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Introduction 

Ecological feminism (ecofeminism) … is the position that there are important 

connections—historical, experiential, symbolic, theoretical—between the 

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

is crucial to both feminism and environmental ethics. I argue that the promise and 

power of ecological feminism is that it provides a distinctive framework both for 

reconceiving feminism and for developing an environmental ethic which takes 

seriously connections between the domination of women and the domination of 

nature. I do so by discussing the nature of a feminist ethic and the ways in which 

ecofeminism provides a feminist and environmental ethic. I conclude that any 

feminist theory and any environmental ethic which fails to take seriously the twin 

and interconnected dominations of women and nature is at best incomplete and 

at worst simply inadequate. 

Feminism, Ecological Feminism, and Conceptual Frameworks 

Whatever else it is, feminism is at least the movement to end sexist oppression. It 

involves the elimination of any and all factors that contribute to the continued and 

systematic domination or subordination of women. While feminists disagree 

about the nature of and solutions to the subordination of women, all feminists 

agree that sexist oppression exists, is wrong, and must be abolished. …  

Feminist philosophers claim that some of the most important feminist issues are 

conceptual ones: these issues concern how one conceptualizes such mainstay 

philosophical notions as reason and rationality, ethics, and what it is to be human. 

Ecofeminists extend this feminist philosophical concern to nature. They argue 

that, ultimately, some of the most important connections between the domination 

of women and the domination of nature are conceptual. To see this, consider the 

nature of conceptual frameworks.  

A conceptual framework is a set of basic beliefs, values, attitudes, and 

assumptions which shape and reflect how one views oneself and one’s world. It 

is a socially constructed lens through which we perceive ourselves and others. It 

is affected by such factors as gender, race, class, age, affectional orientation, 

nationality, and religious background.  

Some conceptual frameworks are oppressive. An oppressive conceptual 

framework is one that explains, justifies, and maintains relationships of 

domination and subordination. When an oppressive conceptual framework is 

patriarchal, it explains, justifies, and maintains the subordination of women by 

men.  
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I have argued elsewhere that there are three significant features of oppressive 

conceptual frameworks: (1) value-hierarchical thinking, i.e., “up-down” thinking 

which places higher value, status, or prestige on what is “up” rather than on what 

is “down”: (2) value dualisms, i.e., disjunctive pairs in which the disjuncts are 

seen as oppositional (rather than as complementary) and exclusive (rather than as 

inclusive), and which place higher value (status, prestige) on one disjunct rather 

than the other (e.g., dualisms which give higher value or status to that which has 

historically been identified as “mind,” “reason,” and “male” than to that which 

has historically been identified as “body,” “emotion,” and “female”): and (3) 

logic of domination, i.e., a structure of argumentation which leads to a 

justification of subordination.  

The third feature of oppressive conceptual frameworks is the most significant. A 

logic of domination is not just a logical structure. It also involves a substantive 

value system, since an ethical premise is needed to permit or sanction the “just” 

subordination of that which is subordinate. This justification typically is given on 

grounds of some alleged characteristic (e.g., rationality) which the dominant (e.g., 

men) have and the subordinate (e.g., women) lack.  

Contrary to what many feminists and ecofeminists have said or suggested, there 

may be nothing inherently problematic about “hierarchical thinking” or even 

“value-hierarchical thinking” in contexts other than contexts of oppression. 

Hierarchical thinking is important in daily living for classifying data, comparing 

information, and organizing material. Taxonomies (e.g., plant taxonomies) and 

biological nomenclature seem to require some form of “hierarchical thinking.” 

Even “value-hierarchical thinking” may be quite acceptable in certain contexts. 

(The same may be said of “value dualisms” in non-oppressive contexts.) For 

example, suppose it is true that what is unique about humans is our conscious 

capacity to radically reshape our social environments (or “societies”), as Murray 

Bookchin suggests. Then one could truthfully say that humans are better equipped 

to radically reshape their environments than are rocks or plants—a “value-

hierarchical” way of speaking. 

The problem is not simply that value-hierarchical thinking and value dualisms 

are used, but the way in which each has been used in oppressive conceptual 

frameworks to establish inferiority and to justify subordination. It is the logic of 

domination, coupled with value-hierarchical thinking and value dualisms, which 

“justifies” subordination. What is explanatorily basic, then, about the nature of 

oppressive conceptual frameworks is the logic of domination. 

For ecofeminism, that a logic of domination is explanatorily basic is important 

for at least three reasons. First, without a logic of domination, a description of 

similarities and differences would be just that—a description of similarities and 

differences. Consider the claim “Humans are different from plants and rocks in 

that humans can (and plants and rocks cannot) consciously and radically reshape 

the communities in which they live: humans are similar to plants and rocks in that 

they are both members of an ecological community.” Even if humans are “better” 

than plants and rocks with respect to the conscious ability of humans to radically 
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transform communities, one does not thereby get any morally relevant distinction 

between humans and nonhumans, or an argument for the domination of plants 

and rocks by humans. To get those conclusions one needs to add at least two 

powerful assumptions, viz., (A2) and (A4) in argument A below: 

(Al)  Humans do, and plants and rocks do not, have the capacity to 

consciously and radically chance the community in which they live. 

(A2)  Whatever has the capacity to consciously and radically change the 

community in which it lives is morally superior to whatever lacks 

this capacity. 

(A3)  Thus, humans are morally superior to plants and rocks. 

(A4)  For any X and Y, if X is morally superior to Y, then X is morally 

justified in subordinating Y. 

(A5)  Thus, humans are morally justified in subordinating plants and 

rocks. 

Without the two assumptions that humans are morally superior to (at least some) 

non-humans, (A2), and that superiority justifies subordination, (A4), all one has 

is some difference between humans and some nonhumans. This is true even if that 

difference is given in terms of superiority. Thus, it is the logic of denomination, 

(A4), which is the bottom line in ecofeminist discussions of oppression.  

Second, ecofeminists argue that, at least in Western societies, the oppressive 

conceptual framework which sanctions the twin dominations of women and 

nature is a patriarchal one characterized by all three features of an oppressive 

conceptual framework  Many ecofeminists claim that, historically, within at least 

the dominant Western culture, a patriarchal conceptual framework has sanctioned 

the following argument B: 

(B1)  Women are identified with nature and the realm of the physical; men 

are identified with the “human” and the realm of the mental. 

(B2)  Whatever is identified with nature and the realm of the physical is 

inferior to (“below”) whatever is identified with the “human” and 

the realm of the mental: or, conversely, the latter is superior to 

(“above”) the former. 

(B3)  Thus, women are inferior to (“below”) men; or, conversely, men are 

superior to (“above”) women. 

(B4)  For any X and Y, if X is superior to Y, then X is justified in 

subordinating Y. 

(B5)  Thus, men are justified in subordinating women. 
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If sound, argument B establishes patriarchy, i.e., the conclusion given at (B5) that 

the systematic domination of women by men is justified. But according to 

ecofeminists, (B5) is justified by just those three features of an oppressive 

conceptual framework identified earlier: value-hierarchical thinking, the 

assumption at (B2): value dualisms, the assumed dualism of the mental and the 

physical at (B1) and the assumed inferiority of the physical vis-a-vis the mental 

at (B2); and a logic of domination, the assumption at (B4), the same as the 

previous premise (A4). Hence, according to ecofeminists, insofar as an 

oppressive patriarchal conceptual framework has functioned historically (within 

at least dominant Western culture) to sanction the twin dominations of women 

and nature (argument B), both argument B and the patriarchal conceptual 

framework, from whence it comes, ought to be rejected.  

Of course, the preceding does not identify which premises of B are false. What is 

the status of premises (B1) and (B2)? Most, if not all, feminists claim that (B1), 

and many ecofeminists claim that (B2), have been assumed or asserted within the 

dominant Western philosophical and intellectual tradition. As such, these 

feminists assert, as a matter of historical fact, that the dominant Western 

philosophical tradition has assumed the truth of (B1) and (B2). Ecofeminists, 

however, either deny (B2) or do not affirm (B2). Furthermore, because some 

ecofeminists are anxious to deny any ahistorical identification of women with 

nature, some ecofeminists deny (B1) when (B1) is used to support anything other 

than a strictly historical claim about what has been asserted or assumed to be true 

within patriarchal culture—e.g., when (B1) is used to assert that women properly 

are identified with the realm of nature and the physical. Thus, from an ecofeminist 

perspective, (B1) and (B2) are properly viewed as problematic though historically 

sanctioned claims: they are problematic precisely because of the way they have 

functioned historically in a patriarchal conceptual framework and culture to 

sanction the dominations of women and nature.  

What all ecofeminists agree about, then, is the way in which the logic of 

domination has functioned historically within patriarchy to sustain and justify the 

twin dominations of women and nature. Since all feminists (and not just 

ecofeminists) oppose patriarchy, the conclusion given at (B5), all feminists 

(including ecofeminists) must oppose at least the logic of domination, premise 

(B4), on which argument B rests—whatever the truth-value status of (B1) and 

(B2) outside of a patriarchal context.  

That all feminists must oppose the logic of domination shows the breadth and 

depth of the ecofeminist critique of B: it is a critique not only of the three 

assumptions on which this argument for the domination of women and nature 

rests, viz., the assumptions at (B1), (B2), and (B4); it is also a critique of 

patriarchal conceptual frameworks generally, i.e., of those oppressive conceptual 

frameworks which put men “up” and women “down,” allege some way in which 

women are morally inferior to men, and use that alleged difference to justify the 

subordination of women by men. Therefore, ecofeminism is necessary to any 
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feminist critique of patriarchy, and, hence, necessary to feminism (a point I 

discuss again later).  

Third, ecofeminism clarifies why the logic of domination, and any conceptual 

framework which gives rise to it, must be abolished in order both to make possible 

a meaningful notion of difference which does not breed domination and to prevent 

feminism from becoming a “support” movement based primarily on shared 

experiences. In contemporary society, there is no one “woman’s voice,” no 

woman (or human) simpliciter: every woman (or human) is a woman (or human) 

of some race, class, age, affectional orientation, marital status, regional or 

national background, and so forth. Because there are no “monolithic experiences” 

that all women share, feminism must be a “solidarity movement” based on shared 

beliefs and interests rather than a “unity in sameness” movement based on shared 

experiences and shared victimization. In the words of Maria Lugones, “Unity—

not to be confused with solidarity—is understood as conceptually tied to 

domination.”  

Ecofeminists insist that the sort of logic of domination used to justify the 

domination of humans by gender, racial or ethnic, or class status is also used to 

justify the domination of nature. Because eliminating a logic of domination is part 

of a feminist critique—whether a critique of patriarchy, white supremacist 

culture, or imperialism—ecofeminists insist that naturism is properly viewed as 

an integral part of any feminist solidarity movement to end sexist oppression and 

the logic of domination which conceptually grounds it. 

Ecofeminism Reconceives Feminism 

The discussion so far has focused on some of the oppressive conceptual features 

of patriarchy. As I use the phrase, the “logic of traditional feminism” refers to the 

location of the conceptual roots of sexist oppression, at least in Western societies, 

in an oppressive patriarchal conceptual framework characterized by a logic of 

domination. Insofar as other systems of oppression (e.g., racism, classism, 

ageism, heterosexism) are also conceptually maintained by a logic of domination, 

appeal to the logic of traditional feminism ultimately locates the basic conceptual 

interconnections among all systems of oppression in the logic of domination. It 

thereby explains at a conceptual level why the eradication of sexist oppression 

requires the eradication of the other forms of oppression. It is by clarifying this 

conceptual connection between systems of oppression that a movement to end 

sexist oppression—traditionally the special turf of feminist theory and practice— 

leads to a reconceiving of feminism as a movement to end all forms of oppression.  

Suppose one agrees that the logic of traditional feminism requires the expansion 

of feminism to include other social systems of domination (e.g., racism and 

classism). What warrants the inclusion of nature in these “social systems of 

domination”? Why must the logic of traditional feminism include the abolition of 

“naturism” (i.e., the domination or oppression of non-human nature) among the 

“isms” feminism must confront? … [B]y showing that the conceptual connections 

between the dual dominations of women and nature are located in an oppressive 
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and, at least in Western societies, patriarchal conceptual framework characterized 

by a logic of domination, ecofeminism explains how and why feminism, 

conceived as a movement to end sexist oppression, must be expanded and 

reconceived as also a movement to end “naturism.” This is made explicit by the 

following argument C: 

(C1)  Feminism is a movement to end sexism. 

(C2)  But sexism is conceptually linked with naturism (through an 

oppressive conceptual framework characterized by a logic of 

domination). 

(C3)  Thus, feminism is (also) a movement to end naturism. 

Because, ultimately, these connections between sexism and naturism are 

conceptual—embedded in an oppressive conceptual framework—the logic of 

traditional feminism leads to the embracement of ecological feminism. … 

Climbing From Ecofeminism to Environmental Ethics 

Many feminists and some environmental ethicists have begun to explore the use 

of first-person narrative as a way of raising philosophically germane issues in 

ethics often lost or under-played in mainstream philosophical ethics. Why is this 

so? What is it about narrative which makes it a significant resource for theory and 

practice in feminism and environmental ethics? Even if appeal to first-person 

narrative is a helpful literary device for describing ineffable experience or a 

legitimate social science methodology for documenting personal and social 

history, how is first-person narrative a valuable vehicle of argumentation for 

ethical decision making and theory building? One fruitful way to begin answering 

these questions is to ask them of a particular first-person narrative.  

Consider the following first-person narrative about rock climbing: 

For my very first rock climbing experience, I chose a somewhat private 

spot, away from other climbers and on-lookers. After studying “the 

chimney,” I focused all my energy on making it to the top. I climbed with 

intense determination, using whatever strength and skills I had to 

accomplish this challenging feat. By midway I was exhausted and 

anxious. I couldn’t see what to do next—where to put my hands or feet. 

Growing increasingly more weary as I clung somewhat desperately to the 

rock, I made a move. It didn’t work. I fell. There I was, dangling midair 

above the rocky ground below, frightened but terribly relieved that the 

belay rope had held me. I knew I was safe. I took a look up at the climb 

that remained. I was determined to make it to the top. With renewed 

confidence and concentration, I finished the climb to the top.  

On my second day of climbing, I rappelled down about 200 feet from the 

top of the Palisades at Lake Superior to just a few feet above the water 
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level. I could see no one—not my belayer, not the other climbers, no one. 

I unhooked slowly from the rappel rope and took a deep cleansing breath. 

I looked all around me—really looked—and listened. I heard a cacophony 

of voices—birds, trickles of water on the rock before me, waves lapping 

against the rocks below. I closed my eyes and began to feel the rock with 

my hands—the cracks and crannies, the raised lichen and mosses, the 

almost imperceptible nubs that might provide a resting place for my 

fingers and toes when I began to climb. At that moment I was bathed in 

serenity. I began to talk to the rock in an almost inaudible, child-like way, 

as if the rock were my friend. I felt an overwhelming sense of gratitude 

for what it offered me—a chance to know myself and the rock differently, 

to appreciate unforeseen miracles like the tiny flowers growing in the even 

tinier cracks in the rock’s surface, and to come to know a sense of being 

in relationship with the natural environment. It felt as if the rock and I 

were silent conversational partners in a long-standing friendship. I 

realized then that I had come to care about this cliff which was so different 

from me, so unmovable and invincible, independent and seemingly 

indifferent to my presence. I wanted to be with the rock as I climbed. Gone 

was the determination to conquer the rock, to forcefully impose my will 

on it; I wanted simply to work respectfully with the rock as I climbed. 

And as I climbed, that is what I felt. I felt myself caring for this rock and 

feeling thankful that climbing provided the opportunity for me to know it 

and myself in this new way. 

There are at least four reasons why use of such a first-person narrative is 

important to feminism and environmental ethics. First, such a narrative gives 

voice to a felt sensitivity often lacking in traditional analytical ethical discourse, 

viz., a sensitivity to conceiving of oneself as fundamentally “in relationship with” 

others, including the non-human environment. It is a modality which takes 

relationships themselves seriously. It thereby stands in contrast to a strictly 

reductionist modality that takes relationships seriously only or primarily because 

of the nature of the relators or parties to those relationships (e.g., relators 

conceived as moral agents, right holders, interest carriers, or sentient beings). In 

the rock-climbing narrative above, it is the climber’s relationship with the rock 

she climbs which takes on special significance—which is itself a locus of value—

in addition to whatever moral status or moral considerability she or the rock or 

any other parties to the relationship may also have.  

Second, such a first-person narrative gives expression to a variety of ethical 

attitudes and behaviors often overlooked or under-played in mainstream Western 

ethics, e.g., the difference in attitudes and behaviors toward a rock when one is 

“making it to the top” and when one thinks of oneself as “friends with” or “caring 

about” the rock one climbs. These different attitudes and behaviors suggest an 

ethically germane contrast between two different types of relationship humans or 

climbers may have toward a rock: an imposed conqueror-type relationship, and 

an emergent caring-type relationship. This contrast grows out of, and is faithful 

to, felt, lived experience.  
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The difference between conquering and caring attitudes and behaviors in relation 

to the natural environment provides a third reason why the use of first-person 

narrative is important to feminism and environmental ethics: it provides a way of 

conceiving of ethics and ethical meaning as emerging out of particular situations 

moral agents find themselves in, rather than as being imposed on those situations 

(e.g., as a derivation or instantiation of some pre-determined abstract principle or 

rule). This emergent feature of narrative centralizes the importance of voice. 

When a multiplicity of cross-cultural voices are centralized, narrative is able to 

give expression to a range of attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors which may 

be overlooked or silenced by imposed ethical meaning and theory. As a reflection 

of and on felt, lived experiences, the use of narrative in ethics provides a stance 

from which ethical discourse can be held accountable to the historical, material, 

and social realities in which moral subjects find themselves.  

Lastly, and for our purposes perhaps most importantly, the use of narrative has 

argumentative significance. Jim Cheney calls attention to this feature of narrative 

when he claims, “To contextualize ethical deliberation is, in some sense, to 

provide a narrative or story, from which the solution to the ethical dilemma 

emerges as the fitting conclusion.” Narrative has argumentative force by 

suggesting what counts as an appropriate conclusion to an ethical situation. One 

ethical conclusion suggested by the climbing narrative is that what counts as a 

proper ethical attitude toward mountains and rocks is an attitude of respect and 

care (whatever that turns out to be or involve), not one of domination and 

conquest.  

In an essay entitled “In and Out of Harm’s Way: Arrogance and Love,” feminist 

philosopher Marilyn Frye distinguishes between “arrogant” and “loving” 

perception as one way of getting at this difference in the ethical attitudes of care 

and conquest. Frye writes: 

The loving eye is a contrary of the arrogant eye.  

The loving eye knows the independence of the other. It is the eye of a seer 

who knows that nature is indifferent. It is the eye of one who knows that 

to know the seen, one must consult something other than one’s own will 

and interests and fears and imagination. One must look at the thing. One 

must look and listen and check and question.  

The loving eye is one that pays a certain sort of attention. This attention 

can require a discipline but not a self-denial. The discipline is one of self-

knowledge, knowledge of the scope and boundary of the self... In 

particular, it is a matter of being able to tell one’s own interests from those 

of others and of knowing where one’s self leaves off and another begins....  

The loving eye does not make the object of perception into something 

edible, does not try to assimilate it, does not reduce it to the size of the 

seer’s desire, fear and imagination, and hence does not have to simplify. 

It knows the complexity of the other as something which will forever 



 9 

present new things to be known. The science of the loving eye would favor 

The Complexity Theory of Truth [in contrast to The Simplicity Theory of 

Truth] and presuppose The Endless Interestingness of the Universe. 

According to Frye, the loving eye is not an invasive, coercive eye which annexes 

others to itself, but one which “knows the complexity of the other as something 

which will forever present new things to be known.”  

When one climbs a rock as a conqueror, one climbs with an arrogant eye. When 

one climbs with a loving eye, one constantly “must look and listen and check and 

question.” One recognizes the rock as something very different, something 

perhaps totally indifferent to one’s own presence, and finds in that difference 

joyous occasion for celebration. One knows “the boundary of the self,” where the 

self—the “I,” the climber—leaves off and the rock begins. There is no fusion of 

two into one, but a complement of two entities acknowledged as separate, 

different, independent, yet in relationship; they are in relationship if only because 

the loving eye is perceiving it, responding to it, noticing it, attending to it.  

An ecofeminist perspective about both women and nature involves this shift in 

attitude from “arrogant perception” to “loving perception” of the non-human 

world. Arrogant perception of nonhumans by humans presupposes and maintains 

sameness in such a way that it expands the moral community to those beings who 

are thought to resemble (be like, similar to, or the same as) humans in some 

morally significant way. Any environmental movement or ethic based on arrogant 

perception builds a moral hierarchy of beings and assumes some common 

denominator of moral considerability in virtue of which like beings deserve 

similar treatment or moral consideration and unlike beings do not. Such 

environmental ethics are, or generate, a “unity in sameness.” In contrast, “loving 

perception” presupposes and maintains difference—a distinction between the self 

and other, between human and at least some nonhumans—in such a way that 

perception of the other as other is an expression of love for one who/which is 

recognized at the outset as independent, dissimilar, different. …  

“Loving perception” of the non-human natural world is an attempt to understand 

what it means for humans to care about the non-human world, a world 

acknowledged as being independent, different, perhaps even indifferent to 

humans. Humans are different from rocks in important ways, even if they are also 

both members of some ecological community. A moral community based on 

loving perception of oneself in relationship with a rock, or with the natural 

environment as a whole, is one which acknowledges and respects difference, 

whatever “sameness” also exists. The limits of loving perception are determined 

only by the limits of one’s (e.g., a person’s, a community’s) ability to respond 

lovingly (or with appropriate care, trust, or friendship)—whether it is to other 

humans or to the non-human world and elements of it.  

If what I have said so far is correct, then there are very different ways to climb a 

mountain and how one climbs it and how one narrates the experience of climbing 

it matter ethically. If one climbs with “arrogant perception,” with an attitude of 
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“conquer and control,” one keeps intact the very sorts of thinking that characterize 

a logic of domination and an oppressive conceptual framework. Since the 

oppressive conceptual framework which sanctions the domination of nature is a 

patriarchal one, one also thereby keeps intact, even if unwittingly, a patriarchal 

conceptual framework. Because the dismantling of patriarchal conceptual 

frameworks is a feminist issue, how one climbs a mountain and how one 

narrates—or tells the story—about the experience of climbing also are feminist 

issues. In this way, ecofeminism makes visible why, at a conceptual level, 

environmental ethics is a feminist issue. I turn now to a consideration of 

ecofeminism as a distinctively feminist and environmental ethic. 

Ecofeminism as a Feminist and Environmental Ethic 

… All the props are now in place for seeing how ecofeminism provides the 

framework for a distinctively feminist and environmental ethic. …  

First, ecofeminist is quintessentially anti-naturist. Its anti-naturism consists in the 

rejection of any way of thinking about or acting toward non-human nature that 

reflects a logic, values, or attitude of domination. Its anti-naturist, anti-sexist, anti-

racist, anti-classist (and so forth, for all other “isms” of social domination) stance 

forms the outer boundary of the quilt: nothing gets on the quilt which is naturist, 

sexist, racist, classist, and so forth.  

Second, ecofeminism is a contextualist ethic. It involves a shift from a conception 

of ethics as primarily a matter of rights, rules, or principles predetermined and 

applied in specific cases to entities viewed as competitors in the contest of moral 

standing, to a conception of ethics as growing out of what Jim Cheney calls 

“defining relationships,” i.e., relationships conceived in some sense as defining 

who one is. As a contextualist ethic, it is not that rights, or rules, or principles are 

not relevant or important. Clearly they are in certain contexts and for certain 

purposes. It is just that what makes them relevant or important is that those to 

whom they apply are entities in relationship with others.  

Ecofeminism also involves an ethical shift from granting moral consideration to 

nonhumans exclusively on the grounds of some similarity they share with humans 

(e.g., rationality, interests, moral agency, sentience, right-holder status) to “a 

highly contextual account to see clearly what a human being is and what the non-

human world might be, morally speaking, for human beings.” For an ecofeminist, 

how a moral agent is in relationship to another becomes of central significance, 

not simply that a moral agent is a moral agent or is bound by rights, duties, virtue, 

or utility to act in a certain way.  

Third, ecofeminism is structurally pluralistic in that it presupposes and maintains 

difference among humans as well as between humans and at least some elements 

of nonhuman nature. Thus, while ecofeminism denies the nature/culture split, it 

affirms that humans are both members of an ecological community (in some 

respects) and different from it (in other respects). Ecofeminism’s attention to 
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relationships and community is not, therefore, an erasure of difference but a 

respectful acknowledgment of it.  

Fourth, ecofeminism reconceives theory as theory in process. It focuses on 

patterns of meaning which emerge, for instance, from the storytelling and first-

person narratives of women (and others) who deplore the twin dominations of 

woman and nature. The use of narrative is one way to ensure that the content of 

the ethic—the pattern of the quilt—may/will change over time, as the historical 

and material realities of women’s lives change and as more is learned about 

women-nature connections and the destruction of the non-human world. 

Fifth, ecofeminism is inclusivist. It emerges from the voices of women who 

experience the harmful domination of nature and the way that domination is tied 

to their domination as women. It emerges from listening to the voices of 

indigenous peoples such as Native Americans who have been dislocated from 

their land and have witnessed the attendant undermining of such values as 

appropriate reciprocity, sharing, and kinship that characterize traditional Indian 

culture. It emerges from listening to voices of those who, like Nathan Hare, 

critique traditional approaches to environmental ethics as white and bourgeois, 

and as failing to address issues of “black ecology” and the “ecology” of the inner 

city and urban spaces. It also emerges out of the voices of Chipko women who 

see the destruction of “earth, soil, and water” as intimately connected with their 

own ability to survive economically. With its emphasis on inclusivity and 

difference, ecofeminism provides a framework for recognizing that what counts 

as ecology and what counts as appropriate conduct toward both human and non-

human environments is largely a matter of context.  

Sixth, as a feminism, ecofeminism makes no attempt to provide an “objective” 

point of view. It is a social ecology. It recognizes the twin dominations of women 

and nature as social problems rooted both in very concrete, historical, 

socioeconomic circumstances and in oppressive patriarchal conceptual 

frameworks which maintain and sanction these circumstances.  

Seventh, ecofeminism makes a central place for values of care, love, friendship, 

trust, and appropriate reciprocity—values that presuppose that our relationships 

to others are central to our understanding of who we are. It thereby gives voice to 

the sensitivity that in climbing a mountain, one is doing something in relationship 

with an “other,” an “other” whom one can come to care about and treat 

respectfully. 

Lastly, an ecofeminist ethic involves a reconception of what it means to be 

human, and of what human ethical behavior consists. Ecofeminism denies 

abstract individualism. Humans are who we are in large part by virtue of the 

historical and social contexts and the relationships we are in, including our 

relationships with non-human nature. Relationships are not something extrinsic 

to who we are, not an “add on” feature of human nature; they play an essential 

role in shaping what it is to be human. Relationships of humans to the nonhuman 

environment are, in part, constitutive of what it is to be a human. 
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By making visible the interconnections among the dominations of women and 

nature, ecofeminism shows that both are feminist issues and that explicit 

acknowledgment of both is vital to any responsible environmental ethic. 

Feminism must embrace ecological feminism if it is to end the domination of 

women because the domination of women is tied conceptually and historically to 

the domination of nature.  

A responsible environmental ethic also must embrace feminism. Otherwise, even 

the seemingly most revolutionary, liberational, and holistic ecological ethic will 

fail to take seriously the interconnected dominations of nature and women that 

are so much a part of the historical legacy and conceptual framework that 

sanctions the exploitation of non-human nature. Failure to make visible these 

interconnected, twin dominations results in an inaccurate account of how it is that 

nature has been and continues to be dominated and exploited and produces an 

environmental ethic that lacks the depth necessary to be truly inclusive of the 

realities of persons who at least in dominant Western culture have been intimately 

tied with that exploitation, viz., women. Whatever else can be said in favor of 

such holistic ethics, a failure to make visible ecofeminist insights into the 

common denominators of the twin oppressions of women and nature is to 

perpetuate, rather than overcome, the source of that oppression. … 


