Give a critical appraisal of the ecofeminist argument that the subjugation of nature is akin to, and stems from, the subjugation of women.

Ecofeminism as a movement emerged in the 1970’s from a growing awareness of the connectedness between the domination of women and the domination of nature within the context of the western patriarchal society.  Francoise D’Eaubonne, a French feminist, first used the term Ecofeminisme in her book Le Feminisme ou la Mort (1974) to inspire female support for a female-led ecological movement to save the planet.  D’Eaubonne assigned essentialist traits to females and males, seeing women as givers and protectors of life with a concern for future generations and viewing men as exploitative beings who subjugated women and nature (Mayer 1994). Ecofeminism proposes that subjugation happens because the dualistic ideology of a patriarchal system places the concept of ‘nature’ and women in the same category which is considered to be inferior to the classification of culture and masculinity.  Ecofeminism rejects any form of hierarchy and believes that this system of domination has a negative impact on all living beings including the poor, women, indigenous people, nature and non-human animals.  
In her book The Death of Nature (1980), Carolyn Merchant explains that since the scientific revolution of the Enlightenment both nature and women in the western world have been treated as objects to exploit, control and to be tamed.  Pre-industrial age organic metaphors of the earth being the benevolent provider of all that we might need, a bountiful mother to be revered and worshipped were replaced with mechanistic views of the earth, experiencing it as though it were a passive machine producing limitless resources instead of the living ecosystem that is our home.  This mechanistic perspective is also projected on to non-human animals in agriculture whereby they are reduced to nothing more than a production line for the provision of flesh with no regard to them as individual beings (Kheel 2008).
Karen Warren, a feminist theorist, argues that if ecofeminism is a valid point of reference for addressing the domination of women and of nature then the leading branches of feminism are inadequate (Warren 1987).  Warren set about explaining the fundamental tenets of ecofeminism in four statements, these were ‘there are important connections between the oppression of women and the oppression of nature; understanding the nature of these connections is necessary to any adequate understanding of oppression of women and oppression of nature; feminist theory must include an ecological perspective; and solutions to ecological problems must include a feminist perspective’ (Warren 1987. 4-5). In order to support her beliefs Warren uses the system of ‘value-hierarchical’ thinking to illustrate how the ‘logic of domination’ is able to keep and justify the subjugation of a perceived ‘inferior’ group by the perceived ‘superior’ group along with the normative dualisms (Plumwood 1993) that when combined produce a patriarchal ideological framework.  Warren uses this appraisal to illuminate the structure upon which patriarchy rests, namely sexism, racism, naturism and classism (Warren 1987. 3-20).  She argued that none of the four most developed genres of feminism (Marxist, radical, liberal and socialist feminism) gave sufficient attention to the connection between the oppression of women and oppression of nature.  She expressed the need to create a more inclusive form of feminism that addressed ending the oppression of all subjugated groups including the needs of black feminists (Warren 1987.17,20).  Birkehande agreed with this perspective stating “we cannot end the exploitation of nature without ending human oppression, and vice versa” (Birkelande 1993).  Catriona Sandilands, a Professor of Environmentalism, adds to Warren’s argument for the need of a different form of feminist thought with her belief that ‘ecofeminism locates itself as a theory and movement which bridges the gap between feminism and ecology, but which transforms both to create a unified praxis to end all forms of domination’ (Sandilands 1991. 3).
The goal of ecofeminism to draw attention to and uncover what it considers the root cause of the domination of women to be, namely a society built upon the patriarchal ideology of dualism, a methodology for the hierarchical dualistic categorisation was explored in depth by the ecofeminist Val Plumwood.  She describes dualism as ‘a relation of separation and domination inscribed and naturalised in culture, and characterised by radical exclusion, distancing, and opposition between orders, constructed as systematically higher and lower, as inferior and superior, as ruler and ruled” such as male/female, light/dark, culture/nature, conscious/unconscious, positive/negative, good/evil and sacred/profane.  Therefore, dualism is a form of binarism that incorporates a hierarchical value (Plumwood 1993, 47-48). An example found in western, Christian religion has encouraged man to look to the sky to worship the sacred male deity who rules top down over the Earth.  Under this dualistic world view we find millions of women being murdered as witches because of their wrongly perceived connection with the underworld, the domain of the Devil.  Simone de Beauvoir introduced the term ‘other’ to explain the status of women in patriarchal society (de Beauvoir 1974) meaning that women, due to the biological processes particular to females, are subjugated to the realm of nature whilst men are able to rise above these biological processes and engage in activities that involve risk taking such hunting and war.  De Beauvoir reflected on this phenomenon and famously wrote ‘For it is not in the giving of life but in the risking of life that man is raised above the animal; that is why superiority is accorded in humanity not to the sex that brings forth but to that which kills’ (de Beauvoir 1974:72).
 Although definitions of ecofeminism vary with different schools of thought (e.g., liberal, cultural, radical feminist), ecofeminists generally agree on a fundamental connection between ecology and feminism.  Ecofeminism is the nexus of the two disciplines from which have evolved an array of theoretical streams to explore and attempt to rebalance the misuse of patriarchal power.  It is important to understand that ecology in this context is not just the study of the relationships between organisms in an ecosystem, but it is the position of needing to find ways to end the abuse of nature and to stop the destruction of the Earth system (Mayer 1994).  In the context of Warren’s ecofeminism, ecology relates specifically to the causes of the human abuse of non-human nature brought about through the embedded concept of the culture-nature duality. This dichotomous culture-nature concept is present in every aspect of the patriarchally constructed world (Warren, 1990).   
Furthermore, some ecofeminists believe that women are inherently more nurturing, life-affirming and caring than men and through this distinction these theorists begin to describe a certain essence that is female and that is male.  According to Warren, women can empathise better than men with the exploitation of nature because historically women have lived under the ‘logic of domination’ and exploitation (Warren 2000, p.343).  
The name ecofeminism itself, however, has been criticised on the grounds of the word being formed by the conjunction of two disciplines implying that women and nature are bonded in a way that suggests a form of essentialism. As if somehow there exists a natural pull towards each other of the two domains (Kheel 2008).  Kheel notes that the term ecofeminism is, for some, another case of essentialism. Essentialism, according to Kheel is ‘the notion of a biologically based unchanging nature or essence’ (Kheel 2008) whereby biological characteristics are used as evidence in determining destiny.  It is a perspective that can result in placing women closer to nature than men through characteristics that have typically been designated as female such as the softer traits of nurturance, kindness, passivity and those traits that at times may need controlling or punishing such as expressing one’s feelings, asking for one’s fundamental needs to be met, resisting domination.  In the roots of deep ecology too, ecofeminists have challenged the patriarchal influence suggesting that ecofeminism would deepen connectivity by ‘abandoning the hard-headed scientific approach to reality in favour of a more spiritual consciousness’ (Sahel 1984).  Some feminists recognise that these essentialist traits are socially constructed and are imposed on women as a part of a patriarchal system of oppression.  Some feminists choose to accept this connection, imposed on them, and use it to strengthen and inform their appraisal of subjugation by a patriarchal system (Archambault 1993).  
This brings ecofeminism to an interesting space for discussion which generally falls into two different positions: i.) the biological-based that claims that women, because of their biological experiences of ovulation, menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, breast feeding and menopause are closer to nature and are more able to connect with nature; ii.) oppression-based whereby women’s own distinct social reality brought about through the sexual division of labour and the accompanying oppression has enabled women to form a special relationship to nature and an empathy for nature. Warren points out that whichever position one takes, ecofeminism has drawn from the undervalued feminine values such as ‘love, care, trust and kindness and reciprocity’ in order to form an ethic to overcome all types of oppression (Warren 1991: 141).
Roach points out that caution is needed before supporting the biology base argument because if child bearing is what brings women closer to nature then does this mean that women who do not give birth to a chid feel less attuned to nature?  Also, most men have within their bodies the stuff necessary for the reproduction of life and they share most of the same biological processes as women (Roach 1991: 46-47). She goes on to question whether men’s biological processes are any more or less natural than women’s and makes the point that in making men the ‘other’ in this instance is just another way of hierarchically valuing a certain group within society.
Eckersley points out that because women have not been held as accountable for the destruction of the environment as men have because of their closer association with nature they ‘occupy a vantage point of ‘critical otherness’ from which they can offer a different way of looking at the problems both of patriarchy and ecological destruction’. However, the risks of ‘over-identifying with, and hence accepting uncritically, the perspective of women.’  She firstly warns that in doing so it can be easy to overlook the part that women have also played in ecological destruction.  Secondly, it can prevent us from acknowledging the extent to which men have suffered from the stereotypes they have been given.  Finally Eckersley believes that by over identifying with the perspective of women  can mean that we become less able to comprehend anything that does not relate to the issue of gender, resulting in a narrow manner of understanding environmental and social conditions. 
Another criticism of ecofeminism relates to women’s reproductive rights.  Patricia Jagentowicz Mills author of Women, Nature and Psyche challenges the work of the ecofeminists, in particular Ynestra King, by proposing that feminism ‘is the weak link in the argument for the unification of the feminist, ecology and participatory democracy movements’.  She advocates that women should have the right to control their own body whether they reproduce or not. Abortion could be viewed as domination over nature and King reminds feminists advocating for the reclaiming of motherhood that the roots of this motherhood movement came about from the pain and alienation of women who were pregnant when they did not want to be or were forced to have dangerous illegal abortions. She maintains that seeing pregnancy as simply ‘natural’ continues the domination of women in a patriarchal society and as such brings a flaw to the ecofeminist argument (Jagentowicz 1991). King argues that women’s historical association with nature puts them in a strong position to speak for nature (King 1983 17 and 19) and to end the domination of nature.  Jagentowicz points out that King’s ecofeminist stance strengthens women’s connection with nature and also supports the ‘personification of nature as female’.  This she argues leaves ‘women not only responsible for their own liberation but become uniquely responsible for all life.  If women are ‘responsible’ for life and an abstract pro-nature stance is advocated which claims that ‘Nature itself knows best’ or that ‘Nature must become an end in itself’ then the issue of a woman’s right to abortion on demand is at risk’.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, ecofeminism has over the past 50 years contributed greatly to the exploration of ways to work towards the ending of oppression.  In recent years ecofeminism has grown to encompass the oppression of non-human animals through the work of the vegetarian ecofeminism movement (Gaard 2002).  Ecofeminism remains an inspiring movement despite its difficulties of a reliance upon women’s biological connectedness with nature, the social inequalities resulting from this association of women with nature and the implications of ethics built upon female nurturing and care. Ecofeminists such as Biehl (1991:1) hoped that ecofeminism would produce ‘a genuinely anti-hierarchical, enlightened movement, and broadly oppositional movement, one that could oppose sexism and the many forces that are at work in destroying the biosphere and trammelling human freedom’.   It is interesting to read the experiences of women in other parts of the world who have are coming from a very different experience of being female in their society and the insights they can offer the ecofeminists of the West. It is exciting to read developments in Queer theory and the further challenges to essentialism in even wider contexts.  It is important to continue to challenge the hierarchical value system that is applied to development, restorative and environmental work.  It is vital to continue to enable the oppressed to have a part in a model of environmental protection that is inclusive and cooperative rather than competitive and that the demarcations of national boundaries do not get in the way of collaborative, global work.  Ecofeminism has had part to play in the bigger picture of creating a new ethic to guide us towards a more restorative and compassionate community of the earth and continues to be an evolving energy for change.
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