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The ecofeminist Ynestra King wrote an article in 1988 with the suggestive title: The ecology of feminism and the feminism of ecology. The article insisted that feminism and ecology intrinsically needed each other.  She based her argument on the relationship between the contempt for women and the distain for Nature, pointing out that both were two forms of violence that reinforce one another.  I think she is right. Feminism and ecology are not two isolated movements that have just happened to crop up in our time.  Ecology and feminism are indeed concordant movements. And I will go even further and say that feminism has had to evolve toward ecofeminism in order to underline the connections between all forms of violence and oppression—from violence within the family to the destruction of the planet.

The historical role of feminism has been to reveal the connections between sexism, classism and racism in patriarchal societies.  Because of this revelation we can clearly see the deep misogyny embedded in destroying the earth as well as the dichotomy inherent in the Nature-culture debate. These condemnations by feminism have paved the way for the ecological critique emerging today, at least in Western societies. In laying bare the connections between women's domination and the domination of the earth, feminism has radicalized ecologists' postures both in social ecology and in deep ecology. King, in her article, notes that it has been feminist analysis that has radicalized both the theory and the practice of social ecology by denouncing both the androcentrism (male-centered) and the anthropocentrism (human-centered) present in our societies.

In denouncing the androcentrism and anthropocentrism of patriarchal society and by opposing all manifestations of domination of women and Nature, ecofeminism stand for both human liberation and harmony between the human and the earth. That is why the message of ecofeminism affirms that the search for egalitarian, harmonious relations between persons contributes to establishing healthy, harmonious relations with the earth.  In the same way, when we oppose the violation of Nature, we are also opposing that patriarchal mentality allowing the violation of women.

Ecofeminism: a work in progress

French feminist Francois D'Eaubonne first introduced the term "ecofeminism" in the 1970s.  She proposed that women had specific needs and interests that led us toward defense of the earth.  Today, the ecofeminist movement has broadened D'Eaubonne's primary concern: Moving beyond the defense of specific interests, ecofeminism proposes the transformation of all repressive systems. 

From the 1970s onward, ecofeminism has engaged in a fruitful and creative praxis. For many women, ecofeminism expresses a deep relationship with the earth and offers a spirituality that celebrates the life cycles of birth, coming of age, maturity, aging, death and regeneration. The search for new symbols that extol the fecundity of Nature coincides with the rediscovery of the Great Goddess and a critique of patriarchal religions. A great variety of ways are emerging that show ecofeminism's vitality and creativity.  

In the Third World, women's demands necessarily include ecological demands, given the devastation being done to our forests, the desertification of the land and contamination of our rivers and air; these atrocities make survival even more difficult. It is important, then, that ecological and ecofeminist movements grow out of the social and economic realities of our peoples—just like it was imperative do to so for the feminist movement.

Women and Nature

One of the currents of the ecofeminist movement that merits analysis is the position that links women with Nature.  This current has different expressions but we can recognize it in the celebration of the fecundity of the earth together with the fertility of women.  For many women, this means that the feminine is given greater acknowledgement, in that it raises up women's role in motherhood, childrearing and sustaining life. This current has also become more important to us because our identification with the Pachamama and the Great Goddess, in the celebration of women's life cycles and in connecting with the lunar and cosmic cycles. I think that many of us are attracted to some of these expressions and this bonding with the earth and with Nature has enriched our feminist spirituality. That is why I think it important to consider some of the implications of the connection between women and Nature because it is considered problematic by some ecofeminists. 

In deepening our feminist critique of the planet's destruction, it has become clear that there is a relationship between the scorn and hatred for women and the despoiling of the earth.  At the beginning of the patriarchal era—some 5,000 years ago—the association between women and Nature had been one of contempt for women, underlining her "natural destiny" of reproduction of the species.  This connotation of linking women with Nature within an androcentric and anthropocentric vision of a society led to women's subordination, which supposed that women, as well as the natural world with which she was associated, could not rise above this destiny—contrasted with the fact that men could indeed change the course of their destiny. Feminists and ecofeminists, especially those who identify with "socialist feminism," critique postures that that point to women's identification with Nature.  They warn that such identification continues to maintain the woman-Nature dualism by reinforcing the biological and cultural differences between men and women—and simply inverts hierarchical structures by giving superiority to the feminine over the masculine.

Diversity within ecofeminism

Ynestra King makes reference to three different positions within ecofeminism.  First, there is the position of some ecofeminists who argue for the integration of women within society by removing the connection between women and Nature, and overcoming the social and economic differences between men and women.  Socialist feminists would be included in this position, as well as those who propose that the ecofeminist agenda be one of sustainable development, the struggle against environmental destruction and the elimination of inequalities between the First and Third Worlds. They don't put on the table those anthropocentric aspects of society nor the dualism between culture and nature. 

The second position reinforces the identity with women and Nature, giving more emphasis to feminine values, maternity, fecundity, and intuition over reason. This group hopes to change the value system of patriarchal society by holding up the feminine way of doing things as a critique of androcentrism. 

King reminds us that there will not be an ecological transformation nor a feminist revolution without a questioning of all the power structures as well as all the inequalities in the cultural roles that patriarchal society has imposed on us—a warning that can be applied to both of these positions. 

Ecofeminism has another alternative, according to King—a third way to examine the dualisms in both the woman-Nature dichotomy as well as the Nature-culture one.  This posture recognizes that the dichotomy between nature and culture is a social construction of patriarchal societies. It also recognizes the problematic elements in the relationship between women and Nature and shows how an overvaluing of motherhood has been used to restrict women's human potential.  This position consciously seeks to appropriate some aspects of the woman-nature identity to create a new culture and new ways of engaging in political action.  This perspective considers it fundamental to overcome dualisms in social relationships between men and woman, the integration of ways of knowledge based on both intuition and reason and the transformation of roles assigned by society to both persons and to Nature. 

From this third position King proposes a new culture that would replace dualistic relations with ecological relations of interdependence and mutuality that exchange a culture of conquest for one of integrity. She offers a vision of a society that can totally move away from competition, threats and aggression. The future requires values such as cooperation, mutuality, compassion and integrity to free us from relationships of domination and exploitation. 

Unity in diversity

King says that feminist ecology requires a development theory of the human person—man and woman—based on relations that don't deny difference or establish hierarchies between persons or between the human and the non-human.

As has happened with feminism—or with feminisms—there will be differences within the ecofeminist movement.  It is inevitable that differences erupt; indeed these discrepancies open us to new paradigms and new cultural models. As we know, moving to the new begins with making breaks. Our own experience gives us examples of how changes related to feminism and ecofeminism can produce ruptures. Many women feel so moved by the immanence of the Sacred that forms part of all creation that they are abandoning those traditions that have sustained them for years. Ecofeminism is much more than being in favor of conservation of natural resources or of befriending whales. It is a process toward a society that breaks with anthropocentrism and resituates the human within all the elements of creation and not over against Nature.  This is not an easy road upon which to embark.  It demands a politics of resistance, a struggle for the well-being of the planet, a struggle for the transformation of all social relations. 

German ecologist Petra Kelly reminds us that ecofeminism is based on the principle of unity within diversity:  "Ecofeminism must be incorporated into our daily lives, contribute to the recognition of the connections that exist between the domination of people and the domination of Nature.  Ecofeminism is based on the principle of unity within diversity: a principle of utmost importance today in a time when there is such a decline in every aspect of life." (Petra Kelly, 1988).   We appreciate then, a diversity, which enriches us.  We embrace new perceptions, we learn about our past, which has been so deeply hidden within ourselves.  We learn from nature, from that non-human world that surrounds us.  We begin creating a new synthesis between the human and the non-human that can truly be one of friendship and love.   

*Maryknoll Sister Rosa Dominga Trapasso has lived and worked in Peru for more than 50 years.  She is a major voice in Latin America's feminist movement. 

Source:  Con-spirando #4: Ecofeminismo (junio, 1993), pp. 2-6.
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