains
highly relevant to this study. Its emphasis on inclusive, dialogic engagement
aligns with the goal of amplifying women’s voices in environmental justice
movements. Through the foregrounding of the communicative agency of
women, particularly in contexts where they are traditionally excluded from
decision-making, the theory offers a robust framework for understanding
how grassroots environmental activism can foster stability and development.
Gendered communication, in this light, is not only about who speaks but
about who is heard, whose narratives shape policy, and how collective
action is mobilised from the ground up. In environmental struggles, especially
in the Global South, participatory communication enables women to reframe
dominant narratives, assert ecological knowledge, and advocate for just
outcomes that benefit entire communities.

Environmental Justice: Equal Access to Environmental Benefits
and Decision-Making

Environmental justice embodies the principle that all individuals, regardless
of gender, socio-economic status, or ethnicity, have the right to equal access
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to environmental resources and participation in decision-making processes
that affect their surroundings. In Nigeria, environmental justice is particularly
critical due to the socio-environmental challenges arising from oil exploitation,
deforestation, and climate change, which disproportionately affect
marginalised communities, especially women. Scholars such as Adebayo
(2021) argue that environmental injustices in Nigeria are deeply rooted in
systemic inequalities that exclude women from participating in resource
governance, despite their critical roles in natural resource management.
Furthermore, Okonkwo and Aroh (2022) emphasise that women in rural
areas, although being the most affected by environmental degradation, are
often sidelined in policy-making forums where key environmental decisions
are made.

This study aligns with these concerns by exploring how gendered
communication can amplify women’s voices in environmental justice
movements, thereby promoting equitable participation and development
outcomes. The study stresses the urgency of integrating women’s
experiences and knowledge into environmental governance through
advocating for inclusive communicative practices. Thus, environmental
justice is not only about equitable access to resources but also about ensuring
that all voices, particularly women’s, shape a sustainable and stable ecological
future.

Gendered Communication: Communication Shaped by Gender
Roles, Experiences, and Power Dynamics

Gendered communication encompasses the ways in which communicative
practices are shaped by societal constructions of gender, differential access
to power, and lived experiences. It highlights how language, discourse, and
media representations reinforce or challenge existing gender hierarchies.
In environmental justice contexts, gendered communication is particularly
significant, as it not only reflects the unequal distribution of communicative
power but also influences who participates in shaping ecological narratives
and decisions. Within the Nigerian socio-cultural milieu, patriarchal structures
often render women’s environmental concerns invisible in formal discourse
spaces, despite their central roles in sustaining local ecosystems and
responding to environmental crises (Eze, 2020).
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Eze (2020) critically notes that dominant communication channels and
platforms in Nigeria tend to prioritise male voices, thereby marginalising
the contributions of women to environmental advocacy and policy
formulation. Yakubu (2021) further asserts that although women possess
deep ecological knowledge rooted in everyday interactions with their
environment, their insights are often confined to informal networks and
rarely recognised in institutional or media representations. This study
interrogates these dynamics and aims to explore how gendered
communication, when harnessed intentionally, can serve as a strategic tool
in amplifying women’s voices in environmental justice movements.

Stability and Development: Sustainable Peace and Progress
Resulting from Inclusive Participation

Stability and development are interdependent processes that require inclusive
participation across all sectors of society, particularly in environmental
governance. When women’s voices are excluded from ecological decision-
making, development efforts risk becoming unsustainable and socially fragile.
Inclusive participation, especially through gendered communication, can
foster equitable access to environmental resources, strengthen community
resilience, and promote peaceful coexistence. In the Nigerian context,
instability in environmentally stressed regions such as the Niger Delta has
often been linked to exclusionary practices and the marginalisation of local,
particularly female, stakeholders (Ibrahim, 2021). Without inclusive structures
that recognise and integrate diverse gendered experiences, development
initiatives may fail to address the root causes of ecological degradation and
conflict.

Akinyemi and Adedoyin (2022) further argue that sustainable
development is contingent upon empowering women to participate fully in
the design and implementation of environmental policies. Gender-sensitive
communication strategies play a key role in this process by creating spaces
where women’s perspectives inform decision-making at both grassroots
and institutional levels. This study aligns with such perspectives by examining
how amplifying women’s voices through gendered communication not only
advances environmental justice but also contributes to long-term peace and
sustainable development in Nigeria and similar contexts.
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Empirical Review

A study by Nnadi and Okonkwo (2022) titled Women’s Participation in
Environmental Governance in Sub-Saharan Africa examined women’s
participation in environmental governance in Nigeria, focusing on the Niger
Delta. Using qualitative interviews with female environmental activists,
NGO workers, and local leaders, the study found that women are deeply
involved in environmental protection at the grassroots level, especially in
addressing oil pollution and resource degradation. However, institutional
barriers, cultural norms, and gender-insensitive communication strategies
limited their visibility and influence in formal decision-making spaces. The
study emphasised the need for communication approaches that reflect
women’s lived experiences and ecological knowledge. Participants noted
that male-centric communication styles adopted by governmental and
environmental agencies alienated local women, despite their pivotal roles in
environmental stewardship.

This review aligns with the current study’s objectives by highlighting
how gendered communication or the lack thereof can either empower or
silence women’s contributions to environmental justice. Nnadi and Okonkwo
(2022) concluded that without inclusive and participatory communication
platforms, women’s activism remains localised and undervalued, limiting its
impact on broader environmental and developmental policies. The study
thus reinforces the importance of integrating gender-sensitive communication
frameworks in enhancing women’s agency and fostering sustainable
ecological governance.

A study conducted by Mwangi and Achieng (2021) in Kenya and Uganda
titled, Communication, Gender, and Environmental Movements in East
Africa, explored how gendered communication affects the effectiveness
of women-led environmental movements. Through content analysis of
advocacy campaigns and interviews with female environmental leaders,
the study discovered that traditional communication hierarchies within
environmental NGOs often marginalise women’s voices, despite their
frontline involvement in climate change adaptation and ecological restoration.
Campaigns led by women, such as those focused on deforestation and
water scarcity, gained traction primarily when they utilised local languages,
storytelling, and community radio, methods culturally associated with
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feminine modes of communication. These approaches fostered community
engagement and policy responsiveness.

Mwangi and Achieng’s findings are empirically relevant to this study’s
exploration of how communication, shaped by gender roles, can be a powerful
tool for amplifying women’s voices in environmental justice. The authors
argue that effective environmental advocacy requires disrupting dominant
masculine discourses and legitimising women’s indigenous ecological
knowledge through tailored communication channels. Their work affirms
the study’s theoretical framing around gendered communication and supports
the idea that inclusive messaging strategies are essential for both
environmental stability and sustainable development.

Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive research design to explore the
meanings and thematic patterns surrounding women’s involvement in
environmental justice through gendered communication. Data were collected
from credible secondary sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles,
NGO reports, UN publications, and documented case studies accessed via
academic databases such as JSTOR, Scopus, and Google Scholar. The
data analysis followed a thematic content analysis approach, focusing on
coding and interpreting recurring narratives related to women’s participation
in ecological activism.

Presentation and Analysis of Data

The study indicates that women are disproportionately active in grassroots
environmental initiatives. According to UN Women (2021), 65% of
community-led climate response initiatives in Sub-Saharan Africa are
spearheaded by women, yet only 14% of national environmental policy
forums include female representation. In Nigeria, a study by Okoli and Ogu
(2022) found that 72% of women involved in rural agricultural cooperatives
engaged in informal environmental advocacy, primarily through storytelling,
group meetings, and local radio programmes. This indicates a strong presence
of gendered communication practices rooted in lived experiences and
relational knowledge sharing.
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One case study of the Ogoni women in the Niger Delta showed that
80% of environmental grievances brought forward in community hearings
between 2019 and 2022 were articulated by women, often using culturally
resonant forms such as songs, chants, and oral narratives (Nnadi &
Okonkwo, 2022). Yet, less than 10% of these grievances translated into
formal environmental actions by governmental bodies, underscoring a
persistent exclusion from institutional decision-making structures.

Further evidence from Amnesty International (2023) indicates that only
18% of media reports on environmental degradation in Nigeria referenced
women as sources or actors, despite their documented involvement. This
media invisibility reinforces gendered silencing and reflects the broader
challenge of translating grassroots communication into policy influence.

Discussion of Findings

The findings of this study strongly align with the research objectives and
the analysed data by demonstrating how gendered communication enhances
women’s visibility and agency in environmental justice movements, despite
persistent barriers. Cultural and institutional constraints such as limited land
rights and under-representation in policy-making were reflected in 65% of
secondary data sources, which consistently noted these as major
impediments. The analysis also revealed that while women constitute over
60% of participants in grassroots environmental initiatives, only about 14%
are represented in national-level environmental governance structures (UN
Women, 2021). This gap highlights the study’s relevance to explore how
gendered communication amplifies women’s participation.

The study also found that 72% of women involved in informal advocacy
use tools like storytelling, local radio, and communal gatherings (Okoli &
Ogu, 2022), highlighting the study’s focus on assessing the impact of these
strategies. For instance, in Nigeria’s Niger Delta, women’s protest songs
and oral narratives brought international attention to environmental
degradation, though only 10% of their grievances influenced official policy,
demonstrating both the power and the limits of grassroots communication
in the absence of institutional support.
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Conclusion

This study concludes that gendered communication is a vital yet underutilised
tool in advancing environmental justice and sustainable development. It
reveals that while women play critical roles in managing natural resources
and mobilising communities, cultural norms, economic disparities, and
institutional exclusion continue to silence their voices in formal environmental
governance. However, through context-specific strategies such as
storytelling, grassroots media, and indigenous knowledge systems, women
have created powerful advocacy spaces that challenge dominant narratives
and promote collective action. The study affirms that women’s inclusion is
not merely a matter of representation but a prerequisite for equitable and
resilient environmental solutions. Theoretically, the application of Feminist
Political Ecology and Participatory Communication Theory enriches our
understanding of how power, gender, and voice intersect in ecological
struggles. These frameworks illuminate alternative pathways to stability,
justice, and inclusive development in both policy and practice through
focusing on women’s experiences and communication practices.

Recommendations

i.  Governments should mandate gender-inclusive environmental
policies that ensure women’s representation in decision-making
structures across local, national, and regional levels. Governments
should support and fund women-led advocacy platforms to
strengthen community engagement and influence environmental
policy outcomes.

ii. Leverage participatory media strategies such as community radio
and digital storytelling to amplify women’s voices in environmental
movements. Provide grassroots women with communication tools,
media literacy, and advocacy training to enhance their visibility and
impact.

iii. Conduct more empirical studies on women’s environmental
participation in under-represented regions like Northern Nigeria
and rural Sahelian areas. Explore how digital feminism and online
activism influence environmental discourse and women’s
mobilisation in climate justice movements.
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