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76 Chapter Three

association between nature and society and about the importance of defining such disciplines ag
economics, psychology, and sociology in natural as well as social terms. Recent uses of “social eco.
ogy” to advance a rather superficial account of social life in fairly conventional ecological terms
are particularly deplorable. Books like Habits of the Heart which glibly pick up the term serve to
coopta powerful expression for rather banal ends and tend to compromise efforts to deepen our
understanding of nature and society as interactive rather than opposed domains.

4. Claims of hierarchy as a ubiquitous natural fact cannot be ignored by stitl further widen-
ing the chasm between nature and society—or “natural necessity” and “cultural freedom” as it
is more elegantly worded. Justifying social hierarchy in terms of natural hierarchy is one of the
most persistent assaults on an egalitarian social future that religion and philesophy have made
over the ages. It has surfaced recently in sociobiology and reinforced the antinaturalistic stance
that permeates so many liberatory ideologies in the modern era. To say that culture is precisely
the “emancipation of man from nature” is to revert to Sartre’s “slime of history” notion of the na-
ural world that not only separates society from nature but mind from body and subjectivity from
objectivity.

S.tYOur disastrously one-sided and rationalized “civilization” has boxed this wealth of
inner development and complexity away, relegating it to preindustrial lifeways that basically
shaped our evolution up to a century or fwo ago. From a sensory viewpoint, we live atrophied,
indeed, starved lives compared {0 hunters and food cultivators, whose capacity to experience
reality, even in a largely cultural sense, by far overshadows our own, The twentieth century alone
bears witness fo an appalling dulling of our “sixth senses” as well as to our folk creativity and
craft creativity. We have never experienced so little so loudly, so brashly, so trivially, so thinly, so
neurotically. For a comparison of the “world of experience we have lost” (to reword Peter Laslett’s
title), read the excellent personal accounts of so-called Bushmen, or San people, the Tturi Forest
pygmies, and the works of Paul Radin on food-gatherers and hunters-—not simply as records of
their lifeways but of their epistemologies.

1. ECOFEMINISM.

Overview. Ecoferinism is a term coined by Frangoise d’Eaubonne. The con-
cept is that a connection exists between the aspects of domination that hu-
mans exert on the biosphere and that the male-dominated social system exerts
on women. The various aspects of this logic of domination are central to
ecofeminism.

1// ' Carolyn Merchant’s essay shows how mainstream feminist theory might
profit from adopting the ecofeminist model. Behind this model are assump-
tions that are not too dissimilar to Bookchin’s previous essay except that the
focus is on the domination of women in the context of domination in general.
Merchant is interested in putting these connections into a comparative context
with: (a) liberal feminism, (b) Marxist feminism, (c) radical feminism, and {d}
socialist feminism. The ultimate end of this analysis is to create a synergy of
interests, tactics, and infended results.

Karen ]. Warren seeks to portray ecofeminism as an essential element to
any environmental ethical theory. She identifies eight points of feminism that
center on the pluralism and contextualism that are missing in the current so-
cial climate. A key feature that should be noted is that Warren does not believe
that any objective social/ethical theory can ever be proposed. The question
then becomes which biased theory is better. After proposing the feminist po-
sition, she emends each of the eight points with ecofeminism objectives to
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78 Chapter Three

Liberal feminism characterized the history of feminism from its begin-
nings in the seventeenth century until the 1960s. Its roots are liberalism, the
political theory that incorporates the scientific analysis that nature is com-
posed of atoms moved by external forces with a theory of human nature that
views humans as individual rational agents who maximize their own self-
interest and capitalism as the optimal economic structure for human progress,
Historically, liberal feminists have argued that women do not differ from men
as rational agents and that exclusion from educational and economic oppor-
tunities have prevented them from realizing their own potential for creativ-
ity in all spheres of human life.?

For liberal feminists (as for liberalism generally), environmental prob-
lems result from the overly rapid development of natural resources and the
failure to regulate environmental pollutants. Better science, conservation,
and laws are the proper approaches to resolving resource problems. Given
equal educational opportunities to become scientists, natural resotirce man-
agers, regulators, lawyers, and legislators, women like men can contribute to
the improvement of the environment, the conservation of natural resouzrces,
and the higher quality of human life. Women, therefore, can transcend the so-
cial stigma of their biology and join men in the cultural project of environ-
mental conservation.

Radical feminism developed in the late 1960s and 1970s with the sec-
ond wave of feminism. The radical form of ecofeminism is a response to the
perception that women and nature have been mutually associated and de-
valued in Western culture and that both can be elevated and liberated through
direct political action. In prehistory an emerging patriarchal culture dethroned
the mother Goddesses and replaced them with male gods to whom. the female
deities became subservient.* The scientific revolution of the seventeenth century
further degraded nature by replacing Renaissance organicism and a nurturing
earth with the metaphor of a machine to be controlled and repaired from the
outside. The Earthis to be dominated by male-developed and controlled tech—
nology, science, and industry.

Radical feminism instead celebrates the relationship between women
and nature through the revival of ancient rituals centered on Goddess worship,
the moon, animals, and the female reproductive system. A vision in which
nature is held in esteem as mother and Goddess is a source of inspiration and
empowerment for many ecofeminists. Spirituality is seen as a source of both
personal and social change. Goddess worship and rituals centered around the
lunar and female menstrual cycles, lectures, concerts, art exhibitions, street
and theater productions, and direct political action (web weaving in anti-
nuclear protests) are all examples of the re-visioning of nature and women as
powerful forces. Radical ecofeminist philosophy embraces intuition, an ethic
of caring, and weblike human /nature relationships.

For radical feminists, human nature is grounded in human biology. Hu-
mans are biologically sexed and socially gendered. Sex/ gender relations give




vy of feminism from its begin-
Js. Its roots are liberalism, the
: analysis that nature is com-
a theory of human nature that
vho maximize their own self-
structure for human progress.
vomen do not differ from men
cational and economic oppor-
reir own potential for creativ-

nerally}, environmental prob-
t of natural resources and. the
Better science, conservation,
g resource problems. Given
ontists, natural resource man-
nen like men can contribute to
ervation of natural resources,

herefore, can transcend the so- .

1e cultural project of environ-

1960s and 1970s with the sec-
feminism is a response to the
. mutually associated and de-
slevated and liberated through
r patriarchal culture dethroned
male gods to whom the female
tion of the seventeenth century
\ce organicism and a nurturing
atrolled and repaired from the
eveloped and -controlled tech-

relationship between women
centered on Goddess worship,
ive system. A vision in which
s is a source of inspiration and
lity is seen as a source of both
nd rituals centered around the
oncerts, art exhibitions, street
action (web weaving in anti-
>ning of nature and women as
1y embraces intuition, an ethic
ships.

yunded in human biology. Hu-
red. Sex/gender relations give

Worldview Arguments for Envirormentatism 79

men and women different power bases. Hence the personal is political. Rad-
ical feminists object to the dominant society’s perception that women are lim-
ited by being closer to nature because of their ability to bear children. The
dominant view is that menstruation, pregnancy, nursing, and nurturing of in-
fants and young children should tie women to the home, decreasing their mo-
bility and inhibiting their ability to remain in the work force. Radical feminists
argue that the perception that women are totally oriented toward biological
reproduction degrades them by association with a nature that is itself deval-
ued in Western culture. Women’s biology and nature should instead be cefe-
brated as sources of female power,

Turning the perceived connection between women and biological re-
production upside down becomes the source of women’s empowerment and
ecological activism, Women argue that male~-designed and -produced tech-
nologies neglect the effects of nuclear radiation, pesticides, hazardous wastes,
and household chemicals on women’s reproductive organs and on the €cosys-
tem. They argue that radioactivity from nuclear wastes, power plants, and
bombsisa potential cause of birth defects, cancers, and the elimination of life
on Earth.® They expose hazardous waste sites near schools and homes as per-
meating soil and drinking water and contributing to miscarriage, birth de-
fects, and leukemia. They object to pesticides and herbicides being sprayed on
crops and forests as potentially affecting children and the childbearing women
living near them. Women frequently spearhead local actions against spray-
ing and power plant siting and organize others to demand toxic cleanups,
When coupled with an environmental ethic that values rather than degrades
nature, such actions have the potential both for rajsing women’s consciousness
of their own oppression and for the liberation of nature from the polluting ef-
fects of industrialization. For example, many lower-middle-class women who

became politicized through protests over toxic chemical wastes at Love Canal
in New York simultaneously became feminists when their activism spilled
over into their home lives.®

Yet in emphasizing the female, body, and nature components of the du-
alities male/female, mind /body, and culture/ nature, radical ecofeminism
runs the risk of perpetuating the very hierarchies it seeks to overthrow. Crit-
ics point to the problem of women’s own reinforcement of their identification
with a nature that Western culture degrades.” If “female is to male as nature
is to culture,” as anthropologist Sherry Ortner argues,’ then women’s hopes
for liberation are set back by association with nature. Any analysis that makes
women’s essence and qualities special ties them to a biological destiny that

- thwarts the possibility of liberation. A politics grounded in women'’s culture,

experience, and values can be seen as reactionary.

To date, socialist feminists have had little to say about the problem of the
domination of nature. To them, the source of male domination of women is

the complex of social patterns called capitalist patriarchy, in which men bear the
- responsibility for labor in the marketplace and women forlabor in the home.
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82 Chapter Three

Yet the potential exists for a socialist ecofeminism that would push for an eco-
logical, economic, and social revolution that would simultaneously liberate
women, working-class people, and nature.

For socialist ecofeminism, environmental problems are rooted in the rise
of capitalist patriarchy and the ideology that the Earth and nature can be ex-
ploited for human progress through technology. Historically, the rise of cap-
italism eroded the subsistence-based farm and city workshop in which
production was oriented toward use values and men and women were eco-
nomic partners. The result was a capitalist economy dominated by men and
a domestic sphere in which women’s labor in the home was unpaid and sub-
ordinate to men’s labor in the marketplace. Both women and nature are ex-
ploited by men as part of the progressive liberation of humans from the
constraints imposed by nature. The consequence is the alienation of women
and men from each other and both from nature.

Socialist feminism incorporates many of the insights of radical femi-
nism, but views both nature and human nature as historically and socially
constructed. Human nature is seen as the product of historically changing in-
teractions between humans and nature, men and women, classes, and races,
Any meaningful analysis must be grounded in an understanding of power
not only in the personal but also in the political sphere. Like radical feminism,
socialist feminism is critical of mechanistic science’s treatment of nature as
passive and of its male-dominated power structures. Similarly, it deplores the
lack of a gender analysis in history and the omission of any treatment of
women’s reproductive and nurturing roles. But rather than grounding its
analysis in biological reproduction alone, it also incorporates social repro-
duction. Biological reproduction includes the reproduction of the species and
the reproduction of daily life through food, clothing, and shelter; social re-
production includes socialization and the legal/political reproduction of the
social order.”

Like Marxist feminists, socialist feminists see nonhuman nature as the
material basis of human life, supplying the necessities of food, clothing, shel-
ter, and energy. Materialism, not spiritualism, is the driving force of social
change. Nature is transformed by human science and technology for use by
all humans for survival. Socialist feminism views change as dynamic, inter-
active, and dialectical, rather than as mechanistic, linear, and incremental.
Nonhuman nature is dynamic and alive. As a historical actor, nature interacts
with human beings through mutual ecological relations. Socialist feminist en-
vironmental theory gives both reproduction and production central places.
A socialist feminist environmental ethic involves developing sustainable, non-
dominating relations with nature and supplying all peoples with a high qual-
ity of life.

In politics, socialist feminists participate in many of the same environ-
mental actions as radical feminists. The goals, however, are to direct change
toward some foritl of an egalitarian socialist state, in addition to resocializing
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men and women into nonsexist, nonracist, nonviolent, anti-imperialist forms
of lifé. Socialist ecofeminism deals explicitly with environmental issues that
affect working-class women, Third World women, and women of color. Ex-
amples include support for the women's Chipco (tree-hugging) movement in
India that protects fuel resources from fumber interests, for the women’s Green
Belt movement in Kenya that has planted more than 2 million trees in 10 years,
and for Native American women and children exposed to radioactivity from
uranium mining.*

Although the ultimate goals of liberal, radical, and socialist feminists
may differ as to whether capitalism, women's culture, or socialism should be
the ultimate objective of political action, shorter-term objectives overlap. In this
sense there is perhaps more unity than diversity in women’s common goal of
restoring the natural environment and quality of life for people and other liv-
ing and nonliving inhabitants of the planet.
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