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This article introduces students of International Relations (IR) to ecofeminism, its diverse approaches, and critiques.
Ecofeminism emerged in the 1970’s following the history of the intersection between the transnational women’s
movement and the global environmental movement (Kelleher 2019). Subsequently, given the rise of ecofeminism
scholarship in the 1980’s, ecofeminism became integrated into the IR scholarly discipline as a critical theory (Allison
2017; Detraz 2010). Ecofeminism is critical of patriarchy and its intertwined effects on women and the environment.
In sum, the goal is to improve women’s conditions alongside environmental protection across the globe because the
improvement of the former causes the improvement of the latter. The following paragraphs emphasize on how
ecofeminism defines the environment and the different ecofeminism perspectives about the causes of and solutions
to global environmental problems. The final paragraphs emphasize on the critiques of ecofeminism.

Ecofeminism is derived from key thinkers from all over the world that belong to the feminist tradition whose attempt is
to combine feminist and environmental ideas (Bretherton 1995; Ruether 1997). The history of ecofeminism is tied to
French feminist philosopher and environmentalist Frangoise d’Eaubonne who is among the key founders of
ecofeminism. She coined the term “ecofeminisme” in 1974 in her book Le Féminisme ou la Mort (i.e. Feminism or
Death) (Allison 2017; Detraz 2010). Other key notable ecofeminists include Vandana Shiva, an Indian physicist,
philosopher, and environmental activist. Author of the 1988 Staying Alive and Ecofeminism book. she extensively
addresses dual marginalization and domination of women and the environment in the Third World. Val Plumwood is
also another notable feminist philosopher from Australia and author of the 1993 Feminism and the Mastery of Nature
book. She critiques the dual separation of men and women as well as human and nature into distinct opposing
categories, arguing that women and nature especially are considered as lesser than men. Susan Giriffin, author of the
1978 book Woman and Nature, moves a similar critique to the concept that women’s subordination is rooted in their
symbolic connection to nature.

Ecofeminism defines the environment as a living ecosystem that comprises not only animals, plants, and the natural
elements, but also humans, all of which are equal, interconnected, and dependent on each other (Plumwood 2012).
Furthermore, according to ecofeminism, the female gender has always historically and naturally been more
concerned about environmental protection. This is expressed through nurturing relationship with the natural
environment, and through the organisation of and participation in environmental activism (Allison 2017; Bretherton
1995; Detraz 2010). However, ecofeminism argues that the leading conceptual meaning of the environment
separates humans from the environment, and it is socially constructed by and for men who believe in men’s
domination of all things, otherwise known as patriarchy (Detraz 2010; Ruether 1997). Patriarchy has particularly
shaped our conventional understanding of the environment as an object to be conquered and degraded rather than
nurtured and protected. In a similar way, patriarchy has shaped our understanding of the female gender as one to be
oppressed and subjugated. And so, ecofeminism argues against men’s dual domination over the natural environment
and over women (Bretherton 1995).

Feminist political historian Gerda Lerner, the author of 1986 The Creation of Patriarchy, and feminist political

scientist Sylvia Walby, the author of 1990 Theorizing Patriarchy wrote extensively about patriarchy and its origins.
According to Lerner, patriarchy is historically constructed over thousands of years by men around 3100-600 BCE. It
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emerged alongside the development of cultural norms, economic property, social class, and the political state.
Therefore, it was sustained through social, cultural, economic, and political ideologies and institutions. Walby
expounds on this and analyses how patriarchy operates in both public and private life, arguing that it's a multi-
faceted, evolving system rooted in institutions, not just a matter of personal relationships. In private households, the
individual male dominates the family and controls women, who are unpaid for domestic labor. Outside the household,
women are marginalized collectively by broader institutional constraints. To name a few, gendered violence as a form
of control on women, gender inequality in employment and wages, underrepresentation of women in politics, and
stigmatization of women in media, religion, and education. These patriarchal gendered patterns also extend from the
public and private sphere within the state to the international realm of politics and are perpetuated by men’s control of
the state and the dominance of men in international politics. For instance, in IR, feminist scholars such as Cynthia
Enloe, the author of 1989 Bananas, Beaches and Bases and Ann Tickner, the author of 1992 Gender in
International Relations, have written extensively about the dominance of patriarchal ideas and systems in
international politics. Others like Spike Peterson and Christine Sylvester have written about the structural inequality
and exclusion of women in international politics etc.

Nonetheless, women are actively challenging patriarchy and are at the forefront of the global environmental
movement fighting for access to fresh water, clean air, and healthy soil to ensure a sustainable future for generations
of children to come (Jabeen 2020; Resurreccion 2017; Roy 2005). This is partly because women and children are
among the most vulnerable victims of environmental degradation alongside indigenous peoples and other
impoverished minorities. Although ecofeminism believes that patriarchy is the mutual root cause of environmental
degradation and women’s subjugation, ecofeminists have differing gendered perspectives about how patriarchy
causes global environmental problems and how to solve them (Detraz 2010; Jabeen 2020). The mainstream
ecofeminist perspectives include liberal ecofeminism sometimes referred to as empirical ecofeminism, cultural
ecofeminism, and socialist ecofeminism (Allison 2017). There is nonetheless yet another more contemporary
ecofeminist perspective such as postcolonial ecofeminism, which is seen as promoting intersectionality within
ecofeminism (Chae 2015; Kaur 2012; Kelleher 2019).

Liberal ecofeminism emphasizes the correlation between global gender inequality and global environmental problems
(Allison 2017; Bretherton 1995; Detraz 2010). According to liberal ecofeminism, women and women-headed
households are the world’s poorest because patriarchy fosters gender income inequality. This however means that
women are therefore at the most risk of environmental challenges. For instance, not only are women
disproportionately affected by natural disasters and environmental problems, but they also suffer the most from
conflicts caused by the environment in the form of food insecurity, water scarcity, loss of livelihood, and displacement
(Bretherton 1995). Furthermore, according to liberal ecofeminism, women are marginalised and underrepresented in
the global governance of the environment because of patriarchy (i.e., men’s excessive representation and
domination) (Allison 2017). Women are disempowered and excluded from participating in the sustainable
development of the global environment (Detraz 2010). This not only results in the lack of gender-sensitive laws that
should target global environmental problems affecting women but also results in insufficient global environmental
policies. Therefore, liberal ecofeminism believes in the democratization of global environmental governance because
opening up the global political space to all women will enrich them and empower them on how to better manage the
global environment and will be reflected in global environmental policies.

Liberal ecofeminism therefore points to several gender-sensitive environmental policies that have been created with
increased women participation in global environmental governance architecture of the United Nations (Detraz 2010).
For example, the first ever United Nations global conference on the human environment held in 1972, made only
reference to men, thus asserting: “Man had the fundamental right to freedom, equality and adequate conditions of
life, in an environment of a quality that permitted a life of dignity and well-being, and he bore a solemn responsibility
to protect and improve the environment for present and future generations” (Bretherton 1995, 109). Increased
women participation in the United Nations in the 1980’s however culminated into the women’s action agenda
presented at the subsequent global conference of environment and development, which stated “Women have a vital
role in environmental management and development. Their full participation is therefore essential to achieve
sustainable development” (109).
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Cultural ecofeminism, on the other hand, believes that global environmental degradation is caused by a patriarchal
culture that prioritises a masculine way of life, which emphasises on environmental domination over protection
(Allison 2017; Jabeen 2020). According to cultural ecofeminism, women have a feminine way of life so much so that
it is inherently and culturally different from that of men (Ruether 1997). Because women have feminine way of life,
women are naturally, historically, and socially closer, and more akin to the environment. Just like nature provides and
caters for all of humanity, women physiologically bring forth life from their bodies and are psychologically assigned
greater emotional capacities, and thus, are socially responsible for nurturing. This has also kept women close to
nature and out of the man-made environment and workspace where a lot of environmental extraction, degradation,
and pollution occurs. Therefore, cultural ecofeminism, advocates a feminine culture or way of life that reflects
women’s unique experiences with and connection to nature (Kaur 2012). However, unlike liberal ecofeminism,
cultural ecofeminism believes that women should advocate for more than an equal representation in global
governance. Women are better-suited than men when it comes to advocating, understanding, and developing
environmental policy (Allison 2017; Bretherton 1995). And therefore, women should be given the role of
environmental protection over men.

Social ecofeminism, unlike liberal and cultural ecofeminism, emphasizes on the intertwined relationship between
patriarchy and capitalism, and the negative effects on nature and women (Chae 2015; Kaur 2012). According to
social ecofeminism, both nature and women are the source of human life but also the source of capitalist sustenance
(Mies 1986; Salleh 1997). However, nature, like women, has been devalued, exploited, and destroyed because
capitalism is a by-product of patriarchy; it is a socioeconomic structure made for men by men to dominate and exploit
nature as well as women’s cheap labor (Allison 2017; Mies 1986). According to social ecofeminism, not all women
are caregivers, and neither is it ‘natural’ for them to undertake such gendered assigned roles (Chae 2015; Kaur
2012). However, in a capitalist society that is so entrenched in patriarchy, women are relegated to gendered
stereotypical roles that elevate men on the backs of women. Women are disproportionately employed in low paying
caregiving jobs such as nursing, administration, and teaching (Gonzalez et al. 2022; Pounder 1989; Strachan,
Jenkins, and Ortbals 2019). Women are also not adequately compensated for the disproportionate extra caregiving
labor that they perform as wives and mothers at home such as cooking, cleaning, and nurturing children etc. (Kaur
2012). And even when women do work in men dominated roles like engineering and executive management, they are
underpaid compared to men for essentially performing the same job (Strachan, Jenkins, and Ortbals 2019).

The only way to resolve the dual challenges faced by nature and women, according to social ecofeminism, is to
eliminate capitalism and with-it patriarchy (Chae 2015; Kaur 2012). Social ecofeminism also argues that the state
should be abolished because it serves capitalism and thus, upholds patriarchy (Salleh 1997). These changes would
require the environmental movement and women’s feminist movement to work together to fight for a socialist
stateless world. A socialist stateless world where the dual forces of capitalism and patriarchy no longer exist is one
where women will be equally and fairly treated, and the natural environment would be only minimally subjugated to
providing the necessary resources adequate to sustain all people, regardless of social class or gender (Allison 2017;
Salleh 1997).

Postcolonial ecofeminism emphasises on the beliefs and experiences of Third World women in the global
environment much of which share cultural and social ecofeminism sentiments (Jabeen 2020). Third World women,
according to postcolonial ecofeminists, are members of both a globally marginalized class and a subjugated gender,
and therefore, are the most impoverished and have suffered the most from postcolonial maldevelopment one of
which is globalization and the loss of localized social practices and customs that otherwise would help to maintain the
environment within its natural limits/capacity (Kaur 2012; Pandey 2013). In precolonial times, there were many
locales and cultures in the Third world that were matriarchal and therefore, esteemed not just women but also nature
(Ruether 1997). For instance, women in matriarchal cultures were deemed powerful and not subordinate to men
because they headed both the nuclear and extended family, and passed on their names, inheritance, property, and
leadership to their daughters (Paxton, Hughes, and Barnes 2020; Strachan, Jenkins, and Ortbals 2019; Taylor
2015). Also, women were in charge of the land including food production, harvesting and distribution, which made
them stewards of nature but also gave them authority and autonomy in society (Strachan, Jenkins, and Ortbals
2019).
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However, with the introduction of patriarchy, women’s role and value in society alongside nature diminished
simultaneously. This pattern continues in today’s postcolonial world in the form of globalization, which is the new
colonialism (Chae 2015). According to postcolonial feminism, globalization fosters the spread of patriarchy and
underdevelopment throughout the Third World (Shiva 1988). This is because women who used to be pillar of society
in the Third World are forgotten, forced away from their lands and nature, forced to abandon their traditional
matriarchal culture and religious practices, forced to migrate in search of a livelihood including being trafficked for
their sexual bodies, and forced to participate in or adopt a Western patriarchal way of life (Pandey 2013; Shiva
1988). According to postcolonial ecofeminists, women in the Third World are reclaiming the affinity between the
sacrality of nature and the sacrality of their own sexuality and life-powers (Jabeen 2020; Ruether 1997), as well as
organizing globalization-challenging movements to at least ensure subsistence and good health for their communities
(Gaard and Gruen 1993; Pandey 2013).

Ecofeminism perspectives are not without critiques. For instance, liberal ecofeminism is critiqued for its emphasis on
the democratic representation of women within the existing global environment governance structure, which is
deemed patriarchal and dominated by states largely controlled by men (Allison 2017; Salleh 1997). For Liberal
ecofeminism, increasing the representation for women will make the existing political environment less patriarchal, so
that over time the global environmental governance system will gradually align with ecofeminist ideals. Nonetheless,
some critiques still contend that this will only lead to minimal reforms within the existing system (Salleh 1997).
Moreover, most women appointed in the global environmental governance are hardly different from their male
counterparts in terms of their approach to gender inequality and the global environment (Mies and Shiva 1993). They
fail to see the linkage between women'’s suffering and environmental degradation, and they do not view the global
environment as a feminist issue, and thus, they do not regard themselves as ecofeminists (Allison 2017).

Likewise, cultural ecofeminism is critiqued because it does not seek to transform the existing patriarchal approach to
the global environment (Agarwal 1992). For instance, cultural ecofeminism perpetuates the patriarchal notion of
biological essentialism that women are naturally feminine and therefore more akin to the nurturing of the environment
(Jabeen 2020; Ruether 1997). According to its critics, biological determinism is a social construct by men used to
maintain feminine stereotypes that benefit men. In other words, it absolves men from the duty as humans to care for
the environment, which they depend on for survival and their livelihoods, fostering their lack of accountability for
degrading the environment (Gaard 2011; Merchant 1996; Plumwood 1993;). Furthermore,critics argue thatbiological
determinism is used to limit women’s role and diversity in society (Allison 2017; Kaur 2012). Not all women are
inclined to nurturing, and women should not be bound to ecological responsibility (Ruether 1997).

In contrast, social ecofeminism seeks the transformation of the existing patriarchal global environment into one that is
based on socialist ideals of equality and nonexploitation. However, according to its critics, social ecofeminism is
utopian because it does not offer any clear mechanism on how to transform the global environmental system into an
ideal one (Gaard 2011; Mellor 1997). Also, some argue that social ecofeminism is economically essentialist and
reductionist (Agarwal 1992; Gaard and Gruen 1993). It homogenizes all women by treating them as impoverished
subjects of capitalist labour exploitation, and it focuses solely on the economic exploitation of women and equates it
to the economic exploitation environment (Gaard 2011; Mellor 1997). Not all women are subject to unpaid domestic
labour, receive a low income, or are part of the impoverished working class in society. It is thus unrealistic to
homogenize diverse background under one econometric category (Allison 2017). And because social ecofeminism
focuses on the economic aspects of patriarchy, it ignores non-capitalist sources of oppression and exploitation
affecting diverse women across the world and the global environment (Agarwal 1992; Mohanty 2003).

Finally, though considered the most critical of all ecofeminism perspectives, postcolonial ecofeminism is also
critiqued for its environmental essentialism of Third World women. Not all women in the Third World are closely and
sacredly tied to nature nor are they all environmental activists, and they belong to different ethnicities, cultures,
religion, and class (Agarwal 1992; Mohanty 1988; Sturgeon 1997). Furthermore, despite environmental degradation
becoming more widespread in many parts of the Third World, several non-western cultures prior to colonisation were
responsible for unsustainable environmental practices that degraded nature and practiced patriarchy-like gendered
hierarchies that exploited or oppressed women (Agarwal 1992; Guha 1989; Merchant 1980). Also, critics claim that
postcolonial ecofeminism is dominated by perspectives on Southeast Asia, and thus, there is a need to incorporate
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more diverse Third World ecofeminism perspectives from regions like Latin America, the Caribbean and Africa
(DeLoughrey and Handley 2011; Salleh 1997; Sturgeon 1997).

Overall, ecofeminism is critiqued for its utopian morality, its emphasis on an ethics of care that is based on the same
gender stereotypes that it seeks to dismantle such as women’s inherent connection to and care for nature in contrast
to men (Ottuh 2022). In other words, critics of ecofeminism see essentialism and dualism as a problem across all
ecofeminist perspectives. The use of the word gender and patriarchy means that men and women are described as
distinct genders with the latter having qualities that are inherently good for the environment (Matthews 2017;
Plumwood 1986). Likewise, women are romanticized as victims or saviours of the global environment. This mode of
thinking fosters superiority of one gender over the other and justifies their domination when it comes to environmental
protection across the world.

Despite these critiques, ecofeminism remains an important critical theory that compels IR students to think about not
just the value of the global environment, but also to remember the impact of environmental destruction on women
across the world and the significance of women in fostering global environmental protection. Ecofeminism maintains
that global environmental protection is possible because gender and patriarchy are all social constructs. Theoretical
definitions of women and men and their roles in society are fluid, and should be transformed so that both men and
women are considered not at odds but equal partners and stewards of the global environment (Plumwood 19983;
Sturgeon 1997).
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