eurozine

Virginie Maris
Ecofeminism
Towards a fruitful dialogue between feminism and ecology

Combining feminist and ecological approaches, ecofeminism opposes the
domination of the white male over women, over the poor and over the natural world.
Virginie Maris surveys epistemological, moral and social forms of the ecofeminist
critique, drawing conclusions about the association between reductionist science
and paternalist capitalism.

It is nowadays generally agreed that we are facing an ecological crisis.

Obvious signs of this are the dwindling of natural resources, pollution, climate
change and reductions in biodiversity. However, whilst almost everyone is in
agreement about the symptoms, the diagnoses vary widely and the treatment to
be prescribed varies even more. Is it not the case that "sustainable
development", the remedy that is currently in fashion, actually amounts to no
more than a sticking plaster that fails to seek out the causes of the infection?
Should this crisis lead not us to rethink the whole idea of development and ask
guestions about our relationship with the natural world?

In this article | want to put forward a few aspects of the diagnosis that has been
formulated by "ecofeminism". This term, first coined by the French feminist
Francoise d'Eaubonne, has had its greatest impact in the English—speaking
world, where it has given its name to both a philosophical trend and a militant
movement Far from merely promoting sustainable development, ecofeminists
oppose the threefold domination of the white male: over women, over the poor
and over the natural world.

It is not my intention here to offer a critical analysis of ecofeminism, which
covers a wide range of projects in which it would be impossible to identify a
common and consistent philosophical corpus. Indeed, these projects amount to
a wide variety of quite distinct approaches, ranging from materialist feminist
theory applied to the context of the distribution of environmental weéédth,

more spiritual versions based on veneration of a feminine principle in the
universe as represented by the goddess Glid.hope to do here is to point

out a number of points of convergence between feminism and ecology.

| shall outline this convergence from three angles: epistemological, moral and
social. From an epistemological viewpoint, the age—old masculine dominance
in the field of scientific research has influenced the way in which bodies of
knowledge and methods of investigation have evolved and been given a
direction that does not lend itself to an understanding of ecological
phenomena. From the moral viewpoint, paternalism and anthropocentrism
exert a double domination: that of men over women and that of human beings
over the natural world. From the social standpoint, a number of feminists in the
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South have played a major role in raising awareness of the dangers and
injustices that the degradation of the environment has inflicted upon the most
disadvantaged peoples. Through their activism, these feminists have brought
together women's liberation and protection of the environment. | shall
conclude by pointing out certain limitations in any ecofeminist analysis.

Ecology, feminism and epistemology

Feminist epistemology is a field of research that emerged at the beginning of
the 1980s. Several different currents can be found withanid here | shall

limit myself to pointing out a few key features of these approaches that can
throw light on questions concerning the environnent.

Feminist epistemology is based on a critical approach to masculine domination
in the field of the sciences, a domination that has for a long time manifested
itself in the form of exclusion or discrediting of women scientists. Even though
this initial obstacle may be tending to diminish, it still remains in the form of
the privileged position enjoyed by a mode of investigation and thinking that
feminists would regard as inherently masculine. This is not the place to
examine whether there is or is not a feminine mode of thought distinct from the
masculine mode and, if there is, whether such a difference is be innate,
naturally acquired or socially constructed. One may nevertheless allow that the
age-old differentiation in social tasks and roles according to gender coincides
with the development and prestige of different cognitive styles.

For feminist epistemologists, masculine rationality is characterized by a mode
of thinking that is objective, universalist and reductionist, whereas feminine
rationality is said to be subjective, particularist and holistic. Making a
distinction of this kind is not tantamount to claiming that all women, and only
women, have a homogeneous way of thinking that is different from that of
men; it is rather a matter of describing a general tendency that aims to
associate certain faculties to one gender or the other. Sex, masculine or
feminine, does not determine gender absolutely and, quite often, the
personality of an individual is a blend of masculine and feminine traits. For
example, boldness or aggression are often associated with the male gender
whilst fear or gentleness are supposedly more likely to be found in the female
gender. Rationality itself, it is claimed, is not exempt from this kind of sexual
assigning of qualities; it is held that there are different types of rationality,
some more masculine, some more feminine. The point is not that rationality is
claimed to be the distinguishing feature of men, or that they are more naturally
endowed with it, thereby contrasting masculine rationality and feminine
irrationality. On the contrary, the point is that, whilst both are rational, they
may be so in terms of distinct cognitive approaches.

The characteristics ascribed by feminists to masculine rationality represent
what often claims to be "good science". The ideal of objectivity and
universality, inherited from modern science, still exerts a powerful influence.
One of the corollaries of this view is the strict dichotomy it creates between the
observing subject and the observed object. This tendency to objectivize what is
being studied, to separate oneself from it, encourages the division that is often
made between human beings on the one hand and the rest of the natural world
on the other. In fact, ways of thinking that are founded in empathy, a feeling of
belonging and of likeness may provide a more appropriate way of
understanding ecological phenomena, characterized as they are by the complex
interrelationship of human and non—human phenomena.
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To the demand for objectivity, feminists oppose standpoint theory. Its central
idea is that any knowledge has a location that reflects the particular
perspectives of the knowing subjégimongst the many factors that may

colour the way in which a subject may know, gender, it is claimed, is one that
is decisive. Because of the long exclusion of women from the field of science,
the feminine point of view is alleged to have been neglected. Amongst the
many variants of standpoint theory, the more extreme versions maintain that,
on many subjects, the feminine viewpoint ought to be privileged. Whilst one
may, in part, understand this proposition where it applies to studies that have a
direct effect on women, it seems hard to justify in the context with which we
are here concerned. Less extreme versions, however, limit themselves to
maintaining that having a multiplicity of viewpoints ensures better
understanding of the phenomena to be studied. Thus, for example, feminine
and feminist perspectives in the field of evolutionary bioldigve made
significant contributions to hypotheses relating to respective male and female
mating strategies in animdls.

To universalism, feminists oppose particularism. In the context of the
environment, the complexity of ecological phenomena, the unique nature of
some situations and the interlinking of natural and human causes often mean
that attempts to search for and apply general laws or principles proves to be in
vain. For example, in the area of biodiversity protection, an approach based on
case studies is much more satisfactory than theoretical ecology.

Finally, against reductionism, feminists uphold a holistic perspective,
favouring a synthetic way of looking at phenomena in their totality rather than
an approach that analyses and breaks them down into distinct parts. Although
the point is still disputed, it seems ever more clear that, in ecology,
reductionism is a dead end and that, for each of the various levels of
organization of life (cells, organisms, populations, communities, ecosystems)
there is a corresponding emergent property. The discoveries of Barbara
McClintock in the genetics of populations provide a good illustration of the
interest of such a holistic viewpoint. In her biography of McClintddkyelyn

Fox Keller describes how McClintock discovered genetic transpoSiiinthe
mid-1940s by widening her view and looking beyond genes themselves. This
way of understanding the phenomenon was at that time inaccessible for most
of her colleagues, with their noses stuck in test-tubes, and they greeted her
discovery with great scepticism. The importance of her work only began to be
recognized ten or so years later and it was in 1983 that McClintock was finally
rewarded with the Nobel Prize for Medicine.

So the cognitive approach that is described as "feminine" could offer ways of
carrying out investigations and understanding much better suited to ecology
and environmental science than the approach considered to be "masculine”. It
should, however, be noted that feminists are not the only ones to have put
forward an alternative to the universalist paradigm in modern science. Among
pragmatists or postmodernists, for example, one can find proposals that tend
towards the same conclusions.

Ecology, feminism and morality

A feminist analysis can provide an interesting perspective that makes clear the
double domination exerted by men over women and over nature. Carolyn
Merchant has described the frequent association made between the concepts of
nature and of femininity? Were not the banishment from the Garden of Eden

and the Fall the result of a pact between woman and nature (embodied as a
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serpent), opposing the well-ordered garden with the chaos and savagery of a
fallen world? Indeed it is possible to draw up a parallel between views of
women and views of nature in the Judeo—Christian tradition. Woman is the
opposite, the Other, the non—man, she is miss so—and-so, her father's daughter,
a virgin when the man has not yet penetrated her, the man's wife once he has
made her his woman, his widow once he is dead; in short, she is always
described in relation to the man. Similarly, nature is generally viewed in
relation to or in opposition to culture. Moreover it is assigned values associated
with femininity: it may be virgin or fertile, if it is to bear fruit it must be

seeded, it has to be tamed and kept in its place so that it does not threaten the
social order. Thus, both femininity and nature are considered as the Other,
chaos, the opposite of the order and rationality claimed to be embodied in
masculine virtues.

The way that nature is regarded may involve contradictions. It is often thought
of as an empty space to be filled, a source of chaos that must be controlled,
fallow land to be made fruitful, but untamed nature may also be idealized. The
romantic tradition and, even more so, the American preservatibhistagrate

a kind of nature that is pure and virgin, nature as the only thing that can raise
you above that culture that is viewed as mercenary and decadent. Such a view
may appear to chime well with ecological considerations, but if one examines
it closely, in no case does it make it possible to move towards a reconciliation
between human beings and their natural environment. The way in which value
is assigned may change but the idea of separation remains. In both kinds of
view, nature is seen only in its relationship to man, either because he has to
tame it, or because he must exclude himself from it in order to preserve its wild
character.

If one extends the analogy between nature and femininity, a similar reversal of
values may be noted with regard to femininity in Christian thotfghihe

woman, Eve, through whom misfortune arrives in the world and who bears
within her the seeds of vice and corruption, must be made productive and
useful, must be transformed into a spouse and mother, made to serve order and
reason, that is, recruited to the service of men and of civilization. But there is
another, alternative image of woman: that of Mary, the Virgin, pure, sublime,
deserving of all honours and veneration. Far from improving the general
perception of women, the image of the Virgin crushes all those who are not
virgins, reducing all secular women, therefore all real women, to a status that is
ordinary and imperfect. In just the same way, focusing all one's attention on
nature that is wild and grandiose leads us to neglect nature that we regard as
ordinary, the nature in and with which we live every day.

The ecological crisis ought to lead us to reconsider our relationship with nature
in general terms, not only the spectacular kind of nature, but real nature, nature
as in our fields, towns, bodies and the animals that we subjugate. Western
morality has traditionally considered that human beings may make use of
nature as they wished, since its value was purely instrumental and was to be
assessed in terms of the kinds of satisfaction that it could provide. That vision
of the world, associated with the ideology of limitless technical and material
progress, could only ever lead to the systematic overexploitation of the planet
that we are witnessing today. Just as a fair society and harmonious social
relations are incompatible with the systematic oppression of one group
(women or other races) by another, so a reasonably ecological society and a
truly fulfilling human life cannot be based on men's domination and

subjugation of the rest of the non—human living world. What ecofeminism asks
us to invent are ways of living together based, on the one hand, on cooperation
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and the absence of domination and subjugation between humans, and between
humans and non-humans on the other.

Ecology, feminism and activism

Although feminism and ecology have both developed a theoretical framework,
they are above all activist movements, firmly founded in the real world. Their
primary objective is to change the way that things work. The links between
theory and practice are more or less tenuous depending upon the various
groups of activists, but in generally most theoreticians of both camps agree that
ideas must serve as premises for or corollaries of action and that they are never
sufficient unto themselves.

Ecofeminists in the English—speaking world have very often attempted to see
themselves as the voice of all women, and in particular of disadvantaged
women, even though this may sometimes have meant that they have lapsed
into a naive kind of idealization of native or indigenous women. In doing so,
these white, rich western intellectuals were themselves practising a form of
domination, perhaps less brutal but more pernicious than the one they were
fighting against, by speaking up on behalf other women whilst in no way
authorized to do s&. But in the ecofeminist constellation, there are a few
bright southern stars and | should like to mention two of the most
representative figures, Vandana Shiva and Wangari Muta Maathai.

Vandana Shiva, an Indian physicist, gave up her specialization to devote
herself to protection of the environment, to promotion of peasant agriculture
and to criticism of the effects of economic and financial globalization. She
took part in many struggles on the ground, joining the Chipko group, a
movement of women of the Himalayas fighting to protect the forest, and also
the Narmado Bachao Andolan Association, which opposed the construction of
huge dams on the Narmada river. In 1991, she founded the Navdanya
Association, which has set out to protect nature and organic farming, in
particular standing up for the farmer's ownership of the seeds that they sow.
Vandana Shiva is both an activist and a theoretician of ecofeminism, and in her
numerous books, articles and speeches has stressed the key role played by
women in protecting the environment. The central principle in her philosophy
is recognition of the Prakriti® the dynamic feminine principle that, to the
deadly, homogenizing principle embodied by patriarchal capitalism, opposes
vitality, diversity and creativity. She addresses the criticisms of western
thought mentioned under our first heading (objectivism, universalism and
reductionism), opposing these traditional kinds of knowledge in which there is
no real dichotomy between human beings and the natural world, or between
men and women, but rather a continut/im.

Wangari Muta Maathai, who received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2004, also
stands for a form of militant ecofeminism in the South. She was the founder of
the Green Belt Movement, a women's association that plants trees all over
Kenya in order to combat deforestation. She fights a never—ending battle to
defend the environment, women and democracy. After several spells in prison
and after setting up the Kenyan Green Party, she was eventually appointed
Assistant Minister for the Environment, Natural Resources and Wildlife in
2002.

In the case of both Shiva or Maathai, what we are witnessing is the formation
of grassroots movements based on the active participation of members of the
community. These are groups and networks of women who together are
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fighting to preserve a viable environment, to acquire or to maintain their access
to vital resources, be it water, wood, land or agricultural products. It is no
surprise that it should be women who have sounded the alarm-bells. After all
they are the first victims of globalization, since the Structural Adjustments
Programmes promoted by the IMF and the World Bank beginning early in the
1980s made the situation of women appallingly precarious in many developing
countries. These programmes appropriated most of the male workforce and a
large proportion of the available land for cash crops intended for export. In
addition to all the domestic tasks that traditionally fell to them, women found
that they had to be responsible for production of food crops. Not only was it
difficult for them to gain access to the land, but their dependence on men was
increased, because it was the men who had an income whilst the women's work
continued to be unpaid. When to this burden were added environmental
problems such as access to water or to wood, it became essential for them to
organize collectively in order to ensure that their needs and their rights were
recognized.

The unsustainability of domination

There is therefore a possible link between feminism and ecology, two
movements which, whilst independent of each other are still complementary.
However it is important to beware of locking any ecological approaches into

an essentialist conception of femininity, as do certain ecofeminists, claiming
that women necessarily have a different relationship with the natural world

than men. These ecofeminists would claim that there is a privileged connection
between nature and women, who, they say, have a fundamentally different way
of apprehending the world, living things and sociétiaturalist explanations
generally support this position. Because they are the source of life, women are
said to have a more intimate relationship with living things. Because they raise
children, women are supposed to be more ready to understand the long—-term
effects of their actions. Because they are traditionally responsible for vital
functions within the group, it is claimed that they have a more global view of
the bonds that link human societies to the natural world. It is easy to imagine
the perverse effects of such a rhetorical approach, which criticizes the roles and
qualities traditionally attributed to women whilst providing a naturalist
justification for their continuation, precisely in those situations where women
might well wish to free themselves from such roles.

Nevertheless, if one is careful to avoid any such essentialism and to allow that
there is no category labelled "woman" but a multitude of persons, men and
women, who wish to maintain with the living world a relationship that is

different from the one we have inherited from a paternalist and anthropocentric
culture, then the dialogue between feminists and ecologists may be a fertile
one. What feminism can teach us, when it applies itself to the question of the
environment, is that the present way in which development is taking place, the
fruit of the association between reductionist science and paternalist capitalism,
is unsustainable. This is not only because the rate at which natural resources
are being consumed is greater than their rate of renewal, or even that emissions
of CO2 into the atmosphere exceed its capacity for absorbing them. What is
truly unsustainable is that the so—called development of our rich societies has
only been possible and could only continue at the cost of exploiting and
subjugating a large part of the planet, both human and non—-human. Refusing to
be satisfied with the response that the supporters of "sustainable development"
shout from the mountaintops means refusing to allow an iniquitous system to
be sustained.
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In memory of Marie—-Claude Lorne

1 For an account of the origins and development of ecofeminism, see: Judith Plant (ed.),
Healing the Wounds: The Promise of Ecofeminism, Philadelphia: New Society 1989; Irene
Diamond and Gloria Feldman Orenstein (eds.), Reweaving the World: The Emergence of
Ecofeminism, San Francisco: Sierra Club Books 1990.

2 For example, Janet Biehl, Rethinking Ecofeminist Politics, Boston: South End Press 1991.

3 For example Kathryn Rountree, Embracing the Witch and the Goddess: Feminist
Ritual-makers in New Zealand, New York: Routledge 2003.

4 For an account of the main currents in feminist epistemology, see Sandra Harding, The
Science Question in Feminism, Ithaca: Cornell University Press 1986.

5 Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution,
New York: Harper and Row 1980.

6 Sandra Harding, Whose Science? Whose Knowledge?, Ithaca: Cornell University Press
1991.

7 Evolutionary biology is the area of biology that studies the origin and evolution of species.

8 Patricia Adair Gowaty (ed.), Feminism and Evolutionary Biology. Boundaries, Intersections
and Frontiers, New York: Chapman and Hall 1997.

9 Kristin S. Shrader—Frechette and Earl D. McCoy, Methods in Ecology. Strategies for
Conservation, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1993.

10 Evelyn Fox Keller, A Feeling for the Organism, San Francisco: W.H. Freeman 1983.

11 Genetic transposition is the ability of analogous chromosomes to exchange part of their

genetic material at the moment when the gametes are formed.

12 Carolyn Merchant, "Reinventing Eden: Western culture as a recovery narrative", in
William Cronon (ed.) Uncommon Ground: Toward Reinventing Nature, New York: W.W.
Norton 1995.

13 This is the name given to those who favour protection of the wilderness, in particular by
creating nature reserves. The movement was mainly inspired by the American geologist
and naturalist John Muir, the founder of the Sierra Club.

14 Val Plumwood, Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, London: Routledge 1993.

15 Noél Sturgeon, Ecofeminist Natures: Race, Gender, Feminist Theory and Political Action,
New York: Routledge 1997.

16 This Sanskrit word denotes the vital force to be found in nature and in all forms of life,
including human beings, both men and women.

17 Vandana Shiva, Staying Alive: Women, Ecology and Development, London: Zed Books
1989.

18 This was the case with many American ecofeminists who represent the cultural or spiritual
branch of the movement, and also of Vandana Shiva, who clearly maintains that women
intrinsically have a privileged relationship with nature.

Published 2009-10-30

Original in French

Translation by Mike Routledge

Contribution by Multitudes

First published in Multitudes 36/09 (French version)
© Virginie Maris

© Eurozine

An article from www.eurozine.com 7



	Eurozine - the netmagazine

