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Ecofeminism: The Ethics of Hierarchal Dichotomies 

Is it possible, in the face of complexity, to construct theories, practices, and selves that 

are mindful of connections? 

Chris Cuomo (2) 

Not long after the birth of environmentalism, both ecologists and feminists alike 

have realized the interdependency between the domination of women and the similar 

domination of nature. Many ecologists have sought to protect the "wilderness" of the 

earth by establishing safe-zones for nature's "unfettered" existence. Although the goal of 

protecting nature is one worth revering, the means by which some ecologists have sought 

this goal actually poses greater problems in the long run. Attempts, such as the 

quarantining of plots of land as "wilderness areas," exacerbate the dangerous dichotomy 

between nature and humans and consequentially justify the similarly hierarchal 

dichotomy between men and women. These "sanctuaries" for nature are anything but 

natural and only succeed in further propagating the flawed hierarchical dichotomous 

logic already rife in Western thought. This, however, is but one example of the 

interdependency between feminism and environmentalism. In "Taking Empirical Data 

Seriously: An Ecofeminist Philosophical Perspective," Karen Warren suggests lhat "from 

an ecofeminist philosophical perspective, it is important for all of us interested in finding 

solutions to the problems of environmental destruction and the unjustified subordination 

of women and other subdominant groups to take these connections seriously" (3). A non-

essentialist, non-hierarchal version of the ecofeminist ecology would offer a more in-

depth understanding of how to deal with these dichotomies and the destruction that they 

cause to both the environment and to women around the world. 
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In order to begin this search for a new understanding of ecofeminism, one must 

first establish a firm foundation on which the theory can be built. The first step in setting 

such a foundation is the establishment of topicality. After all, without an agreement on 

the precise definitions of terms, language is not able to fulfill its ultimate goal of 

communication. Cudworth defines ecofeminism in Developing Ecofeminist Theory: The 

Complexity of Difference as "the range of perspectives that consider the links between 

the social organization of gender and the ways in which societies organize with respect to 

nature" (1). By identifying ecofeminism through the links between the dominations of 

gender and nature, Cudworth effectually places the two topics on equal ground. Equality 

within the definition of ecofeminism is crucial in the attempt to deconstruct the 

hierarchical dichotomies which ecofeminism strives to defeat. However, Cudworth 

explains that in order to fully comprehend her definition, one must also understand her 

meaning of "domination". Taking her cue from Cuomo, Cudworth describes domination 

as "inhibiting the potential of an individual organism, group, micro or macro landscape, 

to 'flourish'" (Cudworth 7, Cuomo 77). Cudworth, however, proceeds further to explain 

the three degrees of domination. These degrees are oppression, exploitation, and 

marginalization. "Oppression" refers to a high degree of domination. "Exploitation" in 

this context describes the use of something based on the usefulness of the ends to the 

user. "Marginalization" is the conceptualization of something as insignificant. Although 

seemingly low in its degree of domination, marginalization can prove to be distinctly 

dangerous in the consequent invisibility of the marginalized (Cudworth 7). Another 

instrumental definition of ecofeminism, introduced by Karen Warren, avoids the 

problems of ambiguous terms and the infinite regress of defining each word within a 
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definition by employing a Venn diagram. In this diagram, ecofeminist philosophy is 

defined as the intersection of the three spheres where the X appears (Warren 5). 

N=rw/indigencHJs/local 

Fig. 1: liter section of Eco feminism 

In order to arrive at a more in-depth understanding of ecofeminism, it is crucial to 

dissect this compound word and delve into the history of the two root words which 

combine to form it. By analyzing the two "isms" that have coalesced into the complex 

term "ecofeminism," one can not only appreciate the useful conceptual tools that they 

have contributed but also identify the shortcomings of each one and consequently avoid 

them in the future. 

According to Cudworth's Developing Ecofeminist Theory, the general term 

"ecologism" can be broken down into four main groups of thought: deep ecology, social 

ecology, ecosocialism, and liberation ecology (16). Although each of these groups shares 
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the common goal of protecting the environment, they differ in the unique ways they 

approach this task. 

Deep ecologists, of whom the most commonly known in the United States is 

Naess, theorize that since there has been so much damage done to the environment 

through the human race's careless exploitation of nature, it is necessary to take drastic 

steps in order to stop and reverse this trend. In order to accomplish this goal, they 

propose a new conceptualization of nature (Cudworth 17). This approach works from the 

ground up in order to work on the central issue instead of simply prescribing short-term 

help for the symptoms. Ecofeminism must also adopt this approach if it is to effectuate 

any permanent change to today's status quo. However, deep ecology is not without its 

flaws. By employing Naess' conceptualization of humanity as dependent on the 

environment, deep ecology only succeeds in swinging the pendulum of hierarchy from 

anthropocentrism to ecocentrism (18). The emphasis on humans' destruction of nature 

also homogenizes the entire human race as the culprit for the environmental destruction 

and ignores differences between each individual's treatments of the environment. This 

hinders any progress towards improving the current situation when people begin feeling 

as if they are forced to take the blame even if they are doing their best to resolve the 

problem. Deep ecology also misses any inclusion of race, class, ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, age, and other "crosscutting formations of difference, which are implicated in 

our relations to 'nature'" (22). It seems that deep ecology only distinguishes between the 

urban and the rural person, setting the inhabitants of the countryside above city dwellers 

in their connections with nature. By excluding such a large portion of the world's 

inhabitants, the deep ecologists undermine their own goal of change. This exclusion also 
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portrays nature and wilderness as "untouched" or "unmodified" by man, allowing this 

artificial delineation to set humans apart from, if not on top of, nature. 

A prime example of how it is possible to connect with nature, even when there is 

little untouched land around, can be found in Pyle's The Thunder Tree. Pyle gives an 

autobiographical account of his own experience with nature as a young child. He 

explains that even though his childhood home was lacking in "natural" areas of woods or 

lakes, he was able to find a deep connection with nature by playing along a man-made 

ditch. The ditch may have been created by humans, but nature was abundant around and 

in it. Clearly, connections with nature need not be solely limited to "untouched" nature 

as proposed by deep ecology. 

The second major branch of ecologism can be classified as social ecology. 

Environmental destruction, for social ecologists, is the effect of "intra-human 

domination" (Cudworth 23). In other words, the domination of certain groups of humans 

over other humans becomes the origin of the domination over nature. While this theory 

is subject to the same criticism of essentializing humans into the culprit for the 

destruction of the environment, it also creates yet another hierarchical dichotomy of 

humans over nature. After all, the domination of nature is placed as secondary to the 

domination of humans. Murray Brookchin is looked at as the "founder" of social 

ecology, although he only presents one variant of the theory (Cudworth 24). The 

importance of Brookchin lays in his inclusion of a unique array of dominations. It is 

crucial in any theory of domination to research as many varieties as possible in order to 

unearth any links that could exist between them. However, it is equally as important to 

actively avoid placing one type of domination above another. Ironically, Brookchin is 
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guilty of this fallacy of creating a hierarchy of dominations. Only by avoiding this 

fallacy can one refrain from an infinite cycle of creating new hierarchies each time one 

tries to deconstruct another. 

Although it may sound like a dyslexic form of social ecology, eco-socialism is a 

distinctly separate branch of ecologism. Beginning around the early 1980s, socialists and 

Marxists have observed the links between the inequality among humans and the 

domination of "nature." Specifically, capitalism's view of industry as the means to make 

a profit, instead of for "social or economic need," leads inevitably to poverty and then 

environmental destruction (Cudworth 30). Also, economic globalization, led mainly by 

capitalistic countries, leads to the movement of industry into economically poorer 

countries where the cost of pollution controls can be sidestepped. In this view, the 

timetable makes it clear that it is important now more than ever for humans to address 

this problem. However, placing the entirety of blame on capitalism and globalization for 

the avoidance of pollution controls does little to answer the question of why these 

controls are looked at as hindrances in the first place. Perhaps more could be done to 

assist the companies in understanding how the harmful effects on the environment will 

eventually affect their business as much as a loss in profit due to pollution controls. After 

all, this is akin to a parent disciplining a child without explaining why the behavior was 

bad. The child may learn to avoid the behavior while the parent is around, but once he or 

she left alone, there is no longer a valid reason to resist the behavior. Also, although 

Marxist thought may be helpful to stop the exploitation of nature for capitalistic profit, it 

does not address the plethora of other human ends for which nature is constantly 

exploited to satisfy (Cudworth 32). Therefore, although eco-socialism introduces 



Triplett 7 

important theories to take into account, the theory by itself is still lacking. 

The fourth, and final, branch of ecologism is liberation ecology. Liberation 

ecologists apply postcolonialism to humans' relationships with the environment. In 

postcolonialism, Europeans are seen as bringing "cultures of nature, which emphasized 

domination and domestication" (Cudworth 35). Through this lens, the natives were 

easily viewed as "primitive" and "uncivilized" and therefore closer to nature. This close 

relation to nature was seen as anything but good and forced the native peoples into being 

conceptualized as being in an inferior animalistic state. Though much of this ecologism's 

theory is based on fact, the simplified view of the Europeans as the enemy easily leads to 

the "pristine myth," in which nature is viewed as perfect and untouched before the 

Europeans arrived in North America. This view of nature as untouched by humans is 

dangerous in that it separates humans from any true connection to the environment if they 

must be absent for it to be termed "nature." In order to accurately analyze dominations 

from an American perspective, it is crucial to include Native Americans' various views 

and their pasts. It is equally as important, however, to avoid essentializing their 

experiences. This is where liberation ecology fails as a comprehensive theory. 

After taking into account the various branches of ecologisms, along with their 

useful points and downfalls, one must complete the etymological research of 

ecofeminism by delving into the advantages and disadvantages of the feminisms which 

combine to form the second part of the rich compound noun. Cudworth proposes, in 

Developing Ecofeminist Theory, that feminism should be a "complex theory of 

patriarchy, which can account for the enmeshings of gender with/in/across other systemic 

formations of domination based on 'difference'" (71). However, many forms of feminist 
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thinking can be critiqued as anthropocentric, because many do not include the "naturing 

of gender" in their accounts (72). Another common critique of the various feminisms is 

that they are essentialist. It is, after all, easy to over-generalize when attempting to put 

together a comprehensive explanation of something as complex as feminism. The only 

way to avoid these critiques is to include an account of the dominations which are 

inherently linked with feminism, including the domination of nature, as well as to allow 

an inclusion of the many varied perspectives of feminism and feminist experiences. 

Cudworth analyzes three different feminisms which have shaped feminist thinking up to 

today: socialist feminism, "black" feminism, and radical feminism. 

Socialist feminism and Marxist feminism, like eco-socialism, view capitalism as 

the prime cause of women's domination. Specifically, beginning around the 1970s, they 

see women's socioeconomic roles as formed by capitalism for its own material benefits 

(Cudworth 72). In the last quarter century, however, there has been a shift from the 

emphasis of class to a focus on other ways in which capitalism oppresses women (73). 

Socialist feminism is susceptible to the same essentializing critique as eco-socialism, 

since it does not address the other ends for which people take advantage of women. By 

conceptualizing women as the victims of capitalism, this theory also ignores the ways 

capitalism may oppress men as well. 

"Black" feminism is useful for ecofeminist accounts due to its unique recognition 

of a "multiplicity of oppressions" (Cudworth 76). Through its stance of theorizing from 

the most disadvantaged position, "black working class women," black feminism believes 

that it can effectuate change for all. Although this stance reveals the ethnocentrism of 

much feminist thought, it also reveals its own anthropocentrism. Even black working 



Triplett 9 

class women, after all, are capable of exploiting the environment. Also, this feminism 

overlooks the privilege these women have over those in "poor communities in poor 

countries" across the globe (77). 

During the 1970s and 1980s radical feminists arose and showed concern for the 

exploitation of the environment due to patriarchy (Cudworth 72). Much criticism on 

radical feminism is based on its use of the term "patriarchy" (77). The criticism assumes 

that the term implies that all gender relations are the same and places men as the enemy. 

However, this assumption is flawed since patriarchy can also be viewed as an 

interconnected web of relations and dominations. Cudworth explains that only 

"revolutionary" feminists separate themselves completely from men and heterosexual 

sex, and even this stance is more along the lines of avoidance rather than against men 

(77). Although it would be more effective and comprehensive to see the oppression of 

the environment and of women as the products of interlinked and enmeshed dominations, 

radical feminism does allow women and men to "argue against such patriarchal social 

structures" through systematic accounts of social life (81). 

Although all "Ecofeminist philosophy extends familiar feminist critiques of social 

isms of domination to nature," the preponderance of ecofeminist theory can be separated 

into two categories: cultural ecofeminism and social ecofeminism (Warren 4). Cultural, 

or biological, ecofeminists believe that women's biological functions create a unique 

experience of their natural environment, an experience unknown to the males most 

responsible for destroying earth's natural resources. Reproductive practices such as 

pregnancy, child-bearing, the fertility cycle, and child-birth are deemed "natural" and 

thus justify viewing women as closer to nature. The spiritual and life affirming links of 
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womanhood embodied in concepts such as "mother earth" and associating nature with 

feminine principles also provide cultural feminists with the justifications for their theory 

of woman's unique experience with nature. According to this theory, the ecological 

crisis that is rapidly expanding and threatening humanity's continued existence demands 

that the feminine principles that affirm life be reclaimed in order to gather the insight of 

women that is most valuable in understanding and reversing the current state of 

destruction (Agarwall 69). Cultural ecofeminism, however, is inherently essentialist in 

that it assumes that women have an essential, single experience of nature which allows 

the reclamation of natural wonders previously destroyed by men. This essentialism is 

problematic because it overlooks the intersections of women's experiences in favor of 

reducing all women's knowledge to their bodies, which has historically been the locus for 

patriarchal power relations. Further problems arise when attempting to create a dualist 

experience of male versus female and preferring one over the other. By privileging a 

female view over a male view, this version of ecofeminism employs the reciprocal of the 

male over female dichotomy, instead of questioning the process of dualism itself. This 

problem arises when people assume that all women have an essentially unique experience 

with nature, an assumption that can rapidly be used to justify women's continued 

exclusion, because if they all have the same experience, flaws in the feminine principles 

can be used to justify not adopting that experience, preventing cultural ecofeminism from 

accomplishing its goal of retarding the depletion and destruction of natural resources. 

In response, or perhaps contrast, to cultural ecofeminism, social ecofeminism 

acknowledges that women's experiences with nature are a result of the social 

construction of gender that causes women to be associated with that which is "natural." 



Triplett 11 

Dualist constructions of male versus female and culture versus nature serve as 

justification for creating distinctions that associate women with nature, because they are 

forced into the realm of the natural, as opposed to the cultural "realm of men". The 

sexual division of labor also plays a role in this socialization process. Men are often 

placed into jobs that emphasize competition and hierarchy over caring and compassion 

for those around them (Mellor 15). As a result of this construction of labor, women are 

portrayed as literally closer to nature, since this is where most of their daily experience 

takes place. The social eco-feminist argument provides the vantage point for resistance 

to environmental degradation, since women are in a position to clearly experience 

destruction and devise tactics for its reversal in their daily lives (Agarwall 74). Although 

escaping the trap of biological determinism, social ecofeminist theory is fraught with 

problems of its own. Essentialism is still an applicable criticism of this argument, 

because social ecofeminists assume that women's knowledge is essentially linked to their 

daily experiences of labor, ignoring the fact that some women do not participate in 

activities that place them specifically closer to nature. Indeed, women often experience 

other forms of oppression that force them to take part in environmental destruction 

through processes such as economic development. Furthermore, social ecofeminists also 

fail to acknowledge the role of structures in perpetuating inequality. They assume that 

the position of the exclusion is a chosen one and can be a site of resistance, instead of 

questioning the role of the oppressor in enforcing that position and seeking change 

accordingly. 

Consequently, social ecofeminism runs the risk of effectuating no positive change 

to alter the current path of destruction, a course that may be detrimental in light of the 
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current ecological situation which is being degraded at an exponential rate. The flaws in 

social ecofeminism are synonymous with the dichotomous logic of wilderness areas. 

Logic that represents women as an embodiment of the "natural" realm and men as an 

embodiment of the "cultural" realm resonates with the dichotomy of segregating 

"natural" wilderness areas versus the "cultural" human world. The wilderness areas 

attempt to put nature in its place, similar to the way many women have been kept out of 

the way and separate from the "man's world." Warren summarizes this chain effect by 

explaining the circular logic used to perpetuate it, "The exploitation of nature and animals 

is justified by feminizing them; the exploitation of women is justified by naturalizing 

them" (12). 

An adapted ecofeminist perspective, however, could be useful in rethinking the 

dichotomy of "nature" versus "culture" or civilization. After all, the nature/culture split is 

only possible through patriarchal thinking. If the world were seen as an interconnected 

whole, as neo-ecofeminism strives to do, a hierarchy of either nature or culture over the 

other would cease to be possible (Birkeland 22). This renovated version of ecofeminism 

would take into account women's views and roles without segregating them from men's 

or placing them above other experiences and include women in the daily discussion and 

decision making process that surrounds today's environmental issues. After all, "when 

language is sexist or naturist, it mirrors and reflects conceptions of women and nonhuman 

nature as inferior to, having less prestige or status than, that which is identified as male, 

masculine, or 'human'" (Warren 12). It would also seek to understand that not all 

women have the same, or any, experiences with nature, from one country to the next or 

even from simply one individual to the next. After all, a woman from India would not 
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necessarily have the same experience or connection to nature as a woman from America. 

Similarly, a woman from the upper classes of India would not necessarily have the same 

connection to nature as a woman from a lower economic or social class in the same 

country. In this way, the new "neo-ecofeminist" perspective avoids the essentialism and 

hierarchal dichotomous flaws inherent in the older two versions. Neo-ecofeminism 

simply pushes for equal representation, including females and males, as well as nature. 

The importance of equal representation can be clearly seen in the results of a 1992 

survey of the different issues addressed by traditional environmental organizations and 

justice-oriented environmental groups who seek equal representation among the sexes, 

races, and classes of people. Sixty-one traditional environmental organizations were 

surveyed and compared with seventy-six justice-oriented groups (Warren 52). See 

Appendix for Resource Comparison. 

It can be seen in the table that the traditional environmental organizations are 

much less likely than the justice-oriented groups to focus on issues such as hazardous 

wastes, public health, occupational health and safety, human and civil rights, and 

environmental racism and justice. These issues affect the lower classes in a much higher 

proportion. After all, the upper classes can afford to not live near hazardous waste sites, 

can pay for private health care, can work in safer occupations, can hire expensive lawyers 

to protect their human and civil rights, and are much more likely to be advantaged by 

environmental racism and justice. In fact, none of the traditional groups surveyed 

worked on the issues of housing, litter, native land, water, fishing rights, or many other 

issues that would affect the underrepresented peoples missing from the traditional groups. 

By analyzing this table, it is easy to conclude that the representation, or lack thereof, of 
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minority groups drastically affects the way in which environmental groups face the 

problems which affect those underrepresented groups. 

Employing this neo-ecofeminist theory in order to even out the dichotomy 

between men and women and to address today's pressing environmental issues faces the 

inherent barrier of wilderness areas. These plots of land draw a sharp distinction between 

what is "human" and what is separately "nature," entrenching the flawed dichotomy that 

is woven into the fabric of current ecofeminism. If this dualism is allowed to continue 

and thrive, the challenging of the man/woman dichotomy within the same environmental 

arena becomes a daunting, if not impossible task. 

Rather than addressing the problems at hand, many environmentalists have sought 

to stick a short-term Band-Aid over the current environmental degradation with the 

adoption of wilderness areas and ignore the long-term effects that this may propagate. 

"Nature" has long been associated with escapism. From Thoreau's "Walking" to 

Bronte's Jane Eyre, "nature" has been portrayed as a prime means of escape. Yet, what 

serves as a useful game of childish imagination, only applies a short-term prescription to 

a long-term problem. As Jane sits alone, neglected and abused, her mind and body 

occupying separate worlds, the "death white realms" in Bewick's History of British Birds 

parallel Jane's despondence. "With Bewick on [her] knee, [she] was then happy" (Bronte 

40). The loneliness and despair in her heart cease for one brief second as she ventures 

into the splendor of escape. As her eyes skim over each letter, as fingers over Braille, the 

letters become words, words form thoughts, and thoughts transform into a fresh new 

world, beckoning her to step inside. At the golden age of seven, Jane masters the secret 

of escapism, and reading becomes the essential tool in her survival kit. Her book, her 



Triplett 15 

friend, her deus ex machina, imaginative escape transports Jane far beyond her daily 

prison. Just as Bronte's Jane Eyre longs to escape the darkness that surrounds her, so too 

do humans long to escape the degradation of nature that proliferates further each day. 

Reading, however, is only one facet in the prism of escapism. A currently popular 

method of escapism through nature is simple physical isolation. Many environmentalists 

believe that by isolating "edenic" plots of land as wilderness areas, they, like Jane, will be 

able to escape the "dark ages" that surround them. The paradox, however, is that - "if by 

definition wilderness leaves no place for human beings, save perhaps as contemplative 

sojourners enjoying their leisurely reverie of God's natural cathedral — then also by 

definition it can offer no solution to the environmental and other problems that confront 

us" (Cronon 484). By separating "nature" from the "cultural" world, the dichotomy 

between women, who are portrayed as connected to nature, and men, who are seen as 

more cultural, is exacerbated further, proving that the view of nature as a means toward 

escapism co-opts any meaningful prescription for placing the world back on its 

environmental trajectory. 

The philosophical foundation behind "wilderness areas" is firmly rooted in the 

myth of a pristine America sparsely populated with a primitive people living in harmony 

with nature when "in 1492 Columbus sailed the ocean blue." From this mythic ideal 

environmentalists have molded their "wilderness areas." After all, the consequence of 

viewing the environment as a means of escape is that it must be non-human if humans are 

to escape from human-related problems. Yet, it has been proven that even the archetype 

of a pristine wilderness was altered by its early native inhabitants. William Denevan 

states in The Pristine Myth that "scholarship has shown that Indian populations in the 
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Americas were substantial, that the forests had indeed been altered, that landscape change 

was commonplace" (415). The reasons behind the emergence of the myth of pristine 

wilderness as the dominant western paradigm include misreporting and misinterpreting 

historical data, but a significant contributor to the myth of pristine wilderness is simple 

nostalgia. Drawing again on the human desire to escape that which is not pleasing, 

modern environmentalists have been extremely adept at retaining only the pleasing 

aspects of the past. Nevertheless, the idea of the pristine wilderness remains the false 

assumption upon which modern environmentalists have built their massive "wilderness 

areas," with, of course, concessions stands, RV hook-ups, and paved roads available. 

The delineation point between the Native Americans' use of the land before the 

colonization following Columbus' discovery and the Western use of it up to today is 

overly simplified in the portrayal of the Native Americans within the pristine myth. The 

difference is found in the Native American idea of balance and mutual respect. Again, 

this brings up the overwhelming importance of not essentializing a particular group's 

experiences. As Lee-Lampshire warns in "A Grammar for a Wittgensteinian 

Ecofeminism," people must be cautious about identifying a "single unified standpoint 

able to represent the experiences of all women" (412). Therefore, one must take into 

account the perspectives of Native Americans, but they must also remember that these 

perspectives vary from tribe to tribe and individual to individual. 

In "Ecofeminism through an Anticolonial Framework," Andy Smith explains that 

Native Americans were and are still about seeking a balance in everything. Before 

colonization, the women in most tribes were spiritual, political, and military leaders (22). 

Many tribes even followed matrilineal customs. A division of labor did exist, but each 
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division usually carried the same status, avoiding a hierarchy of labor. Although the 

Native Americans used the land for their survival, they viewed nature as giving itself 

over only if respect was shown (Plant 123). This is underscored in the Iroquois' "natural 

law" to honor and respect the land (122). However, such a mutual respect for the 

environment is much harder to understand through western civilization's view of the 

Earth as matter to be used for its own benefit. In the non-native view, people take from 

nature because it is put there for one's own benefit instead of nature giving itself freely. 

This introduces the issue of accountability since nature is not seen as something to 

respect. Instead of a mutual relationship with nature, humans' dealings with nature 

become an exploitation of it. 

Ironically, the Europeans came to find a "New World," but simply forced their 

old views and beliefs on this "World" until it became an extension of their old ways 

(Plant 124). As Smith points out, however, this oppression has not come to a complete 

halt. In fact, native lands are the site of most of the environmental destruction in the 

United States. Sixty percent of the energy resources in the United States are procured 

from Native American land, including but not limited to coal, oil, and uranium. Waste 

dumps are also disproportionately allocated to Native American lands since they do not 

share the same Environmental Protection Agency requirements (Smith 23). The 

exploitation is not limited to their land either. The Native Americans themselves are used 

as inspirational symbols throughout environmental movements. Their spiritual symbols 

and beliefs are treated as a commodity that is for sale "in a book or a $300 sweat lodge" 

(Smith 30). This spiritual exploitation is described in a Native American poem, "Shame 

On," by Chrystos: 
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America is starving to death for spiritual meaning. 

It's the price you pay for taking everything. 

It's the price you pay for buying everything. 

It's the price you pay for loving your stuff more than life. 

Everything goes on without you. 

You can't hear the grass breathe because you're too busy talking about 

being an Indian holy woman 200 years ago. 

The wind won't talk to you because you're always right, even when you 

don't know what you're talking about. 

We've been polite for 500 years and you still don't get it. 

Take nothing you cannot return. 

Give to others; give more. 

Walk quietly, do what needs to be done. 

Give thanks for your life; respect all beings. 

Simple, and it doesn't cost a penny. (Chrystos 100) 

In order to truly incorporate Native Americans in ecofeminist discourse, more 

must be done than to simply say that they are welcome to join. This point is highlighted 

by the fact that only 3% of Native American women attend college, and the high school 

dropout rate is a shocking 85% (Smith 32). Due to these statistics, standard academic 

discourse falls short of reaching the Native American women, since they are highly likely 

to be absent from the academic arena. Clearly, in order to include them as has been 

proposed in theory, the dualism between theory and action must be overcome. Those 

who want to include them must actively seek them out and listen to what they have to 
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say. Only by this active participation in the ecofeminist discourse may the Native 

American voice once again be heard in matters from which they have too long been 

excluded. 

Although many scholars view the beginning of the downward trajectory for the 

environment as starting with the European colonization of North America, the turning 

point for the Western domination of the environment has also been identified by various 

scholars as the scientific revolution of the 17th century and even the Industrial 

Revolution. Kelly in Women and Power explains how the scientific revolution of the 17th 

century "contained in it the seeds of today's oppressive technologies" (113). The idea 

that the entire universe could be explained by "laws of nature" seemed to say that nature 

was not "wild" at all. In fact, these newly discovered "laws" were then able to be 

employed in order to control nature. Also, the fact that these "laws of nature" were 

discovered through the use of human reason began a new dichotomy of reason over the 

natural. It was at this time that Galileo, though not undisputed, described a universe 

understandable through geometry. His contemporary, Descartes, took the findings 

further in his Meditations on First Philosophy to explain that the very essence of a human 

being was the ability to reason in his famous saying, "Cogito ergo sum " (17). Another 

theory identifies the shift in Western culture's view of nature as something to be 

conquered with the Industrial Revolution. Plant explains how some believe that to "alter 

the landscape to such a vast extent" necessitated a renovation of the common view 

towards nature (128). This was especially true after Eli Whitney's invention of the cotton 

gin in 1793. Nature had to be reconceptualized into something that justified the 

exploiting and conquering that was to follow. Nature had to be sharply delineated from 
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humans. 

By distinguishing wilderness areas from those areas inhabited by humans, as 

opposed to a more united view, a dichotomy of humans versus non-humans is entrenched 

into environmental philosophy. According to Callicott's interpretation of Birch, "the 

concept perpetuates the pre-Darwinian metaphysical dichotomy between 'man' and 

nature, albeit with an opposite spin. So much so, indeed, that one of the principle 

psycho-spiritual benefits of wilderness experience is said to be contact with the radical 

'other' and wilderness preservation the letting be of the nonhuman other in its full 

otherness"(348). This dichotomy not only sets humans apart as the distinctly separate 

"other" from nature and woman as the distinctly separate "other" from men both 

rhetorically and symbolically, but also in that it separates humans physically from 

experiencing a unity with nature. Without this close experience of becoming connected 

to nature, humans risk becoming indifferent towards their environment, and without 

interest, the environmental movement as a whole will quickly become worthless. 

As ecofeminists link women's oppression to environmental degradation, it is easy 

to overlook the role women play in preventing destruction from running its course. 

Warren explains that global and local movements have been built upon the principle of 

resistance, and ecofeminism has been born out of these experiences. Women's 

participation in nongovernmental organizations and grassroots activity has been 

revolutionary in the struggle against the war on nature. In the 1970s, women in Northern 

India protested deforestation by placing themselves between the loggers and the trees 

(Warren 5). Other lesser known examples of women in environmental movements justify 

the belief women are not totally powerless in the struggle to save the world. From 
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Ghana, where women have worked to contain soil erosion, to Bangladesh, where 

resistance to toxic waste dumping has occurred, from Barcelona, where women lobbied 

for organic farming practices, to Peru, where women successfully fostered alternative 

methods of waste collection, it is apparent the women of the world are quite as involved 

in environmental activism as the next male (Elliott 23-24). However, Elliot points out 

that while labeling these movements as "ecofeminist" specifically may not be accurate, 

neither is it to assume that ecofeminism has not resulted from the actions of ordinary 

women. Indeed, these experiences have been influential in understanding and seeking an 

explanation for the link between women's oppression and environmental degradation, 

even if it cannot be classified as such in each individual case. 

Unlike traditional environmental movements, women's concerns need to be at the 

forefront of demands to stop environmental degradation. While patriarchal exclusion of 

women from involvement in environmental discussions has been linked, time and again, 

to environmental degradation, the link between wilderness areas and the male/female 

dichotomy has been vigorously overlooked. Recent ecofeminism will cast these demands 

in terms of gender issues, instead of women's issues, which is crucial to understanding 

the connections between the environment and other forms of oppression so as to fully 

include women's voices. Warren urges "all of us - to think deeply about empirical 

connections between women and nature, and also between people of color, children, the 

poor, and nature" (14). Indeed, it appears representation is not enough: women have been 

included as victims, as well as agents of degradation. Tapping women's varied 

knowledge and diverse conditions is crucial to ensuring their recognition in policy 

planning for the future and in order to prevent further delineation between the similar 
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dichotomies of man versus woman and human versus nature. This requires that women 

participate fully as decision makers and agenda setters at all levels and in a way which 

explores solutions and processes that fully reflect women's individual experiences and 

their values (Elliott 30). 

In a world of war, disease and corruption, it seems as if environmental destruction 

may ultimately bring about the downfall of humanity. Indeed, every other conflict, 

absent all-out nuclear war, seems to pale in comparison to the slow motion destruction of 

humanity's necessity for survival. This destructive process is even more depressing in 

light of the apparent misunderstanding of the role humans are playing in this deadly 

game. A new ecofeminism would respond to this misunderstanding by clarifying the link 

between oppressions and by charting a new course for their alleviation. By transforming 

the patriarchal systems of domination that enable destruction to run its course, the new 

ecofeminists hope to create a world in which harmony and cooperation is more 

compatible with human modes of living instead of the current course of competition, 

essentialism, and hierarchy. Those environmentalists who disregard the deep links 

between ecologisms and feminisms must step back and consider the dichotomies they are 

exacerbating. For only by working from the foundation up can one search for a truly 

holistic cure for the dilemma instead of simply masking the various symptoms. For the 

sake of the world, this process of transformation may be the last hope for a species on a 

collision course with disaster. 

"A complacent acceptance of the status quo reflects more than a failure of nerve." 

- Kathleen Norris 
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Appendix 

Issue type Traditional Environmental Environmental Justice 
Organizations (%) Organizations (%) 

Conservation, wildlife, natural areas 45 4 
Toxic substances 39 39 
Water pollution 26 33 
Municipal solid waste management landfills 24 17 
Air pollution 21 9 
Energy 19 3 
Agriculture 16 5 
Hazardous wastes 15 32 
Land use planning 13 21 
Environmental education 21 11 
Recycling 13 14 
Resource management 13 -

Water resource planning 10 14 
Transportation 8 -

Growth management 8 -

Urban environment 6 3 
Incinerators 6 26 
Public health 5 13 
Leadership development 5 -

Occupational health and safety 3 21 
Nuclear waste, nuclear power 3 -

Hunting, fishing, game 3 3 
Noise pollution 3 -

Population and family planning 3 3 
Ozone destruction 3 -

Employment, training 3 16 
Emergency response, planning, and preparedness 2 -

Household or neighborhood pests 2 4 
Environmental impacts of war 2 -

Human rights, civil rights 2 16 
Environmental racism, environmental justice 2 8 
Housing - 19 
Litter, garbage in neighborhood - 9 
Native land, water, fishing rights - 8 
Farmworker organizing - 4 
Military/toxics - 4 
Youth recreation and development - 8 
Substance abuse - 7 
Developing countries' issues - 5 
Worker/labor rights - 5 
Immigration - 4 
Voting - 3 
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