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Abstract:

Ecofeminism has recently emerged as an environmental ethic that integrates 

gender inequality and many forms of social injustice including environmental 

degradation. The implications of eco feminists’ broad attempt at integrating so many 

issues are the emotional and psychological response to defining warring entities as a 

particular gender. The following thesis attempts to denounce the negative implications of 

using gender identities to define the environmental crisis. The thesis offers a review of 

environmental ethics, as well as the current use of gender identity as an explanation for 

degradation. By evaluating gender as a socialized identity, this paper argues that gender 

symbols can be used as purely academic tools to further discussion of that nature. This 

suggests that the gender equilibrium may provide resolution in environmental discussion 

as long as gender is discussed as a socially taught identity and not restrictive to any sex or 

ideology.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Definitions of ecofeminism remain varied, as varied as the movers and shakers

promoting the development of the philosophy. It is easy to accept differential definitions

of the theory because ecofeminists have fundamentally attempted to address multiple

manifestations of social inequality at once. Even though there is not a single definition

that encompasses Ecofeminism as a whole, we can look to the founding concepts outlined

by Karen J. Warren, Professor of philosophy at Mcalester College.

[The] important connections between the domination of women and the 
domination of nature, an understanding of which is crucial to feminism, 
environmentalism, and environmental philosophy...the logic of 
domination has functioned historically within patriarchy to sustain and 
justify the twin dominations of women and nature” (Zimmerman 230-3)

Evident within this definition is the explanation of Ecofeminism as a composite of 

feminist and environmental theory. In this way, Ecofeminism is regarded as a social 

movement as well as an environmental theory. Although an embryonic theory and still in 

development, the Ecofeminism movement has many political implications.

I first encountered Ecofeminism in a Green Political Thought Seminar, and I was 

initially impressed with the theory. It was startling to find a once in a lifetime “solve all” 

to social oppression in all its manifestations. However, when I packed up my books and 

arrived in class to discuss the newly uncovered wonder-movement I was disenchanted by 

the animosity that most students held for the material. I was discouraged by the quick, 

emotionally shallow response to the ecofeminisf tedious work of assigning gender 

identities to the environmental crisis. After fifteen minutes, the theory had been 

discounted with a few mumbles and snippets regarding its irrational assumptions and 

allegations towards men. I was surprised, because every environmental theorist thus far

1



had made a multitude of allegations against humans and those had been discussed 

thoroughly. Why now, because we bring gender into the discussion, is every thought 

misinterpreted and unreasonable? The primary message students received from reading 

Ecofeminism material was that: Humans subjugate the environment and its men’s fault. I 

too would be frustrated if delving into the material had revealed such erroneous 

assumptions. That message alone is offensive to the male gender and an overall 

pessimistic approach to searching for solutions to the environmental crisis.

The conversation within the class dwindled, and was less than functional that day. 

I kept trying to make a slight case for Ecofeminism scuffling around what the class 

thought to be an extremist approach to environmentalism. I finally asked, in a last ditch 

effort to generate intellectual thought: Does anyone think that Ecofeminism contains a 

message beyond blaming men for the environmental crisis, a useful message in 

combating oppression? Do gender roles really define behaviors that manifest in other 

arenas like environmental policy? Now, considering the social resistance, I contemplated 

the overall progress that Ecofeminism might incite.

More recent ecofeminist theorists have focused their writings on similar grounds, 

making more generic arguments about social oppression on the grand scale. Most seem 

to lightly float over the assignment of gender identities imbedded in the theory. Although 

the perceived gender accusations generate strong emotional resistance to Ecofeminism, 

the pendulum has swung, likely to avoid controversy, to the complete opposite side of the 

ecofeminism proposal. It is a natural tendency in generating public appeal to avoid 

inherent social resistance and emotional responses evident in my own college course.
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The most important element in discussing gender and gender differences is the 

understanding that within our society both men and women construct our culture. 

Essentially, it is the downfall to ecofeminism or any profound social movement to play 

the blame game in asserting a certain source of conflict. Although often guilty of this 

theoretical crime, ecofeminist writers are now working to heal the wounds of blaming 

men for environmental degradation. Because gender is so intimate to individual identity, 

identifying masculinity as the source for environmental harm is pointing the finger at 

men and generating the violent response that typifies what is negative about masculinity 

in the first place. Ecofeminism along with other social movements needs to avoid 

alienating individuals at all costs. The fact that ecofeminism does this is uniquely 

damaging to its cause because ecofeminism has the propensity to transcend the 

boundaries of gender, race, and class to encourage cooperation and combat oppression at 

large.

The flexibility of ecofeminists to argue on such diverse grounds and yet still claim 

to be part of the same movement is interesting, but it will be even more interesting to 

explore where both approaches converge. Is dropping the discussion of gender identities 

the necessary evolution of the Ecofeminism theory? Or, does gender still offer a valid and 

helpful understanding of the inherent conflict?

The purpose of this thesis is to re evaluate and integrate the role of gender in the 

discussion of our environment. I will explore the woman-nature connections that 

Ecofeminism finds as an explanation of oppression and beg the question: Do gender 

symbols serve a purpose in current and future environmental discussion? Essentially, we 

will take a look at what Ecofeminism has proposed, its current struggle, and how
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understanding gender socialization can allow us to use gender to enhance, rather than 

limit, our discussion of the environment.

To explore these issues the thesis proceeds in the following manner. In chapter 

two the groundwork of environmental ethics leading to the unique role of ecofeminist 

theory is discussed. In chapter three, prominent gender studies and related theories are 

presented to offer a foundation for the discussion of gender identities comparable to the 

environmental debate. A similar discussion continues in chapter four as ecofeminist 

connections are drawn between the feminine identity and nature. Chapter four includes 

the most contentious aspects of Ecofeminism that this thesis seeks to evaluate. 

Alternately, chapter five explores the more difficultly articulated relationship between 

masculinity and nature. And finally, chapter six projects the continuing role of gender in 

ecofeminist theory as well as the use of gender identity as an academic tool for 

understanding the environmental crisis.
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CHAPTER TWO: SOME GROUND WORK

Ecofeminism has been built on numerous ecocentric assumptions that were 

devised during the environmental movement beginning most prominently with the 

publication of philosopher Aldo Leopold’s Sand County Almanac, in 1973. The first is 

the assumption that it is important to value the environment. Second, that the appropriate 

way to do so is through an environmental ethic. The term “Environmental Ethic” was 

coined within Leopold’s work (Leopold). The third assumption is that ecocentrism is 

undeniable. Ecocentrism is considered by environmental theorists including Leopold, 

Professor emeritus Arne Naess, Professor Homes Rolston III, Professor J. Baird Callicott, 

and political theorist Robyn Eckersley to be the preferred philosophical approach to 

addressing environmental degradation-especially in academic discussion that utilizes 

social concepts such as gender. These assumptions are the answers to foundational 

questions that this paper will address in more detail. Why should we care for the 

environment? What does caring for the environment mean? And, what is so promising

about Ecofeminism?

Why Should We Care?

Theorists have attempted to narrow environmentalism down to its origin; 

throughout debate, undoubtedly The Land Ethic by Aldo Leopold was among the first of 

its kind. Leopold was one of the foremost ethicists to suggest an environmental “ethic.” 

Many theorists who were sparked by Leopold’s suggestion pursued the task of defining 

an ethical code for the environment. Leopold asserted that an ethic must include “The 

terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically 

expedient. The thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty
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of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” (Zimmerman 214). An 

environmental ethic is a difficult concept to grasp because ethics are moral principles that 

we apply to ourselves as something to live by. However, an environmental ethic would 

apply the same principle to organisms and species as well. How far should our ethical 

obligations extend? What we gather from Leopold’s perspective is the need for an 

environmental ethic that does not perpetuate our destruction, but extends from our 

philosophy of community to value each organism independent of human utility. This 

cannot be replaced by any attempt to salvage the environment for our own economic 

gain. Instead, we ought to recognize the value and worth of our resources as they exist in

their natural state.

Leopold sets up the model of community as the way to achieve an ethical 

structure that we can apply to the environment. Within community many relationships 

exist. Leopold articulates the connection between the cooperative mechanisms that we 

use, and “symbiotic” relationships in the ecosystem to be similar. The point is that we 

are not in relation with the environment as much as we are with ourselves, or as the 

environment is with itself. On the other hand he explains, “A land ethic cannot prevent 

the alteration, management, and use of these “resources”, but it does affirm their right to 

continued existence (Zimmerman 99).” So, equilibrium between the utility of resources 

and experiencing a direct connection with all elements of our environment is the ultimate 

struggle.

Understanding the intrinsic worth of the biotic community is necessary. It 

seems that the utility of resources is permissible as long as the entities’ value within the 

world is made cognizant. In this way, we can not attempt to protect or promote an
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organism or specie without the motive being purely for the good of that being. This is 

especially true when the motivation is anthropocentric. Theorists would consider any 

policy or ethic with an anthropocentric motive to be false. To complicate the discussion, 

extending our ethical community to include all living organisms would also require a 

deeper understanding for the environment and how it functions. Leopold defines this 

community to be one of competition and co-operation, of which we are not accustomed 

to (Zimmerman 104). The importance of Leopold’s observation is that our understanding 

of the environment is already limited. The institutions which are most familiar to us vary 

from the ecological model. This need for understanding naturally encourages the 

development of connections between ecological model and what is more conceptually 

familiar when possible. Later we will discuss more of the ecofeminist approach to the 

theoretical disconnect between human understanding and ecology which is to uncover the 

relationship between the environment and gender.

The primary challenge in designing an environmental ethic is the 

requirement that we exchange our anthropocentric motives for conservation, consider 

what we have done to alter the biotic system, and extend our community to understand 

and preserve that which is still natural to live with. The ultimate change will be as 

Leopold’s golden rule explains, “The terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as 

well as what is economically expedient. The thing is right when it tends to preserve the 

integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends 

otherwise (Zimmerman 110).” Each organism is considered in every moral decision 

purely because of its intrinsic value. This would be the ecocentric and correct application

of an environmental ethic.
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What does caring about the environment really mean?

In light of the concern that an environmental ethic may be indefinable, Professor 

of Philosophy Holmes Rolston HI begins the project continued by ethicists Paul W. 

Taylor, Kenneth E. Goodpaster, and Peter Singer of outlining some profound suggestions 

for practically applying a morale code to the environment, human and non-human.

First and foremost is the issue brought forth by all ethicists: To what life forms 

should this environmental ethic, or moral consideration, extend? In general, the debate 

falls between a holistic or specific consideration of species. Paul W. Taylor, Kenneth E. 

Goodpaster, and Peter Singer suggest that an environmental ethic should be bio-centric, 

which would recognize (by their own criterion) each and every living organism 

separately and individually. The criterion Taylor provides for living organisms is having 

a ‘telos,’ which is essentially a reason for existence. As he explains, “Each individual 

organism is conceived of as a teleological center of life, pursuing its own good in its own 

way (Taylor 74-75).” The qualifier for Goodpaster is that the organism is living; 

however, he acknowledges that the consideration of all non-human organisms is not 

entirely practical in the everyday lives of humans.

Ecocentrism works in contrast with bio centrism. With ecocentrism, as 

proposed by Leopold and Rolston, the environment is valued more holistically as a set of 

eco-systems where value is interdependent. Leopold’s land ethic offers a broad array of 

non- human entities that he believes should be considered morally. I regard Leopold’s 

vagueness as inconsequential because the suggestion of an environmental ethic was so 

new-fangled that any exclusive definition was not necessary for the time; nonetheless J. 

Baird Callicott, Professor of Philosophy and religion studies, and many others have
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criticized Leopold for just that. Leopold’s golden rule, although vague, remains purely

ecocentric.

Callicott significantly addresses the charge by bio centrists that Leopold’s land 

ethic is eco-fascist. He explains that valuing the environment because humans feel the 

need or desire to pay patronage is not legitimate. Instead, Callicott suggests that an 

environmental ethic is a human obligation. He creates an ethical system, new and 

different from the way in which we value humans (which is not what Leopold suggested). 

Callicott suggests what he calls SOP-1 and SOP-2, the first (SOP-1) stressing the 

importance of long term global issues, the second (SOP-2) making a priority of salient 

environmental concerns. Ideally when SOP-1 and SOP-2 are considered together, every 

person’s environmentally ethical obligation would become clear.

Rolston, also ecocentric, takes a step further in defining a value system. The 

general progression of his value system moves from rational, to sentient, and then living. 

The final argument for an ecocentric perspective is that it is a good term for addressing 

environmental concerns. Very rarely is the environment considered without being an 

entire ecosystem at least, and most of the concerns that we are facing deal with 

maintaining that system rather than individual organisms within it. The basic premise to 

Rolston’s environmental ethic is science, which is very important to include in his line of 

philosophy. Rolston explains, “An ecological conscience requires an unprecedented mix 

of science and conscience, of biology and ethics” (Zimmerman 127). A summation of his 

rationale for ecocentrism is: “The species line is the vital living system, the whole, of 

which individual organisms are the essential parts. The species too has its integrity, its 

individuality [...] and it’s more important to protect its vitality than its individual
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integrity” (Zimmerman 137). Moreover, Rolston suggests a practical way of 

rationalizing the eco-centric perspective and evaluating a biological approach to moral

consideration.

Among the chief concerns of an environmental ethic: ecocentrism, 

biocentrism, avoiding eco-fascism and establishing a clearly scientific rationale, will be 

the primary obstacle in deciding how to put the ethic into practice. The answer to this 

question is short: care for the environment means valuing all life and recognizing the 

purpose and function of every living being.

How can Ecofeminism Help?

First, and foremost the integration of gender and the environment in discussion 

adds a personal knowledge and understanding of the conflict to every environmental 

patron: male and female. Quite simply, assigning gender identities to the crisis creates an 

emotional engagement unachievable by the current human community. Furthermore, 

gender symbols can be used as tools to propose egalitarian models and actually play out 

social solutions. The integration of gender is the most criticized aspect of Ecofeminism. 

It creates the most resistance to the theory because a strict observance to gender 

distinctions is perceptively accusatory. This may be the reason for the perceptual shift 

away from discussing the gender implications within Ecofeminism and an increased 

focus on potential solutions.

Beyond gender, Ecofeminism compares and considers all systems of oppression 

across social groups including: women, men, children, animals, plants and the planet 

itself (Wood 72). In many cases, specific social movements are criticized for limiting
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themselves to only one cause, group, or advocacy. This is the ranking of oppression that

Karen Warren criticizes:

So rather than compare, contrast, rank, or decry the ranking of affronts to humans 

and other conscious individuals, it is important to find the basis for exploitation that 

fosters oppression wherever it is found. Enlightenment will not come from a world view 

arranged by ordering various groups according to levels of priority. Viewing oppression 

through a holistic lens will mean focusing on the dynamic of domination itself, and, at the 

same time, being able to identify with any individual being subjugated. Whereas 

sympathy for the oppressed leads to charitable responses, identification with them leads 

us to demand just treatment. Feminist scholarship can inform activists’ decision by 

bearing witness to the pitfalls of accepting chivalry instead of respect. (Warren 12)

Vandiana Shiva makes a similar argument about exploitation throughout the 

world. Shiva explains that Ecofeminism extends a strong global call to action, not just 

attacking patriarchs, but all dominating systems. The extension of eco philosophy to 

consider all oppression makes the theory not limited to gender comparisons and therefore

less restrictive. The shift towards a solution centered Ecofeminism has detracted from the 

discussion of often changing gender expectations and identities. This open approach is 

present in the most recent work of current writers including Carolyn Merchant, Professor 

of Environmental History, Philosophy, and Ethics at University of California-Berkley, 

internationally renowned environmental scholar and activist Vandiana Shiva, and Karen 

J. Warren. In light of the criticisms that ecofeminism is under for gender identification, 

contemporary writers are perceived to have abandoned the once expansive discussion of 

gender and nature. Although Ecofeminist writers identify the unique connections
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between nature and female on many levels, in avoiding the most obvious indictment of 

Ecofeminism, the implications of gender identification has seemingly been exchanged for 

a more progressive discussion of environmental solutions. What seems unaccounted for 

is the concept of gender as a changing identity. While we observe a more androgynous 

approach to self identification and gender as a socialized continuum rather than biological 

restriction the connections formerly set out between human and nature have likely 

changed as well. Essentially, the change in gender identity should not necessarily incite 

the abandonment of gender from the Ecofeminism proposal for environmental solutions.

This thesis establishes that gender remains crucial to the discussion because it 

specifically relates to, and enhances discussion on the environmental crisis.

Understanding the intimacy of our gender identity and the comprehensive socialization 

we all undergo aids us in educating ourselves on all issues. Gender as a traditionally 

dualistic conflict is something that we have learned so well that assumptions are natural 

based on our own existence. Because natural behaviors of compassion, understanding, 

and respect are necessary to the philosophies discussed above, we will see that gender 

precepts provide a unique opportunity for understanding the environmental crisis and 

designing an appropriate ethic as outlined by Leopold and others. We can draw on innate 

moral predispositions to examine the dualistic systems that construct not only gender 

imbalance, but perhaps all manifestations of oppression.
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CHAPTER THREE: GENDER AS INTIMATE IDENTITY

Ecofeminism as a theory presumes that the discussion of what it means to be 

either male or female in many ways parallels the perception of the human-nature 

relationship. This section reviews recent gender studies and discusses how 

understanding the socialized significance of gender can interpret the environmental 

debate. Gender is distinct from sex- sex being biologically determined while gender is a 

cultural construct (Wood 19). This chapter indulges in a discussion on the concept of 

gender with the following studies contributing to an understanding of gender as a fluid 

personal evolution which defines feminine and masculine. Through the following 

descriptions we begin the arduous process of drawing associations between the male- 

female and human-nature relationships.

According to “Pinks and Blues,” a research video focusing on the social issues 

surrounding gender, the very first socializing factor in an individuals’ life is one’s gender. 

Even before birth “It’s a boy” or “It’s a Girl” paraphernalia are scattered to greet us upon 

entrance into the world. For many years men and women alike have been trying to sort 

through the definitions and differences of gender. Gender is a great image of both the 

identity and social value that varies with an individual’s identity. In this way gender is 

pivotal to the very loose definition of environment: “The whole complex of factors that 

influence the form and the ability to survive of a plant or animal or ecological community 

(Merriam 254).” Our environment is created, and changes relative to our identity. Alice 

Walker exquisitely explains the utility of gender as our social currency (23). Currency is 

an excellent term, as our gender is a source of power within society. We exchange social 

power through violence, sexuality, and economy. A struggle for all of these
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manifestations of power exists within the environmental and gender discussions. In fact, 

all issues of inequality have been discussed in all three terms. If we think that the 

environment is determined by our gender, than the environmental discussion is 

impossible to separate from it.

Western culture, established on a patriarchal precedent, directs our social 

environment (Wood 30). Monetarily, it is often figured that women make less than a 

man within the same occupation, men are the primary perpetrators of violence and sexual 

violence in society, and society orients itself to the emotional desires of the male gender 

(Wood 211, 89, 29). It is quite clear, in the terms of currency, that men possess a more

valuable matter.

In SHEdonism, Diane Glancy articulates very poetically the intimacy of her own 

gender identity while confessing that there are certain societal roles and images that she 

equates with masculinity:

But what is, is the realization that without thinking I equate a responsible 
human being with the male gender. And even after I’ve done it, it doesn’t 
bother me enough to make me change the poem. Let it be. It says what I 
felt when I wrote it... Aren’t all of us made of paradox and diversity, 
anger, hurt, hope, guilt, endurance? Aren’t we all fragments of opposition, 
especially women? A composite for which we have to provide the 
connecting threads...I called this existence, ‘SHEdonism’: the enjoyment 
of oneself as a woman. It includes the ability to sort through things and 
live dichotomy, even in a world that has its own fragments and conflicts. 
The ability to write clearly is the ability to think clearly. So I used 
exercises for both creative and essay or idea-transferring writing it clearly. 
Externalizing the thought process. Finding form for content. Using 
language for creative, expressive purposes. The revelation of words, their 
boldness, the imaginative impact of combined images, of seeing familiar 
in a new way. That’s what writing is. That’s what living is. That’s 
probably what feminism is. (Vizenor 256)
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From Glancy’s approach to masculinity, identification, and an attempt for further 

discussion through personal testimony we can articulate the connection between society 

and self. Glancy clearly wraps her gender, passion for writing, and political ideology into 

a tight knit basket. Individual gender is at the forefront of our identity and a thoroughly 

emotional experience throughout our lives. Additionally, Glancy’s understanding of 

gender changes throughout her writing articulates the need for gender symbols.

Although there are different assumptions about what it means to be either male or 

female, genderization is evolutionary and not constant or restrictive. Some of the most 

significant aspects of gender identity are: reinforcing that gender is flexible and not the 

same as a person’s sex, that men and women are more similar than different, and that

people may be more androgynous as years go on. The understanding that gender is more 

of a commonality for individuals than a difference may be the incentive for the perceived 

shift in ecofeminist theory. A more androgenous concept of self may naturally give way 

to broader ethical discussion of human as both male, female, and every variation there of. 

Therefore, this thesis argues that the environmental debate will be enhanced by 

considering the complexity rather than anonymity of gender; in order to improve our 

understanding and generate environmental solutions.

Our gender is intimately connected to who we are in many different ways. Our 

name, another determinate environmental factor, is largely based on the sex of a child at 

birth. Parents often prepare two names, two different forms of identity, one for a 

prospective male person and one for a female. From very early on boys and girls are 

treated differently by parents and surrounding adults based on sex (The Pinks).
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Researchers in the field of sociology and communication have discovered a list of

socialized “messages” served to both males and females while growing up:

For Males:
Don’t be Female 
Be successful 
Be aggressive 
Be sexual 
Be Self Reliant
Embody and Transcend traditional views of Masculinity

For Women:
Appearance always matters 
be sensitive and caring
Femininity is synonymous with negative treatment from others in 
society
Be “Superwoman”

(J. Doyle qtd. in Wood 153-66)

It is important to consider the implications of these messages and the affect of 

linking social significance to the environmental debate. The first message towards men is 

not to be female. From the beginning, these messages emphasize the polarity between 

genders that is divisive for people. The “us” versus “them” and tendency to otherize 

individuals is isolating for the human race. Otherization is the preposition for 

subjectivity. Ecocentrists have made a strong platform out of solidifying the connections 

between humans and their environment. While ecologically supported, human actions 

(through personal and governmental policy) serve to divide and oppress. It has been long 

discussed that understanding and furthermore education is the best approach to peace. 

Therefore, an emphasis on the difference between gender and specie is counterproductive

to conflict resolution.

Success is the second message delivered to male persons, and it effectively

emphasizes other factors of socialization as well. It is very problematic for 

environmental and social balance that these “successful” strategies are based on the
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capitalistic ideals such as individualism, production, and monetary profit. The very 

nature of these ideals undermines an environmental ethic.

William Ofuls discusses in Requiem for Modern Politics, that development and 

even a democracy that fosters capitalism will inherently oppress and destroy nature. 

Furthermore Ofuls describes that the “household economy, whose matrix was based on 

the organic system was destroyed by a market system organized by the modem nation

state, whose domestic and international powerbase resides in forced economic 

development along capitalist times (Ofuls 95).” Essentially, the same environmental 

factors that affect how we treat each other also influence our relationship with nature as 

another entity and resource. Ofuls contends that research fostered by democratic 

development is flawed by the presuppositions of the government system. Although 

development has been resolute for its many benefits to society and recently to nature 

itself, Ofuls and others beg us to reconsider our entire political model.

Ofuls’ suggestion, although not consistent with US governmental structure 

encourages us to explore and understand the more natural human existence, before 

statism in order to seek a successful political model. Ofuls blames the state for pursuing 

its own interests rather than that of individuals, but his argument is consistent with 

Ecofeminism in proposing a better social design. A new design, which Ofuls prefers to 

be non-democratic, that could provide resolution for the twin dominations of women and 

nature, as well as social injustice in its many manifestations. This social design would 

foster cooperation rather than competitiveness and “success” currently stressed in 

masculinity.
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Aggression is the outward display of violence and the desire to control or have 

power over another entity. Sexuality is an often confused element of human existence 

and used for aggressive purposes. Behavior resulting from the messages “be aggressive” 

and “be sexual” often emerge simultaneously. While sex exists as a means of survival 

and an act of love between two people it has also appeared in media as a form of violence 

through the sensationalized images of rape and molestation (Wood 134-40). 

Environmental groups are often criticized for their use of violent and sexual terminology 

in describing human/nature relationships. The terminology contested is often sexual and 

violent terms like “fertile (not potent) soil is tilled, and land that lies fallow is useless or 

barren, like a woman unable to conceive a child” (Zimmerman 259). Student organized 

not-for-profit organization originating at Carroll College in Helena, MT recently changed 

its slogan from S.A.V.E. “Students against violating the environment” to “Student 

advocates for valuing the environment” in order to dodge the use of graphic and 

accusatory terminology. The change was in order to have a more positive image as an 

environmental interest group. The use of “violating” suggests an obviously violent and 

invasive image that S.A.V.E. along with other environmental activists alike is trying to 

avoid. Viewing aggression and sexuality as negatively linked in society is harmful to the 

identity of men within society as well as the treatment of nature by humans.

“Being self reliant” as a male represents the desire to be a “self made man” the 

goal to make your million. In the same way humans have tried to separate themselves

from the environment. This distinction leads to the alienation of men that will be

discussed later. Humans have tried to achieve, especially in light of recent environmental 

destruction, to recreate the biosphere. Often the aim is to understand more in depth what
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can be done to reverse damage, but also how ecology can improve human development 

and technology, Biomimicry for instance, is a technological science which is currently 

working towards completely recreating some of the unique plants and animals that 

inhabit the lithosphere, in order to adapt mechanisms that might improve computer 

technologies. All of these approaches are based on self reliance, the assumption that 

humans are superior, and the hope that we can survive independent of the environment 

we are currently degrading. The technological answer to the environmental crisis is not 

to solve the real problem (over consumption), but to move beyond or ‘do without’. 

Alternative energy sources are only alternatives and not a solution to our insatiable needs

as humans.

The last message: to embody and transcend current views of masculinity is 

precisely the obstacle for men who desire to support either feminist or ecofeminist 

movements. Men are expected to simultaneously succeed within the society being 

criticized for its destructive view of masculinity and act to renew balance between 

genders. This is a double bind similar to that faced by women. In order to be an effective 

man by these terms it is necessary to meet and exceed social expectations where the 

obvious difficulty is defining what those “super expectations” could be. Later we will 

talk about the many roles expected of women, but the roles for men are less clearly if at 

all defined, which makes self determination more difficult. It is positive that within the 

messages delivered to men, there is room for change. What needs to be determined is the 

best approach. This is where ecofeminism may offer an effective strategy for individuals 

aiming to achieve a more egalitarian world.
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The messages given to women also share meaning with nature. Women have 

been socialized into roles that have subservient and nature undertones. “Appearance 

always matters’’ is present in the discussion of an environmental ethic. Appearance in 

environment terms is aesthetic pleasure. This is a constant concern among environmental 

ethicists and ecocentrists in particular. The issue is anthropocentrism, which is “human 

centeredness.” It is the utmost concern of ecocentrists that every biological element is

valued because of its life and not its value in human terms. Often conservation and

respect for nature is encouraged based on the value to humans. The beautiful mountains, 

forests, and local parks are protected because of their use for recreation and aesthetic 

appeal. Anthropocentrism calls to question: Are plants, animals, and landscape valued 

because of their many human uses? Are women in existence to look good and serve the 

needs of men? The comparable subjectivity of individuals is what ecofeminism wants to 

address. The argument that ecocentrists and feminists make together, is that an 

individual has meaning apart from its utility to others. The message delivered to women 

that appearance matters is representative of our view of nature because of our concern for 

the fagade of a healthy and present environment, while ignoring the greater threat that 

humans pose.

The assumption that femininity is synonymous with negative treatment is an 

obvious imposition of patriarchy and institutionalized subjugation. In everyday language 

we find derogatory terms associating women with nature: sex kitten, cow, pussy, fox, 

pansy, sweat pea, etc. (Wood). Carolyn Merchant explains vice versa that “the 

exploitation of nature and animals is justified by feminizing (not masculinizing) them; the 

exploitation of women is justified by naturalizing or animalizing (not masculinizing)
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them (Zimmerman 259).” The acknowledgement of systems which propagate this 

thought are to blame as well as the reality of subtle social cues. The manifestations of 

derogatory language can be faint and although the parallels are apparent, questioning an 

individuals identity generates a more immediate and emotional response. It is this 

emotional response that empowers individuals to act.

What does it mean to be “super woman?” A new term for women’s societal role 

this aims at succeeding at past and contemporary female expectations. Women are in a 

double bind of maintaining past social expectations as well as exceeding them to meet 

societal views of success. This complicated and exhaustive way of life for women is 

what Diane Glancy referred to as “the ability to sort through things and live dichotomy, 

even in a world that has its own fragments and conflicts.” The paradox is in the 

connection between woman and nature, and the capitalistic definitions of ‘success’ 

necessary to be a “superwoman”.

What “Pinks and Blues”, and other studies on social messaging confirm is that 

regardless of differences at birth, men and women are socialized to be first different from 

and then meet certain societal expectations. What needs to be stressed in closing this 

chapter is the importance of recognizing that gender is something we learn and practice 

throughout many aspects of our culture. As Twine coined, “we live in a culture that 

either refuses to accept that inequality exists, or acknowledges inequality but accepts it as 

the result of natural differences (Twine 8).” Eco Feminism argues that education ought to 

be provided for the former group, and any parallels in ‘natural’ forms of inequality 

should be deplored simultaneously. In light of what was discussed here, we must 

remember that, although intimately connected to our personal identity, gender roles are
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not finite and instead, can be adapted, changed, and utilized for progressive social 

change.
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CHAPTER FOUR: NATURE AS FEMININE

After defining the socialized differences between men and women we can begin 

to address the injustice that is perpetuated and how it is also representative of the 

environmental crisis. A main project of ecofeminism is to make visible these "woman- 

nature connections" and, where harmful to both, to dismantle them (Warren qtd. in 

Zimmerman 322). It is exactly the project of this paper to reevaluate where gender 

identities help offer resolution to the current crisis and where they should be denounced. 

The purpose of this section is to outline the connectedness between femininity and nature 

that are foundational to ecofeminism. Specifically, we will discuss historical, conceptual, 

empirical/socioeconomic, and media connections. These connections are both literal and 

conceptual and can be utilized for the academic debate constructed in the final chapter of

this thesis.

According to Karen Warren, “there are important connections between the 

domination of women and the domination of nature, an understanding of which is crucial 

to feminism, environmentalism, and environmental philosophy (Warren).” Warren 

describes political, conceptual, socioeconomic, linguistic, symbolic, spiritual, ethical, 

theoretical, and epistemological arguments as to the interconnectedness of women and 

the environment. The importance of discussing these connections in this section of the 

paper is so that we can reference their significance later in considering gender identities.

Historical-

Carolyn Merchant explains that the female image of nature was defined as one 

“who provided for the needs of mankind in an ordered, planned universe (Merchant qtd. 

in Zimmerman 275).” Additionally, nature was described as disorderly and wild.

23



According to Merchant, the wildness justified the mechanistic crusade to control nature 

through development and Industrialization between 1500-1700 (Merchant qtd. in 

Zimmerman 255).

Patriarchal domination on the basis of reason and rationality in Classical Greek 

philosophy also provides some explanation of the oppression of both women and nature. 

In this philosophy rationality is equated with humanness. The problem is that this 

tradition has set up a dualistic system that puts men and nature; as wells as men and 

women on opposing sides. Clearly defining man as one side and the oppressed as the 

other is a limiting usage of the dualistic system. We will argue in the closing chapters of 

this paper for a more effective and less accusational usage of dialectic thought. 

Historically it has served to alienate and abuse marginal entities such as, nature, women, 

racial minorities, and impoverished individuals.

Conceptual-

In regards to what Warren refers to as conceptual interconnections, she lists a 

number of connections that will help us later in defining gender identities as tools. These 

will be very helpful in the construction of our final argument because they transcend the 

emotional connectedness of gender and can be easily remarked in academic discussion.

A simple connection between nature and these other human others (as Warren 

refers to them) is unjustified domination. The conceptual basis for these structures is in 

the harmful dualisms that this thesis discusses. The problem that connects all 

marginalized groups is the use of value hierarchies to conceptualize diversity. In society 

men and women are both socialized to associate the male gender with prestige and higher

value.
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What contributes to the hierarchical dualism that influence societal oppression is 

the power and prestige viewed as advantage for one side. Warren refers to these as 

conceptual frameworks that exist in all cultures. When one entity is viewed as 

advantageous it confirms the superiority over the other, also referred to as the logic of

domination.

The argument for sex-gender connectedness from woman to nature is based on the 

claim that “socially constructed female bodily experiences such as childbearing and child 

rearing, rather than biology per se, situate women differently from men with respect to 

nonhuman nature.”(Zimmerman 257). Advocates such as Shiva are citing particular 

experiences specific to women that equip them with a unique sensitivity to their 

environment and especially ecological components. Ariel Kay Salleh goes as far to 

suggest that adapting a “female consciousness” is a preferable approach in order to 

achieve “any real growth towards a sane, humane, ecological future.” (Zimmerman 257). 

Salleh makes a brilliant point here and attempts to employ the strategy that this thesis will 

advocate in later chapters. Her suggestion of a “female consciousness” involves 

separating the observed connectedness from the restrictive boundaries of sex. The 

freedom to adapt such a consciousness is a preview of using gender as an academic tool 

rather than restrictive identity, which will be discussed further.

Empirical and Socioeconomic-

The development of the western world has led to policies that degrade aspects of 

the environment that directly affect the inability of women to provide for themselves and 

their families. The policies also derived in western culture have allowed for pollution 

and degradation of the environment. Warren coins the term capitalist patriarchy which
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simultaneously exploits women and nature for the resources to keep the ruling class 

wealthy and male. Vandiana Shiva explains that western development is rather mal 

development because it is based on many male biased assumptions.

Media Connections-

Irving Goffman, sociological theorist, suggests that women are represented in 

media in three negative ways: (1) Objectification, (2) Subordination, and (3) 

Sexualization. “This depiction serves the social purpose of convincing us that this is how 

men and women are, or want to be, or should be, not only in relation to themselves but in 

relation to eachother” (Goffman p.vii). These are consistent with views of nature.

Ecofeminism is a response to these forms of domination through the defiance of 

seeing nature as an object and recognizing hierarchical structures as a source of 

exploitation. Feminism confronts viewing nature as an object the same as the view of 

women in patriarchal societies. Karen Warren explains, “Western conceptions of 

objectivity and nature-as-object reflected patriarchal ideologies of domination and 

control” (qtd. in Zimmerman 262). Furthermore ecofeminism makes a case for self- 

realization as a way to connect to the environment, in some ways more thoroughly and 

elaborates on how interrelated humans, women especially, are with the environment.

In terms of sexualization, the media often represents women in compromising 

sexual positions as a connection between the sexualization and violence towards women. 

A focus on the objectivity of women is disastrous not only to equality, but also human 

safety. Vandiana Shiva explored the implications of devaluing women’s health and 

safety in suggesting that women’s reproductive rights have been infringed on account of 

protecting human society. She writes:
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Through population control programmes, women’s bodies are brutally 
invaded to protect the earth from the threat of overpopulation. Where 
women’s fertility itself is threatened due to industrial pollution, their 
interest is put in opposition to the interests of their children. This divide 
and rule policy seems essential for managing the eco-crisis to the 
advantage of those who control power and privilege. (Zimmerman 301)

Considering only the connections outlined above there is a substantial argument 

for the parallels between women and the environment. What is most crucial is to suggest 

that these connections be viewed very carefully and at some distance. Because gender 

identity is so intimate it is easy to equate being female with being nature, however, this 

assumption disregards the power of socialization and the reality that gender is learned 

and not biologically innate. The interpretation that women are nature creates the most 

strife among readers. If the reader gets the impression that men are alienated from 

environmentalism based on gender, ecofeminism becomes a more extreme manifestation 

of the blame game. Recent ecofeminists have tried to clear up the delineation between 

feminine connectedness and female connectedness, which is central to the final argument 

in this paper. But first, chapter four will look at the alienation of men from the 

environment, and how it is not only an obstacle for defining ecofeminism theory, but also 

a source of violent action and degradation policy.
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CHAPTER FIVE: MASCULINE-NATURE PARADOX

“Man, that is, a gender, a packet of taxonomical assumptions, a bundle of invincibility 
and authority over nature; man, that measure of all things, has constructed the definitions 
of sameness and otherness - and, hence, status.” Richard T. Twine

After evaluating the female connectedness to nature we can similarly look to what 

it means to be masculine and interact with nature. As we discussed earlier it is socially 

advantageous to be male in human society. Thus, denouncing the socially constructed 

superiority in order to serve gender equality would require what Richard Twine refers to 

as the exiting of privilege. The following chapter addresses the relationship between man 

and nature as it is currently defined and the contentious discussion of the need for or 

practicality of men exiting privilege.

The masculine exiting from privilege, especially in order to speak up on behalf of 

subjugated groups, is not often witnessed in society. It is arguably the most contentious 

element of Ecofeminism that I have discussed with peers and is outlined as a social 

challenge to be addressed by the movement. Environmentalism uniquely calls for the 

stepping down from oppressive action because in this case the subjugated do not have a 

“voice”. Therefore a human entity must act on behalf of ecological entities to adjust the 

imbalance. The obvious argument posed in opposition of exiting privilege is that “people 

don’t change”. The realization that such change is needed is as probable as the popular 

kids realizing that they maintain a social power, pulling the geek out of the waste basket, 

and possibly locking themselves in their own locker. Too difficult to imagine? Richard 

Twine explains the weak representation of individuals enacting exit politics. With the 

unique opportunity that men have to reverse socially damaging roles and expectations, it 

is worth asking why we are less aware of the existence and effectiveness of direct action
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groups of men, skilled in media exploitation akin to environmental groups, voicing public 

protest against male dominance.

Exiting from privilege may have caught on in terms of ‘race’ (or even 
specie) but the man who makes a concerted attempt to exit from traditional 
masculinity remains a rare and collectively unpoliticised figure.
(Twine 1)

Although stepping down from privilege is implicit to cooperation it is not social 

privileges alone that offer negative implications of masculinity. It is most certainly the 

tendency towards violence. The most optimistic explanation of these violent tendencies is 

that men have been alienated from the nature discussion. Taking into consideration all 

the connections between the female gender and nature, it is important to note that the 

relationship between men and the environment has been left out of the story. According

to Twine:

One of the reasons that makes it difficult to create truly positive ways of 
associating men with nature lies in the history of Western science’s 
approach to nature. This approach in its theory of knowledge and 
methodology has been orientated towards dominating nature and 
constructing nature as an ‘it’, as already dead. (Twine 2)

As a result men have been portrayed with negative association to the environment 

and blamed for such restrictive methodologies as the ‘scientific method.’ As Twine 

continues, “Hegemonic masculinity is built upon the imperative to control all that is 

placed under the term ‘nature’, then to relinquish the privileges of dominion would mean 

to consciously unravel our concept of man (Twine 3).” That may be the case, but in 

identifying gender as socially constructed we are already a step closer to unraveling 

previous concepts. Furthermore, as merely a symbolic tool for what was previously 

synonymous with masculinity we can move towards redefining the male-female system 

all together.
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Additionally, establishing obvious connections between man and nature will

naturally decrease the hostility associated with male alienation, alternatively promoting

cooperation. The lack of positive nature-man correlation is responsible for alienating

men from the environment. Twine continues:

New developments in gene technology and synthetic ‘life’ forms suggest 
that its trajectory is striving for some form of pseudo-procreative ability, 
which would only appear to vindicate the charge of ‘womb-envy’ 
sometimes directed towards hegemonic masculinity (Twine 3).

The argument here is that its men’s alienation from nature that leads to the view of 

domination. Ecofeminism is consistent with others’ approach at combating oppression 

on this point. In the same way that racism is addressed by defining the similarities 

between individuals and exploring the diversity within every person, and poverty is 

pushed as a political issue of respecting quality of life for everyone. The gender debate at 

large moves towards cooperation and peace by articulating the similarities between 

genders rather than discussing the divisive differences, which are generally smaller.

Twine articulates, “Restricting ourselves from other species helps prevent understanding 

and living in more cooperation than currently (Twine 2).”Gender and environmental 

boundaries can be broken down and cooperation established by recognizing 

interconnectedness. Ecofeminists join with Deep Ecologists, Social Ecologists, and Bio 

Ethicists in general on this point. A harmonious and more successful model for progress 

must be devised. This model must have an environmental ethic in mind, if not closely 

mirror ecological principles. Murray Bookchin, Co-Founder for the Institute for Social 

Ecology, writes:

Social life, far from being divided from or placed in opposition to the 
natural world, would be rationally integrated with first nature as a self- 
conscious dimension of a new, creative, richly differentiated, and
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meaningful whole...to ultimately create ecosocial institutions-institutions 
that will bring human beings into harmony with one another and humanity 
into harmony with the natural world (Bookchin 32).

Sociologist Jackson Katz, designed an approach to identifying men’s violent 

tendencies and their associations with masculine socialization. Katz proactively 

developed a series of video and group counseling and training programs for young men 

who are in a crucial position to identify the social factors and pressures placed upon them 

and to make a conscious decision to contribute more positively to society. Katz identifies 

men’s response to socialization as a “guise” rather than behaviors innately linked to the 

male sex. However, Katz’ observations acknowledge that violent media images currently 

mirror societal norms and behavioral expectations for men. Media messages make a 

clear connection between violence and masculinity (Katz).

Katz’s program is an example of including media representation of men as a 

research tool for socialization. At the very crux of Katzs’ program is exiting privilege.

As such he prioritizes athletic teams as a forum for discussion as male athletics in 

American society is at the forefront of many societal expectations and is an evident social 

priority. Most importantly, Katz addresses social situations and images that are central to 

the lives of young men which awakens them to a discussion about actions and societal 

contribution as well as the academic debate about gender roles and inequality. The 

success of this program is an example of the progressive capability of individual’s 

recognition of gender as a socialized aspect of identity and fostering discussion of social 

justice issues.

Exiting privilege is much easier envisioned when we recognize gender as a 

socialized factor. Violence is an emotional response to alienation. Simply denouncing
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learned behaviors in order to serve cooperation between individuals is more rational and 

easier to do. The reaction to female connectedness with nature does not need to be 

violent on the male’s behalf. Understanding how men must behave towards women can 

serve as a model for how humans must treat the environment. Recognizing that gender is 

socialized and can therefore evolve and change throughout time and men are not 

excluded from the environmental discussion promotes discussion on how to utilize the 

male-female images to produce solutions to the environmental crisis as ecofeminism has 

been attempting all along.

32



CHAPTER SIX: USING GENDER IDENTITIES AS ACADEMIC TOOLS

We remember from former chapters that the most important element in discussing 

gender and gender differences is the understanding that within our society both men and 

women construct our culture. Ecofeminists may be effective in no longer eliminating 

men from environmental discussion when gender identities are viewed as socially defined 

characteristics. This chapter discusses how socially taught gender identities are less 

exclusive and may be considered a highly effective tool for understanding the 

environmental crisis and promote the development of an environmental ethic. The 

concern of this thesis is to address the purpose for gender discussion within ecofeminism. 

Because the ecofeminist use of gender has proved a source of criticism and animosity it is 

important to consider the description of female-nature connectedness as well as the 

masculine-nature paradox in designing a new gender application for environmental 

theory.

The purpose of defining the environmental crisis in terms of gender is to promote 

understanding and seek solutions. Basically, because gender identity is so intimate to our 

nature, it provides us with a more affective understanding of the conflict. It is difficult 

for environmentalists to explain and gain support for valuing the environment; therefore, 

connecting the environment to a more broadly understood subjugate entity, like women, 

attests its salience. Female-Nature interconnectedness is why nature is most often 

associated with femininity. Vandiana Shiva articulates this connection clearly with her 

explanation that women and other marginalized groups are confronted most realistically 

with the traumatic events in nature. “That [femininity] is integrated with feeling for 

nature, intimately experiencing it-first hand-immediately (Shiva as qtd. in Zimmerman
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288).” This is most obviously illustrated in environmental crises where the disastrous 

effects of nature became a reality more significantly to impoverished and marginalized 

individuals.

In regard to social movements we often embrace the opinion and outlook of 

marginalized individuals as an accurate critique of society. The rationality behind this 

approach is illustrated in standpoint theory. Designed by communication theorists, stand 

point theory provides insight to how a person’s location within a culture shapes his/her 

perspective. The theory suggests that subordinates within a culture have a more accurate 

perception of social roles and status-essentially reality (Wood 53-4). In this way, it is 

assumed that women accurately identify inequality and advocate their own advancement. 

Similarly, women’s connection with nature assumes that women are the appropriate 

advocates for oppressed environmental factions. Women, not innately, but through 

similar socialization (overall subordination) are the perfect environmental icon for 

academic discussion. The problem as we outlined earlier is that many readers will limit 

the environment only to women, and alienate men from the discussion and the solution. 

However, equally insightful is the connection between masculinity and aggressive or 

oppressive action. We can easily draw a parallel to environmental policy in these terms 

because of the patriarchal origin of democracy.

Often symbols are too closely related to the real person or object. In the case of 

the environment, it is easy to slip into the exclusive tendency of identifying nature as 

feminine or dominance as masculine. As Carolyn Merchant explains this approach, an 

irrational theorist “constructs groups who are seen as amenable to being mastered by 

connecting them with the body and emotions, as distinct from reason or rationality. The
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prudent activist, would take care not to accept or perpetuate these constructed 

connections (Merchant as qtd in Zimmerman 284).” Therefore, the use of symbols as 

academic tools for discussion evolves. Remember, the definitions of gender can be 

changed. By redefining the social expectations of men we can reconstruct the 

relationship between men and women and humans with the environment. If we can 

recognize femininity and masculinity as socially contrived and not in relation to 

individual identity we can for a second understand the social factors that create 

oppression and partake in progressive academic discussion.

As participants in this academic discussion we use our understanding of gender as

a source of knowledge, not identity, therefore dodging the tendency for alienation or

blame. As Merchant explains “Perhaps the best remedy for this resistance [to

ecofeminism] is talking openly, both in broad terms and regarding personal situations,

about the real problems created by male dominance (Merchant as qtd. in Zimmerman

284).” Shiva also successfully redefines the debate, “[Through] analyzing the discursive

uses of both ‘reason’ and ‘nature’, social ecofeminism is better placed to consider other

forms of oppression and resist a theory of power which is either reductive to class or

gender (Shiva as qtd. Zimmerman 234).” Both Merchant and Shiva go as far to assert that

feminism also must separate the movement from individual identity. Both men and

women are the source and perpetuators of gender inequality and therefore must work

together towards a solution. Therefore, using gender as a tool for understanding, rather

than an identifying property is essential:

Understanding one’s feminist principles, rather than one’s genitalia, 
identifies one as a feminist, and that the same holds true with regard to 
ecofeminism. To extrapolate from the view of relinquishing whiteness, in 
order to dismantle oppression, the male activist can and must have a way
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to go beyond sympathy and to reach a point of identification. Male, in this 
framework, would be used as an adjective to describe a bundle of social 
habits in motion, a way of playing a role, a form of acting according to 
receiving ideas, rather than a noun that identifies the essence of one’s 
personhood (Connell 65).

It is clear that disconnecting ourselves from gender as an intimate identity is 

possible for the purpose of discussion, but is it even worth it? Why bother with the 

difficulty of doing so, and rather look at environmentalism as completely separate from 

the gender debate? The answer is simply that because similarities like subjugation 

through ‘otherization’ and emotional responses to alienation exist. Years of research in 

any certain field help us to gain understanding of why a trend like oppression exists. But, 

if we are able to analyze such constructs within different manifestations we may come to 

a solution more quickly. This is the classic suggestion of hitting two birds with a single 

stone. Ecofeminism has hope if it can transcend the discussion of gender and the 

emotional responses that naturally ensue and complicate progress. In light of embracing 

gender symbols as a way to better understand the debate, we should turn our focus to 

prospective solutions. Ways to view gender and the environmental crisis that are new 

and progressive. The hope for ecofeminism lies in new approaches to combating social 

oppression.

It is optimistic to propose that dialectical symbols of man and women can serve as 

a mechanism to overcome the violent tendency of the male-female model. If balance is 

achieved or even pursued to a greater extent than presently, there may be hope for this 

attitude to extend and address other social hierarchies. As discussed prior, it is less than 

any connection that women have to nature or that men have to acts of naturism. Instead,
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the relationship between men and women serve as a model for respect and care, rather

than dominance.

Dualism is Greek in origin and manifests itself all throughout academic 

discussion in our western culture: culture/nature, human/nature, reason/emotion, 

mind/body, man/woman, masculine/feminine, etc.. Essentially, “The legacy of Western 

Dualisms inform ideas of gender, race, class, and the separation of humanity from nature 

(Twine 8)”. However, dualism is not always accurate in defining aspects of our society 

because it requires us to delineate more boundaries than really exist. However, when 

already socialized to a world view of dialectical tensions an individual can more easily 

grasp a conflict that was not readily apparent, such as between humans and the 

environment. A prevalent response to the environmental crisis is that it does not exist. 

Especially in the United States, a country that is rich in resources and abundant in 

wilderness. The environment is not commonly viewed as an entity under threat of 

destruction. In this case, through identifying with the dialectic tension that exists more 

obviously between men and women, the environmental crisis can become more apparent. 

Additionally, a connection to gender demands that we consider sociological implications 

and solutions in our approach to the conflict.

As Merchant explains, “Ecofeminism is an acknowledgement that disrespect for 

and maltreatment of the environment, and all those with whom we share it, is perpetuated 

by the same thought process wherein human beings set out to dominate each other. 

Universally, the most prevalent paradigm is the domination of women by men (Merchant 

as qtd. in Zimmerman 284).” Therefore, comparing gender to the environmental crisis 

enhances understanding, our knowledge of the conflict, and from that we can begin more
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effective academic discussion. The risk is that discussing the environmental crisis only in 

terms of gender will further entrench gender assumptions within society, essentially 

catalyzing a downward spiral in overall social progress. However, as Twine explains, 

“Social ecofeminism romanticizes neither hegemonic ‘feminine’ or ‘masculine’ 

identities; instead it takes both a historical and sociological view of mutually reinforcing 

dualisms (Twine 34).” Furthermore, when we speak broadly of connections between 

conflicts in a dualistic fashion, we critique the limitations of rationality based solely on 

dualism in the first place.

Although a competent assistant in understanding conflict, dualism is less effective

in offering solutions to the imbalance between opposites. Many ecofeminists feel that a

more promising approach for a nature ethic would be to “remove the concept of rights

from the central position it currently holds and focus instead on less dualistic moral

concepts such as respect, sympathy, care, concern, compassion, gratitude, friendship, and

responsibility (Twine 9).” Warren agrees that Ecofeminism should reconsider the

legitimacy of dualism, especially rooted in a culture that propagates male bias:

Ecofeminism raises significant issues about the philosophical conceptions 
of the self, knowledge and the knower, reason and rationality, objectivity, 
and a host of favored dualisms that form the backbone of philosophical 
theorizing, even the conception of philosophy itself. These notions will 
need to be reexamined for possible male-gender bias. The challenge to 
philosophy is to replace conceptual schemes, theories, and practices that 
currently feminize nature and naturalize women to the mutual detriment of 
both with ones that do not. That is what ecofeminists generally [...] argue 
is needed from feminism, environmentalism, environmental philosophy, 
and philosophy (Warren as qtd in Zimmerman 268).

The alternative is a less culturally bound view of the environmental crisis which 

connects with nature, rather than the objectifying it as a resource or entity. As Alice
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Walker explains, “People must go beyond sympathy. It’s not enough, that is, to have 

speeches about the wrongness of prejudice. The key is identification. It works this way 

(Walker 11).” Essentially, identifying with nature is our opportunity to understand and 

address the conflict. Scientific study is not enough. While science can explain the inner 

workings of the ecological system, it does not even touch on the ethical value of nature. 

But, by identifying humans as part of nature, we can easily assign meaning to it. 

Furthermore, by identifying nature as female we can realize the violence and 

oppressiveness of our actions. By continuing with ecofeminist assignment of nature as 

feminine and human as masculine we are not excluding men from the debate. Rather, 

this approach suggests that everyone is connected in the same intimacy that we are with 

our gender identity, with our nature identity. Walker articulates his attempt at grappling 

with this form of empathy:

The animal lacks even the smallest stitch of protective personhood. The 
animal cannot carry even a devalued form of currency. And so, as I run 
along my route, I am constantly conscious of my own skin, my 
membership in the human club. How do I transcend sympathy and 
actually identify with those of the animal world? The only answer that 
comes to mind at the moment would involve imagining some 
extraterrestrial tribe of beings who arrive on the earth and, being more 
capable and advanced than ourselves, but not having anyway of hearing or 
understanding our words or cries, proceeded to debate whether to consume 
us, experiment on us, or wrap us up and carry us home to use us as 
playthings. All I could say is, please, let us alone. Don’t sever our 
community ties to try to introduce us into your more advanced culture; 
don’t talk about how well you should care for us before using us up.
Don’t try to mimic our natural habitat so that we can live and reproduce 
when you display us. Don’t do it even if you know we are going to blow 
ourselves up or go extinct under the melting ice caps. Don’t apply any 
legal framework to us. Just go in peace. That’s the only right, in such a 
scenario, that would make sense. Perhaps the people who are subjected by 
colonial forces come as near as anyone can to feelings this in an 
immediate way. (Walker 12)
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Attempting to understand the perspective of the subjugated is a difficult task. But as 

standpoint theory reveals, it is often the most accurate depiction of reality (Wood 53-4). 

The willingness to understand to your greatest ability and to accept the limitations of 

personal experience is what empathy is. This is not limited to gender.

The question is whether identifying nature as feminine will eventually serve to 

overcome similar subjective systems or not. A finite alternative is difficult to find. But 

identifying gender as a mechanism for understanding and promoting academic discussion 

is the necessary forum. Simply assigning gender identities to conflict has the damaging 

affect of alienation that limits understanding and propagates disagreement.

Other cultures have provided more effective interpretations of the gender 

dichotomy. As Harvey Swiftdeer Reagan explains, “Inside all of us there is a male and a 

female energy...Inside you and me is a little boy and a man, and we can frequently act on 

one or both. But there’s also a woman and a little girl (Tribal 15).” He describes the 

female representation as “our being that sees the collective dream of the planet and is 

doing something about it, giving to it (Tribal 15).” The native world view that Reagan is 

explaining is uniquely harmonious by acknowledging the connection between the 

feminine and nature, but in no way excluding men from nature. Actually, Reagan does 

what many writers on masculinity have failed to do which is establishing a positive 

connection between male being and nature. Reagan explains through gender symbols, 

that are not restricted to sex, how we can find connectedness with the environment.

This example offers hope to both gender and environmental conflict, that through 

uncovering interconnectedness, we might find a balance, an inner peace that can be 

mirrored throughout society. As Richard Twine argues, “it is best to see that working

40



where oppressions interconnect means working at their common root; ultimately, then, 

one’s capacities are challenged infinitely more by declining to compensate (Twine 9).”

All in all, we see the utility of gender as a symbolic representation of meaning 

within a culture. Both femininity and masculinity remain competing dualisms that are 

culturally impacted throughout an individuals’ life. We can observe through academic 

studies in many fields including communications, sociology, and natural science that the 

gender boundaries are in negotiation. Individuals seem more androgynous and are not 

limiting themselves to the gender expectations of former generations. Gender evolution 

allows for a more complex and progressive discussion about the connection between 

nature and human than ever before. We can use our personal experience of growing up 

in the midst of gender socialization as a profound knowledge base from which to better 

comprehend the conflict between the environment and human life which mirrors 

society’s gender wars.
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CONCLUSION

In chapter one, we introduced ecofeminism as a progressive theory which 

attempts to address oppression in its many manifestations by denouncing hierarchies in 

primarily two relationships: male-female and human-nature. With some ground work in 

chapter two we followed environmental theory and looked at the primary goal of an 

environmental ethic first outlined by Leopold and further developed within ecofeminism. 

In addition to a background in environmental philosophy we discovered the purpose of 

ecofeminism to link gender identities with the environment. Gender theory in chapter 

three assisted in the understanding of gender as a socialized factor and the mirrored 

inequality within the human-nature relationship. We explored research from the fields of 

communications and sociology to better understand gender as a socialized factor of an 

individual’s intimate identity. In chapter four we looked at the connections between 

women and nature that are drawn within prominent ecofeminist theory. Chapter five 

offered the most critical indictment of the ecofeminist theory, explaining the plight of 

men who are perceptually excluded from environmental discussion. Finally, in chapter 

six we were able to apply one chapter to another. In chapters four and five the restrictive 

properties of gender identities to environmental discussion are clarified. However, after 

grasping that gender is an evolutionary concept and rather unrestrictive to sex we can 

better understand why theorists were drawn to ecofeminsm in the first place. It is 

important to understand that assigning a particular gender to one side of the 

environmental debate may promote increased understanding, rather than hinder dialogue, 

remembering that gender is evolutionary, flexible, viable.
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Disregarding ecofeminism as an extreme manifestation of either feminism or 

environmentalism is quite literally throwing the baby out with the bath water. Although 

many men and women for the same reason, have the tendency to slam closed the books 

of ecofeminist writers, we need to take a second look. The ecofeminist theory and 

movement is often dismissed as an extremist representation of the elements of 

environmentalism and feminism combined. However, through the utilization of gender

as academic tools, ecofeminism seeks to break down the boundaries between

marginalized groups and combat oppression on a grand scale.

The question that begged an answer at the beginning of this thesis was whether or 

not gender symbols served a purpose in the environmental debate. And throughout the 

last few pages we have addressed this issue quite deliberately. Discussing the role that 

gender has in our lives, what connections gender has to the environment (both masculine 

and feminine), and what gender, when viewed symbolically, can do for understanding 

and addressing the environmental crisis.

Gender symbols are closely linked to sense of self. Although not determined by 

sex, socialization teaches appropriate behavior and social roles from a very young age. In 

this way, gender is a foundation for self realization and a determinate factor in how we 

will contribute to society. Meaning is generated from the world around us based on 

gender assumptions. As we grow, we learn not only what it means to be our individual 

self, but also what it means to be of our gender. Because gender is so personal, 

individuals respond immediately and emotionally when one addresses our feminine or 

masculine label. This phenomenon generates resistance to movements that alienate a 

particular group of individuals based on those labels. Ecofeminism asserts that the
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alienation of men from the environment is an explanation for violence towards nature. 

Therefore, we need to critically consider the connections between women and nature so 

as not to impede on finding a peaceful resolution moving towards an egalitarian model.

It is vital for ecofeminism to consider gender connections as evolutionary, symbols that 

generate meaning not restrictive to sex.

Thus, the theory of gender as an academic tool emerges. This approach suggests 

a detached discussion of gender and utilizing masculine and feminine icons to better 

understand and address the environmental crisis. Because gender has meaning within 

society which we are all intimately aware of, we can superimpose our understanding of 

these competing dualisms in brainstorming environmental solutions. Because many 

social imbalances are dualistic in nature, gender serves the purpose of ecofeminism 

which attempts to combat all social inequality in one collective effort intended for 

reducing oppression.

Our deep connection to our gender is a source of knowledge in understanding the 

environmental crisis. It is difficult to become so open minded that we can look 

objectively on our gender when it has forever defined our personal world view. We may 

find that such an unbiased perspective is not even possible. When new models for social 

harmony exist, such as the testimony to Native world view provided by Harley Swiftdeer 

Reagan, the potential for social change only demands attention and effort. In pursuit of 

such an egalitarian model we should agree with ecofeminist theory that boundaries 

between marginal groups need not exist. Gender, when used as an academic tool for 

discussion should not be discarded due to its often social manipulation. Instead of 

eliminating such an integral identity component, we should encourage it and allow the
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joint discussion of gender and the environment to foster progress within both conflicts. In 

promoting a higher degree of social equality, we show the potential of ecofeminsm to 

combat all forms of oppression.

This thesis interweaves many areas of study and therefore lends itself easily to 

more research or exposure to research in many fields. Culturally, it would be interesting 

to explore the influence of not only Western Civilization, but also the feminine-nature 

connections present within traditions that offer a different gender relationship. 

Additionally, research regarding gender communication within society is rapidly 

expanding. The concept of gender as a shifting symbol of identity is crucial to the theory 

presented in this thesis. Specifically, a trend towards androgyny exists that may narrow 

the gap between the definitions of male and female. Therefore, the possibilities in 

relating the nature-human relationship to more current gender definitions are seemingly 

endless. Finally, the political implications of ecofeminism are hardly addressed here. 

There are political efforts made at local, national, and international levels to combat 

gender inequality and environmental degradation. A comparison of environmental policy 

to a policy that also attempts to promote gender equality would be interesting. While 

ecofeminism philosophically links systems of oppression it would be interesting to 

examine how people may act socially to combat oppression without imploring the system 

of prioritization that ecofeminism denounces. Remembering that environmental theory is 

still in adolescence it would be exciting to academically explore the transition from 

philosophy to activism. To ensure the vitality of ecofeminism it will be crucial for such

connections to be made.
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