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I acknowledge that we are gathered on Wurundjeri country and pay my respects to the 

elders past and present who care for this place. Since we gather to consider ecological 

feminism, I honour in particular Wurundjeri women such as Aunty Joy Murphy 

Wandin. 

 

In her overview of ecofeminist theologies, Heather Eaton (2005) notes that there are 

many starting points for such theologies, some beginning more from ecological 

feminist studies, others from ecclesial or mainstream positions and much in between. 

Today, I will outline some contours of ecological feminism and make some remarks 

at the end on my own theological position in relation to these. 

 

What is eco-feminism? 

The term ‘ecofeminisme’ was coined in 1974 by French feminist Françoise 

d’Eaubonne to express the interconnectedness between oppression of women and 

ecological destruction. 

 

There are two main strands of ecofeminism: 

Cultural or spiritual ecofeminisms celebrate an affinity between women and 

nature, for example, in Goddess spiritualities. 

Social and socialist ecofeminisms focus on the interconnected oppressions of 

women and nature. 

Cultural/spiritual ecofeminism has been criticised for perpetuating a patriarchal 

identification of women and nature, which has devalued both. But the aim of this 

strand of ecofeminism is not to devalue but to uphold and celebrate.  

 

Social and socialist ecofeminisms identify and seek to intervene in or suggest 

alternatives to the workings of the systems of Western domination, that oppress both 

women and nature. 

 

Important to both strands of ecofeminism is a focus on embodiment and 

embeddedness within the Earth community, and our continuity with Earth others. 
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Also important is a respect for the differences which make up the entire Earth 

community. 

Some ecofeminist frameworks include the following:  

 

Val Plumwood critiques a logic of colonisation 

Vandana Shiva raises issues concerning women and the language, politics and 

practices of ‘development’ and western science.  

Starhawk and others: practice pagan and goddess spiritualities and politics, which 

valorise the body, sexuality and the feminine in the divine. 

 

In different ways each of these ecofeminist frameworks supports ecological feminist 

activism. 

 

Women and nature 1 

 

What problems might there be with claiming and celebrating an affinity between 

women and nature? One problem lies with the historical oppression of women, 

through identifying women with bodies and nature. This has both ecological and 

feminist implications. For example, 

• control of women through control of their bodies,  

• limitations on women’s roles, 

• women carry the ‘body’ work for men, 

• women and some children and subordinate men, servants, cleaners, cocoa 

pickers,  etc. do the work of mediation of nature (harvesting, cooking, 

cleaning, etc) for elite others,… 

• elite men and some women thus ‘escape’ the reality of their embeddedness in 

Earth, their dependence on the Earth community, both human and other-than-

human, for their sustenance 

• denial of death accompanies this alienation from the body, which is the site of 

mediation of human (rather than solely women’s) interconnectedness with 

Earth… 
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Dualism: the logic of colonisation 

 

Val Plumwood (1993) critiques the Western valorisation of reason and the dualistic 

logic which supports this valorisation, where women/slaves/the body/animals are 

opposed to, and what she calls hyper-separated from, men/master/the mind-soul-

spirit/humans in a system of thought and practice that valorises the latter set. In each 

set the elements are identified with one another: women with slaves, bodies and 

animals etc and men with mastery, mind, soul, spirit, human being. Mapped onto this 

is the theological presupposition that the divine creator and heaven are on the male 

side; the created and Earth are on the female side. This mapping resonates with 

Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza’s (1992) description of kyriarchy, of rule by the master 

or lord. Plumwood describes some further aspects of this system: 

 

• backgrounding (denial): consider, for example, slaves, women, nature, 

animals, child workers, sweat shop labourers – their work and our dependence 

on it is masked and denied. Note, for example, that the work of natural 

systems is not counted in GDP; the fully-stocked shelves of supermarkets 

mask the processes by which food and other goods come to the shelves, the 

other-than-human and human reproduction and production involved.  

• radical exclusion: treating nature as radically other, as not human – parallels 

patriarchal treatment of woman as the Other; and not only denies our 

dependence on other humans and non-human others, but also our 

interconnectedness with them. 

• incorporation (assimilation): if nature is constructed as the absence of the 

human, nature is incorporated into a human-centred world view as “lack”; 

nature is defined solely in terms of the human, and the interests of non-human 

others, such as other animals, are ignored. 

• instrumentalisation: nature is valued only in terms of its use value in relation 

to human interests. 

• homogenisation or stereotyping (demonisation): seeing the other as all 

alike; for example, nature and animals are seen to be alike in terms of their 

“lack of consciousness” – something humans are supposed to possess and non-

human animals and the rest of nature do not. Homogenisation leads to 
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stereotyping and demonisation. ‘Mother Nature’ is blamed for hurricanes, 

earthquakes, etc. There  is a denial of the complexity of nature, of the 

difference within nature, and of human continuity with nature. In this regard 

the word ‘nature’ is problematic in itself, as a generalising term which masks 

the differences between the many constituents of Earth and cosmos, species, 

kinds, ecosystems, galaxies, and so on. 

 

Rosemary Radford Ruether (1992) links this logic of domination with the denial of 

death, narratives of world destruction, and especially the ecological and social 

destructiveness of war. Greta Gaard (1997b), writing of queering ecofeminism, argues 

that a constitutive erotophobia underpins the structures of dualism which Plumwood 

critiques. 

 

Women and nature 2 

Do women have a privileged place in relation to nature and the environment? 

 

Ariel Salleh (1997) in her Ecofeminism as Politics describes “holding labour”, the 

work of birthing and sustaining, as a privileged mode of working in a more than 

human world; she looks at the ways in which the work many women, and some 

children and men in subordinate positions, do in terms of the mediation of nature, may 

give them a privileged understanding of the problems to be addressed in terms of 

environmental destruction. Vandana Shiva (2005) observes that for poor rural women 

in the majority world their everyday lives are directly linked with the natural world. 

As Mary Mellor (1997) writes: for such women “all struggle is ecological struggle.” 

 

Women’s environmental activism 

 

Another aspect of ecofeminist writing, is consideration of women’s ecological 

activism. Sometimes this is claimed retrospectively as ecofeminist. 

 

The Chipko movement  

 

Mary Mellor: “The Chipko movement of the Garwhal Himalayas is probably the best 

recorded of the struggles that have come to symbolize the relationship between 
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women and the environment. Chipko (meaning ‘hugging’ in Hindi) gained worldwide 

publicity in the mid-1970s through the action of Himalayan villagers (mainly women) 

hugging trees to prevent them from being felled. The movement had some success in 

getting the Indian government to support a moratorium on tree-felling and pay 

attention to the need for broad-leaved indigenous trees to prevent soil erosion and 

support the subsistence economies of local villages. Chipko activists argued that 

commercial pine or eucalyptus plantations provided work for some villagers (mainly 

men), but did not meet the needs of women who were almost all involved in 

cultivation and relied on trees for fuel and fodder for animals.” (Mellor 1997: 18-19). 

 

Mellor argues, however, that this movement has a complex history and genesis and 

cannot be read simplistically as an example of women’s spontaneous political action 

in ‘harmony’ with nature. Nevertheless, Mellor writes that Vandana Shiva, a nuclear 

physicist by training, was inspired by the Chipko women and has since “campaigned 

worldwide not only for forest protection, but for recognition of the role of women in 

the wider defence of local environments on which they depend for firewood, forage 

and water” (Mellor 1997: 19). 

 

Kenyan green belt movement. 

 

This was a rural tree-planting scheme in Kenya organized through the National 

Council of women. Local villages were to be surrounded by a green belt of at least 

1000 trees. Like many projects of women’s environmental activism, it had dual aims: 

to repair existing and help to prevent further environmental damage, namely the 

spread of desertification and the problem of soil erosion, and to address an issue of 

everyday human survival at the local level, the need for fuel. 

 

Love Canal, USA 

 

This was a key campaign about toxic waste. Love Canal was a working class area in 

the suburb of Niagara Falls in New York State, where a resident Lois Gibbs began to 

make a connection between high rates of illness and miscarriage in the estate where 

she lived and the toxic dump next door.  
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Critiques by women of practices destructive to the ‘environment’ as well as to human 

survival and well-being are directed to both local and global concerns. 

 

Rachel Carson’s (1962) The Silent Spring written in the 1960s brought to public 

attention the effects of DDT and other such chemicals on animals, especially birds. 

 

Carol Adams (1991) links feminism and animal rights in The Sexual Politics of Meat 

 

Greta Gaard’s (2001) concern with the tensions between Western environmental 

values and the claims of indigenous cultural values in relation to their traditional lands 

and seas – for example, her discussion of the Makah whale hunt. 

 

Susan Hawthorne draws on wildness and diversity as metaphors for politics. 

 

Some implications of ecofeminism 

• Affirmation of women’s difference and differences, not only biologically but 

experientially (including their experiences of oppression), socially and 

culturally, as sources of knowledge which can be used for survival and 

flourishing. 

• Related to this is a call to men to live their embodiment and embeddedness in 

partnership with human and non-human others for the survival and flourishing 

of the Earth community. 

• More generally, an affirmation of bio-diversity, and the links between 

biological and cultural diversity; Susan Hawthorne (2002) uses the notion of 

diversity as a key concept for describing what she calls a Wild Politics. 

• Lorraine Code writes of ecological thinking; she says: ‘Broadly speaking 

[ecology] is a study of habitats both physical and social where people 

endeavour to live well together; of ways of knowing that foster or thwart such 

living; and thus of the ethos and habitus enacted in the knowledge and actions, 

customs, social structures and creative-regulative principles by which people 

strive or fail to achieve this multiply realizable end’ (Code 2006: 25). 

Ecological thinking is for Code, multivalent, situated thinking. It is ‘on the 

ground’ thinking, but it varies from habitat to habitat, from place to place. It 
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resonates with what Norm Habel (2001) describes as an Earth wisdom, the 

way of things, and is unsettling of the dominating structures of thought and 

practice described earlier.  

• Elaine Wainwright (2012), drawing on Code, describes a multidimensional 

approach that brings together ecological, postcolonial and feminist approaches 

to religious texts and traditions.  

Ecological thinking is a kind of embedded, immersive attentiveness to Earth, 

recognising the rationality, the reason, as Plumwood (2002) would argue, embedded 

in the more than human communities and habitats of which we are part as members of 

one species of animal, the human species.  

 

How is this related to theology? The critique of systems of domination, the 

highlighting of embodiment and holding labour, the attentiveness to the way of things, 

the acting for a more than human justice, the focus on wildness, all underpin 

ecofeminist theologies that are deeply materialist. By this I mean theologies that 

champion matter and material relations as sites of sacred becoming, that also engage 

politically in resistance to structures and practices that are destructive of ecological 

communities.  

 

The challenge to all of us, women and men, is to understand what it means to be 

human in this more than human world, to find ways in which our being woven into 

and through with dominating thoughts and practices can be undone, so that we find 

ourselves embedded materially in a way that calls us forth.  

 

All aspects of Christian theology, for example, can be rethought through this lens, so 

that we recover and develop theologies of creation, incarnation, resurrection, and 

rethink notions of forgiveness, sacramentality, esp. Eucharist, and eschatology, in 

ways that are both symbolically effective in resonating with the deep materialism of 

ecological thinking and helpful in empowering us to respond with more than human 

others (including, but not only, other humans) to the challenges of ecological 

destruction, epitomised by climate change, but not only this. One way of rethinking 

theological categories in this ecological feminist framework is to ask whether they 

are, or how they might be, already evidenced in, or as, ecological categories.  
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For example, incarnation can be rethought at enmattering, something that John of 

Damascus already implies many centuries ago; the hospitality and sacrifice associated 

with Eucharist is a reflection, or encapsulation, of the sacrifice and hospitality entailed 

in any act of consumption, including those acts such as eating moderately necessary to 

our (and other animals’) survival; forgiveness might be recognised in planetary 

processes that, by and large, continue to support human life despite the ecological 

damage wrought by human beings, a kind of material grace that makes another way of 

being and acting possible.  

 

In this endeavour, while feminism is still needed, it needs to be subsumed to ecology; 

we are all in this together, women and men, creature and creature; critiquing the 

systems of domination is an important first and perhaps ongoing step, but it is not the 

end of the story, finding ways to open up intentionally to a ecological way of being, 

thinking and acting needs to become a priority. 
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