


Give a critical appraisal of the ecofeminist argument that the subjection of nature is akin to, and stems from, the subjugation of women.
1. Introduction: Women and Nature in Europe 
Ecofeminism associates the devaluation and subjugation of women with the domination and degradation of nature. In certain expressions, it has also placed emphasis on qualities seen as more traditionally “feminine”, such as nurture and the raising of children. In this paper I examine some key aspects of the ecofeminist debate. The present section introduces the paper and considers how ecofeminist thinking illuminates the shadows of the scientific revolution. The second section explores ecofeminist principles through the relationship between women, divinity and nature. Sections 3 and 4 examine the relationship between ecofeminism and other forms of oppression. In section 5 I conclude that the ecofeminist debate is best understood in the context of the wider matrix of oppression that exists at present. 
Merchant (1990) identifies nature as traditionally feminine in both Western and non-Western cultures. She perceives a dual view of nature as having existed in Europe: of a nurturing mother but also as wild and uncontrolled, both aspects being identified with the female sex. The nurturing mother frame was protective as “one does not readily slay a mother” or “dig into her entrails for gold.” (1990 p2-3) Changes in attitudes to the earth in Europe in 17th century Europe, namely the scientific revolution and the rise of a market-oriented culture, destroyed the maternalistic view of nature, instead seeing it as an inanimate, dead subject, fit for man’s control and domination through science, technology and capitalist production:
“As woman’s womb had symbolically yielded to the forceps, so nature’s womb harbored secrets that through technology could be wrested from her grasp for use in the improvement of the human condition.”  (Merchant,1990 p169)
According to Merchant (2005, p516) material and ecological changes do not cause or determine ideological changes but make certain ideas and beliefs seem more plausible than others. This, she argues, was the role of mechanistic science in the destruction of nature. She argues that the rhetoric used by Francis Bacon to promote his experimental method towards nature (which included words such as “hound”, “straiten” and “enslave”) implied and even condoned torture, working as he did in the era of the witch trials (2005, p525). 
The mechanistic scientific approach also facilitated colonialism and imperialism, by legitimising the subjugation of women, nature, colonised peoples and animals. The witch hunts can be seen as the corollary of the enclosures, placing people and land within a “calculus of economic advantage” which spread across the world, while simultaneously restricting the practices of midwives, herbalists and shamans in Europe. (Federici in Appfel-Marglin, 2011, p 42). As such, it supported an architecture of injustice, taking the land and exploiting people in other parts of the world to enrich the west and a minority of local elites.

2. Nature as feminine, Nature as Goddess
Merchant argues that concepts of nature and women are historical and social constructions with no unchanging essential characteristics. (1990 xvi). In contrast, Plumwood posits that a recognition of both similarity and difference to men is needed and that it is wrong to see all difference as imbued with powerlessness, as this simply accepts the old identity and concedes the claim that qualities outside that identity are male (1993 p62).  To me, the most attractive approach is to keep distinctions, in so far as they exist, as fluid as possible in order to avoid falling into the trap of binary thinking discussed further in section 4 below. 
The association of the feminine with nature has spiritual and religious overtones, for example through the worship of nature goddesses and the association of “feminine” qualities with the earth. We can ask number of questions about this “spiritual ecofeminism” such as whether the turn to Goddess worship is really a rediscovery of the past or simply an invention of the present and whether the association of women with nature is likely to support rather than weaken their power in society. (Radford Reuther, 1997, p387)
To this I would echo Audre Lorde (1979 p67) and add: which representations of the Goddess are being considered? Are they white, western european, judeo-christian? Or do they include the Goddesses of other regions? Lorde raised these matters in relation to a book called Gyn/Ecology by Mary Daly in which the latter spoke about the form and function of the Goddess, without referring to any of the African traditions.  I consider some responses to these questions below.
Worship of the Goddess has existed since ancient times: neolithic art has a rich array of symbols from nature and images of the Goddess.  (Eisler, 1997 p451-452). However, since the times of the witch burnings, the association of women with nature and its spirituality has had a fearful history in the European context.  For example, there was once a tradition of “world axis trees” connecting the earth, heavens and underworld, from where midwives in many parts of Europe used to fetch the souls of unborn children. But in the time of Descartes nearly all of the midwives in Cologne were executed as witches. (Appfel-Marglin, 2011 p42).  
Some approaches to the feminine as divine focus on immanence- viewing nature as a divinity within itself, rather than transcendence, where the divine is seen as outside nature. However, this imprisons the feminine within a particular sphere of operation, bound within the earth and a  duality-based choice between immanence or transcendence. Within the tradition with which I am the most familiar (the Hindu tradition) there are many schools of thought. Broadly however, the divine feminine, like the divine masculine, is regarded as both immanent and transcendent. My perception of the Goddess growing up was of a dynamic powerful, creative energy, ultimately indivisible with the divine masculine. 
In the 80’s and 90’s ecofeminism faced much criticism for essentialising women by associating particular qualities, such as nurturing, with women (Merchant 2006). Das Gupta states that Hindu women were also more associated with nature due to their biological function. However, she notes:
 “the ubiquitous presence of Kali and other volatile independent goddesses reflect tantric conceptions of the nature of the divine feminine and its affirmation of those aspects of the creative feminine that are unpredictable, dynamic, imperious and transformative.” (1998, p111)

Within the Hindu traditions, there is a long history of inscribing sanctity on nature in general, as well as particular sacred sites. However, contrary to Merchant’s thesis that this leads to better nature protection, Nagarajan argues that:

 “…although non-Western religions may have a reverence towards landscapes and therefore may contain innumerable embedded ecologies, these beliefs do not necessarily lead to ecological practices that resemble conservationism in the sense that the earth has come to know it.” (1998, pp283-284)

Das Gupta views this as a consequence of the feminisation of the natural world and the expectation that the site will maternally bless, purify etc. without any requirement for sustenance in return. In contrast, Nagarjan argues that the reason for the approach is that the Goddess is regarded as protecting the human and not the other way round. 

Although there are campaigns and cases in India relating to sacred nature sites, for example, the clean-up of the Ganges (Ganga), there does seem to me to be a tension between ascribing divine power to an entity and protecting, as opposed to respecting, it. Alley describes how residents near the Ganges focus on cheating and corruption as creating an atmosphere in which the river is disrespected and

“how Ganga herself might help reset the degenerate moral and cosmic order.”  (Alley,1998)

Drawing from this discussion, it seems to me that Merchant’s view is a little simplistic and that the relative absence of the Goddess within western spiritual and philosophical thinking for many centuries may mask the implications of perceiving her as a fully actualised power in her own right, rather than simply as a means to instrumentalise our interconnectedness with nature and/or close the nurture deficit in society. 

Many traditions view the divine as ultimately being both male and female. Merchant (1990, p20) refers to Gnosticism and the unity of opposites, including references from 1678 stating that the pagans “call God male and female together”. This mirrors difficulties with viewing nature as exclusively feminine or identifying clear boundaries between what is masculine and what is feminine, discussed further in section 3 below.


3. “Traditional” Ecofeminism and racism

Ecofeminism has also faced strong criticism for failure to engage with other forms of oppression, such as racism.  As Riley points out:  

“in nations where such variables as ethnicity and class are a central organising principle of society, many women are not only viewed in opposition to men under dualism but also to other women.” (1997, p418)

 Lorde illustrates this powerfully in her letter to Mary Daly:

“Within the community of women, racism is a reality force in my life as it is not in yours. The white women with hoods on in Ohio handing out KK literature on the street may not like what you have to say, but they will shoot me on sight.” (1997, p70)
Lorde takes the view that it is not differences of race, age and sex that cause separation but the refusal to recognise such differences and the distortions that result from this refusal. She gives the example of white women ignoring their built-in white privilege and defining woman in terms of their experience alone, making women of colour the other, the outsider whose experience and tradition is too “alien” to comprehend. (1997, p117)
Plumwood also argues that a non-hierarchical concept of difference is needed and that the resolution of gender dualism must be interwoven with the resolution of other dualisms. She acknowledges that women are colonised in re gender but are colonisers in re other races, cultures, classes -presumably depending on where they stand within existing power structures in these areas- and species (1993, p67). This is the kind of complexity that a binary view cannot recognise but is in my view essential to understand if we are truly to address oppression in its different forms.

4. Ecofeminism and Dualistic thought

Ecofeminists have highlighted a range of dualisms in western cultural thought that have profoundly affected the course of European history and so, through colonialism and imperialism, that of the rest of the world. These include presenting female/male; nature/culture; black/white as binaries. Plumwood argues that dualism has informed the modern political landscape of the west as much as the ancient one, including environmental philosophy and within that deep ecology, (1993 pp2-3) and that it results from a denied dependency on a subordinated other:

“The unmarked heterosexual masculine subject depends for its substance on a differentiation from its other, associated with the feminine, the savage, the primitive.” (1993, p27)

 According to Plumwood, western culture has treated the human/nature relation as a dualism which explains, for example, the western construction of human identity as “outside” nature She also views the nature/culture dualism as of continued explanatory value in the understanding of female oppression in the western context, while stressing that:
“it is not a masculine identity pure and simple but the multiple, complex cultural identity of the master formed in the context of class, race, species and gender domination, which is at issue.” (1993, p5)
Once this identity is constructed the inferiorised group is forced to acquiesce to this “unless it can marshall cultural resources for resistence” (Plumwood,1993, p47). An example of this in relation relates to terra nullius (empty or unowned land) which has dispossessed and ignored  previous inhabitants, both human and non-human, usurped by Eurocentric concepts of productive labour (Merchant, 1990). For this reason categories of wilderness and nature carry colonial political overtones (Forbes, 2001) with the creation of parks such as Yosemite requiring both an essentialising of nature and  a “strategic” amnesia about the people who live in these lands who had been forced on to reservations (Plumwood, 1993, p22)
For this reason, adopting or building on non-western spiritual traditions can raise sensitive issues relating to cultural appropriation in certain contexts. Riley addresses the appropriation of indigenous cultures by some ecofeminists, referring to criticisms made of cultural feminists

 “for inventing earth-based feminist spiritualities that are based on the exploitation of our ancestral traditions, while we’re struggling to reclaim and defend our cultures from white supremacy.”  (Riley,1998, p424)

Personally I do not see the sincere adoption of the eastern spiritualities (including those relating to the divine feminine) by western adherents as cultural appropriation, but it is important to note the distinction that many such traditions eschew self-identification on the basis of factors such as nationality, have largely survived colonialism (although not without scars) and are not under serious threat of destruction.   

The debate on how we save nature is strongly impacted by the voices we hear. Those most connected with nature are in many cases the most suppressed, so it is particularly important that their voices are given room for expression. Race, class and gender politics can be interconnected by considering overwhelmingly white middle class male leadership of mainstream US environmental groups and the lack of reflection of the concerns of people of colour and poor whites. (Larsen in Riley,1998, p426). My experience of the mainstream UK environmental sector indicates that 27 years since Larsen’s article, these problems have not been resolved.

 
5. [bookmark: _GoBack]Conclusion
Exploring ecofeminist arguments has enriched my understanding of pivotal moments in western European history that profoundly impacted anyone who wasn’t a European Christian male at the time. These events correlate with social and racial oppression and the exploitation of the environment, the foundations on which the “progress” of western society has been built. 
These outcomes fit McGilchrist’s paradigm of a society where the calculating, measuring left brain, which he labels the “emissary”, ursurps the values-led right brain, or the “master”. He describes a society lead by this approach as one where the body is viewed as a machine and the natural world as resource to be exploited, a portrayal which fits our world today. (McGilchrist,2009)
A multi-layered response is needed, acknowleging complexity, difference and interdependence, escaping the trap of creating an impoverished  “other” that includes nature, the majority of non-western society, the poor and women, slowly devoured by Plumwood’s “master” (who is of course very different to McGilchrist’s!). As she notes, expelling this master from human culture, changing the colonising politics of western nations and ensuring our survival are all interrelated:
“the story must end either with the death of the other on whom he (the master) relies, and therefore with his own death, or with the abandonment of mastery, his failure and transformation.” (1998, p195)
At present this kind of transformation and the coming together of what Plumwood describes as “the four tectonic plates of liberation theory” relating to the oppressions of gender, race, class and nature, seems remote. However, acknowledging the multi-faceted nature of the challenges we face and the fact that there are no binary solutions would be a step in the right direction.
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