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On May, 5th, 2015, the Center for Gulf Studies at the American University of Kuwait hosted a 
public lecture by Dr. Kelly Pemberton, Associate Professor of Religion and Women’s Studies at 
The George Washington University in Washington, D.C., and advisor to the M.A. Program in 
Hinduism and Islam in the department of religion. The public talk was entitled “Religion, 
Gender, and Environmentalism in the Mena: Old Frontiers and New Directions,” which explored 
current debates in sustainable development as they relate to the ways in which environmentalism, 
gender, and social justice have been framed in the past few decades. 

In her talk, Dr. Pemberton focused on the MENA region and looked at how criticisms of 
development policies among environmental and women’s rights activists have shifted in recent 
years. Some activists have continued to focus on the spread of neoliberal economics, seeing these 
as a primary cause of environmental degradation that has disproportionately affected women, 
and calling for change at the level of government policy. Others have criticized the top-down 
approach as insensitive to the needs of local communities in general and women in particular.  

More recently, many activists have shifted away from so-called “ecofeminist” paradigms that 
posit a privileged bond between women and nature and towards a more gender-inclusive, 
grassroots model of environmentalism. This model draws upon locally sourced knowledge, seeks 
out social actors as strategic partners in creating and managing sustainable development 
strategies, and marshals religiously significant paradigms of environmental and social justice 
(including Qur’anic notions of khilafat).  

After discussing the ecofeminism model (1970s-1990), Dr. Pemberton explored the 1990s in 
which a global expansion of environmental efforts at the level of governments, international 
organizations, and NGOs took place. This expansion is informed by the 4th International 
Women’s Conference in Beijing, China, in 1995. She further added that according to the Beijing 
Declaration, deterioration of natural resources prevents income-generating activities from taking 
place, particularly among women, in part by displacing communities and adds to unpaid labor by 
women. This calls for special attention to be given to women living in rural areas and those 
working in agricultural sector. What is needed is more professional opportunities for women that 
include policy-making capacities and greater coordination between NGOs and national 
institutions that address environmental issues. 

Dr. Pemberton also emphasized that women provide sustenance not only to their families, but 
also to whole communities through their management and use of natural resources. They play 
important roles as consumers, producers, caretakers, and educators in promoting sustainable 
development for present and future generations. 



Finally, the discussion proposes that the relatively recent emergence of development-
entrepreneurship models, coupled with religious grassroots activism, offers a series of best 
practices that has the potential to build transformational, gender-sensitive environmental 
movements that can achieve long-term success in addressing some of the most pressing 
environmental dilemmas in the region. Dr. Pemberton talked about Rafea: Solar Mama, Egypt’s 
Zabbaleen, and en.v Kuwait as examples of such movements.  

 

 

 


