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Abstract

This article seeks to contribute to ongoing debates on gender equality in energy development projects. This article adopts a
feminist critical standpoint to assess initiatives on gender and energy in international development. While recognizing the
benefits of applying gender analysis to map out the divergences in access and opportunities in energy, this article stresses
three recurring issues in energy development studies: a dangerous return of the ‘efficiency approach’ of women in energy
and development; the erroneous interchangeability of gender as a ‘women only’ issue; and the diffusion of ‘feminization
of energy poverty’ discourses. This article stresses how international organizations and practitioners in energy are echoing
the already critiqued concept of ‘feminization of poverty’ and how this can unintentionally undermine the efforts to achieve

gender equality.
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Poverty has many faces and dimensions, affecting many
people across the globe. But since the inception of global
international aid initiatives in the 1960s—1970s, international
organizations are consistently asserting that women are the
poorest among the poor (UN 1995).! This realization led to
the coining of the ‘feminization of poverty’? concept, a term
which stresses predominantly the income-based disparities
men and women experience, especially in the ‘developing’
world (Jackson 1996). Throughout the following decades,
women in less industrialized countries have been targeted
by countless initiatives aiming at reducing local income
poverty. However, studies monitoring the effectiveness of
these measures indicate that in some cases, women experi-
enced a worsening of their conditions in society rather than
the intended outcome (Jackson, 1996, 1998; Kalpana 2005;
Sengupta 2013; Ukanwa et al. 2018). Particularly, feminists
have highlighted the dangers hidden behind these initiatives
(Coulter 2009) especially when an appropriate gender analy-
sis in planning, methods and delivery is not carefully imple-
mented. This is particularly frequent when projects focused
exclusively on women and when the tools to analyze gender
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disparities were reduced to gender-disaggregated data. This
condition exacerbated conflicts and altered the already pre-
carious relation dynamics between heteronormative couples
(Calkin 2015).

The main point this article aims to discuss is that despite
earlier criticisms on how development institutions targeted
women’s poverty, some ongoing energy development initia-
tives are reproducing and replicating the same potentially
dangerous discourses and approaches. For example, count-
less of energy development initiatives, discussed later in this
article, claim that energy access can reduce gender inequal-
ity. However, feminist scholars and practitioners pointed
out how technological and financial determinism linked to
energy access cannot fix gender inequality.

A misalignment in the way gender inequality is under-
stood leads to misinterpretations of the key messages.
For example, early international development literature
on Gender and Energy was predominantly practitioner-
based (grey literature), women-focused, and tended to
stress with certainty the positive changes in gender equal-
ity through modern electricity/energy services (Cannon
and Chu 2021). Several development organizations such as
the Asian Development Bank (2015) and the World Bank

! https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/wp-content/uploads/
2016/08/5_Why-It-Matters-2020.pdf.

2 Term coined by Pierce in 1978.
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(Kohlin et al. 2011) stated: ‘The literature on gender and
energy suggests that providing electricity to communi-
ties and homes, and motive power for tasks considered
women's work can promote gender equality’ (Kohlin et al.
2011: viii). Similar considerations have also been found
in academic literature, especially in rural geographies
(Oparaocha and Dutta 2011; Sovacool et al. 2013; Chikulo
2014). In their discourses, it is clear that access to modern
energy services is somehow linked to gender equality and
the argument is often around health and time. In fact, espe-
cially in rural areas of the Global South, an overwhelming
amount of evidence can be collected on women’s time pov-
erty because of the pre-established gendered role in energy
provision and preparation of meals Clancy and Roehr
2003; Blackden et al. 2006; Kes and Swaminathan 2006.
More recently, evidence points at a shift in family time
for women in rural Kenya adopting new clean cookstoves
(Jagoe et al. 2020). However, while there are important
benefits brought by electricity services to both men and
women, such as cooling for health and nutrition (Khosla
et al. 2021), there are some important pitfalls in the way
energy is portrayed in relation to gender inequality.
Moreover, while it is widely known that gender is a social
construct and is the constitutive element of power inequali-
ties between sexes, classes, and ethnic groups (Scott 1986)
studies in energy and gender rarely attempt to understand
the cultural factors that engendered local gender roles and
relations in different geographies (Listo 2018; Fathallah
and Pyakurel 2020). In this sense, to understand whether
energy access is a key factor in shifting pre-determined gen-
der roles we need to talk about the power structures which
sustain such ideologies and include a feminist perspective in
the discussions. In fact, as highlighted by Bell et al. (2020)
feminist theory offers a valuable contribution in the under-
standing of power structures especially in energy research
(Bell et al. 2020). However, intersectional, postcolonial and
post-structuralist feminist approaches to energy access is still
an overlooked topic. In conducting a narrative review of 57
articles, Cannon and Chu (2021) found that only 18 papers
looked at gender and energy beyond cis-heteronormative
identities and that only one paper applied queer theory. Fath-
allah and Pyakurel (2020) suggest there might have been a
misuse of gender as category of analysis, which is not just
about the differences between men and women. Gender as
category of analysis is the constitutive element of power
inequalities between sexes, classes and ethnic groups (Scott
1986). In Scott’s definition of gender as category of analy-
sis we already find an encompassing, multidimensional lens
which deviates from the mere understanding of women/men
as biological category. However, most early energy stud-
ies left this assumption largely unchallenged (Fathallah and
Pyakurel 2020), leading to a lack of understanding about
how an unequal distribution of energy services around the
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world affects non-normative identities, such as migration
status, sexuality, and ethnicity.

It is perhaps more appropriate to talk about energy’s
potential to increase the quality of life for all people of all
gendered identities, and particularly for individuals whom,
because of pre-established gendered roles, are more exposed
to the negative consequences of energy poverty and unsafe
fuels usage. Hence, access to resources (and in this case
energy) is only one component of a larger process which
involves a combined intervention to shift preestablished and
hard-to-break ideologies (classism, racism, and patriarchy
to name a few) which are responsible for the perpetration
and reproduction of inequalities within society. An example
of a combined action (social justice principles with energy
equity) is gender mainstreaming in energy development. In
this case, women are incorporated in every step of the energy
production chain (from policies to distribution) which is
now called energy justice (Sovacool and Dworkin 2015).
In a recent publication, Feenstra and Ozerol (2021) argue
that ‘The objective of gender and energy policy research
is an engendering energy policy that enables a fair energy
distribution between women and men, recognises gen-
dered energy needs, and contributes to equal participation
of women and men in the energy sector.” However, Alston
(2014: 282) already pointed the limitations of gender main-
streaming approaches as ‘it has not necessarily resulted
in advances for women, as it is usually associated with a
winding back of women-focused policies and programs [...]
Further, is it about integrating women into male normative
systems or about transforming those systems to achieve radi-
cal change?’.

The incorporation of all women, independently of their
biological sex, in the path of an equal process of decision-
making around energy access, energy transition and energy
policy in general is fundamental to redistribute power espe-
cially in a masculinized and overpoweringly men-based
institutions (especially in the oil and gas industry). The
achievement of the most basic human needs such as clean
water, safe food and reliable energy access should not start
with a patriarchal infrastructure which inserts women to
satisfy a diversity tick box, but it should begin with gender
equity and gender equality. Once patriarchy, classism and
racism are eradicated, we can truly say that energy and gen-
der are positively linked; until then, any discourse which
attempts to enshrine energy as an agent for gender equality
can be misleading.

This article’s final critique is about the ontological ground
in which the disadvantages women living in energy poverty
experience, such as time and income poverty, and lack of
opportunities. The term poverty, time poverty and disadvan-
tages are predominantly conceptualized within a western,
neoliberal perspective which assigned time poverty, lack of
opportunities and income poverty a negative connotation
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within a system of values in which profit is the most impor-
tant value.

This article builds on existing critiques and intends to
flag the dangers and the limitations embedded in the current
interpretation of gender in energy and development studies
and discourses. Moreover, it re-proposes the use of gender
as originally intended by Scott (1986) as the ‘constitutive
element of social inequalities which includes discriminations
based on sexuality, class, ethnicity, and race’. Furthermore,
to assess the possible return of the feminization of (energy)
poverty discourses, this article adopts the work of Sylvia
Chant (2007) as a critical lens. The combination of Scott’s
theory and Chant’s critical contribution helped flag: a) the
reproduction of efficiency models; b) the misuse of gender
as women only concept and c) the dangerous return of the
‘feminization of poverty’ discourses in energy and develop-
ment studies and practices.

This article is structured as follows, the first part flags out
the similarities between gender and development discourses
and the literature on gender and energy development. The
second part introduces Chant’s feminization of poverty’s
ideas applied to energy studies, and the third part reflects
on the dangers of reproducing the feminization of energy
poverty narratives for gender equality.

Gender and Energy in Development

Women in Development—also known as WID—was one
of the earliest initiatives tackling the ‘feminization of pov-
erty’, characterized by the deployment of several initiatives
to increase women’s economic resources through micro-
credit programmes, Conditional Cash Transfers (CCTs)
policies and female-only cash in hand programmes. In 2006,
Muhammad Yunus was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize for
founding the Grameen Bank of Bangladesh—considered a
powerful strategy to combat poverty (especially women’s
poverty) (Wilson 2011). Early critiques of WID emphasize
how the feminist principle of gender equality have been
targeted almost exclusively in terms of access to finances
and income-generating opportunities. The idea of ‘femini-
zation of poverty’ rose from a context where ‘poverty’ was
conceptualized mainly as income paucity (Chant 2008) and
its immediate solutions or anti-poverty measures, such as
CCTs and microcredit were seen as having ‘rarely relieved
women of the onus of coping with poverty in their household,
and has sometimes exacerbated their burdens’ (Chant 2008:
165).

In this sense, improving the efficiency of domestic chores
is described as central to freeing women’s time. Women’s
time ‘poverty’ is a concern not only for justice reasons, but
also because it affects other development measures aim-
ing to address gender equality and reduce poverty (Clancy

et al. 2015). Similarly, looking into multiple dimensions of
poverty and considering energy services and infrastructure,
development organizations are once more proposing imme-
diate one fit for-all technical solutions to address energy-
poverty and gender inequality. That is the case with clean
technology access mirroring microcredit solutions and
CCTs, rather than aiming to understand the core determi-
nants of the unbalanced burden of energy provision and
usage.

The critiques of WID encouraged the development of a
new approach called Gender and Development (GAD) in the
1980s, which primarily aimed to challenge gender relations
and improve the position of women in society. The assump-
tion was that an access-based approach was insufficient to
challenge a long-established hierarchy of power, even if
women had more resources. International development ini-
tiatives like the Millennium Development Goals used GAD
frameworks with the foundational idea that gender moved
beyond the income-centred sets of action, embracing a more
comprehensive notion of equality based on the principles
of freedom, solidarity, tolerance, and shared responsibility.

In that sense, Kofi Annan, former Secretary-General of
the United Nations highlighted the extent to which gender
equality was a prerequisite to achieve the Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (Duflo 2012), turning gender equality from
ethical principle to a development goal. However, feminist
literature notes that even an equal distribution of opportuni-
ties does not effectively change gender disparities. The gen-
der pay gap, gender-based violence and unbalanced repro-
ductive responsibilities are still some of the gendered issues
on-going in several countries such as France and the UK,
where there has been political action towards the equality
of opportunity (Chant 2014). Moreover, Cornwall and Rivas
(2015) feared that focusing on gender differences created a
wider divide between sexes, while systematically ignoring
the other levels of complexities, including race, class, eth-
nicities and sexualities.

Mimicking the development of anti-poverty measures
regarding ‘female poverty’, women’s disadvantaged condi-
tions in the context of energy poverty inspired a crescendo
of international measures and public—private initiatives, e.g.,
clean cookstoves or CCS initiatives in Kenya, solar electric
cookers in India and increasing interest in sustainable energy
in rural areas. For international organizations such as UN-
Women, and the World Bank, access to cleaner technolo-
gies and sources is, therefore, a matter of gender equality
(UNEP 2016). One of the first examples of energy impacts
on women’s economic empowerment is the Multi-Functional
Platform (MFP), a diesel generator providing electricity for
refrigerators, lighting, and other appliances, such as water
pumps and cereal grinders.

In 1993, the UNDP started a pilot project with Mali’s
Government to ‘simultaneously distribute energy services,
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empower women and support local activities’ through the
distribution and implementation of 500 MFP from 1999
to 2004 (Sovacool et al. 2013). This was then replicated
in numerous countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa.
According to the UNDP, the success of the MFP can be
seen on different levels; women who own and manage the
machine have higher incomes, more economic independ-
ence, and more time for education, and ultimately, achieved
a better social status and a higher quality of life than women
who do not have access and/or control over the MFPs.
Moreover, according to Sovacool (2012) villages’ incomes
increased from 1999 to 2004. Table 1 below indicates the
similarities between WID-GAD and Energy and Gender
development projects.

Table 1 shows some examples of the striking similarities
between WID and GAD approaches to Energy and Gen-
der development initiatives, including approaches that had
already been criticized by feminist scholarship for worsen-
ing women’s conditions. For example, a focus on energy
access which emphasizes women’s economic empowerment
deriving from energy-related economic activities does not
alone deliver important transformations in gender equality
because gendered power structures are not challenged, as
already found in microfinance programmes (Kalpana 2005;
Cornwall et al. 2008). Also the technological and business
in hand approach delivered by programmes such as Solar
Mamas, while creating opportunities to initiate financial
inclusion and technological access, such approaches stand
on the theoretical basis that women should be active par-
ticipants to the economy. However, such assumption can
be problematic, as an excessive focus on women’s finan-
cial independence may exacerbate the tensions between
men and women and worsen women’s conditions (Mayoux
2001; Molyneux 2006). Winther et al. (2017) show how in
some cases in northern India and Zanzibar, electrification
highlighted the social divide and strengthened patriarchal
structures. Silberschmidt (2001) reports that when a sudden
change in the social structure occurs, such as when women
become economically independent ‘Many men expressed
outright jealousy and fear that when wives have their own
business projects outside the home they may feel attracted
to other men’. Clearly, no change (however positive) occurs
without unintended negative consequences. This suggests
that when attention is given exclusively to the financial
wellbeing of women, without challenging pre-existing gen-
der ideologies this can be counterproductive in the efforts
to eradicate patriarchy and can exacerbate violent behav-
iour towards women. This is shown, for instance, in Kerala
(India), where Wilhite (2013) showed how electrification
increased dowry expectations with the inclusion of elec-
trical appliances, increasing financial burden of families,
and reinforcing gender inequalities in household duties.
Similar unintended consequences have occurred in energy
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development programmes with a pointed focus on women.
A study found that in rural South African villages, electri-
fication increased the perceived income disparity between
genders (Matinga and Annegarn 2013). The previously
discussed work by Winther et al. (2017) also highlighted
socially divisive and patriarchy-strengthening effects of elec-
trification. Still, current programmes aiming at deploying
sustainable energy in developing countries still follow the
same pattern: a focus on financial or technological transi-
tion and training. While increased focus on gender in global
development and poverty reduction programmes helped to
channel more resources to women in the last two decades
(Chant 2008), the eradication of poverty does not guarantee
an improvement in women’s decision-making power and
legal rights within public and private spheres.

Chant’s argument also applies to energy programmes
focused on women’s economic empowerment, such as: solar
lamps, micro-enterprises, multifunctional platforms and
small hydropower plants. The programmes Solar Sister (SS)
in Africa and Barefoot College (BC) in India tackle energy
access and availability, offering women the opportunity to
learn business activities, increase their income and acquire
new skills. These renewable energy projects focus on rural
women, typically in areas where strong patriarchal norms
are in place. While some claim that there are positive trans-
formative outcomes of a technical and economic integration
of women in society, there is no guarantee that an actual shift
in pre-existing gender relations and opportunities is occur-
ring because of economic empowerment or technical train-
ing. For example, in their study of SS programmes in rural
Tanzania, Gray et al. (2019) argue that economic empower-
ment provided by the solar lanterns also encompassed other
forms of empowerment such as improving women’s self-
esteem and autonomy. Some women also reported of feeling
proud and stronger (Gray et al. 2019: 38). What often miss
in these types of analysis is the realization that the research
is valid at a specific point in time. For example, an analysis
of such programmes realized soon after its inception, will
inevitably lead to positive responses by its beneficiaries,
especially among those who have been deprived of resources
and opportunities. I argue that a long-term assessment of
such programmes is currently missing in most of research
investigating gender equality and energy. Research, in fact,
demonstrates that societal subversion norms and values,
particularly of long-standing patriarchal ideologies, do not
occur in a short amount of time. Mininni (2021) also argued
that energy related initiatives which foster women’s integra-
tion in the local economy led to a greater gender equality in
energy, and that such programmes (BC & SS) are ‘needed
to engender transformative change’ (p.), however, the same
author also claims that the sociocultural background can be
challenging to subvert current social structures and hierar-
chies. In this sense, the benefits of women’s empowerment
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initiative via energy projects are limited to an economic
empowerment, meaning offering women the opportunity
to work in and with energy. As argued in this article, the
economic empowerment approach, while providing a much
needed basis for women’s integration in the economy, does
not necessarily lead to a greater gender equality in the sense
of subversion of pre-existing patriarchal norms.

Several cases reporting the efforts of development pro-
jects on alleviating women’s chores show a shift in the bur-
den or even worse conditions for women. This is because
women are generally in charge of domestic work, and with-
out a re-balance of chores between men and women, the
latter becomes overburdened with productive and reproduc-
tive activities. In her work, Jackson (1998) reports that even
if development programmes focus on training women as
entrepreneurs, they often cannot participate in development
projects because they are already overburdened with domes-
tic chores and have no time to become involved. Similarly,
energy-development programmes also target gender equal-
ity by focusing on women living in energy poverty mostly
in terms of the financial benefits linked to energy access, as
the UNDP (2011: 3) states:

‘Energy has significant links to gender equality. First,
women and girls are often primarily responsible for
collecting fuel and water at the community level. Also,
poor women tend to participate in the informal eco-
nomic sector (for example, the food sector)’.

The statement above clearly points out how, due to existing
gender divisions of labour, the task of collecting firewood
and fetching water mainly falls on women (Cecelski 2000;
Skutsch 1998, 2005; FAO 2011). Therefore, when local gov-
ernments do not deliver on infrastructure for clean and pota-
ble water, or grids to supply electricity, women are depicted
as the main providers of basic services, sacrificing’ their
time and working hours to provide these resources. Most
of the academic and grey literature on Energy and Gender
(EG) echoes the UNDP statement, agreeing that women can
develop and achieve equal opportunities through modern
energy access (Clancy et al. 2012). Moreover, practitioners
of energy access advocate that energy access has become
a fundamental way to redistribute benefits for men and
women, equally (ENERGIA 2019).

This entails a fundamental shift in energy development,
from energy as a resource (object), which should be equally
enjoyed by men and women, to a new interpretation of
energy as a tool to further gender equality. Energy, as object

3 There are two reasons I italicized the word sacrificing: a) it is a
preferred and recurrent term used in energy-gender literature; b) the
word ‘sacrificing’ has an implicit subjective value, hence it should be
used only when people affected by energy poverty feel they’re sacri-
ficing something based on their systems of value.

¥

Chant’s framework Energy and gender discourses

Women are poorer than men | 4
1-2E

“Women are energy poorer
than men”

Female household-head are
poorer than male’s 2
household-head

3E

“Women tend to suffer more
health consequences as a
result of prolonged air pollution
exposure”

Women tend to suffer more
the consequences of poverty 3
in the long term

4E

“Women suffer more the
consequences of energy
poverty”

Women are more likely to 4

suffer extreme poverty SE

“Women face obstacles in
accessing modern energy”

\
/
/
/
/

Women face more obstacles
in escaping poverty

Fig. 1 A diagram showing the similarities in the discourses of gender
and development and gender and energy. Author’s elaboration

and service, is now invested with a new function: the pro-
motion of gender equality. This ‘agentification’ of energy
as gender equality catalyst is problematic. Firstly, it seems
to assume that all women and girls living in energy poverty
are the main energy and water providers everywhere in the
world; secondly, it promises structural changes which are not
always possible, e.g. energy access provided in a context of
rigid gender roles will not change fundamentally the position
of women in the society; thirdly, by ‘enshrining’ energy with
the feminist mission to achieve gender equality, it alleviates
human’s responsibility to challenge the structures that cre-
ated inequality in the first place.

The Feminization of Energy Poverty

This article adopts Sylvia Chant’s critique of the feminiza-
tion of poverty, following five main ideas extrapolated from
her major works (Chant 1998; 2006, 2008, 2013; Chant and
Sweetman 2012). Through Chant’s critique of the feminiza-
tion of poverty, I identified how discourses on the feminiza-
tion of poverty tended to share common characteristics with
the energy and gender discourses, namely: 1) women are
poorer than men; 2) women’s poverty tends to coincide with
household headship; 3) women tend to suffer the effects of
poverty in the long-term; 4) women are more likely to suffer
‘extreme’ poverty then men; 5) women face more obsta-
cles in escaping poverty. Using Chant’s concepts as guiding
tools, it is possible to create a conceptual diagram to assess
energy and gender initiatives. Figure 1 shows Chant’s main
points about the feminization of poverty are simply repro-
duced in discourses and initiatives on energy development.
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Author’s Elaboration

Chant’s points (1-2), ‘women experience a higher incidence
of poverty than men’ have been mimicked in the scholarly
literature on energy access (points 1-2E) in developing coun-
tries Sovacool 2012; Habtezion 2012; Sovacool et al. 2013;
Winther et al. 2018), as well as in Europe (Sanchez-Guevara
Sanchez et al. 2020), as discussed in the previous section.
Cecelski (1995) asserts that poor women in rural areas of
developing countries are the most vulnerable group because
they carry heavy loads of firewood across long distances and
cook on smoKky fires that may cause them and their families
to develop lung disease. However, there are studies high-
lighting the absence of sufficient evidence to generalize fire-
wood collection as a women’s only role. A study from the
World Bank (Blackden et al. 2006) reviewed data on the time
allocated by men and women in household chores and non-
commercial energy in Benin, South Africa, Madagascar and
Ghana, respectively, in 1998, 2000, 2001 and 1998-99; and
the results are disparate. In rural areas of Benin and Ghana,
women are largely responsible for the collection of firewood,
while in Madagascar; it is seen as a man’s task.

Moving forward in the critical map above, point 3E can
be unfolded in the energy and gender literature, women seem
to suffer disproportionally the consequences of energy pov-
erty in respect to men, including:

(1) Health risks related with the use of polluting cook-
stoves (Amegah and Jaakkola 2016; Rosenthal et al.
2018; Anenberg et al. 2017).

(2) Health/safety risks related to collecting firewood
(Chynoweth and Patrick 2007; UNEP 2016; Afro-
techana 2016).

While it is fairly certain that inhaling the toxic fumes
of firewood combustion used for cooking is detrimental for
one’s health (WHO 2016; Anenberg et al. 2017), the dis-
course of energy practitioners and development agencies
seems to overemphasize the extent to which this burden falls,
almost exclusively, on women, neglecting children, men and
the elderly. For example, Bhattasali (2005) found that rural
Indian women are inhaling the equivalent of 20 cigarettes
every day from indoor smoke. While the paper brings forth
some interesting insights, there are some key aspects left
unchallenged: 1) how did the author ‘isolate’ the inhaled
smoke from other types of pollutants the participants may
have been exposed during the day? Moreover, the study did
not mention, nor did it seem to find relevant that perhaps
children, the elderly and men in the same household may
also be exposed to the same risks. This omission is also
noted in relation to other negative consequences linked to

inhaling smoke, such as asthma, cataracts and chronic head-
aches, amongst others (Victor 2011).

The reason for this emphasis on women’s burden lies in
the numbers, the WHO/UNDP (Bailis et al. 2009) reported
that 44% of deaths caused by indoor air pollution from solid
fuels are of children, and of the 56% of adults, 60% are
women. The feminization of the negative effects of tradi-
tional energy sources has sparked countless initiatives and
investments from the private sector to public initiatives for
clean cookstoves deployment in the development world.
However, by neglecting men, children and the elderly from
discourse, these may fuel the narrative that inhaling indoor
smokes is a women’s problem, reinforcing gender divisions
rather than encouraging equality.

Similarly, several studies indicate the negative conse-
quences of procuring firewood, especially when the gather-
ing areas are distant from the villages. While it is impor-
tant to report and acknowledge that the lack of services
and infrastructure may lead to negative events, the focus
of these studies should not be on the practices of gathering
firewood as the main culprit for sexual assault, but rather on
the origins of sexual assaults. Efforts to eradicate the risks
of sexual violence are mostly employed in the deployment of
fuel efficient stoves and even establishing ‘firewood patrols’
(Patrick 2007), while there is no mentioning on the end of
sexual violence, as the main issue to eradicate.

This leads to the third node (4E) ‘women suffer more the
consequences of energy poverty’ can be referred to in the EG
literature to ‘time poverty’ as a women’s only crisis. In the
energy literature, women lack time because they are respon-
sible for collecting firewood and cooking (Clancy et al.
2007; Sunikka-Blank et al. 2018; Arora 2013). According
to Clancy et al. (2015: 965), time poverty can be conceptual-
ized as ‘the condition in which an individual does not have
enough time for rest and leisure after taking into account the
time spent in productive and reproductive work’. Oparaocha
and Dutta (2011) support the idea that energy poverty affects
more women than men, emphasizing that the real energy
crisis is rural women’s time. Time spent in collecting wood
and transporting water over great distances, added to the
long-established reproductive role* for women, hinders their

4 Gender roles are defined regarding the division of labour and tasks
amongst men and women. The three identified gender roles are:
reproductive, productive and community tasks. The first involves
all tasks regarding bringing up the next generation and includes
childbearing and rearing, feeding the family, caring for the sick and
elderly, and teaching acceptable behaviour. The second refers to the
work completed for payment in cash or in kind and includes the pro-
duction of goods and services for subsistence or market purposes.
The community tasks role involves the tasks not completed for indi-
vidual family gain, but for the greater wellbeing of the community or
society, such as charitable work, self-help communal construction of
village facilities, sitting on village committees, involvement in reli-
gious activities and visiting friends who needs help (Moser 1993;
Clancy and Roehr 2003).
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capacity to work outside their households and the potential
to escape the poverty cycle (Abdourahman 2017). As it is
thought that women generally have longer working hours
than men Clancy et al. 2015), modern sources of energy
access and technologies represent additional time saved to
spend on leisure activities, studying, building their human
capital or creating better opportunities to increase their
productive roles inside and outside the household (Skutsch
2005; Sengendo 2005; Panjwani 2005; Clancy et al. 2007;
Costa et al. 2009).

It is important to emphasize that when time is evaluated
and ‘judged’ in terms of economic opportunities, the energy
literature positively stresses how women reinvest their time
in income-generating activities (Pueyo and Maestre 2019;
Pueyo et al. 2020), which will give them more financial
independence and, perhaps, more bargaining power. Other
studies stress the positive impact of the reduction of labour
and physical efforts (Cecelski 2002), while more hedonic
activities such as of having leisure and resting time (Mahat
2004; Pereira et al. 2011), are generally understudied as a
positive outcome of energy access.

What is critically missing from these studies on women’s
allocation of time and energy access is an understanding on
the impact of access to leisure and education for men and
children. For example, men’s improvement in education is
critically neglected, and perhaps assessing the educational
angle is a more effective tool to address the systematic repro-
duction of gender inequalities. For example, Levtov et al.
(2014) found that men’s educational attainment ‘is associ-
ated with more equitable practices, including more participa-
tion in the home and reduced use of violence’.

In fact, several studies suggest that access to electricity
resulted in an increase of workload for women rather than
the opposite. While these types of observations bring light to
an overlooked issue of energy studies, academics and prac-
titioners should shift discourses from ‘how women should
spend their time’ in rural areas to ‘what women want to do
with their time’. The risk associated with prescriptive dis-
courses on time allocation is that it deliberately promotes a
western-centric lifestyle, which assumes that not only time
should be spent on accumulating capital but it has to be done
efficiently. Appliances are thought to be ‘saving’” women’s
time so that they can reallocated that time in other income-
related activities.

The last point (SE) ‘refers to the obstacles women face in
benefitting from modern energy’, a condition that can only
be addressed through women’s empowerment (Standal and
Winther 2016; Winther et al. 2018, 2019; Kim and Standal
2019). Some scholars and NGOs taking a gendered approach
to understand energy poverty argue that using energy access
as a tool may empower women economically, because women
face more obstacles to accessing and benefitting from energy.
The ENERGIA’s WE programme (2014-2017), aim to scale
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up ‘proven business models that will strengthen the capacity
of 3000 women-led MSEs (micro and small enterprises) to
deliver energy products and services to more than 2 million
consumers’ (Dutta et al. 2017: 8). Similarly, the Women’s
Empowerment Fund, funded by the Global Alliance for Clean
Cookstoves, developed business models to ‘empower women
energy entrepreneurs in the clean cooking sector’ (Dutta et al.
2017: 8). Even in more recent debates (Winther et al. 2019),
empowerment and gender equality are strictly tied to equal
access to electricity.

Therefore, questions regarding more structural changes
such as gender roles and relations are not currently tackled in
energy scholarship. In other words, why are we focusing on
the differences in energy access rather than shifting oppressive
gender roles? Does electricity exacerbate gender divisions,
does it reinforce existing gender roles? Do energy develop-
ment plans exacerbate existing gender divisions? Standal and
Winther noted that in India ‘women's agency and decision-
making power were not strengthened with the electrification
process. On the contrary, it could be said that the channelling
of more resources through the dowry system after electrifi-
cation reinforced the patriarchy and structures of inequality.’
(Standal and Winther 2016: 42). Given these findings, why is
the energy scholarship insisting on claiming gender equality
through energy?

These cases reinforce the need of what Chant conceptual-
izes as the ‘feminization of responsibility and/or obligation’,
a concept associated with the observation of the ‘uneven-
ness between women’s and men’s input and their perceived
responsibilities for coping with poverty’ (Chant 2006: 204).
Findings from studies on rural areas in Guatemala, Kenya,
Bangladesh, Nepal and the Philippines show that while wom-
en’s responsibility for the survival of their household is inten-
sifying, men’s responsibility seems to be restricted or even
diminishing (Chant 2006: 205). A focus on the feminization
of responsibilities and or/obligation would ‘provide a better
basis for policy interventions’ (Chant 2016: 115). Focusing
on the uneven sense of responsibility provides a better angle
on the immaterial, unconscious, superimposed structures that
materialize in the actual material inequality. Deconstructing
and understanding why women feel a higher sense of respon-
sibility towards nurturing, caring and reproductive roles is
perhaps best positioned towards gender equality. By propos-
ing a technological fix, we are overlooking the drivers of gen-
der equality, the overburdening actual and perceived sense of
duty towards the wellbeing of a family/household cannot be
replaced by technologies and tools.
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Discussion and New Horizon for Energy
and Gender Studies: What are we Missing?

For the nature of this review, gender equality has been
considered almost exclusively in terms of material access
to energy and its services. More specifically, the energy
development and gender literature focus on the impacts of
electricity on empowerment and equal enjoyment of the
opportunities created with energy services. In this sense,
this review did not focus on the business and policy side
of gender equality in the energy sector. That is the case
because the literature on the gender gap in businesses and
policies has a weaker link to energy per se, looking at
energy as a business and key geopolitical sector.

I focused instead on the narratives of international
energy development initiatives, and how they refer to
energy services as an agent to achieve gender equality.
To assess this literature, I used Chant’s critique on the
feminization of poverty to flag the similarities in the
approaches and solutions between gender and develop-
ment practitioners and energy and gender research. This
article assessed the feminist critique to development, high-
lighting the unwanted, negative consequences of certain
gender and development initiatives such as the exacerba-
tion of women’s responsibilities and the deterioration of
gender relations. The article’s framework shows remark-
able similarities and repetition in development approaches
and ideologies that silence feminist critiques of efficient
approaches to gender equality. Moreover, it shows that
evidence that energy has a more transformative leverage
challenging existing patriarchal ideologies remains thin.

It is important to highlight that while efforts to increase
gender equality in energy are desirable, neglecting ear-
lier feminist warnings to development initiatives which
dramatically disrupt local social balances, or that use gen-
der as a Trojan Horse for neo-liberal projects, can have
some severe consequences on local populations, such
as the exacerbation of local conflicts, overburdening of
women’s time, and an increasing of social inequalities.
The SDG7 and SDGS5 should consider critical, postcolo-
nial feminist work on development to avoid the repetition
of the same mistakes. Postcolonial feminist approaches can
help understand the needs, values and perspectives of local
women and men from their cultural point of view, rather
than assessing their realities imposing western values of
wellbeing and western interpretations of empowerment.

One possible way forward is not only to include femi-
nist, postcolonial critiques into the debate on energy and
gender, but also to de-agentify energy access from its role
as ‘gender-equality provider’, and re-focus on people as
agents for a more equal enjoyment of infrastructure, ser-
vices, and technologies. The focus therefore should not be

about defining ‘progress’ and quantifying men and wom-
en’s time and activities as measure for gender equality,
but rather focus on the end of all discriminations and lack
of opportunities based on gender, sexuality, colour of the
skin, age, abilities, ethnicities and so on.

As Chant invites researchers and practitioners to focus
on the non-material aspects of gender inequalities, this arti-
cle also builds on her idea, proposing a non-material angle
of gender equality and energy in the private sphere: the
invisible element of achieving companionship and support
as part of the gender equality discourse. In this sense, this
article suggests a shift from a neoliberalist conception of
how energy creates gender equality, income, and opportuni-
ties, and proposes instead an understanding of the long-term
effects and linkages between gender equality, energy devel-
opment and people’s personal enhancement, based on their
needs and aspirations.

When looking at countries with more energy access,
more technologies, and more infrastructure, they are still
burdened with the plague of patriarchy as the gender pay gap
shows. Why should development agencies try to convince
people that in order to achieve gender equality they need a
Solar PV or an electric stove? This already suggests that the
answer for gender equality is not just in equal access to infra-
structure, but rather a change of ideology towards a mutual
enhancement of capabilities and aspirations. Similarly, gen-
der equality in the public sphere is not just about women in
positions of power, but how societies look at leaders with
the same respect regardless of their physical appearances,
abilities, or gender identity in the long period.
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