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The first point to be made is that women carry most 
of the externalised costs of large-scale natural 
resource exploitation. Workers, usually male 
migrants, are paid low wages, work in extremely 
dangerous conditions and have a high risk of falling 
ill after years or decades of exposure to dust and 
chemicals. These miners travel home to rural areas 
to be cared for and often nursed to their death. This 
work falls to women and girls in families. 

Women are the primary producers of food consumed 
by rural households, yet they exercise few formal 
rights over land. Extractivism takes the land, water, 
forests, fisheries and minerals from local communities 
with no or minimal compensation. If compensation is 
paid, it goes to the recognised head of the household, 
typically men. Women in communities which WoMin 
is linked to often report that men abscond to cities 
and take new wives or girlfriends once compensation 
has been paid, abandoning women and their children 
to fend for themselves with no land and access to 
other natural resources. Dispossession also occurs 
through the polluting effects of mining activities, such 
as a polluted water body or river which dispossesses 
communities of their ability to use this water for 
household consumption or food production. Women 
must walk further and longer, often in unsafe areas, to 
obtain the water, fuel and food that the family needs to 
survive.

That women carry the greatest impacts of natural 
resource extraction is determined by the division 

of labour which gives women and girls the main 
responsibility for care work; household food 
production, processing and preparation; as well as 
energy and water provisioning. This division of labour 
is not natural, i.e., women and men are not born to 
perform their given roles but are instead assigned 
duties based on their sex. Work is not equally allocated 
within a household, with women and girls generally 
working longer hours than their male and boy 
counterparts. 

Because women and girls carry the main costs of 
extraction because of a patriarchal (the system of male 
power) division of labour, it is only fair and just that 
they be centrally involved in decision making about 
developments affecting them most directly.

The ways in which land is held and allocated is 
patriarchal in nature. In patrilineal communities 
(where land and assets pass through the male line), 
women are not permitted to ‘own’ land. In traditional 
communities, land is collectively held but families 
with identified male heads have strong rights to land 
they are allocated for their use. Customary land rules 
generally to not permit land to be sold. Although 
custom and tradition is not fixed, and evolves over 
time, women in traditional communities generally 
do not control land, but rather gain access rights 
through their husbands, brothers and fathers. Women 
within families are generally not permitted to inherit 
land. Land and citizenship are closely intertwined 
and because women generally marry into patrilineal 
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communities this impedes their ability to participate in 
decision-making as full member of their communities. 
Women in patriarchal rural and traditional communities 
therefore generally experience constraints to 
participating in community decision-making 
processes, including and particularly about proposed 
developments which will impact them greatly.

When mining and investment companies negotiate 
for (or grab) land, women as the primary users 
are not consulted, and rarely compensated for 
their use rights to land. And this is because they 
are not seen as the legitimate ‘owners’ of land. In 
community conversations with the state and mining 
companies, men are often considered the legitimate 
representatives of community views and the 
community itself is conceptualised as a unit, rather 
than a site of different, contested, and complex views 
where women as well as men have the right to speak 
and be heard.

Women’s marginalisation, in economic and social 
terms, within their households and communities is 
determined by the system of patriarchy. Men benefit 
from the work of women and girls, as do corporations 
who rely on the unpaid labour of women to nurse sick 
men and other household members, clean up pollution, 
and continue to reproduce their families under the 
most difficult circumstances. Women in the global 
South are therefore oppressed many times over – by 
men, by capital, and by their location in the periphery 
of the world subject to ongoing colonisation by 
powerful countries.

Despite these multiple oppressions, women are 
often at the epicentre of resistance to corporate 
and state dispossessions of their land, water and 
forests. Because of women’s assigned social role to 
care for and reproduce the family, they know and 
understand the impacts of these losses now and for 
the next generation which they understand will be 

crippled by unsustainable losses. This knowledge and 
understanding that women hold is not innate but rather 
determined by their place in a social and economic 
hierarchy of interests.

Ecofeminist thinkers such as Maria Mies and 
Vandana Shiva have argued that women’s concept 
and lived practice of ‘development’ – which centres 
sustainability, dignity and well-being of people and 
the planet - stands in direct contrast to and in conflict 
with dominant ideas about development. In their 
resistance, therefore, women are defending living and 
hoped for development alternatives, thereby affirming 
people’s sovereignty over their own development. This 
is a key underpinning of the YES that women and their 
communities are defending against extractivism.


