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Abstract: 

 

 The aim of this paper is to provide a brief reading of ecofeminist theory and the urgency to 

produce a literature which would equally represent all the creatures of this earth irrespective of 

"opposite dualisms" and the existing "hierarchy". For this purpose, I have referred to select 

literary works by Ecofeminists and have connected their voices to highlight the inadequate 

representation of the subjugated sections under patriarchy in literature. The paper further tends to 

argue how these voices in connection with each other makes it clear the urgency to accommodate 

representation of every being in literature with no stereotypes and subjugation. 
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Introduction: 

 Darwinian evolutionary theory leads way to the assertion of the phrase "survival of the 

fittest". Darwin's theory establishes that "fit" as opposed to "unfit" species survived the test of 

changes in environmental conditions. Herbert Spencer employed this concept of survival in 

"laissez-faire". The analogy that only the fittest survives could be used to dismantle the very 

concept of "fitness". What is fit and what is not fit? Who decides it? It has a lot to do with literary 

discourses developed over the time. In elaboration to this, the existence of an ecofeminist 

discourse becomes rightly plausible. Ecofeminism basically is a discourse that explains the 

relationship between nature and woman in particular, and between nature and human in general. 

The purpose of ecofeminist critics is to find a link between the subjugation of woman and nature. 

The only way a subjugated group can break free the shackles of its domination is by producing a 

literature to support the struggle and their argument. It is seen that there is an unfortunate gap in the 

literary representation of the exploitation of nature by human just as the inadequate literary 

representation of woman's exploitation by man. It is often seen that stereotypes of women is not 

uncommon in literature, mostly in the literature produced by male writers. It therefore necessitates 

creating a literature that will help in reforming the exploitative patriarchy of human upon nature 

and man over woman. This is essential for the oppressed section to survive the tussle and continue 

to grow as a species in this planet and with equal dignity. 

 

What Do Ecofeminists do? 

 The question that pops up here is, what does Ecofeminists take into consideration while 
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analysing the relationship between woman and nature, and their subjugation by patriarchy? 

  Firstly, Ecofeminists point their finger towards the existence of “hierarchical thinking”. 

This idea of hierarchical thinking is simply based on the fact that some organisms have established 

themselves to be more able and cultured than others, on the basis of which they appoint themselves 

to a position which provides them a comfort zone to subjugate and exploit the "other" whom they 

consider beneath them. But who gives them the authority to decide the hierarchy? The patriarchal 

influence in literature with high gender stereotypes has played a big role in this. It is necessary to 

pinpoint this injustice and create a literature more democratic and neutral in nature. For this 

purpose, it is necessary to drop the pyramid-like understanding of different species, where one 

species is placed over the other. Rather, a circular understanding of the species should be adopted 

where all the species are equal and no hierarchy is followed. This asserts that the pyramid-like 

positioning of the species is highly objectionable. This is so because how can human beings 

consider themselves to be superior when the only contribution they make to this earth is to be 

dependent on every other species of the earth. Human beings need oxygen to breathe, which is 

directly a product of the green trees. Human beings need food and water to survive. They get this 

either from plants or animals and the water bodies. Human beings need material objects like 

clothes and other lifestyle materials which are the by-products of other plants or animals. Human 

beings need medicine to cure themselves from diseases. Mostly plants provides for those. What is 

the contribution of human beings to this planet then? If there are no water bodies, human beings do 

not have any water to survive. If there are no plants and animals, they do not have food, clothing 

and shelter to survive. On the contrary, what if there are no human beings in this planet? Would the 

planet suffer? Or, would the planet release a sigh of relief that a race of exploiting species left the 

planet for the better. This is very disturbing to be on the side of the guilty party as we human beings 

are. But as it is said that "better late than never", human beings can drop the pyramidal 

understanding of "hierarchical thinking", and adopt the circular understanding of the various 

earthly species where all are equal. 

 Secondly, it is a tendency of the human species to understand the world in "oppositional 

dualisms". We understand things in binaries - sex in terms of male-female, gender in terms of 

masculine-feminine, colour in terms of black-white, class in terms of rich-poor, and so on. In these 

oppositional dualisms, it can be noticed that positive aspects are associated with one and negative 

with the other. For example, the equivalent word for the same concept can be different based on 

the gender: the word 'bachelor' has a positive connotation to it, but the word 'spinster' is negatively 

used. Similarly, the animal 'dog' is used with positive attributes like 'faithfulness', 'loyalty' etc., and 

is not used as a slang, but the word 'bitch' is used as a slang to refer to the female sex. Apart from 

this, we have not come out of the stereotypical social conditioning of the concepts like 'witch' and 

'stepmother'. They are often used with a negative connotation in literature and folktales due to 

social constructs. Is it really not possible to find even one step-mother who has not sacrificed her 

ambitions to hold together a family which was in the first place never hers? 

 Ecofeminists consider both these two constructs to have a parallel relationship of 

subjugation on the basis of their reproductive capacity. They draw on the link between them by 

PROTEUS JOURNAL

VOLUME 11 ISSUE 12 2020

ISSN/eISSN: 0889-6348

http://www.proteusresearch.org/   Page No: 57



highlighting how woman are considered merely as child-bearing machines in this patriarchal 

system. These claims are based on legal debate where concepts like right to abort are decided by 

male and not female legislators. 

 

Ecofeminism in Literature: 

  Ecofeminism as a term was first coined by the French writer and activist Françoise 

d'Eaubonne in 1974 in her book "Le Féminisme ou la Mort". Her basic idea was to describe the 

efforts and attributes of feminism towards environmental practices. It has been, as a discipline, 

developing since then and gaining new momentum with the works of major ecofeminist writers. 

 Rosemary Radford Reuther’s "New Woman, New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and Human 

Liberation" published in 1975, explores and critiques "the sexism of the ideologies of Christian 

theology, classical philosophy, psychoanalysis and a socio-economic analysis of industrial 

society." Alice Walker's "The Colour Purple" explores the oppression of Black woman by man in 

one layer and on the other, the exploitation of nature by "capitalist patriarchy". Carolyn Merchant's 

"The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution" historicises the 

environment and science, and foregrounds the gender issues related to science in a detailed 

manner. Patrick Murphy's "Ground, Pivot Motions: Ecofeminist theory, Dialogics and Literary 

Practice" published in Hypatia states the urgency to refine our conception of ecofeminism and its 

relationship to nature. It is so because through this medium it can be learnt about the complex 

cultural dynamics of ecofeminism. 

  Margaret Atwood in her novels sharpens the idea that there is an urgency to develop a 

theory for motherhood, or else, woman shall continue to be exploited in terms of their body, their 

sexuality and gender roles fixed upon them by the patriarchal social constructs. Similarly, the earth 

is also exploited due to several reasons of human greed and the continuously growing population. 

If this is not dealt with, and a proper solution for this imbalance is not found, it would become very 

difficult for the human race to survive, and like all other extinct species, we too shall pass away 

from this earth. This has become more evident in the contemporary times of the covid-19 

pandemic. It therefore necessitates for the subjugated sections to make their voices heard loud and 

clear to make the survival stable. Atwood's narratives juxtaposes fiction writing and ecofeminist 

perspectives and are especially concerned with increasing global crisis in terms of poverty or 

gender inequality, destruction of the environment and abuses of human rights. She is very vocal 

about finding an alternative to this crisis caused majorly due to subjugation of one by another. 

 

Conclusion: 

  Other major Ecofeminists like Vandana Shiva, Wangari Maathai, and Toni Morrison have 

equivocally raised questions to the unauthorised subjugation of one gender by the other and has 

related it to the unethical exploitation of the "mother" earth to satiate human greed. From the times 

of colonisation, and especially in the present era of the pandemic, the route of ecofeminism has 

even deepened than ever before. The ecofeminist literature is therefore a green card to awaken the 

humans in one layer and the patriarchs in another to treat the entire earth as one organism. It is a 
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loud cry to protect the subjugated sections from becoming extinct and surviving without an 

identity of their own. 
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