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Abstract 

Climate adaptation is an important and necessary response to global climate change. 

Numerous studies show that adaptive capacity is shaped by cultural and social determinants. 

Gender relations are an integral aspect of social relations in all societies, yet the literature on 

how gender influences climate adaptation is limited. Women and men, with different roles, 

responsibilities and decision-making power have different possibilities to cope and adapt with 

climate change, thus adopting a gendered approach to climate adaptation is essential to 

enhance our understanding of successful adaptation.  

The aim of the study is to explore how cultural attributes and power relations of gender 

influence adaptive capacity in relation to climate change among smallholder farmers in 

western Kenya. Furthermore this study contributes to resilience thinking by using the lens of 

post-structural feminist political ecology and the concept of gender contracts, which 

highlights the influence of power laden gender discourses and the construction and 

reconstruction of such contracts. The study is triangulated by the use of qualitative methods 

and draws upon 12 semi-structured interviews, 4 focus group discussions and 4 expert 

interviews.  

Gendered power relations were primarily a constraint to the adaptive capacity of women, 

restricting their possibilities to pursue a number of coping and adaptation strategies, which in 

turn affected the resilience of the household. Capacity building and farmer group formation 

promoted by a Swedish NGO (ViAFP) resulted in altered power relations, renegotiated and 

reconstructed gender contracts which increased adaptive capacity and adaptation opportunities 

for both men and women, although particularly for women because of their initial vulnerable 

position. This study adds an understanding of the gendered dimensions of local climate 

change adaptation and shows that adaptation cannot be understood separate from social 

relations. The policy implication is thus that enhancing local climate adaptation requires 

consideration of power relations and gender equality. 

Key words: climate change, adaptive capacity, coping, adaptation, gender relations, gender 

contract, power, small-scale farming, Kenya. 
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1. Introduction 
 

1.1. Climate Change Adaptation and Gender 

Adaptation to climate change is increasingly being recognised as an important and necessary 

response to the challenges of global climate change due to greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC 

2007; UNFCCC 2007). Even though adaptation to changing environments is not a new 

phenomenon, there is a new sense of urgency for policy makers, researchers and civil society 

to understand and enable adaptation, especially for communities that are at great risk from the 

impacts of climate change (Nielsen and Reenberg 2010).  

Adaptive capacity is a heterogeneous process; adaptive responses vary between communities 

and individuals and numerous studies have shown that adaptive capacity is shaped by cultural 

and social determinants, norms and values (Nielsen and Reenberg 2010; Adger et al. 2009; 

Pelling 2005; Pelling and High 2005; Coulthard 2008; Deressa et al. 2009; Grothmann and 

Patt 2005; Jones and Boyd forthcoming). Gender relations are an integral aspect of social 

relations in all societies yet the literature on how gender influences adaptation is limited (Röhr 

2007).  

Feminist scholars within interdisciplinary environmental research have argued that there is 

persistent gender blindness in environmental disciplines (MacGregor 2010). However, several 

such scholars have highlighted the gendered nature of the human-environment nexus (e.g. 

Shiva 1989; Mohanty 1991; Leach et al. 1995; Agarwal 1997; Rochelau et al. 1996; 

Nightingale 2006). The IPCC (2007) acknowledges that the adaptive capacity of people is 

shaped by gender, but otherwise gender is in large absent in the analysis (MacGregor 2010).  

Although gender analysis is emerging within climate change research, gender is seldom the 

central focus and hence not thoroughly explored (Nelson and Stathers 2009). A large part of 

the scientific work on gender and climate change has been published in two special issues of 

the journal Gender and Development (2002 and 2009, e.g. Meadows et al. 2002; Denton 

2002; Lane and McNaught 2009; Terry 2009; Nelson and Stathers 2009) and several of the 

authors declare that more research on this topic is needed (MacGregor 2010). Nelson and 

Stathers (2009) argue that besides the urgent need for gender and power analysis in climate 

change adaptation research, there is also a need to understand the impacts of initiatives 
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implemented by NGOs, governments and the private sector as a response to climate change 

risks.  

Gender relations can be seen as manifested in gender contracts, which are the informally 

organised rules of daily life governing the actions and the reactions of individuals within a 

society (Forsberg 2001). As a result of differentiated female and male gender contracts, 

women and men are affected differently by climate change and they also have different access 

to climate adaptation measures (e.g. switching to other income-generating activities or induce 

on-farm adaptation actions) because of their different roles, responsibilities and decision-

making power. Division of labour natural resource dependency, knowledge, education and 

information are all important factors when determining adaptive capacity. Women are often 

the ones responsible for reproduction and subsistence activities (in Africa, women are 

responsible for approximately 80% of the household food production), and are to a higher 

extent dependent on the environmental resource base, which is why they are more vulnerable 

to climate induced changes. Women constitute a particularly vulnerable group because of 

their lack of power, access to resources and information as well as an economic disadvantage 

and dependency of male family members (Röhr 2007). Women in rural areas in developing 

countries are among the most vulnerable groups of all. They are more likely to be heavily 

affected by the impacts of climate change as well as less likely to have the ability to cope and 

adapt to those changes (MacGregor 2010).  

 

Since gender relations are a central part of all societies, adopting a gendered approach to 

climate change research will generate a more accurate view of the constraints and 

opportunities governing climate adaptation. Gender aware research is more likely to find 

better solutions as compared to gender-neutral studies. MacGregor (2010, p. 124) argues that 

“any attempt to tackle climate change that excludes a gender analysis will be insufficient, 

unjust and therefore unsustainable”. 
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1.2. Aim 

The empirical aim of this study is to explore how cultural attributes, power, and gender 

relations influence adaptive capacity to climate change
1
, and individuals’ pursuit of specific 

coping and adaptation strategies in small-scale farming households in western Kenya. 

Furthermore the aim is to examine how capacity building and farmer organisations influence 

gender relations and subsequently adaptive capacity. The theoretical aim is to explore ways to 

complement resilience thinking by adding another dimension of theory, namely feminist 

political ecology. 

 

1.3. Research Questions 

This thesis examines the following question: what is the role of power relations and equity, 

focusing on gender relations, for smallholder farmer’s coping and adaptation to climate 

change in western Kenya? 

 

• In what way are adaptive capacity and the pursuit of specific coping and adaptation 

strategies shaped by gendered relations of power and gender contracts? 

• In what way does capacity building and group membership affect gender relations of 

power and gender contracts and subsequently adaptive capacity, coping and 

adaptation? 

 

1.4. Study Context 

The study was carried out in collaboration with Vi Agroforestry (ViAFP) and was conducted 

under the umbrella of a larger study: The role of agroforestry in adaptation and coping 

mechanisms to rainfall variability at field and household level among small-holders in 

Western Kenya by Nyberg et al. (forthcoming). This thesis adds to their documentation of 

coping and adaptation strategies by assessing how some of the identified strategies were 

gendered.  

 

                                                           
1
 The effects of climate change are many and spread over time and space. Increased rainfall variability is one of 

them and was used as delineating climate change in this study (as has been done in other studies, e.g. Huho et al. 

2009).  
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It has been argued that development projects and livelihood strategies cannot be separated 

from climate change adaptation efforts (Felipe-Simoes et al. 2010, Adger et al. 2005). The 

coping and adaptation strategies in Nyberg et al. (forthcoming) were identified in focus group 

discussions with farmers conferring what they were doing to cope and adapt to precipitation 

related challenges (also identified in the focus groups) such as: extreme precipitation and 

floods and scarce precipitation and drought. However, it can be discussed whether all of them 

actually are coping and/or adaptation strategies to increased rainfall variability (and climate 

change) or just regular livelihood strategies which would be pursued during normal rainfall 

variability and weather, and to what extent these strategies are being used more due to climate 

change. Regardless of the uncertainty in linking livelihood strategies to climate change 

adaptation the importance of studying livelihood strategies in the context of rainfall variability 

and climate change remains. Moreover, despite the problematic linkage between livelihood 

and coping and adaptation strategies this study will henceforth assess the strategies as both 

livelihood and coping and adaptation strategies.  

 

This study adds to previous literature on social determinants of adaptation by shedding further 

light over how cultural attributes and gendered relations of power shape climate adaptation at 

the local level and provides insight on how such gender relations and gender contracts are 

renegotiated and reconstructed as a result of capacity building and farmer group formation. 

 

1.5. Thesis Outline 

The thesis is structured as follows: the theoretical framework is outlined in chapter 2 with a 

brief introduction to resilience theory, a presentation of definitions of key concepts in the 

adaptation literature, followed by a more in-depth outline of feminist political ecology and 

post-structural feminist theory. Chapter 3 describes the study site, the local context and the 

institutional environment. Chapter 4 outlines the methodology of the study and the contextual 

setting of western Kenya. The results, a qualitative research based narrative of gendered 

power relations in rural western Kenya, are displayed and integrated with a theoretical 

analysis of power relations and adaptive capacity in chapter 5. In chapter 6 the thesis goes on 

to discuss the findings as well as the implications of the study, and suggests further research 

on gender relations and adaptive capacity. Finally, the concluding remarks are made in 

chapter 7.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 

2.1. Resilience Thinking  

Resilience theory has shown to be highly useful for understanding ecosystem dynamics 

(Berkes et al. 2003; Holling 2001; Gunderson and Holling 2002) as well as the mutual 

interdependence of the human and the biophysical sphere in social-ecological systems (Folke 

2006; Walker and Salt 2006). According to Folke (2006) resilience is “the capacity of a 

system to absorb disturbance and re-organize while undergoing change so as to still retain 

essentially the same function, structure, identity and feedbacks”. It has been argued that 

managing resilience is crucial for sustaining desirable development in a changing world 

(Folke 2006, Walker et al. 2004).  

 

There have been attempts to explain social processes with resilience theory (including regime 

shifts, feedbacks and critical transitions) based on the assumed similarities between natural 

and social dynamics (e.g. Scheffer 2009, Scheffer and Westley 2007). But there are 

fundamental differences between ecological and social processes; humans and social systems 

are complex and culturally diverse. To fully understand the cultural dimensions (e.g. social 

relations and power) of resilience in social-ecological systems additional social theories can 

provide substantial and important complements to the resilience framework. This study 

focuses on the social processes within a social-ecological system, i.e. power and gender 

relations, which have been thoroughly explored within political ecology and feminist theories.  

 

Feminist political ecology and post-structuralism in particular, are in some respects difficult to 

combine with resilience theory. Post-structuralism rejects the very idea of systems, while 

systems are central to resilience theory. Several differences are founded in the disciplinary 

origin and scientific ways of thinking. Nevertheless, both strands of theories emphasize 

complexity and interlinkages. 

 

Resilience thinking may benefit from adding complementary frameworks and power aware 

ways of thinking regarding social relations. Instead of using resilience as an all-encompassing 

(social) theory to explain all aspects of social-ecological systems this study uses resilience as 
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a research programme, a lens through which adaptive capacity is explored, drawing on 

political ecology and post-structural feminist theory.  

 

2.3. Adaptive Capacity, Coping and Adaptation 

Adaptive capacity is at first glance a simple concept, basically referring to an individual or 

group of individuals’ capacity to adapt and cope with external and/or internal stressors. Still, 

the meaning of the concept varies. There are differences and debates over inherent values, 

scale, determinants and what is to be considered successful adaptations. Currently adaptation 

research has focused on financial, physical and human capital (Jones and Boyd, forthcoming).  

However, social relations play a key role in adaptation (Adger et al. 2009; Lane and 

McNaught 2009; Nelson and Stathers 2009; Terry 2009; Nielsen and Reenberg 2010; Pelling 

2005; Pelling and High 2005; Coulthard 2008; Deressa et al. 2009; Grothmann and Patt 2005; 

Jones and Boyd forthcoming) and need to be acknowledged accordingly. 

 

The concepts of adaptive capacity, adaptation, vulnerability and resilience are interconnected. 

Adaptation is a manifestation of adaptive capacity and a way to reduce vulnerability (Smit 

and Wandel 2006) whereas “vulnerability is the state of susceptibility to harm from exposure 

to stresses associated with environmental and social change and from the absence of capacity 

to adapt” (Adger 2006, p. 268).  

 

Within the resilience framework adaptive capacity refers to “the capacity of people in a 

social-ecological system to manage resilience” (Walker & Salt 2006). Resilience thinking 

provides actors with agency when striving to maintain a desirable social-ecological system 

(Nelson and Stathers 2009). However, this definition is broad and does not incorporate social 

relations or power asymmetries within those relations. A definition more relevant to research 

on adaptive capacity and social relations in the local context of climate change adaptation is 

put forward by Smit and Wandel (2006, p. 289): “adaptations can be considered as local or 

community-based adjustments to deal with changing conditions within the constraints of the 

broader economic, social and political arrangements” and where those constraints are 

especially stringent “adaptation may be considered as attempting changing those broad 

economic–social– political structures themselves”. Thus, in order for adaption measures to be 

successful they need to deal with the broader political, social, and economic contexts that 

shape the vulnerable aspects of communities. Furthermore, climate change adaptation is often 
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not only a response to climate change but actions instigated by social or economic processes 

(Adger et al. 2005). Moreover it is difficult to separate development projects from climate 

adaptation projects for smallholder farmers. Development projects can lead to enhanced 

adaptive capacity and adaptation to climate change often means promoting sustainable 

development in other respects (Felipe-Simoes et al. 2010).  

 

Social, economic, political and technological determinants of adaptive capacity and 

vulnerability are dynamic and vary over time and space. Adaptive capacity is thus always 

context-specific and is always taking place in an institutional setting that either constrains or 

enables adaptation for individuals according to class, race, gender or other social determinants 

(e.g. Pelling and High 2005; Vincent 2007; Nielsen and Reenberg 2010, Jones and Boyd 

forthcoming). Examples of interrelated determinants influencing adaptation at the community 

level are; finance, technology, information, infrastructure, (kinship) networks and political 

influence. Networks can create access to finance, labour or and psychological support, and 

financial resource can generate ability to get new technology or more political influence (Smit 

and Wandel 2006). 

 

Box 1. Coping and Adaptation (Taylor et al. 2010) 

Adaptation and coping are sometimes used interchangeably. It is important to separate the 

two concepts because in the long run coping strategies can have disastrous implications for 

the poorest and at worst lead to maladaptation. A common coping strategy in semi-arid 

Africa is to sell off productive assets, like livestock during droughts, which would work 

well if the drought only occurred once in a couple of years, but which might increase 

vulnerability when the droughts occur more frequently. Being clear on the difference 

between coping and adaptation is essential to find sustainable ways forward. 

Coping is a short-term solution induced by a crisis, due to a lack of alternative and oriented 

towards survival. Coping strategies often degrade the resource base. 

Adaptation is a continuous process of long-term livelihood, where resources are used 

sustainably; it involves planning, old as well as new knowledge and finding new 

alternatives. 
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2.4. Feminist Political Ecology and Post-Structural Theory  

Exploring how processes of social, political, and economic forces at higher scales shape the 

adaptive capacity of individuals are key features in political ecology (Smit and Wandel 2006). 

For political ecologists the concept of power is central for understanding human-environment 

interactions. The relationship between ecosystems and the human sphere is understood as 

being imbued by resource use and social power relations at different levels. Power is seen as 

manifested through control of access, which makes those without control of access more 

vulnerable to change. Costs and benefits linked to environmental change are generally 

distributed unequally between actors. The unequal distribution of such costs and benefits 

reduce or reinforce social and economic inequalities and has political implications in terms of 

altered power relations among actors (Bryant and Bailey 1997). 

 

There are several streams of thought within political ecology that discuss the gendered 

human-environment nexus. Rochelau et al. (1996) have developed a conceptual framework 

called feminist political ecology where feminist environmentalism, socialist feminism and 

post-structural feminism are brought together adding feminist perspectives to political 

ecology. Together with the concept of gender contracts (Forsberg 2001) these theories all 

contribute with important insight and analytical tools to understand how climate change 

adaptation is shaped by gendered power relations.  

 

Feminist environmentalism focuses on the gendered connections to resources and ecological 

processes based on gendered responsibilities and daily work. Socialist feminism is similar in 

its emphasis on division of labour, but focuses on the political economy and gendered roles of 

production and reproduction in economic systems (Rochelau et al. 1996).  Consequently, 

theories of divisions of space and labour are important analytical tools for this study and add a 

spacial dimension to the social order of gendered relations of power. Men are often connected 

to the public sphere whereas women are tied to the private sphere of the home. This division 

of space is built upon norms depicting men as rational beings better suited for the economic 

public life and women being naturally more sentimental and better suited for reproductive 

work in the home (Knox and Pinch 2006).  

 

Post-structural feminists posit a non-essentialist view of the gendered environment based on 

manifestations of situated knowledge shaped by intersecting dimensions of identity and 

difference (Rochelau et al. 1996). Intersectionality is a central concept, i.e. numerous 
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discourses interact in context dependent constellations (Bradley 2007). A woman is never just 

a woman, and a worker is never just a worker. Gender, ethnicity, religion, age, class, sexuality 

etc., are examples of intersecting variables determining social relations. Post-structural 

feminism emphasizes complexity and relational power as opposed to (super) structures such 

as the patriarchy (structural feminism) or the class struggle (Marxism).  

 

However, the implication of using post-structural feminist theory is not to ignore findings 

from structural feminist research. The two strands of theories are more alike than different. 

The major difference is based on the assumed rigidity of gender constructs.  The benefit of 

post-structural feminist theory is the less rigid view of gender constructs and change (hence 

the emphasis on relations as opposed to structures). Patriarchal relations are understood as 

part of a complex set of intersecting discourses, they may not always be the most significant 

discourse, although they may play an important or dominating role (Nightingale 2006).  A 

dominating discourse of patriarchal relations (post-structural theory) is a less rigid version of 

the structural feminist notion of patriarchy as an overarching structure. 

 

According to post-structuralism there are changing and shifting dimensions of inequality 

reflected in language, representations and discourses, which constitute the world. The social 

world is seen as a fluid, complex clutter of power relations constantly changing. All 

experiences are filtered through cultural discourses (Harrison 2006). Power relations are 

fundamental to post-structural feminist theory and gender relations ought to be understood as 

power relations as neither power nor gender exists outside of relations (Nyangweso-Wangila 

2007).                                                                                                                                                                      

 

The term gender does not refer to women, neither to the difference between men and women. 

For post-structural feminism gender is a social construction and a discourse (Dixon and Jones 

2006). Gender is the socially constructed roles based on behaviours and attributes which is 

considered appropriate within a society. But given the post-structural emphasis on fluidity and 

complexity gender is in constant flux and can be understood as process of where 

“subjectivities are produced and shift over time and space” (Nightingale 2006, p. 165).   

 

The term “subject” refers to individuals and their identities, which are socially constructed in 

relation to others. The subject is created as an expression of the power relation between 

subjects that in turn is based upon different discourses. But the subject is not (completely) 
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predestined by the discourses. According to Butler (1990), gender and identity is the 

performance (performativity) of a subject, i.e. what they do and say and not by what they are. 

She means there is no identity behind the action itself, identities cannot exist outside of 

actions. These actions, or performativity, are not based on free choice, but on a normative 

system and it is the repetition of actions that create norms. But men and women, as concepts, 

are still useful as empirical categories when analysing gender discourses.  

 

The performativity of individuals is shaped through socialization, i.e. the learning of social 

norms, values and skills needed to function in society. Conformity is rewarded and deviations 

from established norms are punished (Nyangweso-Wangila 2007). The discursive power 

operates through actions that limit or enable the performativity of the subject. Gender (i.e. 

subjectivity) is performed and challenged within social interaction (Nightingale 2006). 

Individuals have no possibility of acting outside of the discursive system, but change is 

possible by repeatedly acting differently and thereby replacing or changing norms governing 

certain practices (Mansvelt 2005). Social change must therefore come through empowering 

the agency of subjects (Nyangweso-Wangila 2007).  

  

The terminology of feminist post-structuralism is rather abstract and does not quite apply to 

all aspects of the empirical material in this study, especially beyond the theoretical core focus 

of identities. It is partly compensated by the focus on the division of labour within the 

political economy and daily lives of subjects in environmental feminism and socialist 

feminism. Yet there is need for an additional bridge between theory and the empiricism. The 

concept of gender contracts provides such a bridge (Forsberg 2001). Although subjectivities 

certainly incorporate interaction with others, it is not entirely evident how. Gender contracts 

visualize more clearly the interaction among subjects and between subjects and the 

overarching discourses in society. 

Gender contracts are locally constituted, spatially differentiated, informally organised rules, 

actions and reactions of individuals, created and reproduced in their daily lives. These 

contracts are shaped and reshaped by economic and social organisation. Gender contracts 

direct the behaviour (or performativity) of individuals based on what is considered to be 

proper gender performances in different contexts. The contracts are reinforced, and/or 

renegotiated and reconstructed by the actions of individuals (Forsberg 2001).  
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Gender contracts are context-dependent and local resource use is suggested to be vital for 

gender constructions, however institutional settings at other scales influence the formation of 

contracts. The benefit of using gender contracts as an analytical tool is that it makes 

individuals active agents in changing gender relations. This is especially important in relation 

to women who easily are depicted as powerless victims of a patriarchal order. However, 

subjects do not engage in renegotiations of gender contracts with equal negotiating power. To 

fully study gender contracts the following needs to be identified: gender distinctions in 

specific places, the gendered actions of institutions and individuals, how power relations 

influence the construction and maintenance of contracts and how resistance weaken the 

contract (Forsberg 2001).  

Discursive gender constructions and gender contracts shape social life and hence social-

natural phenomena like climate change adaptation.  We can acquire further insight on how to 

facilitate adaptation by understanding how coping and adaptation strategies are related to 

discourses of gender and how individuals are constructed as coping and adapting subjects 

acting within the restrictions of gender contracts. Furthermore adaptation efforts may be 

enhanced by understanding how the gender dimension of climate change adaptation and 

coping shape access to other determinants of adaptive capacity and vulnerability.  
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3. Study Site 
The study was conducted outside of Kisumu town, in Lower Nyacach, Nyando District in 

Nyanza Province, western Kenya (figure 1). The climate in Nyando is hot, dry and has 

difficult soils that are prone to flooding and soil erosion (figure 2). 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Kenya. Lower Nyacach is a location in Nyando District which is located outside of Kisumu 

town in Nyanza Province.  

Photo: Emmeline Laszlo Ambjörnsson   

 

Figure 2. Nyando District is hot, dry and prone to flooding and soil erosion. 
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3.1. Jo-Luo in Lower Nyacach 

One ethnic group mainly dominates the Nyanza Province; the Luo people (Jo-Luo). The Luos 

are the second largest ethnic group in Kenya and are mainly settled in the western part. They 

are a Nilotic people who are historically said to have migrated along the Nile to finally settle 

around Lake Victoria (Miruka 2001). The Luos are among the most cohesive tribes in Kenya 

with their culture largely preserved despite the expansion of Christianity, which is widespread 

within the Luo community as well as in Kenya at large. Around 80% of the Kenyan 

population consider themselves to be Christian (Lonsdale 2009). 

 

Subsistence agriculture, livestock rearing (cattle, goats, sheep, and chickens) and fishing are 

major economic activities within the Luo community. The agricultural production is mainly 

focused on cereals (millet, maize), pulses, grains (e.g. ground nuts), roots and tubes (e.g. 

potatoes, cassava) and vegetables. Fishing and keeping of livestock are mainly a male affair 

(except for keeping chickens which, in large is a female chore). Trade (small-scale, e.g. fish, 

vegetables) has also become a key economic activity alongside modernisation. Both crop 

agriculture and livestock rearing are heavily dependent on rain; hence reliable rainfall is 

crucial for the Luo community (Miruka 2001) and the resilience of the social-ecological 

system.  The farming population are encountering new development challenges such as 

unpredictable weather conditions due to climate change. Two major rainfall challenges have 

been identified by farmers in Nyando District: extreme precipitation/floods and scarce 

precipitation/droughts (Nyberg et al. forthcoming). All of the respondents in this study said 

that they were affected by extreme weather conditions. During the heavy rains the houses and 

animal sheds get flooded and/or destroyed by the water. The harvest was reduced or destroyed 

by waterlogging or water runoff that carried away the fertile top soil. The strong winds 

damaged trees and the droughts seriously affected crops, livestock and access to drinking 

water.   

 

3.2. Social Relations in the Luo Community 

The Luo community (as in Kenya in large) is a patriarchal societal system, which provides an 

opportunity to study how gendered relations of power affect climate adaptation at the 

individual and household level. The Luos and most other ethnic groups in Kenya are 

structured according to geographical location, ancestry, kinship, seniority and patrilineage. 

Kinship provides the base for interdependence and support. Family is a fundamental 
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institution and includes both the nuclear family and the extended family. Property and power 

are concentrated to men. Men own most property, and in many communities women (and 

children) are regarded as the property of men. Polygamy, widow inheritance (a widow being 

remarried with a male relative of the deceased husband), and domestic violence are common 

practices that reaffirm the subordination of women in the Kenyan society (Nyangweso-

Wangila 2007).  

 

Until recently women were not legally allowed to inherit property, partly because they were 

(are) regarded as the property of men and partly because they are considered unable to handle 

such important affairs as property management. In August 2010 a new national constitution 

was passed where (among other things) the rights of women were strengthened. Women are 

now allowed to inherit land (The Proposed Constitution of Kenya 2010). However, even 

though land tenure laws in Kenya allow everybody to own land, women have not had the 

same rights as men since many local communities and cultural traditions oppose female land 

ownership. Many women do not have the resources to claim their right (Nyangweso-Wangila 

2007). 

 

In most communities in Kenya women are the caregivers responsible for reproduction, being 

a woman is associated with “the dignity of perseverance, obedience, submissiveness, 

conformity, and dependence” (Nyangweso-Wangila 2007 p. 82). Girls and women are 

socialized into the domestic sphere and expected to embrace household duties while boys and 

men are more socialized into the public sphere. Boys are also socialized into believing 

themselves to be superior and girls are socialized into accepting a subordinate gender role. 

However family life, values and attitudes are changing in contemporary Kenya due to things 

such as urbanization and westernization (Nyangweso-Wangila 2007).  

 

3.3. Vi Agroforestry Programme 

The Swedish Non-Governmental Organisation, Vi Agroforestry Programme (ViAFP) has 

been active in the Nyando District and Lower Nyacach since 2002. The programme runs six 

projects around Lake Victoria, where one of two Kenyan projects is set up around Kisumu. 

Their aim is to integrate agroforestry practices into small-scale farming to make it an engine 

of economic growth and poverty reduction in order to ensure sustainable social-ecological 

development around Lake Victoria for present and future generations. ViAFP provides 
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agroforestry advisory services and capacity building including formation of farmer 

associations and social groups, such as women groups, VSL-groups (Village Savings and 

Loans), HIV-support groups and other kinds of self-help groups (figure 3). Both women and 

men are actively involved in the projects and there are efforts to integrate climate adaptation 

and mitigation in their work. ViAFP is financed by SIDA (Swedish International 

Development Cooperation Agency) and Swedish individual donors (www.viskogen.se). 

 

Photo: Emmeline Laszlo Ambjörnsson 

 

Figure 3.  Vi Agroforestry Programme works with agroforestry advisory services and capacity building in small-

scale farming communities around Lake Victoria. 
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4. Methods 

 

4.1. Methodological Approach 

This study targets two categories of farmers; one consisting of farmers who have undergone 

capacity building and are members of farmer associations or social groups and one category 

of farmers who have not received any training from the Vi Agroforestry Programme and who 

are not members of Vi Agroforestry groups. The two different categories of farmers were 

strategically chosen for contrast, but not as an absolute comparison.  

 

The choice of methods was selected based on the nature of the study and was influenced by 

the theoretical framework. The study was triangulated by the use of different qualitative 

methods, i.e. focus groups discussions, semi-structured interviews with farmers (both male 

and female farmers) and expert interviews. Triangulation is a way of increasing the validity of 

the research; multiple methods were used to complement each other and to provide different 

sources of data. In focus group discussions individual perspectives may not come through in 

the same way as in individual in-depth interviews. A focus group discussion is a negotiation 

of meaning between participants and may therefore produce data on collective opinions 

(Conradson 2005) rather than the individually held viewpoints as individual interviews 

generate. The semi-structured interviews allowed participants to express themselves outside 

the group. Such interviews create an understanding for the respondent’s individually held 

beliefs, preferences, knowledge and experiences. It also permits the respondents to introduce 

issues not anticipated by the researcher (Valentine 2005), which a more structured format 

does not allow.  

 

The study draws upon: 

 

• Four focus group discussions with farmers (6-8 participants per group): two focus 

groups with farmers who had received capacity building and were members of farmers 

associations or social groups, and two focus groups with farmers who were not trained 

and who were not members of Vi Agroforestry groups (figure 4). To enable the 

participants to speak freely (especially the women) during the focus group discussions 

where held separately with men and women, i.e. organised and trained women (FGD 
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no. 1), unorganised and untrained women (FGD no. 2), organised and trained men 

(FGD no. 3), unorganised and untrained men (FGD no. 4). In the results section the 

focus group discussions will be referred to as abbreviations with these respective 

numbers. 

 

• 12 semi-structured in-depth individual interviews with farmers, six women, and six 

men. Six of them had undergone capacity building through Vi Agroforestry and were 

members of farmer organisations or social groups (women no.1-3 and men no.1-3) and 

six of them had not undergone any capacity building and were not organised in any 

groups (women no.4-6 and men no.4-6). When individual respondents are cited in the 

material they are referred to as their code number.  

 

• Four expert interviews with staff from the Vi Agroforestry Programme, all with 

extensive field experience of working with farmers in the study area. They were 

experts in the sense that they, through their professional roles, had aggregated 

knowledge and information about social norms, behaviours and ways of life in the 

farming communities of interest. 

 

Photo: Ylva Nyberg    

 

Figure 4. Focus Group Discussions 

 

All the participants of this study were strategically chosen. The criteria for farmer selections 

included gender, whether they were trained within the Vi Agroforestry Programme or not and 

whether they were members of Vi Agroforestry groups or not. The farmer respondents and 

focus group participants were selected according to the criteria with help from a Vi 

Agroforestry field officer in Lower Nyacach. The staff, in their roles as experts, where chosen 
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based on their experience of working with farmers in the study area and their past work tasks 

(such as working with cross-cutting issues like gender).  

 

List of interviewed Vi Agroforestry staff: 

 

- Caroline Musee, Monitoring and Evaluation Officer at the Vi Agroforestry 

Programme Kisumu office. She had previously been working specifically with gender 

issues within the organisation.  

- Dollrose Obiero, Human Resource Officer at the Vi Agroforestry Programme, 

Kisumu office. She had by interest been focusing on gender issues during her many 

years of working as a field officer in Nyando District.  

- Michael Wamalwa, Zone coordinator in Nyacach and Nyando District at the time of 

the field research. 

- Beatrice Otieno, Field Officer in Nyacach at the time of the field research. 

 

The expert interviews were held in English. The focus group discussions and the individual 

interviews with farmers were mostly held in Luo with a translator. In many of the interviews 

and group discussions a mix of English and Luo were used (English was more commonly 

used in the male focus groups and interviews). Two of the male farmers were very keen on 

speaking English so during those two interviews the translator was only used as fall back 

support.  

 

The interview and focus group discussion questions basically covered the same topics and 

themes, but with slight variations due to the different nature of the methods. The interview 

questions covered the following topics; coping, adaptation, perception of vulnerability, 

division of labour, decision-making, household authority, knowledge and education, social 

norms and local social institutions, social support networks as well as the effects of farmer 

organisations and capacity building. In the focus group discussions, coping and adaptation 

strategies identified by Nyberg et al. (forthcoming) were discussed individually in relation to 

gender and division of labour. In the individual interviews personal stories and life 

experiences were central and in the focus groups discussions there was a mix of general 

perceptions and personal examples, while the expert interviews were focused on the 

accumulated experience of the Vi Agroforestry staff.  
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All of the interviews and focus groups discussions were recorded and transcribed to ensure 

accuracy and to facilitate the analyses (Valentine 2005). The transcripts are based on the 

English translations and not the Luo conversations. The material generated from the 

interviews and focus group discussions were voluminous, rich and detailed. The transcripts 

were coded by themes relevant to the research question. To enable an easier overview of the 

interview material (which is dominated by extensive dialogue) more comprehensible, all the 

themes were condensated by meaning (Kvale and Brinkman 2009). The four expert interviews 

were meaning-condensed all together, theme by theme. The focus groups and individual 

interviews were also meaning-condensed theme by theme, but one by one to avoid loss of 

heterogeneity, individual voices and personal experiences.  

 

4.2. Reflections on Methods and Data Sources 

In-depth qualitative methods, applied to a local context limits scaling-up of the results in a 

generalizable way. But the study does not intend to be representative. The aim is to create an 

understanding for the living conditions of the participants and how gendered power relations 

and cultural barriers (which are always contextual) influence adaptive capacity and adaptation 

locally. The findings can then be scaled up in the sense of comparing with studies of other 

communities. Social relations and “cultural barriers to adaptation can only be understood in 

context” (Nielsen and Reenberg 2010 p. 150). Therefore, such studies have a significant role 

to play in contributing insight of a more general nature regarding what may constrain or 

enable adaptive capacity (Nielsen and Reenberg 2010).  

 

In the individual interviews with farmers the aim was to identify the subjective opinions and 

experiences of the respondents. In the focus group discussions the questions were not 

intended to steer the discussion towards specific personal experiences, but rather towards the 

participants’ experience of the challenges and social relations in their community generally 

(even if the focus group participants often exemplified with stories from their own lives). The 

data from the expert interviews were meant to provide orientation and tap into the aggregated 

knowledge of the farming community. The expert interviews were subjective in the sense that 

all experiences are. Expert interviews are by no means neutral and can have huge influence on 

the definition of problems (Van Audenhove 2007). Nonetheless, the expert interviews 

constituted a valuable dimension of the results and added validity.   
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With interviews it is never possible to know if what the respondents say about their behaviour 

is consistent with what they actually do. It is possible that the respondents exaggerate or 

understate behaviours, opinions or experiences. How individuals present themselves in a 

conversation is always depending on the situation. The atmosphere was open and allowing in 

the majority of the interview situations, but in some of the individual interviews (with men) 

the respondents clearly wanted to make a statement by insisting on speaking English even 

though there was a translator present at all times.  

 

Men and women were separated for the focus group discussions to allow them, especially the 

women, to speak freely. But during the focus groups it became evident that further divisions 

between categories of participants might have been advantageous. The groups were mixed 

regarding age and marital status. During one of the focus groups it was explicitly said that a 

man who is not married should not speak in the presence of married men. The (younger) 

unmarried man in that group was not completely quiet, but he kept a low profile, and it 

required extra effort from the translator and the researcher not to let the other participants 

dominate at his expense. This factor determining social status is part of the results and was 

difficult to know beforehand.  

 

The role of the researcher had an impact on the data collection. The researcher being a white 

woman from the global north, enrolled at university and doing research, created a distance 

between the respondents and the researcher. In the expert interviews the interview situation 

was more equal, or even reversed, with the researcher being the student and the interviewees 

being the experts. However, there should be some distance between researcher and the 

interviewees. By getting too close there is the danger of going “native” (Baxter and Eyles 

1997, p. 509). The intention should be to understand the living world of the interviewees as 

well as the role of the researcher and the relationship between them.  

 

Using a translator was necessary since only a few respondents (exclusively men) could 

manage an interview entirely held in English. With a third party present, the kind of allowing 

intimacy that can emerge between two people in an interview was lost. However, the 

translators were from the Nyando District, which created a sense of trust between the 

respondents and the researcher. The translation resulted in losing certain dimensions of 

meaning, partly because of the middleman in communication and partly because it was not 

always possible to translate the exact meaning when translating from one language to another 
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(in this case Luo to English), especially when it comes to sayings and metaphors. But there 

was no other way of getting the information during a limited amount of time.  

 

The aim was to be strict with the respondent and participant criteria, but in reality it was not 

always easy. Unexpected people showed up because of curiosity or miscommunication. In 

some cases participants from one category of farmers showed up to the wrong focus group 

discussion. If such a person recently had joined a training programme or group (e.g. had been 

present for one or two training occasions or meetings) and showed up to a focus group 

discussion with the category of farmers who had not undergone any capacity building and 

were not members of farmer organisations, he or she was allowed to stay and participate since 

that initial stage of training or group membership were deemed not to affect the results. It only 

happened on a few occasions and such persons only constituted a small fraction of the 

participants. Some participants in the category of farmers without training and membership in 

farmer organisations were members of other groups. Such groups were either off-farm 

occupational unions (e.g. a coalition of motorcycle drivers) or undeveloped (in comparison 

with Vi Agroforestry induced groups) social groups with little more function than merry-go-

round (although, there was one exception where one man who was a member of a Vi 

Agroforestry group participated in the wrong focus group discussion). Aforementioned 

participants were in a minority compared to the total amount of participants and have been 

deemed to not affect the result, primarily because the goal of the study is not an absolute 

comparison as explained earlier in this thesis.  

 

A basic criterion for the selection of respondents and participants was that they should be 

farmers. However, it turned out to be difficult to define what constituted a farmer. The 

majority of the respondents and focus group participants mainly lived off their on-farm 

production while some had more or less off-farm income. For a few participants the off-farm 

income was even larger than the on-farm income. Such off-farm occupations were most often 

a necessary livelihood and/or adaptation strategy because agriculture alone could not sustain 

them. 

 

The fieldwork was enabled with assistance from Vi Agroforestry and the focus group 

discussions were organised with help from Vi Agroforestry staff. Since the interview and 

discussion themes for one of the farmer categories involved evaluating the effects of the 

capacity building which Vi Agroforestry had provided, explicit clarification that the research 
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was carried out as a master thesis project at Stockholm University and not by Vi Agroforestry, 

was made in every focus group discussion and interview occasion. 

 

4.3. Literature 

Literature searches were made within ISI web of knowledge, Google scholar and the 

Stockholm University library. Additional literature was found through references, tips from 

supervisors, fellow students and others.  The literature covers methodology, place-specific, 

theoretical and overarching studies of gender, natural resource management, development 

studies, risk management, adaptation and adaptive capacity, vulnerability and other climate 

adaptation related topics. 
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5. Results 

The following results are based on data extracted from a mix of focus groups, individual in-

depth interviews and expert interviews with Vi Agroforestry staff. The different data sources 

have been triangulated and used in a complementary way to create a comprehensible 

narrative.  

In summary gendered power relations and gender contracts in Lower Nyacach were primarily 

a constraint for the adaptive capacity of women since women were responsible for the 

majority of the household and daily farm work. The lower adaptive capacity of women 

resulted in a lower adaptive capacity for the household as a unit. Patriarchal discourses 

governing gender relations were a source of gender divisions in authority and decision-

making, labour, space and knowledge. Capacity building and farmer group formation 

promoted by ViAFP resulted in altered power relations, renegotiated and reconstructed gender 

contracts which increased adaptive capacity and adaptation opportunities for both men and 

women, although particularly for women and thus the entire household. 

A general description of context-specific gender divisions and their implications for adaptive 

capacity is followed by examples of how such gender discourses influence specific coping 

and adaptation strategies as identified by Nyberg et al. (forthcoming). Finally, the effect 

capacity building and group formation has had on adaptive capacity, coping and adaptation 

are described and analysed.  

 

5.1. Gender Divisions and Adaptive Capacity  

In Lower Nyacach there was a gendered division of labour both within the household and in 

the wider economy. Women were supposed to be subservient to men and take care of the 

family, the household and the farm. On-farm men were responsible for providing shelter, 

overall security, herding and labour intensive work such as land preparation and ploughing. 

The division of labour within the wider economy assigned women to the reproductive sphere 

of the home and everyday farm work while men were allocated to the public sphere of 

production and employment. This resulted in many women being responsible for the 

household duties as well as the majority of the farm work and the food security of the family, 

as is the case in many places in the global south (Momsen 2010). 
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Table 1 below shows a rough overview over the gendered division of labour and examples of 

gendered responsibilities within households.  

Table 1. Gendered Division of Labour - Examples of Gendered Responsibilities. 

 Female Responsibilities  Male Responsibilities 

Child care Providing security 

Cooking House construction 

Washing Fencing 

Cleaning Clearing and slashing on-farm 

Fetching fuel wood Herding livestock 

Fetching water 
Off-farm monetary work to provide basic needs (school 
fees, furniture, additional food etc.) 

Providing on-farm produced food Planting (crops and trees) 

Planting (primarily vegetables and crops) 
Ox ploughing and land preparation (including digging 
ditches, terraces and holes for tree planting) 

Weeding Planting (crops and trees) 

Harvesting (primarily vegetables and crops) Weeding 

Post-harvest processing; drying and storing food Harvesting (crops and trees) 

Surplus selling (vegetables) Post-harvest pricing and selling 

Caring for chickens (and sometimes goats and sheep) Milking 

Milking   

Running errands   

 

Many men either worked in an urban area or had rural casual jobs or small-scale businesses 

while women often worked with on-farm activities, household chores and small-scale 

businesses. Even when both spouses worked on the farm, the division of labour was often a 

disadvantage for women. Many of the male on-farm responsibilities like ploughing, fencing, 

and house construction were diffuse or limited to a certain period of time (once the house is 

built or the compound is fenced it may only need repairs). Other male responsibilities like 

tending to the livestock made men more mobile while the reproductive household work and 

repetitive farm work kept women tied to the farm. Time-consuming chores like fetching water 

or firewood (although more mobile) left little time for women to engage in extra activities 

such as certain adaptation efforts or trainings (that could enhance adaptive capacity) provided 

by external agencies.  

Some aspects of the gendered division of labour were enforced with cultural beliefs of 

misfortune (e.g. fencing and house construction, especially roofing). Men were said to 

symbolize the security of the homestead, which was represented by the house and fence. 

According to the cultural belief there were secrets in every home which were supposed to be 

protected and controlled by the strength of men, consequently only men were supposed to 
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build or fence a home. A man would not under any circumstances enter a home built or 

fenced by a woman, if he did; it was thought that “he will die very fast” (FGD no. 4). Such 

cultural beliefs restricted women from pursuing certain adaptation strategies related to (house) 

construction, such as preparing a roof catchment (see soil and water strategies). Such 

restrictions could influence the adaptive capacity of a whole household, especially if the 

husband lived and worked away in an urban area (as most men did).  

The division of space originated from the division of labour but was reinforced by gendered 

discourses of movement. For instance, some of the female respondents said that they could 

not follow their husbands to urban areas in search of employment because of the risk of not 

being perceived as a hard worker (and a good woman), which could lead to divorce or the 

husband marrying a second wife. A woman was supposed to stay on her farm and work. A 

woman who “just goes from one door to the next” and “is not in her farm to do the farm 

work” (FGD no. 1) was perceived as a gossiper and was disrespected. Women were normally 

free to leave their farms for minor errands, but in case of a longer absence, some women 

could not leave without permission from their husbands. It was also not socially acceptable 

for married women to be away from her home. For example, Dollrose Obiero (expert 

interview) had come across one woman who had been away from her home, nursing a sick 

relative for a couple of months. When returning she was chased away from her home by her 

own sons because of community pressure.  

Family and marriage was a central institution. Getting married, staying married and having 

children was very important in order to gain respect within the community. Divorce was 

shunned upon because of religious and cultural reasons. Especially by the female respondents, 

who declared divorce to be an impossible option because of social, financial and practical 

reasons. Because of the ownership structure women would have nowhere to go and they 

risked losing their children if they left. Even if they could leave with their children, a potential 

new man would be likely to reject them. In the case of divorce one female respondent (woman 

no. 2) said that community members would look at her with disrespect, they would see her as 

a “prostitute”, and as if there was something wrong with her for not being able to keep her 

marriage together. The physical and psychological injuries of domestic violence alone 

negatively influenced the adaptive capacity of women. But the community would also 

stigmatize women if they left their husbands. Respect from community members was 

important for the social support networks, which are essential to cope and adapt to climate 
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change. Thus, women had to conform to the vulnerable subordinate role in marriage because 

they could not socially and financially afford a divorce.  

Authority and decision-making power were concentrated to male subjects within families 

predominantly, i.e. the head of household (widows constituted the only exceptions). The male 

head had final say in all important financial, agricultural, and social matters, e.g. on- and off-

farm investments, farm planning, farm management, farm output and family planning. Many 

women could not make independent decisions, but had to consult their husbands beforehand, 

and they could not question the final decision. This division of power restricted some women 

in their coping and adaptation efforts as they couldn’t pursue necessary on- and/or off-farm 

strategies (e.g. plough early, start a small-scale business, plant trees, prepare a roof catchment, 

sell off a productive asset etc., see strategies below) without waiting for the husband’s 

approval, while others could go ahead only reporting on the actions taken afterwards. Since 

women were responsible for the majority of the farm work and the food security of the home, 

entire households were affected by this division of power. However, most spouses discussed 

important issues before a decision was made and the decision-making process had changed 

from past generations and/or since the participation in Vi Agroforestry capacity building. 

Previously spouses did not discuss and women were not allowed to speak their mind at all; 

“men were to suggest and decide, and nowadays women can suggest and they decide 

together” (FGD no. 3). 

The patriarchal division of authority was often explained in religious terms with biblical 

examples of why women were supposed to be subordinate to men (e.g. the creation of Eve out 

of the rib of Adam). Both men and women defended such relations because of unwillingness 

to contradict the bible. The unequal gender relations were also established in property 

ownership (e.g. land, livestock, farm output, financial resources, vehicles etc.), which was 

concentrated to men. When getting married, women leave their birth home to stay at the 

family land of their husbands where everything belongs to him. Because of the ownership 

structure men were more powerful and women had less influence: “the land is his: you only 

provide the labour there” (women FGD no.2). However, the institutional setting has started to 

change as the new national constitution (The Proposed Constitution of Kenya 2010) allows 

women to inherit land.  

The division of labour, authority and space all contributed to a gendered division of 

agricultural knowledge (e.g. seed varieties, agricultural techniques etc.), which in turn 
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influenced adaptive capacity. As in the words of Dollrose Obiero (expert interview); 

education, knowledge and information present people with “a broader way of thinking 

towards the challenges”, and thus a greater ability to cope and adapt to variability in 

precipitation. Women were said to have practical knowledge based on experience but while 

men were said to have more theoretical knowledge of agricultural practices because of 

exposure. The division of labour and the associated division space has left women with fewer 

possibilities of acquiring new knowledge compared to men who have spent more time in 

public spaces where they could build larger networks of friends and other contacts. The 

female respondents (who had not undergone capacity building and were not members of any 

groups) acquired new knowledge from a narrower selection of people in their immediate 

surroundings. The male respondents also acquired more knowledge through media as 

compared to the female respondents.   

Normally men also had more formal education than women since boys are given priority to 

attend secondary school. Furthermore, men had greater access to new knowledge through 

capacity building by external agencies, which could be explained by both the division of 

labour (which made it difficult for women to have time to participate), and by the unequal 

distribution of power. Some women were simply not allowed by their husbands to participate 

in trainings. This division of knowledge created a mismatch between knowledge bearers and 

implementers since men were more exposed to new knowledge of both on and off-farm 

adaptation strategies while mainly women were responsible for the farm work and food 

security. 

 

5.2. Coping and Adaptation Strategies 

Nyberg et al. (forthcoming) establishes a range of coping and adaptation strategies that 

farmers in Nyando District pursue in order to cope and adapt to increased rainfall variability. 

The main rainfall challenges identified by farmers are: extreme precipitation and floods and 

scarce precipitation and drought. Many of the coping and adaptation strategies are also regular 

livelihood strategies. The strategies found in Nyberg et al. (forthcoming) are numerous and 

the ones relevant for this study are presented and grouped in table 2 below. The influence of 

unequal power relations and discourses of gender are then discussed in relation to each 

category of strategies. 
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The differences between the challenges imposed by the two weather extremes are not 

significant to the analysis in this study and therefore the strategies are not separated according 

to rainfall challenges in table 2. They are also not ranked or valued according to their 

effectiveness.  

 

1. Animal Strategies Category 2.Vegetable and Crop Strategies Category

Herding animals to greener pastures A/C Growing vegetables in sacks A

Selling animals C Planting a vegetable kitchen garden A

Beekeeping A Planting water/drought tolerant crops A

Planting short term crops A

Planting new crop varieties A

Off-season tomato planting A

Drying and storing vegetables A

3. Soil and water Strategies Category 4. Tree Strategies Category

Small scale irrigation A
Tree planting (e.g. agroforestry, boundaries and 

contours, drought tolerant fodder trees etc.)
A

Digging dikes/ditches/micro catchment A/C
Harvesting and selling tree products, e.g. timber, 

charcoal, firewood.
A/C

Roof catchment water harvesting A

Ploughing early A

5. Off-farm Strategies Category 6. Social Support and Group  Strategies Category

Casual day labouring A/C Village saving and loans* A

Production/selling of pots, ropes and/or baskets A/C Merry-go-round A

Trading (e.g. vegetables) A/C Bulking and marketing in groups A

Bicycle/Motorcycle taxi driving A/C Labour rotation* A

Fishing A/C Leaning on a formalised social support network* A

Working as a craftsman A/C Leaning on a family/friend based support network C

Running small-scale business, other* A/C

Table 2. Coping and Adaptation Strategies 

*Strategies extracted from the data collection of this study, not included in Nyberg et al. (forthcoming)

  A – Adaptation Strategy , C – Coping Strategy  

 

5.2.1. Animal Strategies 

Farmers’ ability to pursue animal-related coping and adaptation strategies were influenced by 

gender contracts and unequal gender relations (figure 5). Gender discourses align livestock 

rearing to the male gender contract. The ability to handle livestock was internalised in male 

subjectivities while not included in female identity formation. The performativity of women 

in relation to livestock strategies was thus constrained by discourses of gender. Men were 

socialized into livestock keeping from an early age and therefore had more knowledge 

regarding the practice as well as the confidence of handling large animals. Women were 

assumed not to have enough strength or ability to handle cows and bulls, while they were 

thought to be able to handle smaller animals like goats or sheep. Discourses of gender 

divisions of labour and space also enabled male engagement in livestock keeping while 
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constraining women in pursuing livestock strategies. Because women were tied to the 

household and the farm by their responsibility of work they did not have time to graze the 

livestock, especially if it required travelling long distances. Because men were more mobile, 

had more experience of public spaces and the advantage of not being tied to domestic work 

they had greater possibilities of grazing animals and were more likely to know where to find 

greener pastures during dry periods.  

 

Gender discourses of unequal divisions of authority and decision-making also influenced 

women’s ability to pursue livestock strategies. All economic assets belonged to men who 

therefore had total control over them.  Cows and bulls were especially valuable and important 

to the household economy. Selling off productive assets, such as cows, was a strategy to cope 

with rainfall challenges and most of the time spouses discussed before selling off animals. 

However, male respondents could do as they wished with all assets without consulting their 

wives while women had to ask permission to sell off a cow. Gender discourses also portrayed 

women as unable to handle important economic assets. One male farmer (man no. 6) said that 

he could not allow his wife to sell an animal without his permission because “she might not 

have a good reason” for selling it. Goats and sheep were not as valuable and therefore did not 

always fall under the total control of men. According to some of the respondents, women who 

acquired a goat or a sheep from a women’s group would have total control and decision-

making power over that animal. But others said that as soon as an animal was brought to the 

farm it became part of the farm assets and thus a male controlled property and women needed 

permission from their husbands, even to sell goats and sheep.  

 

Chickens were not as valuable as larger animals, unless in big quantities. Therefore they did 

not fall under the male authority in the same way as larger animals. Women could sell off a 

chicken or two as long as she informed her husband of the matter afterwards. However, in 

order to sell off a larger amount of chickens (e.g. as a coping strategy) women had to ask 

permission from their husbands because of the greater economic value of a larger quantity of 

chickens. Men on the other hand could only sell off a larger quantity of chickens. Selling only 

one chicken was associated with the low status performance of female subjectivities. If done 

by a man it could be perceived as startling and other people might believe that he had stolen 

it.  
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Figure 5. Farm Animals. Farmers’ ability to pursue animal-related coping and adaptation strategies were 

influenced by gender contracts and unequal gender relations.  

 

Another strategy for adapting to precipitation challenges was engaging in beekeeping in order 

to diversify farm production and not solely rely on rain fed agriculture. According to some of 

the respondents beekeeping was mainly for men to engage in which can be explained by 

discourses of gender depicting women as fearful and men as courageous. Courage was 

thought to be necessary to engage in beekeeping and was inherent in the male gender 

contracts, while the female gender contract included expectations of female subjects to be 

afraid of bees, which limited women’s possibilities to pursue this strategy.  

 

5.2.2. Vegetable and Crop Strategies 

Discourses of gender and associated gender contracts influenced the pursuit of vegetable and 

crop strategies (figure 6). Vegetable related activities were a part of the female gender 

contract and domestic responsibilities; hence adaptation strategies related to vegetables were 

considered to be women’s work. Vertical horticulture (growing vegetables in sacks of soil) 

and kitchen garden management with manual irrigation were mainly for home consumption 

and therefore had low status. Men who engaged in such activities, beyond occasional 

assistance, would deviate from the gender contract since vegetable gardening was not part of 

the male responsibilities; “we go for tougher jobs” (FGD no. 4).  

 

However, the male gender contract allowed men to participate during stages of vertical 

horticulture, which required strength. For example a few respondents said that men 

participated in starting up vertical horticulture by searching for appropriate stones to put in the 

bags (for the drainage system). Carrying stones was considered hard work and therefore more 

in line with the construction of male subjectivities. The gender discourses connecting the 

female gender to vegetable strategies and excluding the male gender intersected with 
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discourses of marriage. The gendered division of responsibilities became more important 

within marriage. As long as a man was not married he could engage in vegetable gardening 

without breaking the gender contract.   

 

Some respondents said that men could engage in commercial vegetable activities; e.g. off-

season tomato planting, which was one of the adaptation strategies in Nyberg et al. 

(forthcoming). This strategy entailed focusing on tomato planting with irrigation during dry 

periods in order to get high revenues when tomatoes were scarce and market prices were high. 

This strategy correlated with the male gender contract constructing men as the breadwinners 

in the sense of providing monetary income to the household. Furthermore, more extensive 

irrigation required knowledge of irrigation systems as well as handling heavy pipes and 

generators, which also aligned with male subjectivities, i.e. men were said to be stronger and 

in addition more exposed to knowledge in the public sphere. 

 

Drying and storing of vegetables and crops were another strategy to adapt to rainfall 

challenges, which were also a part of the female gender contract. Food processing is part of 

the female responsibility of domestic work; it was time-consuming and was a low status 

chore. For men to do such work would mean challenging the gender contract and threaten the 

gendered power balance within marriage. A couple of the male focus group participants said 

they would be uncomfortable participating in drying and storing; “by the time you are taking 

time to do it, you will be feeling that you should go and visit your friends somewhere and 

have fun instead of doing that” (FGD no. 3).  

 

Planting crops was done by both men and women. But crop-related adaptation strategies such 

as planting new crops varieties, short-term crops or water/drought tolerant crops require new 

knowledge. The gender divisions of labour, space and authority primarily affected the 

capacity of women to pursue such strategies since women were said to have experience based 

knowledge while men had greater access to new knowledge through larger social networks in 

the public sphere, media and training from external organisations. The planting of specific 

crops was affected by discourses of gender. Bananas are water tolerant and cope well during 

heavy rains but involve digging a deep hole, which were said to require strength. Gender 

discourses depicted men as strong and women as weak and less able to perform such hard 

work, which also was believed to affect women’s fertility.   
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Figure 6. Bananas, Maize, and Kales. Gender contracts governed the pursuit of vegetable and crop strategies. 

 

5.2.3. Soil and Water Strategies 

The gender discourses constructing women as weak and men as strong (described above) also 

influenced women’s ability to pursue soil and water strategies. Examples of such strategies 

are; constructing dikes, digging ditches and water pans and implementing small-scale 

irrigation systems, which were also said to require certain strength ascribed to male 

subjectivities. Because of the lack of strength attributed to female subjects women were 

considered to be less fit to carry out heavy work like digging, which was an impediment to 

adaptation. Although these discourses were fairly loose and more fluid than others, several 

focus group participants said that women could dig if necessary and that some women even 

had more “energy” than men (FGD no.4).  

 

Gender discourses of strength and authority influenced women’s ability to plough; hence the 

adaptation strategy to plough (and plant) early was aggravated for many of the female 

respondents. Land preparation and ox-ploughing was restricted to the male gender contract 

because of the labour intensive nature of ploughing and the perceived importance of the task. 

All the remaining stages of crop agriculture is ancillary to the initial ploughing, and many of 

the male respondents talked of ox-ploughing as constituting the majority of farm work 

although it was restricted to a limited timeframe. Men were supposed to make the decision of 

when to start the ox-ploughing as well as perform the work. Some female respondents either 

did not know how to do ox-ploughing, did not believe they could plough or were not allowed 

to plough. Women could assist their husbands, but many men lived and worked in urban areas 

and if they did not come home in time to do the ox-ploughing some women could not plant 

and thus be left without food for their families. Others would start ploughing by hand which, 

compared to ox-ploughing, is inefficient and time-consuming work.  
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Water scarcity in periods of decreased precipitation was perceived as a huge problem for all 

the respondents. Water harvesting, e.g. constructing a roof catchment, was therefore an 

important adaptation strategy. But discourses of gender and cultural taboos only allowed men 

to perform roof related work and prevented women from pursuing this adaptation strategy. 

The female focus group participants in FGD no.1 said: “the Luo culture does not allow 

women to get near the roof” and “if we are found doing that [roof related activities], when the 

husband find you on the top of the roof, he will not go in to that house again”.  

 

There were several explanations for the gender impediment regarding this particular strategy. 

First of all, women were said to lack the courage to climb roofs, and also lack in knowledge 

of how to construct a roof catchment. Finally, a cultural taboo of misfortune was attached to 

women interfering with house construction and roofs, which created a gendered obstruction to 

the pursuit of the roof catchment strategy. In the traditional grass-thatched houses there was a 

stick that was supposed to be put at the peak of the roof by a man symbolizing him as the 

head of household, which is the reason women were not allowed to meddle with roofs. This 

cultural taboo of misfortune has partly been passed on to tin roof houses, which are suitable to 

roof catchments (figure 7), even though roof construction practises have changed. 

 

Photo: Emmeline Laszlo Ambjörnsson 

 

Figure 7. Houses, Roofs and Taboos. A tin roof could be used to harvest water, but a cultural taboo with roots in 

the construction of traditional grass thatched roofs prevented women from preparing roof catchments. 
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5.2.4. Tree Strategies 

Discourses of gender, unequal gender relations and cultural taboos influenced some women’s 

possibilities to pursue tree related coping and adaptation strategies (figure 8). 

 

Tree planting in and around farms was a multifaceted adaptation strategy. Trees diversify 

farm production, increase income and reduce vulnerability: they provide shade, fruit, fodder, 

firewood and timber as well as improving the micro climate, given that individuals can make 

use of these resources. Gender discourses of strength, gendered cultural taboos, and gendered 

power relations as manifested in division of authority and ownership influenced some 

women’s adaptation possibilities of planting, harvesting and selling trees and tree products.  

 

First of all, women were said to lack the physical strength needed to plant trees (more 

specifically, digging holes certain trees require to be planted in). Secondly, there was a 

cultural taboo of misfortune attached to women and tree planting. As one of the male 

respondents (man 6) said, he could not allow his wife to plant trees because he did not want to 

challenge the cultural tradition and risk anything “bad” to happen to him. Thirdly, some 

women were not allowed to plant trees because the trees were valuable farm assets, which 

belonged to men.  

 

Planting trees could challenge the unequal power relation between spouses. But there was a 

graded scale in the gendered tree planting discourse. Some women could plant shrubs and 

short term trees (less valuable) but not long term timber trees (more valuable), and some 

could even plant long term trees if a man prepared the hole. The gender discourse 

constraining tree planting seemed to have dissolved somewhat since the Vi Agroforestry 

Programme first established in the area. According to the expert interviews ViAFP initially 

had difficulties regarding women and tree planting. The majority of respondents said that tree 

planting discourses no longer influenced their lives, while it still was a real impediment to 

adaptation for some.  

 

The division of authority and ownership was a barrier for women to cope and adapt to rainfall 

challenges by harvesting and/or selling tree products. Trees constituted valuable and 

important farm assets and as with other important farm resources, many of the respondents 

discussed such decisions with their spouse. However, while women had to consult their 

husbands to cut down and/or sell a tree for timber or charcoal, men, as the head of the 
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household, could make such decisions without consulting their wives. Because branches were 

not as valuable as a whole tree, women were allowed harvest branches to be used or sold as 

firewood or charcoal without permission. 

 

Photo: Emmeline Laszlo Ambjörnsson 

 

Figure 8. Tree Seedlings, Woodlot and Firewood. Discourses of gender, unequal gender relations and cultural 

taboos influenced some women’s possibilities to pursue tree related coping and adaptation strategies. 

 

5.2.5. Off-Farm Strategies 

There were a number of off-farm livelihoods that farmers pursue in order to cope and adapt to 

altered precipitation patterns. However, the options of off-farm occupation were gendered 

both in type of work and the number of livelihood opportunities (figure 9). Women worked 

with typical female on-farm and household chores for others (e.g. cooking, cleaning, weeding 

etc.) while men worked with standard male jobs (e.g. construction, herding, ox-ploughing 

etc.).  Men could also work as craftsmen (e.g. carpenter, constructer, welder, and mechanic), 

fisher or taxi driver (bicycle/motorcycle). Women could engage in some craftsmen work (e.g. 

tailoring) but the selection of work in the public sphere was much narrower. Women were 

said to lack strength and ability to balance a bicycle with a passenger or have fear of riding a 

bicycle or motorcycle and lack the courage to engage in deep lake fishing. Moreover, deep 

lake fishing was done at night and women had to stay at home to take care of the children, 

which made deep lake fishing an entirely male affair. Although women could fish with cages 

and baskets close to shore.  

 

Many of the respondents depended on trading or small-scale side businesses, which also was a 

strategy to cope and adapt to altered precipitation patterns and to steer away from sole 

dependence on rain fed agriculture. The type of business individuals could run was influenced 

by the gender contracts and corresponded to the gendered division of responsibilities. The 

female respondents ran small-scale businesses (in addition to farming) such as vegetable 
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trading, running a small kiosk or manufacturing ropes, baskets or pots, all of which could be 

done without using on-farm resources (and except for vegetable trading) such income 

generating activities could be done from home. Because of the division of labour, 

responsibility and authority, it was easier for women to engage in businesses that could be run 

partly from home and that did not use on-farm resources (controlled by men), or at least 

involved resources they had more influence over (e.g. vegetables). For most of the 

respondents such off-farm businesses were necessary but not enough to support their families. 

However, vegetable trading was also affected by altered precipitation patterns. During 

droughts vegetables became scarce and the respondents had to travel long distance to find 

suppliers, which was difficult to do because of the division of space and labour tying women 

to the domestic sphere.  

 

Photo: Emmeline Laszlo Ambjörnsson 

 

Figure 9. Off-Farm Livelihoods – Basket weaving, Fishing and Bicycle Taxi Driving. Off-farm strategies to cope 

and adapt to precipitation challenges were gendered, both in type of work and the number of livelihood 

opportunities to pursue. 

 

Since men had economic authority women were not always allowed to start businesses, 

especially if they relied on on-farm resources (e.g. a poultry business). Some men would not 

allow their wives to make on-farm investments or start businesses because women were 

thought to misuse the money. A female focus group participant said that “as much as she will 

misuse the money” she would use it for “something that benefits all the family members as 

compared to men” (FGD no.1). Some women running businesses would not have final 

decisional power of how to use profits; their husbands would direct the use of it even though 

spouses often discussed economic matters. Because of this, many couples were not aware of 

what their spouse’s income was. The gender contracts and the unequal gender division of 

power affected women’s possibilities to run businesses, and therefore to pursue such 

livelihoods to cope and adapt to climate change. The lack of power to control their own 
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earnings and lack of trust between spouses was an impediment to economic planning and thus 

to adaptation.  

 

Whether selling day labour, engaging in fishing, seeking employment or running a business, 

women had fewer possibilities to do so because of the division of labour and space which tied 

them to the domestic sphere, while men had greater access to economic opportunities in the 

public sphere, both in close proximity and by migration to urban areas. Male migration could 

be beneficial and necessary for the well-being of the whole household but simultaneously it 

increased the workload for the women left behind, which decreased women’s adaptive 

capacity.  

 

5.2.6. Social Support and Group Strategies 

In times of precipitation challenges and other stresses the basic coping strategy was to rely on 

kin and community based social support, i.e. extended family and friends. Access to such 

social support structures was governed by; gendered power relations and discourses of gender, 

labour and space.  

 

The majority of the respondents said that coping with stresses by relying on their extended 

family was an option although such support was limited and seldom enough. There was also a 

gendered dimension to relying on family based support structures. If a woman was in need of 

support she was supposed to be taken care of by her marital family. Once the dowry was paid 

she was no longer part of her biological family, and support from them could be understood as 

interference. But nearly all female respondents said that they could rely on help from their 

biological family while not being sure of getting any assistance from their extended marital 

family. A widowed farmer (woman no. 6) said that her brothers in law did not “understand the 

pain and suffering” she was going through during extreme weather events, but her own 

brothers would help her with money or food if her harvest failed.  

 

Another option was to ask friends for assistance to cope with rainfall stresses. But the support 

available from friends was inadequate because they usually had their own problems to cope 

with. Nevertheless, friends could still be important for advice, knowledge exchange and 

occasionally labour input. However, access to friendship based support structures were 

gendered. Because of the gendered division of labour and space women were more isolated in 
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the domestic sphere, and unable to maintain a friendship-based support structure while men 

had both opportunities and time to establish friendships in the public sphere and in their 

working life. Several male respondents spoke of a friendship based support structure from 

their school years, from their working life or from their leisure time in rural centres.  

 

Farmers who were members of farmer organisations or social groups had the opportunity to 

pursue a wider range of social support strategies. Farmer organisations and social groups 

constituted a formalised social support network based on mutual commitment and solidarity, 

which increased the capacity of farmers to cope and adapt to rainfall challenges. The support 

available to farmers through groups exceeded the support from informal social support 

structures as extended family and/or friends. Through groups farmers could access financial 

resources and micro credits, either by merry-go-round or VSL (Village Saving and Loans), 

which increased adaptive capacity and reduced vulnerability. For example, access to labour 

input was important during unpredictable extreme precipitation patterns, and through 

organised labour rotation (or labour provided at reduced cost) within groups, on-farm work 

(e.g. weeding, digging ditches/water pans/dikes/fishponds etc.), which was difficult to achieve 

individually was enabled by joint efforts. Some groups even bought farm inputs (e.g. seeds 

and fertilizers) or shared materials (e.g. wood for an animal shed) when undertaking labour 

rotation.  

 

Another group strategy to adapt to rainfall challenges was an attempt of getting higher 

revenues by bulking and marketing farm produce as groups. Groups could also engage in joint 

off-farm production, e.g. by making pots, ropes or baskets in order to find buyers and better 

markets. Gendered discourses and the division of power and authority between spouses could 

hinder women to pursue group strategies because they were not always allowed to join farmer 

organisations or social groups by their husbands. One of the female respondents (woman 3) 

said that she had to ask her husband for permission to attend trainings and group activities and 

respect his wishes, if she did not it would “bring conflict in the family”. However, group 

membership influenced discourses of gender that resulted in altered power relations and a 

renegotiation of gender contracts, thus enabling adaptation. This will be elaborated on in 

chapter 5.3. 
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5.3. The Importance of Capacity Building and Farmer Organisations 

The farmers who were not members of any groups and had not undergone training with Vi 

Agroforestry were limited in coping and adapting to precipitation changes. Many of these 

respondents were less confident of their ability to pursue coping and adaptation strategies and 

some had no idea of what to do except to focus on off-farm livelihoods. One female 

respondent said that there was nothing she could do but to wait while the rain carried away 

her crops as well as the fertile topsoil. Some respondents said that one of their limitations was 

the lack of knowledge and ideas of what to do while others did not acknowledge the benefits 

of acquiring new knowledge and claimed to have enough skills to cope and adapt to climate 

change, only lacking money and water infrastructure, although without any ideas on how to 

acquire those things. Money was seen as the ultimate solution, labourers could be hired and 

pumps and irrigation devices or food could be bought. Acquisition of information was limited 

to mass media and publicly held meetings such as the chief’s Baraza (a publicly held meeting 

organised by government extension officers where agricultural knowledge and information 

was disseminated). Place and location was crucial for the acquisition of information. Farmers 

situated far from rural centres had even less access to mass media such as newspapers 

(although several respondents said that they acquired news through the radio). Trainings and 

meetings held far away from the farmers were also difficult to access, especially for women. 

These farmers perceived themselves to be vulnerable to climate change and because of the 

gender based constraints to pursue coping and adaptation strategies female farmers were even 

more vulnerable. 

 

The Vi Agroforestry Programme is primarily focused on agroforestry, business enterprise 

development and microfinance but also incorporates climate change mitigation and adaptation 

efforts (www.viskogen.se). The capacity building encompassed training, empowerment and 

group development within those areas. The capacity building was conducted within groups 

and farmer organisations. Examples of trainings undertaken by the respondents were; farm 

planning, farm management, tree planting, crop diversification, kitchen garden management, 

vertical horticulture (growing vegetables in sacks), poultry keeping, dairy-goat keeping, VSL 

(Village Saving and Loans), financial management, proposal writing, conflict management, 

flood control and water cleaning techniques.      

 

Capacity building and group memberships provided farmers with knowledge and ability to 

pursue a range of coping and adaptation strategies, which were especially important for 
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women and their vulnerable position. The training and group membership also had an 

alleviated effect on the unequal power relations between spouses and resulted in a 

renegotiation of gender contracts, which increased the adaptive capacity of women.   

 

During Vi Agroforestry capacity building the importance of sharing of responsibilities was 

emphasized. The capacity building resulted in a modification of the division of labour and 

authority for many of the respondents, although the change mainly consisted of altering 

female gender contracts in such a way that women were allowed to do on-farm chores they 

previously were not believed to be able to do, or were inhibited to do by cultural taboos. One 

female respondent (woman no.2) said that she used to lack the knowledge of how to plough, 

which left her in a vulnerable position when her husband left her. As a result of the capacity 

building she learned how to plough and felt empowered to do it. A male respondent (man 

no.3) said that his wife now engages in tree planting since they were no longer restricted by 

the cultural beliefs of misfortune and in the end they get an increased farm output. The male 

focus group participants said that before “only men had the knowledge of how to control 

things like soil erosion and nowadays even the women know how to do it” (FGD no.3). They 

said that because women were not allowed to do certain things they did not have the 

necessary knowledge and skills, but because of the capacity building they had realised that 

“anybody can do anything”. One female focus group participant said that the trainings had 

“widened her knowledge and now she can do things which she never did” before (FGD no.1).  

 

The respondents who had received capacity building said that the new knowledge and skills 

had helped them to adapt to the altered precipitation patterns, as in the words of one female 

respondent (woman no.2); “the farm  is not at risk of water runoff or soil erosion” because of 

the trees she had planted, her and her family were increasingly becoming food secure after she 

had diversified the farm production and learned how to keep a vegetable garden during dry 

periods as well as which varieties to plant during extreme precipitation. The capacity building 

was important for both women and men, but especially for women. Another female 

respondent (woman no.3) said that now she is the one to teach her husband how to do things 

like planting tree seedlings. When the female respondents acquired new knowledge it reduced 

the gender based agricultural knowledge gap within the households, which gave women a 

stronger basis to influence farm activities and important decisions.  
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The farmer organisations and social groups acted as hubs for dissemination of information 

and knowledge. Farmers shared ideas, talked about crop varieties, discussed kitchen garden 

planning, tree planting and other farm management related matters. Members had greater and 

more instant access to knowledge and information compared to non-members. As a result the 

farmers had greater possibilities to pursue both on- and off-farm strategies that required 

specific knowledge and information (e.g. the characteristics of new/different plant varieties or 

knowledge of suitable markets for specific farm produce to boost side business ventures etc.). 

The farmer organisations and social groups were also organised in umbrella groups with 

which they shared knowledge, information (e.g. where to find better markets for their 

produce) and sometimes even physical resources such as tree seedlings and/or crop varieties. 

At times bulking and marketing could be done within the umbrella groups to further increase 

the farm revenues. These connections extended their social networks and added value to their 

activities. The knowledge and information provided by the group members and between the 

umbrella groups enhanced the adaptive capacity of both men and women. However the 

enhancement was greater for women whom had had less access to new knowledge and 

information in their daily lives because of the division of space and labour. 

 

Gender based power relations were altered and female gender contract were renegotiated as a 

result of the Vi Agroforestry training and group activities. Women gained empowerment and 

self-esteem when they saw positive examples of other capable women, knowing that the 

knowledge and skills they had attained could not be taken away from them. The altered power 

relation between spouses and the change in the division of authority was mainly manifested in 

a transformed decision-making process. After a couple had participated in training the woman 

was usually allowed to be more involved in decision-making and even allowed to make 

independent decisions, e.g. decide to plant trees without consulting her husband or wait until 

he came around. The empowerment from the capacity building and the group activities also 

gave women a voice and the confidence to argue their point of view. One female focus group 

participant said that because of the training and group activities she and her husband 

discussed more and thus also shared more work and responsibilities (FGD no.1). 

 

The social support structure within groups provided both physical and moral support and intra 

group solidarity. This enabled both women and men to do pursue coping and adaptation 

strategies they were unable to pursue before. The social support networks were improved, 

which increased individuals’ opportunities to cope with rainfall challenges with support from 
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friends within the groups. This was particularly a marked difference for women who had 

fewer possibilities to establish social support networks compared to men, as women were 

preoccupied in the domestic sphere. With combined group efforts and labour rotation, labour 

intensive strategies that individuals did not have the possibility to pursue alone could be 

achieved, which also was especially important for women. Discourses of gender based 

capacity, i.e. the notion of a female lack of essential strength to plough, dig holes; ditches, 

dikes etc. could be bypassed if done in groups as the combined strength was perceived to be 

sufficient. Moreover, such strategies were time-consuming, and many women did not have 

time to pursue them because of the division of labour, but when done efficiently in groups it 

also became an option for women.  

 

The VSL (Village Saving and Loans) was also especially important for women since it gave 

them some financial freedom, which was important to adapt to precipitation challenges. The 

possibility to plan farm activities, make farm investments and other income-generating 

activities was crucial to successfully pursue on- and off-farm adaptation strategies (e.g. 

plant/buy new crop varieties or start a poultry business etc.). Some groups had joint savings to 

acquire livestock or other farm input. If a woman obtained an animal through group savings 

she had more influence over it, thus the gendered discourses governing ownership were partly 

transformed, creating possibilities for women to pursue animal strategies to cope and adapt to 

rainfall challenges.  

 

According to the expert interviews, women formed groups more often than men, and there 

were more women-only and gender-mixed groups than men-only groups. Women groups 

were also more coercive, the social support structure was stronger and women groups tended 

to do more joint activities, both on- and off-farm. Men were usually mainly interested in VSL 

(Village Saving and Loans) and rather hired labourers instead of engaging in group labour 

rotation. If lacking in financial resources they would rather sell off productive assets. 

According to the expert interviews, suggested explanations for this were; although group 

organisation was beneficial to both men and women, women had even more to gain because 

of their vulnerable position based on discourses of gender. Furthermore discourses of gender 

divisions and the social setup could be a constraint for male group formation, and thus a 

constraint to adaptation. Men were more mobile, they were more likely to leave for work in 

an urban area and not stay around to fulfil their group commitments, which resulted in a lack 
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of trust between men. Women were tied to the farm, the domestic sphere and child rearing 

and thus unlikely to leave.  

 

An additional benefit of belonging to a farmer organisation or social group was the likelihood 

of improved linkages to external agencies, which enhanced adaptive capacity. Farmers who 

were organised in groups and had undergone capacity building with Vi Agroforestry had 

greater possibilities to establish linkages to external agencies such as NGOs or governmental 

organisations, which normally only worked with groups because of the administration 

facilitation. Furthermore, groups were more easily found by new organisations because of the 

requirement that all groups had to be registered at the District Office. Records of group 

activities made it easier to apply for loans and/or other assistance from external agencies. It 

was not impossible for an individual farmer to establish such linkages alone, but it was 

difficult and time-consuming. Many of the respondents had no idea of how to establish such 

linkages alone or said that by the time they could have made such a contact it would have 

been too late for whatever they were planning to do. The exception was the chief’s Baraza (to 

which also women often attended). 

 

The capacity building improved the ability to establish linkages beyond the prerequisite of 

belonging to a group. Some respondents had had groups before being trained by Vi 

Agroforestry but said that the capacity building had taught them how to communicate with 

external agencies and how to collaborate and coordinate their actions to achieve improved 

results. Apart from knowledge, the empowerment and confidence stemming from group 

membership and capacity building were also important for establishing external linkages. A 

female focus group participant said that she:  “can actually go to any organisation and sell the 

ideas which I have and which I brought from the training” (FGD no.1). 

 

The altered power relations and renegotiated gender contracts increased the adaptive capacity 

of women, and thus the entire household. However the discourses of gender were only altered 

to a limited extent. Regarding division of labour the male gender contract was only slightly 

renegotiated. Some respondents said that after capacity building spouses shared more of the 

farm work and men would assist in some traditional female chores occasionally, but not fully 

embrace such chores. However women were still responsible for the majority of the farm 

work as well as the household duties, a burden that still acted as a barrier to climate change 

adaptation. 
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6. Discussion 
The results in this study support the findings in feminist literature emphasizing the gendered 

dimension in social-natural interaction (e.g. Shiva 1989, Mohanty 1991, Leach et al. 1995, 

Agarwal 1997, Rochelau et al. 1996, Nightingale 2006). Furthermore, the results support the 

findings in other studies on adaptation; adaptive capacity is shaped by cultural and social 

determinants (Nielsen and Reenberg 2010; Adger et al. 2009; Pelling 2005; Pelling and High 

2005; Coulthard 2008; Deressa et al. 2009, Grothmann and Patt 2005; Jones and Boyd 

forthcoming) and since gender was a central aspect of social relations in Lower Nyacach, 

gender relations influenced local climate change adaptation. The gendered nature of climate 

change adaptation is also supported by scholars specifically oriented towards gender and 

climate change (Macgregor 2010; Nelson and Stathers 2009; Lane and McNaught 2009; Terry 

2009; Denton 2002; Meadows et al. 2002).  

 

6.1. Gender Constraints to Climate Adaptation 

Gendered power relations with associated gender contracts acted as a barrier to climate 

change adaptation in Lower Nyacach. As suggested by the framework of feminist political 

ecology (Rochelau et al. 1996) gender contracts and unequal power relations were manifested 

in gendered divisions of authority and decision-making, labour, space and knowledge. The 

patriarchal discourses governing gender relations and gender contracts were mainly a 

constraint for women and their possibility to pursue a range of coping and adaptation 

strategies related to on- and off-farm work. Since women were responsible for the majority of 

the daily farm work and food security, i.e. the resilience of the social-ecological system 

constituted of the household members and the farm, the adaptation constraints for women 

affected the whole household as a unit.  

 

6.2. Renegotiation and Reconstruction of Gender Contracts 

Capacity building and group formation promoted by ViAFP resulted in altered gender 

discourses and a renegotiation of gender contracts. The renegotiation of the female gender 

contracts and the following reconstruction of contracts led to altered gender relations of power 

within the household. The reconstructed female gender contracts were characterized by 

increased capability and confidence to perform certain work (e.g. tree planting, digging, farm 

planning, financial management etc.) and thereby greater possibilities to pursue several 

coping and adaptation strategies. The transformed gender relations also resulted in a more 
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equal input and decision-making power between spouses. The changed discourses and 

gender-contracts also allowed for a reconstruction of gendered space. As a result of group 

formation women had the opportunity to extend their social network (i.e. an increased 

possibility to pursue social support strategies) and thereby acquire new knowledge and 

information. Capacity building and group formation resulted in increased adaptive capacity 

for both men and women thanks to new knowledge and social networks. However, the altered 

power relations and reconstructed gender contracts which also increased adaptive capacity, 

was especially important for women.  

 

The transformed female gender contracts allowed women to perform work (and hence pursue 

several coping and adaptation strategies) that the former female gender contracts did not 

allow. However, it was primarily the female gender contracts that were renegotiated and 

reconstructed. The results indicated that men were more reluctant to pursue group strategies 

such as labour rotation, and rather hired labourers by selling off productive assets, which 

could lead to maladaptation and increase vulnerability if done frequently (Taylor et al. 2010). 

Therefore, this aspect of the male gender contract was a constraint to adaptation. 

Nevertheless, the male gender contract was reconstructed, although not to the same extent as 

the female gender contract. The reconstruction of the male gender contract resulted in a less 

authoritative role where male subjects were allowed to share both power and farm work, but 

not to fully engage in traditionally female chores. As the labour-related barriers to female 

adaptation consisted of perceived ability, need of permission to perform certain work as well 

as the high workload laid upon women, the limited transformation of the male gender contract 

persisted to constrain adaptation.  

 

As suggested in feminist post-structural theory change was slow and achieved by repeating 

actions that challenged existing social norms (Mansvelt 2005) and as argued by Nyangweso-

Wangila (2007) social change was achieved through empowering the agency of subjects. The 

respondents and focus group participants who had undergone capacity building and 

empowerment within farmer organisations or social groups were active agents of change (as 

suggested by Forsberg 2001) who renegotiated and reconstructed the gender contracts as they 

acted differently and performed work they previously did not engage in (e.g. when women 

who previously were not allowed to plant trees did so or when men shared more of their 

power in decision-making) because of the rules of established social norms and gender 

contracts.  
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Marriage was an important institution essential for gender relations in Lower Nyacach. 

Because of marital status being of such relative importance for the social status of subjects, 

the form of the institution per se was not challenged and renegotiated, even though certain 

aspects within marriage were. The perceived intrinsic value and risk of social punishments 

and exclusion were great and resistance to such norms was risky. Women in particular had to 

conform to patriarchal rules of marriage because of the unequal distribution of power.  

 

6.3. Implications of Findings 

In order for farmers and farming households to manage resilience, social relations must 

enable equal opportunities to all members of the community to cope and adapt to climate 

change. As suggested by Smit and Wandel (2006, p. 289) “adaptations can be considered as 

local or community-based adjustments to deal with changing conditions within the constraints 

of the broader economic, social and political arrangements”. Furthermore, where such 

constraints, (as the gender based barriers to adaption in Lower Nyacach) adaptation can “be 

considered as attempting changing those broad economic–social– political structures 

themselves”. The implication is thus that enhancement of gender equality and renegotiation 

and reconstruction of gender contracts and power relations are not only prerequisites to 

enhance the adaptive capacity for small-scale farmers in Lower Nyacach, but can also be 

considered to be adaptation in itself.   

 

The Vi Agroforestry Programme is recognizing the importance of strengthening the roles of 

women (www.viskogen.se) and several academic studies have already noted the importance 

cultural and social determinants in climate adaptation (Adger et al. 2009; Nielsen and 

Reenberg 2010; Pelling 2005; Pelling and High 2005; Coulthard 2008; Deressa et al. 2009, 

Grothmann and Patt 2005; Jones and Boyd forthcoming). But it is not enough to simply know 

that gender and other social determinants may act as a barrier to climate change adaptation. 

To enable renegotiation and reconstruction of gender relations and gender contracts (and/or 

other intersecting social relations) there must be an understanding of how such determinants 

limit adaptation. Only a few scholars have thoroughly explored the role of gender relations in 

climate change adaptation (e.g. Nelson and Stathers 2009; Lane and McNaught 2009; Terry 

2009; Denton 2002; Meadows et al. 2002). This study has attempted to do so, and provides 

insight on the influence of specific aspects of gender contracts in relation to particular coping 
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and adaptation strategies. Since gender contracts are always context-dependent, context-

specific studies are necessary to understand how gender relations influence climate change 

adaptation. However, the local context is not detached from the world. Institutional settings at 

higher scales influence the formation of gender contracts (Forsberg 2001), thus to truly 

reconstruct gender contracts and enhance adaptation, discourses of gender and power need to 

be altered at higher levels as well. Consequently the broader, social, and economic context 

must be transformed (Smit and Wandel 2006). 

Nelson and Stathers (2009) argue that there is a need to understand the impacts of climate 

change-related initiatives implemented by NGOs, governments and the private sector, which 

this study partly does by showing the how adaptive capacity was enhanced by renegotiations 

and reconstructions of gender contracts as a result of ViAFP capacity building. The work of 

the ViAFP is primarily focused on agroforestry, business enterprises and microfinance, but 

combined with climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts (www.viskogen.se). It has 

been argued that development projects and livelihood strategies cannot be separated from 

climate change adaptation efforts (Felipe-Simoes et al. 2010, Adger et al. 2005), which is 

supported by the findings in this study. Sustainable development efforts, i.e. capacity building 

and group formation promoted by ViAFP, are simultaneously adaptation efforts as well, and 

the coping and adaptation strategies pursued by farmers are often inseparable from livelihood 

strategies.  

 

6.4. Discussion of the Methodological and Theoretical Approach   

“Cultural barriers to adaptation can only be understood in context” (Nielsen and Reenberg 

2010 p. 150), hence the study of how gender contracts influence adaptation requires a context 

sensitive methodology, which is provided by an in-depth qualitative approach. Furthermore, 

the overlapping, fluid and sometimes contradictory discourses are not entirely fit for 

quantitative measurements. The in-depth qualitative methodological approach limits scaling-

up of the results, but in comparison with other studies there are opportunities to identify 

patterns, as long as the contextual nature of gender contracts and adaptation are kept in mind. 

Patriarchal gender relations may be important in other contexts as well, framed more or less 

alike, although depending on contextual intersecting variables.  
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Feminist political ecology based on feminist environmentalism, socialist feminism and post-

structural feminism (Rochelau et al. 1996) have proved to be a highly rewarding approach to 

explore the influence of gender relations of power in determining adaptive capacity and the 

ability of farmers to pursue various coping and adaptation strategies. The feminist political 

ecology framework made power relations and gender evident, and complemented thinking 

about social-ecological systems and adaptation to environmental change.  

Gender relations and power are asymmetric, which the empirical material showed. There were 

considerable differences in gender relations and gender contracts between individuals, 

households, empirical groups and between different parts of individuals’ lives, although the 

analysis and presentation of results focused on the similarities. The post-structural emphasis 

on complexity, difference and asymmetry is partly its strength. A less rigid view of power 

relations and gender acknowledges intersectionality, i.e. that people are conditioned by the 

particularities of their individual lives (Bradley 2007). This approach is likely to produce a 

more accurate view of the situation and find ways to enhance adaptation. A good example is 

one of the female respondents (woman no.4), who had little education, had not undergone any 

capacity building and was not member of any farmer group but had the most equal setting in 

her household compared to the rest of the respondents. As others explained and defended 

inequality with religious arguments she used religion to defend her and her husband’s choice 

of a more equal relationship. She was deeply religious and member of a particularly strict 

church and she said “before God everybody is equal, so they should just do everything 

equally”. 

But then again the emphasis on difference, fluidity and deconstruction is also the weakness of 

post-structuralism. Social-relations can be deconstructed to eternity and the lack of any 

boundaries can make it difficult to use. This shortcoming can be overcome, simply by being 

aware of the deconstruction trap, and by setting boundaries to the focus of interest, as done in 

this study, which focuses on gender relations. Intersectionality should be, and was, kept in 

mind during the data collection and data analysis. However within the scope and time frame 

of this thesis it was not possible to fully explore intersectionality, although the empirical 

material indicated age and marital status to be important intersectional variables.  
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6.5. Further Research 

Feminist political ecology and post-structuralism complemented resilience thinking by 

making power and gender relations evident in climate change adaptation. However, given the 

contextual nature of gender contracts there will be a continuous need for studies and 

evaluations of the influence of power and gender relations to achieve successful adaptation. 

Thus, further research on the influence of gender relations and power in managing the 

resilience of social-ecological systems needs to be done. 

 

The study of gender contracts concern place-specific gender distinctions, gendered 

performance of individuals and institutions as well as how power relations influence the 

construction and maintenance of contracts (Forsberg 2001). This thesis has shown how 

capacity building and group formation had a positive influence on adaptive capacity by 

causing renegotiation and reconstruction of constraining gender contracts, but further study is 

required to examine how such renegotiations and reconstructions play out over time. Studies 

of gender contracts should also assess how resistance weakens the contract (Forsberg 2001). 

Resistance to constraining social-relations is key to enhance adaptation, and since discourses 

of gender are in constant flux it is of great interest to know how subjects resist and challenge 

gender contracts in relation to climate change in their daily lives. Such resistance was 

indicated during the fieldwork and data collection but not explored further because of the 

limited timeframe and scope of study. Resistance to constraining social relations (such as 

gender or other power relations) in relation to climate change adaptation deserves further 

attention in future research.  

 

Further research on gender relations, power and climate change adaptation should also assess 

how different social determinants intersect each other and how intersectionality influences the 

construction, maintenance, resistance and reconstruction of gender contracts. The theoretical 

framework suggests that patriarchal gender relations are intimately connected to discourses of 

sexuality (Butler 1990). Given the central role of marital status (founded in discourses of 

heterosexuality) in Lower Nyacach, exploring the role of hetero-patriarchal relations could 

shed further light on the construction of gender contracts, and thus how to enable 

renegotiation and reconstruction of gender contracts constraining adaptive capacity.  
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Finally there is also a need acquire further knowledge of how discourses of gender and power 

at higher scales interact and shape local gender contracts, in order remove social constraints 

and enable adaptation.  



57 

  

7. Conclusion 

This thesis argues that gender relations and unequal distribution of power, manifested in 

gender contracts, was a constraint to adaptive capacity, primarily for women, and to the 

respondents’ pursuit of several coping and adaptation strategies, both on- and off-farm. The 

adaptive capacity of women was crucial to the resilience of rural households in Lower 

Nyacach since women were responsible for the daily farm work and food security. 

 

The discourses of gender and the related gender contracts included unequal divisions of 

labour, space, knowledge, household authority and decision-making. Through capacity 

building and group formation, gender contracts were partially renegotiated and reconstructed 

in such a way that facilitated coping and adaptation, thus enhancing adaptive capacity. The 

reconstructed female gender contracts encompassed increased capability and confidence to 

perform certain work (hence, to pursue certain coping and adaptation strategies), make 

themselves heard, take part in discussions as well as to make independent decisions. As a 

result of the capacity building and group activities, the gendered division of labour and space 

were renegotiated, which was both caused by, and a result of, transformed gender contracts.  

 

Group membership also allowed for an increased social support network and knowledge 

acquisition through those networks, which was especially important for women because of the 

division of labour and space, as well as the gendered knowledge gap. Consequently the 

capacity building and group formation enabled female farmers to pursue a range of on- and 

off-farm coping and adaptation strategies, hence not only improving the adaptive capacity of 

women, but also of the household. The male gender contract was partially renegotiated and 

reconstructed in a way that allowed for sharing of power and farm work with their wives, but 

not to fully embrace traditional female chores. Subsequently it resulted in a more equal 

division of labour that enhanced adaptive capacity, especially in the long run. However, a 

heavy workload was still laid upon women, which persisted to constrain their adaptation 

possibilities.   

 

Given the coping and adaptation constraints caused by unequal gender based power relations 

in Lower Nyacach and the increased adaptive capacity following renegotiations of gender 

contracts after capacity building and group formation; any attempt to attain successful climate 

adaptation and resilience at the household level, should include efforts to transform gender 
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contracts in order to create equitable social relations, and hence enable coping and adaptation 

for all members of the community. This study has attempted to shed light over how gender 

contracts are constructed, maintained and reconstructed in order to gain knowledge of how to 

achieve such transformations in the face of climate change. 
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