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[bookmark: _Hlk514059592]Give a critical appraisal of the ecofeminist argument that the 
subjection of nature is akin to, and stems from, the subjugation of women.

Charis Thompson (2006) advanced that Carolyn Merchant’s 1980 book The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution was a seminal work which linked socialist narratives of capitalistic production to that of female reproduction and which gave academically-robust credence to the ecofeminist movement; Thompson summarised its main tenet as:

‘.  .  .  the idea that the rise of modern science, technology, and capitalism produced and relied on the death, domination, and exploitation of a nature gendered female, and that this reinforced and reflected the cultural subordination and exploitation of women’ (Thompson, 2006, p505 – 506).


Does the subjugation of nature stem from the subjugation of women?

In The Scientific Revolution and The Death of Nature, Merchant (2006, p. 514) acknowledges that, in the early 1980’s she had claimed that the fact that women’s nature-given ability to foster and nurture life became a subject of investigation and scientific research at the time of the Scientific Revolution, rendered ‘nature cast in the female gender’ not only to an objectifying patriarchal gaze, but, also, to the disempowerment, denigration and commodification of what she had believed was an inextricably linked women-nature dyad: women as nature, and nature as feminine.   At the time of writing The Death of Nature, Merchant positioned the subjugation of nature as akin to, as well as stemming from, the subjugation of women.  

Rosemary Ruether (2009, pp.1 - 5), in Religious Ecofeminism: Healing the Ecological Crisis, placed the domination of women and nature further back in history; as having roots in Christianity and its precursors - the Hebrew and Greek patriarchal cultures.  Particularly, Ruether (2009, p. 3) notes that, as a result of the creation myth which granted man dominion over nature (Genesis 1:26, p. 5) and the asceticism of early Christianity, which edified the soul and disparaged the body, ‘Christianity fused together two different patterns of human superiority to nature: domination of nature and negation of nature’, allowing the natural world to be exploited without conscience and without a sense of dependence on its bounty.  Ruether (pp. 2 -3) accepted that there is some question over the word ‘dominion’ which, some argue should have been translated as ‘stewardship’, but she felt that this did not elucidate why, for some significant period of time at least, the ‘Christian tradition had interpreted this mandate from Genesis as one of absolute mastery’ (2009, pp. 2 – 3).   In addition, Ruether (2009, pp. 4 - 5) points to Plato and Aristotle’s perspectives of women and animals as ‘mindless instruments incapable of ruling themselves and fit primarily to be ruled over and used by this male ruling class’, as well as to the myth of Eve’s fall from grace in the garden of Eden (Genesis 2 – 3, pp. 6 - 7), and Augustine’s  positioning of women as subordinate to men because of her ‘“carnality”’ (Ruether, 2009, p. 5).  

Ruether’s theory, then, also finds a connection between women and nature – the demise of both was closely linked; however, in the creation myth, man’s rulership over nature was akin to, but did not arise from, the domination of women - it came first, followed quickly by a male God’s need to punish and suppress Eve (and all subsequent women) because of her will, her intellectual curiosity and her independence.  

To determine whether the subjugation of nature stems from the subjugation of women, extensive ancient records and artefacts from around the world would need to be relied on.  Where these are in existent at all, they are often fragmentary and, arguably, are not transferable to the ways in which power imbalances are manifest in the modern world, and across different cultures and cosmologies.  Moreover, it is likely that several factors have contributed to the current position of women and nature today and that the combination of different factors would have varied from one civilisation to the next.  Therefore, Lahar’s conclusion that ‘the search for some singular and original seed of domination in the distant past does not really help us’ (Lahar, 1991, p. 34) is apt.    

For the purposes of this essay, then, it remains to appraise whether the subjugation of nature is akin to that of women; and, whether the paradigm of the subjugation of women and nature is a useful construct in itself, as well as within wider ecofeminist debate.


Is the subjugation of nature akin to the subjugation of women?

In the context of the success of Merchant’s 1980 book The Death of Nature, which contributed much to ecofeminism, as reported by Thompson (2006, pp. 505 – 506), the concept of a shared experienced of subjugation of women and nature struck a chord.

However, later, in response to criticism that ecofeminism’s essentialism provided a narrative which conveys that it is natural for women to take nurturing and caring roles and, even, that they ‘should clean up the environmental mess that men have made (Merchant, 2006, p. 514)’,  Merchant decoupled the essentialist paradigm of women and nature and attributed the gender-neutral term ‘partner’ to nature (Merchant, 2006, p.515), denoting a mutual, interdependent relationship; but the dualistic stance of dominating men and subordinated women remained. 

Distancing herself from essentialism, Vandana Shiva (2013, p.11) describes that, for her, ecofeminism is about culture; namely, that patriarchy has enabled men to claim most of the rights in society and women to assume most of the responsibility; with responsibility for nourishing life, therefore, women have sustained a closer relationship with the natural world.  In Is Ecofeminism Relevant?  Bronwyn James (1996) explains that, from a cultural-feminism perspective, women’s reproductive and psychological propensities have led to them being seen as closer to nature; whereas men are associated with culture and that ‘inasmuch as culture universally attempts to control and dominate nature, men universally dominate and subordinate women’ (James, 1996, p. 9).  James goes on to say, however, that there isn’t a body of evidence to support the notion that ‘categories of nature and culture are linked to gender categories’ and that the research of anthropologists reveals that, across different world cultures, women are not seen as allied to nature (p. 10).  In her study of the harvesting of medicinal herbs by South African women working for an environmental and development enterprise, offers that: 

Ecofeminism is predominantly articulated by white feminists in response to their personal experience of an industrialised modern society.  A notable exception to this is the work of ecofeminist and environmentalist, Vandana Shiva, who bases her arguments on Asian experiences of colonialism and subsequent western development (James, 1996, p. 8).

Indeed, in Nature, Self and Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy, and the Critique of Rationalism, Val Plumwood (1991, p. 10) agrees that the linking of women and nature is largely a Western idea and that, for many cultures, the connection between humans of either gender and nature is seen as having worth.  James and Plumwood, then, expose that women have identified themselves with nature in the West and, for many, this includes a constructed special relationship.  

The quality and meaning of this relational alignment is interesting and raises numerous questions: Has it enabled Western women to find, through nature’s plight, a way to express their own dissatisfaction?  Does nature offer a vital metaphor through which the subjugation of women in the Western world can be examined?  Perhaps the identification legitimises distress felt at the pace of industrial development and the loss of space and freedom so often associated with the natural world?  Is there something deeply rooted, archetypal, in the female Western psyche, that locates in nature something resonant or to be retrieved?  To what extent has Western mythology shaped discourse?

The ecofeminist argument that the subjection of nature is akin to the subjugation of women is without universal endorsement; but, it has been an accepted and chosen concept by, largely Western, ecofeminists.


Is the subjugation of women and nature a useful paradigm in ecofeminism? 

Lahar (1991, p.28 - 29) identified that although there is a vast range of theories of ecofeminism, generally they incorporate: 

‘a systematic analysis of domination that specifically includes the oppression of women and environmental exploitation, and  .  . advocate a synthesis of ecological and feminist principles as guiding lights for political organizing and the creation of ecological, socially equitable life-styles’ (Lahar, 1991, p. 29).

However, ‘feminist principles’, too, are varied and mutable.  In order to evaluate the ecofeminist argument that the subjection of nature is akin to, and stems from, the subjugation of women, the developmental journey of feminist principles needs to be examined and located within the context of ecofeminism’s evolution. 
[bookmark: _Hlk513979188]
First-wave feminism was concerned with a ‘struggle for equality’ (Alldred and Dennison, 2000, p126).  In Ecofeminism in the Twenty-First Century, Susan Buckingham (2004, pp. 146 – 149) explores the influence of ecofeminism following its inception in the 1970’s by Franscoise O’Eubonne (p. 153), and notes that some progress has been made.  Since the 1990’s the UN has taken on board the need for gender viewpoints to be incorporated into policy-making and agreement-formation.  Despite this, however, the states involved in UN decision-making, while signing up to gender equality, negate it through the maintenance of patriarchal frameworks of power, and the inequitable and environmentally-destructive ideology of economic growth.  First-wave feminism, then, has shaped political discourse but has done little to dismantle the male structures and gendered power dynamics within which ecological concerns have taken secondary place to economic development.  For this reason, it doesn’t offer a viable alternative to ecofeminist essentialism. 

Second-wave feminism, to which Merchant’s founding theory has contributed, challenges prevailing patriarchal values and conflates women and nature as dominated and exploited by masculine structures.  Accordingly, ecofeminists of this genre may ‘sometimes invert value-hierarchies to revalue qualities associated with the feminine’ (Alldred and Dennison, 2000, p.126).  Within the second-wave, then, essentialist models of feminism may be found but, more overtly, it is a dualistic theory; one in which an oppositional relationship between men and women is implicit.  For example, the cultural feminist influence still connects women to nature, albeit through culture and conditioning, but promotes a framework in which ecofeminists may ‘believe in the superiority of the feminine’ (James, 1996, p.9); a construal which reverses the worth currently attributed to gender in patriarchal societies.  Second-wave principles are associated with the model of ecofeminism under appraisal here.  Not only may this model support women to accept their socialised roles (King, 1995, p. 460), but it doesn’t take account of the numerous reasons that men, gender-fluid, homosexual, or gender-neutral persons may also identify with and reflect nature’s diverse range of entities and processes  (Morton, p. 276); or, as identified in Nature, Self and Gender by Plumwood (1991, pp. 17 – 18), the reality that less privileged men and men of colour, too, have been depersonalised and subjugated by patriarchal, colonial and industrialised systems. 

[bookmark: _Hlk514147418]Third-wave feminism is doubtful about what is conceived of as ‘natural’ for a given gender and removes itself from dualism and ‘existing forms of debate, such as by deconstructing the presumption of a gender binary or the conventional ways of doing politics’ (Alldred and Dennison, 2000, p. 126).  For example, in Nature, Self and Gender, Val Plumwood (1991, pp.3 - 7) asserts that environmental philosophy has operated within the tradition of rationalism without sufficient critique of it, and that rationalism’s reason and dualism have set up false, oppositional constructs.  In keeping with the psychology of Jung (1963, pp. 211 – 213), Plumwood reminds that both the male and female human self is not just rational, but emotional, bodily and animal (p. 5).  She argues that not only has rationalism split off the masculine from the feminine principles in humans generally, but, its dualism has also set up a divide between humans and the non-human world of nature, which needs to be repaired (p. 18).  

In Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, Plumwood (1993, pp. 1 – 3) exposes that ‘reason in the Western tradition has been constructed as the privileged domain of the master’ (p. 3) and that ‘the structure of dualism forms a major basis for the connections between forms of oppression’ (pp. 2 - 3), those of ‘race, class and gender’(p. 2), and she recommends that nature becomes ‘the fourth category’ in this list (p. 1).  Plumwood, then, describes the subjugation of women and nature as arising from a masculinized dominating class (p, 28); by including ‘class’ in the grouping of those who are oppressed, she implicitly includes men who are not privileged.  Without dismissing the different relationship women might have with nature, which is not because of ‘a quality of empathy or mysterious power shared by all women and inherent in women’s biology’ but due to socialisation and historical influences (p. 35), Plumwood calls for an ‘improved basis for environmental politics and philosophy .  .  .  by taking better account of the ethics and politics of mutuality (p. 2).’   

To this effect, Plumwood proposes a forward-looking, relational model of ecofeminism which includes respect for variance, while avoiding fusion and over-identification:

We must move toward the sort of ethics feminist theory has suggested, which can allow for both continuity and difference and for ties to nature which are expressive of the rich, caring relationships of kinship and friendship rather than an increasing abstraction and detachment from relationship (Plumwood, 1991, p. 16).

Vance (1994, p. 29) would have liked Plumwood to explain more about how her theory of might be applied practically.  However, suitable applications would depend on the time and place where enough integration has been achieved to be able to be manifest as a collective shift of direction towards non-hierarchical relationships with the natural world and between humans.  What Plumwood puts forward, though, is a restorative form of ecofeminism within which men and women become fully human.  Her model seeks to break down oppositional dynamics and rejects essentialism; it involves a recognition that both men and women are part of nature, as well as culture (p. 36).  For both sexes, the need to connect with nature (p. 39) and to challenge systems of domination are essential.  




Conclusion

The notion that the subjection of nature stems from the subjugation of women has resonated with many women and has, perhaps, been of use in raising ecological awareness and concern; but it is not endorsed by evidence.  However, it is not denied that the subjugation of nature is akin to the subjugation of women but, drawing on Plumwood’s work, it is also akin to the subjugation of those who are of a race or class perceived to be inferior by privileged and ruling masters.

Especially, the ecofeminist argument that the subjugation of nature is akin to, and stems from, the subjugation of women, lacks healing potential (other than between women and nature).  The splits between men and women, and humanity and nature, run deep and the concept offers no plan of restoration.  On the other hand, Plumwood’s model is widely relevant, with potential for application on a number of levels, including environmentally, psychologically, politically, societally, interpersonally and spiritually.  

King (1995, p. 458) defines ecology as a science which ‘concerns itself with the interrelationships among all forms of life.  It aims to harmonise nature’.  Plumwood’s form of ecofeminism, based on third-wave feminism, then, is not only more forward-looking and integrative but it is more authentically ecological.  
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