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The Embodied Politics of Climate Change: Analysing the Gendered 

Division of Environmental Labour in the UK 

 

Abstract: The intersection between gender and climate change action has received little 

scholarly attention.  To facilitate a critical orientation towards the informal economies 

of social reproduction, here is illustrated the ways that the UK’s climate politics are 

rooted in masculinist discourses of a green economy.  Adopting an intersectional 

approach, here is argued that such a green economy perspective diverts attention from 

labouring bodies in climate politics, invisibilising the ‘who’ in the experience of 

climate solutions.  Through critically engaging divisions of labour in climate policy, 

evidenced through a feminist critical discourse analysis, it is shown how a surface-level 

inclusion of gender perpetuates the labouring bodies associated with specific labour 

markets.  In response, it is suggested that an intersectional approach to climate policy 

can account for these omissions and highlights the ways in which a more just, 

intersectional climate politics might be formulated.   

Keywords: climate change politics; gender; feminism; intersectionality; environmental 

justice  

Introduction 

In the face of global climate change, it can be easy to assume that issues of gender equality – 

particularly gender equality in the ‘over-developed’ Global North are of less importance 

(MacGregor, 2010).  The apocalyptic nature of climate change discourse (see Swyngedouw, 

2010) means that ‘when we are all in the same boat careening towards the apocalypse, there 

is no time, or need for politics’ (MacGregor, 2014, p. 620), particularly identity and gender 

politics.  However, this misconception is based on the assumption that the two issues – 

gender and climate change – can, or should, be separated (Buckingham, 2004).  It assumes 

that this decoupling would not overlook the deeply gendered impacts of both climate change 

itself and of political approaches to solving the climate challenge.  To negate gendered issues 
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in decision-making would in fact lead to a climate politics that works to exacerbate existing 

inequalities (Demetriades and Esplen, 2008; Cuomo, 2011; Gaard, 2015).  For example, 

many women, particularly women with responsibilities for children or other dependents, face 

long (in)formal working days followed by a greater burden of household labour (Buckingham 

and Kulcur, 2009).  Years of feminist scholarship tells us that the household is a deeply 

gendered space (see for example Organo, Head and Waitt, 2012; Sjoberg, 2012; Peterson, 

2016), and so increasingly stringent ‘reduce, recycle and reuse’ regulations result in a 

‘double-day’ for many women in the name of climate change mitigation.   

The notion that climate politics are rooted in masculinist discourses is not new.  

Indeed, there are over two decades of (eco)feminist literature upon which to draw (see for 

example Alaimo, 2009; Nagel, 2012; Kronsell, Rosqvist and Hiselius, 2016).  Such literature 

draws upon an even longer history of scholarship asserting the ways in which mainstream 

economics are deeply entrenched with highly gendered, racialized, ableist, sexist and ageist 

attitudes (see Waring, 1988; Nelson, 2012).  Feminist economists such as Waring (1988) 

have argued that traditional economic models are biased by an exclusive attention to the 

masculinised characteristics of autonomy and logic, thus diminishing traditionally feminised 

priorities of family economics.   

Discursively, climate change is predominantly constructed as an ecologically modern 

‘problem that requires technical, diplomatic and military solutions, entirely consistent with 

hegemonic (hyper)masculinity’ (MacGregor, 2010, p. 231).  That is, climate change is 

framed as a technocratic issue while protecting economic growth, creating green jobs in the 

process (see for example UNDP, 2015).  There is a growing literature addressing hegemonic 

masculinity and climate change (see Twine, 1997; Alaimo, 2009; Pease, 2016) including 

studies which suggest that many men with backgrounds in engineering and the sciences 

remain sceptical about global warming (Anshelm and Hultman, 2014), and that there is a 
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close connection between climate change denial among some professional men and a 

particular form of masculinity that is grounded in engineering rationality, natural science and 

industrial modernisation (ibid). 

Thus, framing climate change within a discourse of the ‘green economy’, which casts 

climate change as a problem of science urgently requiring technological advancement and 

market fixes, means that solutions lie firmly in the domain of men and masculinist priorities 

(Spaargaren and Mol, 1992; Mol, 1996).  Importance is given to electric cars that must have 

the perfect engine noise, industries where jobs are traditionally taken up by men, meaning 

that women remain chronically under-represented in the labour force (WISE, 2017).  This is 

of particular significance in an age of austerity where we see cuts to jobs in caring 

professions, one of the few professions predominantly undertaken by women (Mcfarland, 

2014).  A gender-blind or even masculinised climate politics thus ultimately works to 

perpetuate the status quo of ‘women’s work’ and ‘men’s work’.
1
     

In response, a climate politics firmly rooted in issues of justice could then have the 

potential to challenge such gendered divisions of labour.  That is, a climate politics which 

places the body front and centre can have the potential to uncover and challenge inequitable 

power relations in the division of environmental labour required to reach a climate-

responsive economy (IPCC, 2018).  In this paper, therefore, we argue for a critical 

engagement with the UK’s climate change policy through an environmental labour lens.  The 

UK presents an interesting case study as a state under austerity measures for almost a decade 

resulting in cuts to public spending, and a state which is showing tendencies towards greater 

economic protectionism as seen in the Brexit debates.  Furthermore, while intersectional 

                                                 

1 We recognise that such claims can be understood as generalisations, but our claims draw on a rich 

and diverse range of feminist scholarship which recognises the hegemony of masculinity in 

(global) politics, including climate politics (see Shepherd, 2008, 2010; Enloe, 2014; Pease, 2016 

and others). 
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studies of climate change policies have been carried out in Scandinavia (see Kaijser and 

Kronsell, 2014), no such study exists within the UK. 

In this paper, we argue that there is a need for feminist research that shifts the 

narrative towards intersectional power imbalances in the making of the environmental 

citizen, calling into question the ‘common sense’ of a green economy.  As such, we seek to 

reorient theories of climate change justice around issues of gender and gendered labour by 

arguing that: climate change discourse is rooted in masculinised priorities of technology 

advances and economic growth, and consideration given to social issues, including gender 

concerns, does not run deep enough to create transformational change; the segmentation of 

discourses on injustice is therefore inadequate, serving to obfuscate non-homogenous and 

intersectional injustices and; an intersectional environmental labour lens can help to 

interrogate such differential power relations through uncovering the specific labouring bodies 

produced, and reproduced, by a ‘green economy’ approach to addressing climate change.     

We will proceed as follows.  Firstly, we set out our theoretical framework of 

intersectionality, arguing that ‘in seeking to embody a properly reflective, and reflexive, 

sense of theoretical critique, a piece of scholarship is flawed without sensitivity to all axes of 

exclusion’ (Griffin, 2007, p. 728).  We close this section with an outline of our methodology.  

Secondly, we apply this framework to our empirical data showing how the UK’s climate 

politics overwhelmingly represents a masculinised discourse that prioritises technological 

advance and economic growth while paying too little attention to social considerations of 

justice.  Thirdly, we demonstrate how such a climate politics masks the ‘who’ in the 

experience of climate solutions.  In this we draw upon three dimensions of environmental 

labour: the good jobs of climate change (i.e. high-wage earning positions in STEM 

industries); the dirty jobs of climate change (i.e. waste disposal and recycling); and the 

household jobs of climate change (i.e. reproductive labour).  In doing so, we derive 
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conclusions on what the (in)visibility of ‘who’ entails.  We then suggest that an intersectional 

approach to climate policy can account for these omissions.  We conclude by highlighting 

some of the ways in which a more just, intersectional climate politics might be formulated.   

Bringing the Body into Climate Politics 

Most writings on intersectionality cite Kimberlé Crenshaw as amongst the first to develop the 

theory, however Yuval-Davis accredits Sojourner Truth as one early example of someone 

who, at an abolitionist convention in Ohio, 1851, argued that although: 

‘she worked hard and carried heavy loads, etc., this did not make her less of a woman 

and a mother than women of a privileged background who were constructed as weak and 

in need of constant help and protection as a result of what society considered to be 

‘feminine’ ways’ (Yuval-Davis, 2011, p. 13). 

Indeed, whilst historically speaking intersectionality is firmly rooted in critical race/ethnicity 

studies and is imbued with anti-racist and anti-colonial sentiment, its critical potential has 

also been developed within various strands of feminist theorising, including ecofeminism, 

animal studies, and post-structural feminism (Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014).  As an analytical 

tool, intersectionality sheds light on ‘the interaction between gender, race and other 

categories of difference in individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and 

cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these interactions in terms of power’ (Davis, 2008, p. 

68).  Thus, intersectionality sheds light on the specific bodies encompassed in a green 

economy approach to dealing with climate change by examining how gender, race and other 

categories of difference in individual lives are implicated in relation to power.  As a result, 

Crenshaw (1993) claims that the problem with identity politics is not that it fails to transcend 

difference, but rather it frequently conflates/ignores intra-group difference.  That is, identity 

is not homogenous and cannot be captured wholly by looking at the race or gender 

dimensions of those experiences separately.  The specificity of any individual body is not 
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exhausted by singular identity formations (black, female, etc.), but a point at which multiple 

(sometimes contradictory) identities converge.     

An intersectional lens can thus offer much to the study of the embodiment of 

environmental labour.  Through asking questions such as ‘which identities are promoted and 

serve as grounds for political action? And which identities become invisible in such 

projects?’ (Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014, p. 422), we can uncover the specificity of the ‘who’ in 

environmental labour.  Indeed, asking such questions can reveal much about the ‘who’ in the 

politics of climate change.  For instance, Tuana (2008) noted in an intersectional study on the 

effects of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans that marginalised people (black, Hispanic, poor, 

LGBT, etc.) were less likely to be able to evacuate or to afford to live elsewhere and, that of 

the many marginalised people who did stay, women were often the victims of sexual assault.  

Similarly, Arora Jonsson (2011) argues that the popular framing of women as vulnerable to 

the effects of climate change speaks primarily to women of the Global South, not all women.  

Therefore, it is important that any critical feminist analysis of climate change politics 

consider the framing of women and gender as always cut through by other discursive context 

and ask which women?
2
   

A climate change politics that does not consider multiple intersections of identity can 

have profound effects for societal inequality.  Indeed, a feminist analysis which privileges the 

needs of one group (predominantly white middle-class women) is as complicit in patriarchal 

power structures as masculinised climate change discourses.  Instead, “using intersectionality 

in the study of climate issues makes it possible to reach a more complete and accurate 

                                                 

2 Of course, we recognise that there are inherent complications when using ‘gender’ as a focus of 

study and recognise that there are indeed factors that make women more vulnerable to the effects 

of climate change.  Our objective in this paper is not to unpack ‘gender’ in the context of climate 

change but rather to highlight the policy rhetoric and perceived or experienced injustices attributed 

to it.  Having said that, we recognise that there is far too little research which focuses on LGBT or 

queer identities and climate change.   



8 

 

understanding of the social and political conditions for climate governance” (Kaijser and 

Kronsell, 2014, p. 428).  In other words, a framework of intersectionality that integrates the 

embodied politics of difference can begin to address the multiple faces of patriarchy along 

the lines of race, class, age, gender identity and ability that are broader than the traditional, 

essentialist framings of male/female power imbalance.  

Methodological Approach 

The Climate Change Act of 2008, which forms the basis for the UK’s approach to responding 

to global climate change, sets a reduction target of at least 80% of greenhouse gas emissions 

compared to 1990 levels by 2050 along with a framework for how to get there.  Though the 

Act was based upon the Kyoto Protocol (UNFCCC, 1997), it is technically consistent with 

the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2015) though will likely need supplementing by 2020, for 

example by including a target for achieving ‘net zero’ emissions (Fankhauser, Averchenkova 

and Finnegan, 2018).  However, the Act, being a technically dense document, does not refer 

to gender, race, ability nor sexuality.  As set out above, any action taken to meet such 

ambitious actions must consider the ‘who’, or the specific labouring bodies, that will carry 

out such action.  In this analysis, we have included related documents that encompass five 

main areas of UK climate policy.  That is, alongside the Climate Change Act, we further 

analyse areas of: (1) adaptation, (2) mitigation, (3) energy (4) sustainable development, and 

(5) international responses.  We consider a variety of government-produced reports, policies, 

and white papers relating to these five areas (see Appendix 1 for full list), sourced through 

Government websites, which we feel suitably characterise the UK’s approach to climate 

politics.   

This analysis is guided by a feminist informed critical discourse analysis (Lazar, 

2007), using an inductive coding process that investigates power relations and the 
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construction of gender through the use of language.  We first conducted a simple word search 

on each of these documents searching for the words: ‘women’, ‘female’, ‘gender’, ‘ability’, 

‘age’, ‘race’, ‘socio-economic’, ‘equality’ and ‘equity’.  By searching the documents for 

specific words, we were able to get an initial sense as to how much specific policies 

considered issues of intersectional identity politics.  Second, we read each of the documents 

in full, inductively coding themes that arose, paying attention to overarching discourses.   

Finally, to understand how ‘gender’ is used throughout climate policy, we took a 

closer look at the mentions of the search terms included above.  Specifically, we considered 

the construction of women and investigated the inclusion of single stories of gender (see 

Crenshaw, 1993) or essentialist language around women.  We also investigated the references 

for any recognition of patriarchal power structures that might undermine positive references 

to gender.  For example, we considered if references recognised barriers to access for women, 

particularly women on the intersection of other oppressed identities, as well as considering if 

the documents showed any sign of challenging traditional gender roles. 

Discourses of Climate Change Politics  

Previous research, as we have shown, tells us that climate change policy is dominated by 

masculinised discourses of finance, technology and industry that side-lines issues of gender 

equality and justice (Nelson, 2008; Macgregor, 2014; Bee, 2016).  Our analysis, similarly, 

shows that while the UK’s climate change policy does include some feminist priorities (such 

as the inclusion of women in STEM roles), this is somewhat undermined by the overarching 

discourse which positions climate change as a technocratic issue requiring market fixes and 

technological innovation while simultaneously framing women within discourses of 

vulnerability.  Thus, as our discussion below demonstrates, our analysis is entirely in-keeping 

with an ecological modernisation approach as promoted by a green economy coupled with 
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gender mainstreaming.  For example, a simple word search shows that while the term 

‘gender’ is absent from all policy documents, the term ‘women’ appears a total of eleven 

times.  This is in direct contrast to references to masculinised labour markets of science, 

industry, business and development (see Figure 1).  In fact, technological advance features so 

heavily that at times it is even framed as a technology race (see for example DECC, 2011, p. 

1; DEFRA, 2013, p. 1).  Former Prime Minister David Cameron has commented on green 

investment as saying ‘make no mistake, we are in a global race and the countries that succeed 

in that race […] are those that are the most energy efficient’ (Cameron, 2013 cited in 

Vaughan, 2013).  A further word count shows the term ‘equity’ appearing 32 times 

throughout the documents analysed.  However, on closer inspection, the word is used on 31 

occasions in a financial equity sense, positioning a strong economy as far more important 

than a just and equitable society (see Figure 2).     

 

[Figure 1 and Figure 2 around here] 

 

Much of the content of the documents analysed works to minimise the role of 

government while maximising free market economies and promoting individual behaviour 

change, in keeping with neoliberal logics.  For example, schemes such as carbon calculators 

(as referenced in DECC, 2011, 2013; DTI, 2007) act as a means of allowing individuals to 

identify areas in their own lives where they can reduce their personal carbon emissions 

(DECC, 2011).  Such areas include domestic transport behaviour and limiting the volume of 

waste and recycling.  Furthermore, the 2018 version of the National Planning Policy 

Framework makes clear the role of the market in the creation of climate policy, stating that 

when preparing and reviewing plans, councils and local authorities should ‘take into account 

relevant market signals’ (DCLG, 2018, p. 11) as well as ensuring that plans allow ‘choice and 
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competition in the market for land’ (DCLG, 2018, p. 20).  Similarly, the UK Government’s 

White Paper on Energy (2007) highlights the governments energy policy goals, one of which 

highlights the need ‘to promote competitive markets in the UK and beyond, helping to raise 

the rate of sustainable economic growth and to improve our productivity (DTI, 2007, p. 10-

11). 

The importance given to the market in the documents analysed is, perhaps, most clear 

in the 48 references seen throughout the documents to the issue of recycling.  On the whole, 

references to recycling are primarily concerned with ‘material efficiency’ (DECC, 2011).  

For example: 

‘The further up the hierarchy waste is treated, the greater the emissions savings: 

preparing for re-use is often a less intensive way of replacing primary production of 

products than recycling.  An example of this is textiles, where preparing 1 tonne for re-

use could save 12 tonnes more CO2e than recycling’ (DECC, 2011, p. 94). 

When analysing the specific mentions of women, it is clear that most appear in international 

responses and, as such, there is the implication that gender issues are only applicable to the 

Global South.  One such example found in the UK’s ‘Sixth National Communication and 

First Biennial Report under the UNFCCC’ (2003) is a government-funded project in Senegal 

that provided an anti-salt dyke to reclaim land used for rice fields, typically worked on by 

women as part of the adaptation fund: 

“The UK has contributed £10 million to the Adaptation Fund. A £5.6 million project in 

Senegal has supported the construction of a 3,300-meter anti-salt dyke to reclaim lands in 

an area affected by salinity which was forcing women to abandon rice fields where rice 

cultivation is a traditional activity, typically undertaken by women. The project has also 

allowed a 730-meter protection dyke to be built which will protect houses that are being 

threatened by coastal erosion, a problem which affects the town’s historical heritage as 

well as schools and the local cemetery” (DECC, 2013, p. 194).   
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Despite the discursive construction of women as vulnerable to the effects of climate change, 

the documents we surveyed did not provide definitions of the terms ‘vulnerable’ or 

‘vulnerable groups’.  Indeed, it is not clear that there is a definition, though there is an 

attempt seen in the National Adaptation Programme (2013) to increase ‘understanding of 

vulnerable groups by more effectively working between councils, front line service providers 

and voluntary organisations’ (p. 103).  However, when looking at the discourse around 

‘vulnerable groups’ more closely, the most commonly co-located social groups are the 

elderly and the poor, including the fuel poor.  For example: 

“[W]e are supporting customers by providing subsidised insulation, delivered by energy 

companies, to the most vulnerable households, as well as bill rebates to more than 

600,000 vulnerable pensioners” (DECC, 2011, p. 14). 

Indeed, fuel poverty is a growing issue in the UK (Jolin, 2014), but within the documents 

analysed, policy is limited to issues of poorly insulated homes and rising fuel prices, for 

example, thus in-keeping with a green economy approach to dealing with climate change 

through market fixes. 

There are some underpinnings of feminist priorities seen throughout the documents 

analysed.  These include references to issues of widening participation, issues of social 

justice and the under-representation of women in STEM.  For example, the Department of 

Trade and Industries (DTI) White Paper on Energy (2007) states that ‘the DTI provides 

funding to the UK Resource Centre for Women in Science, Engineering and Technology 

(SET)’ (p. 230).  While this represents a positive move towards recognition of women as 

marginalised in UK society, it is disappointing that subsequent policy documents, such as the 

Carbon Plan (2011) published four years later, does not take up this mantle and fails to 

mention women or gender once.  Other examples include the National Planning Policy 

Framework (DCLG, 2006), which represents an apparent commitment to ‘create safe and 
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accessible environments where crime and disorder, and the fear of crime, do not undermine 

the quality of life or community cohesion’ (p. 15).  But again, such broad statements do little 

if they do not dig deeper and unpack the potential reasons for ‘fear of crime’, or who fears 

crime at the hands of whom.  Furthermore, there are occasional references to ‘delivering 

socially just responses to climate change’ (DEFRA, 2013, p. 51), which alludes to the 

priorities of the climate justice movement.  In particular, the document notes that DEFRA 

will take account of social vulnerability and disadvantage caused by climate impacts and will 

respond to the potential health and wellbeing impacts of climate change (DEFRA, 2013). 

While incorporating gender (or rather specifically women) is indeed a positive step 

forward towards a feminist leaning of climate change politics, it does not, we argue, go far 

enough.  That is to say that the dominant discourse of the UK’s climate change politics 

remains trapped in what others have already identified as a masculinised climate politics of 

market efficiency and logic (Alaimo, 2009; Nagel, 2012; Nelson, 2012), with women 

conceived as vulnerable.  The inclusion of gender issues within a masculinised green 

economy approach, as shown above, arguably reduces the concept to merely another variable, 

rather than questioning how the system itself is premised upon that very form of exclusion 

(Zupančič, 2017).  In other words, a mere acknowledgement of issues such as gender balance 

practices by political institutions often leaves the structural conditions intact without working 

to shift the narrative.   

The Gendered Division of Environmental Labour 

Clearly, there are substantial implications for the gendered divisions of environmental labour 

within the UK’s approach to dealing with climate change.  The UK’s climate change policy is 

rooted in a green economy approach which relies on technological advance and market fixes.  

A green economy, however, does not have the capacity to account for well-being, 
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vulnerability or power imbalances (Power, 2009).  For example, Jacobs and Mazzucato 

(2016) present a ‘green economy’ vision of climate change governance that focuses on 

research and innovation, but entirely fail to acknowledge the highly gendered nature of such 

an approach.  Jobs created in science, technology and innovation – i.e. the good jobs of 

climate change (Sauer and Wohl, 2011) – are largely jobs created by and for men.  Women 

make up just 21% of management jobs in science, technology, engineering and maths 

(STEM), and only 14% of management jobs in science, engineering and technology (SET) 

occupations (WISE, 2017).  A green economy, therefore, produces jobs for men.   

It is these ‘good jobs’ of climate change, the high earning, high-skilled jobs that are 

explicitly recognised, from a gendered perspective, in the UK’s climate policy.  Indeed, there 

is a commitment to ensure that funding for women in STEM positions is made available 

(DTI, 2007).  Yet, there is little substance to this commitment, with little to no recognition 

given to the barriers faced by women, including women of colour, women with disabilities, 

or lesbian and transgender women.  It does not recognise the barriers faced by working 

mothers who already face the burden of a double day, for example.  While the DTI notes that 

‘around 25% of the energy workforce is female compared with 43% nationally, and only 

around 4% are from a black/ethnic minority background, versus 8% for the whole economy’ 

(DTI, 2007, p. 230), there are no plans set out for insuring the participation of women who 

are on the intersection of multiple oppressed identities.  Ultimately, while the UK’s approach 

to dealing with climate change goes some way to recognise the (heteronormatively) gendered 

nature of the good jobs of a green economy, it remains almost entirely blind to an 

intersectional understanding of exclusion.  That is, segmenting injustice allows the inclusion 

of ‘women’ in policy measures without truly addressing the specific individual labouring 

bodies that might enjoy such measures. 
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The racialised nature of the good jobs of climate change can also be seen in the UK’s 

international response to climate change.  While women in the Global North are encouraged 

to ‘lean in’ (Sandberg, 2013) to masculinised roles, women in the Global South are not 

afforded this same autonomy.  For example, the government-funded project in Senegal to 

provide an anti-salt dyke to reclaim land for rice fields, typically worked by women (DTI, 

2007), purely provides an anti-salt dyke.  This excludes a potentially more transformative 

approach because it does not provide funding to strengthen women’s position in society to 

allow access to technical knowledge and improved technologies, nor to contribute to the 

policy-making process.  Women are not simply vulnerable victims in the face of changing 

climates and facilitating women to take a greater role in protecting against climate change 

could result in their greater control of production outputs and benefits.  Yet, simply providing 

anti-salt dykes removes this autonomy and positions women in need of masculinised 

protection, thus perpetuating a vulnerability discourse.   

At the same time as women are encouraged to lean into the good jobs of a green 

economy, however, we see a rise in undesirable, low-wage jobs for the masses (MacGregor, 

2017), such as in industries like waste management.  For example, the European 

Environment Agency (EEA) reports that jobs in recycling related activities are increasing by 

over 10% per year across Europe (EEA, 2011; cited in MacGregor, 2017).  Since 

contemporary production practices enable a demand for flexible working conditions, there is 

an increase in casualisation and informalisation of labour conditions as well as an increase in 

temporary contracts and unprotected employment standards and workspaces (Sauer and 

Wohl, 2011).  Women and migrant workers who are not well educated are, through lack of 

alternatives to more gainful employment, channelled into these kinds of working conditions 

which are often dirty, demeaning and dangerous (Sauer and Wohl, 2011).  For example, 

Gregson et al. (2016) found that textile recycling depends on migrant women workers from 
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Eastern Europe who are paid minimum wage to sort through dirty clothing.  The women in 

the study complained of skin conditions, asthma, and other health issues resulting from poor 

air quality and long shifts without breaks.  Yet, the only mention of textile recycling to be 

found in the UK’s climate change policy was far more concerned with ‘material efficiency’ 

(DECC, 2011) than the health of recycling workers.  MacGregor (2017) suggests that 

‘labelling these industries ‘clean and green’ and endorsing them as positive routes to 

economic transformation seems highly questionable when viewed from the perspective of 

people working on the factory floors’ (2017).  Environmental labour thus becomes an arena 

upon which to entrench racial, gender, and class-based inequalities that enable contemporary 

forms of production.   

It is clear that within the UK’s climate policy there continues to be a complete lack of 

critical reflection upon the dirty jobs of climate change, and specifically on who might 

undertake these roles.  Even though in this study we analysed 48 specific references to 

recycling policies, these documents include no mention of the embodied experience of 

recycling, including migrant workers subjected to precarious working conditions that remain 

highly unregulated, casualised and informalised (Sauer and Wohl, 2011; Chu and Micheal, 

2018).  Yet, instead of a concern for the ‘who’, climate change policies remain highly 

technical, such as setting ‘targets for reducing the amount of waste sent to landfill and to 

increase the amount of recycling or composting’ (DECC, 2013, p. 42) or to attributing 

greenhouse gas emissions to ‘the disposal otherwise than for recycling of materials in whose 

production energy was consumed’ (Parliament of the United Kingdom, 2008, p. 24).   

Finally, as a result of neoliberal logics being deeply infused into climate change 

politics (Bee, Rice and Trauger, 2015) we have seen a reprivatisation of former state given 

care which ultimately restricts women by assuming that there is an unlimited supply of 

unpaid women’s labour (Sauer and Wohl, 2011).  Notions of green citizenship – or the 
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making of the good green citizen who recycles, shops locally, mends clothes and cooks from 

scratch – is notoriously blind to questions of ‘who is doing this unpaid household work?; the 

answer to which is most often women’ (MacGregor, 2014).  A green economy, as laid out in 

the UK climate policy documents analysed, does not incorporate strategies for collectivising 

caring services or creating jobs in low carbon sectors such as social care or education 

(MacGregor, 2017), but instead ‘inclusive and sustainable growth’ continues to assume that 

this kind of reproductive labour will be indefinitely available.   

Climate change policy, from the local to the global levels, has long been caught in 

very technical language (Ciplet, Roberts and Khan, 2015), ultimately invisibilising issues of 

inequality.  Climate change policy is less about interpersonal relations or about how women 

are represented, and more about getting very specific into legal documents (Hulme, 2010).  It 

is through the assumption that climate change is a technical issue that perhaps accounts for 

the fact that the sector has been historically male dominated, but also which diverts attention 

from issues of social justice (Patterson, Thaler, Hoffman, et al., 2018).  Amongst technical 

discussions of specific trading schemes or commitments to carbon savings there is no space 

for a feminist discussion about the green economy.  A focus on the technicality of climate 

change, and an ultimate concern for the green economy, positions economic growth above 

the social considerations required for an embodied politics of climate change.   

Towards an Intersectional Embodied Politics of Climate Change 

In this paper we have demonstrated how, despite a nod to issues of climate justice in the 

guise of widening participation, climate change actions in the UK are overshadowed by 

masculinised discourses of economic growth, global energy races, maximising free markets 

and the creation of environmental citizens.  Such a technical and economically focused lens 

on climate change results in a blindness to the ‘who’ in the labour of climate change.  In this 



18 

 

section we offer some thoughts on how an intersectional feminist lens can account for the 

omissions that result from such a blindness. 

First, a green economy – or any kind of economy: capitalist, sharing, circular, or 

green – would collapse if it were not for women (MacGregor, 2017). Yet the crucial but 

unpaid reproductive labour predominately performed by women continues to go 

unacknowledged.  Furthermore, despite the assertion that a green economy will both pave the 

way for greener forms of consumption while creating jobs in the process (see Ciplet, Roberts 

and Khan, 2015), those jobs are not of equal levels of decent work.  Focus might be paid to 

the good jobs of climate change (i.e. the high paying jobs in STEM), but there is no 

articulation of the low wage jobs for the masses (i.e. in waste disposal and recycling), nor the 

labour of social reproduction (i.e. the household jobs).  The everyday politics of climate 

change (see Ziervogel et al., 2017) are not only constituted within the good jobs of climate 

change, but also embody the household and dirty jobs.   

Second, a green economy is, in fact, a project of neoliberal governance, whereby 

responsibility for action on climate change is projected onto good green environmental 

citizens (Brand, 2012; MacGregor, 2014, 2016).  By applying an environmental lens to the 

household jobs of climate change, women are not only expected to become a hockey-mom, 

full-time mum, or yummy mummy, but they must also be an eco-mom (Bates, 2014) and a 

good green citizen who shops locally, mends clothes, and recycles religiously – all acts of 

free reproductive labour (social reproduction) upon which a green economy relies (Di Chiro, 

2008; Bauhardt, 2014).  Yet, in keeping with an approach that prioritises economic growth, a 

green economy is hailed for its ability to create jobs.  For example, the creation of Local 

Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) ‘provides a clear vision and strategic leadership to drive 

sustainable growth and job creation’ (DECC, 2013, p. 94).  Therefore, a narrative shift away 

from concern with sustainable growth and job creation towards an embodiment of climate 
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change policy can help place those most marginalised, and traditionally invisibilised, front 

and centre in a truly feminist climate politics.   

Third, this study shows that injustice is seen as homogenous – meaning that the term 

vulnerable stands as an umbrella term for intersecting (marginalised and oppressed) 

identities.  Our analysis found that while gender is increasingly referred to in public policies, 

the racialised and classed nature of a green economy is given little attention.  Calling 

industries clean, green and climate-ready can only be true if we entirely ignore the everyday 

spaces in which these industries are carried out as well as the gendered, raced, and classed 

bodies that carry them out. 

Formulating an Embodied Politics of Climate Change 

In summary, through adopting an intersectional approach we have argued that a green 

economy approach to climate solutions diverts attention from the labouring bodies in climate 

politics, invisibilising the ‘who’ in the experience of climate solutions.  Through critically 

engaging gendered divisions of labour in climate policy, we have shown how a surface-level 

inclusion of gender perspectives in a climate politics that is dominated by masculinised 

discourses of a green economy - especially one that works to ensure market growth - 

perpetuates the labouring bodies associated with specific labour markets.  Finally, we have 

suggested that an intersectional approach to climate change policy can account for these 

omissions.     

Furthermore, in the case of the UK’s climate change policy, we have demonstrated 

how injustice is not homogenous.  While women constitute some of the most marginalised, 

excluded or even precarious segments of society (Young, 2011), there are other intersections 

of class, race/ethnicity, ability or sexuality which pre-determines the specific bodies within 

the different labour markets of climate change.  We argue that a more just form of climate 
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change politics requires a better understanding of the embodiment of actions and have 

provided some initial thoughts on how this might be achieved.  For example, we might 

consider how low carbon industries can prioritise health, social care and education access.  

This therefore prevents us from turning a blind eye to the growing need to import cheap 

domestic labour, nor would it continue to assume that unpaid reproductive labour is in 

indefinite supply.  An embodied politics of climate change ultimately allows us to consider 

the true intersectional costs and benefits of climate solutions, particularly as they are 

experienced in the everyday lives of the most marginalised sectors of society. 

While it is not out aim to provide policy recommendations, we do propose some ways 

in which a more just, intersectionally-informed climate politics might be formulated.  In the 

first instance, future research might draw upon the important theorising by prominent 

feminist Marxists such as Nicole Cox and Silvia Federici around the debate ‘wages for 

housework’ (see Cox and Federici, 1976).  That is, how denaturalising the household labour 

(i.e. recycling) involved in social reproduction (through providing it with a wage), or making 

it visible in the global political economy, might de-couple the supposedly natural relation 

between the female body and reproductive labour.  Indeed, ‘the fact that housework is 

unwaged has given to this socially imposed condition a natural appearance’ (Cox and 

Federici, 1976, p. 8).  Second, a greater focus on justice and the politics of difference (see 

Young, 2011), whereby public policy should undermine group-based oppression by affirming 

rather than suppressing social group difference.  In this context, climate policy should openly 

address differences in the labouring bodies associated with particular environmental labour 

markets, again denaturalising the presumed natural connections. 

Finally, we suggest that theories of climate justice must engage more seriously with 

issues of recognition to enable a more radical climate justice (Fraser, 1997; Fricker, 2007; 

Chu and Micheal, 2018).  That is, climate justice requires considerations that go beyond 
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participation and access to decision making but also entails recognising ‘existing forms of 

inequality and how climate change actions exacerbate or entrench underlying structural 

disadvantages’ (Chu and Micheal, 2018, p. 3).  Thus, more academic engagement with 

recognitional justice could help make visible those who are ‘constantly invisibilised, often 

negatively stereotyped, and maligned in public or cultural representations’ (Chu and Micheal, 

2018, p. 14).  It is not within the scope of this paper to unpack the ways in which these 

proposals might help in the formulation of a more just, intersectionally-informed climate 

politics, but we welcome future academic engagement with such ideas.     
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Appendix 1: Documents used in Textual Analysis 

Document Details Description  

Guidance on fracking: 

developing shale gas in the UK  

 

Published in 2017 by the 

Department for Business, 

Energy and Industrial Strategy  

This document provides an overview on the process of 

hydraulic fracturing, also known as fracking, providing 

guidance on using the technique in the UK. The 

document sets out that the government established an 

office to develop the shale gas industry in the UK and are 

now taking steps to encourage the safe and 

environmentally sound development of shale gas. 

National Planning Policy 

Framework  

Published in 2006 by the 

Department for Communities 

and Local Government 

 

The National Planning Policy Framework sets out the 

government’s planning policies for England and how 

these should be applied.  It provides a framework within 

which locally-prepared plans for housing and other 

development can be produced.  This document, which is 

no longer available through the government websites, has 

since been updated and replaced.    

National Planning Policy 

Framework  

Published in 2018 by the 

Department for Communities 

and Local Government  

The National Planning Policy Framework, published on 

the 24 July 2018, sets out the government’s planning 

policies for England and how these should be applied.  It 

provides a framework within which locally-prepared 

plans for housing and other development can be 

produced.  This document replaces all previous versions.   

The Carbon Plan: Delivering 

our low carbon future 

Published in 2011 by the 

Department for Energy and 

Climate Change 

This plan sets out how the Coalition Government of 2011 

policies put the UK on track to meet long term 

greenhouse gas (GHG) commitments.  It sets out the 

Green Deal, the Green Investment Bank and reforms to 

the electricity market which will generate new jobs in 

low carbon industries. 

The UK’s Sixth National 

Communication and First 

Biennial Report under the 

UNFCCC 

Published in 2013 by the 

Department for Energy and 

Climate Change  

This document, requested under Article 12 of the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change 

(UNFCCC), provides a comprehensive overview of how 

climate change related activity in the UK – including 

progress made at home and abroad to reduce GHG 

emissions, and to adapt to the effects of a changing 

climate.   

The National Adaptation 

Programme: Making the 

This National Adaptation programme covers 2013 to 

2018 and shows what the government is doing to support 
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Country Resilient to a 

Changing Climate 

Published in 2013 by the 

Department of Environment, 

Food & Rural Affairs 

UK adaptation plans.  Preparations include ensuring the 

long-term cleanliness of the River Thames as well as 

preparing for future intensity of rainfall.  The document 

was prepared by the government in collaboration with 

experts from industry, local government and civil 

society.   

Meeting the Energy Challenge: 

A White Paper on Energy  

Published in 2007 by the 

Department for Technology & 

Innovation  

This White Paper sets out a framework for action to 

address the challenges facing the UK in terms of energy, 

including UK reserves of oil and gas declining while 

world energy demand continues to grow.   The document 

sets out the governments international strategy which 

recognises the need to tackle climate change and energy 

security together.  

Climate Change Act 2008. HM 

Government  

Published in 2008 by the 

Parliament of the United 

Kingdom 

The Climate Change Act underpins the entirely of the 

UK’s climate change policy.  It sets a target for the year 

2050 for the reduction of targeted GHG emissions, 

provides a system for carbon budgeting, establishes the 

Committee on Climate Change, and confers powers to 

establish trading schemes as well as making provisions 

for adaptation, providing financial incentives to produce 

less domestic waste and to recycle more.   

 


