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because women and poor people bear a disproportionately large share of the costs of en-
vironmental degradation, and poor women doubly so.

Ynestra King outlines the argument that links the critiques of feminism and ecology to-
gether and asserts that they are, in fact, inseparable. She proposes that the domination of
men over women is the model for other forms of oppression, whether social or ecological.
She concludes by calling for ecofeminist direct action to confront militarism and other
forms of domination and violence.

Feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether turns the ecofeminist discussion to re-
ligion, specifically to Christianity. She states that the ecofeminist critique presents the
Christian tradition with some hard questions about its patriarchal heritage. Ruether ex-
amines the mythical cosmologies of the ancient Near East to uncover the stories of patri-
archal domination that they contain. The creation by a male god ex nil#lo (thart is, from
the void, without the participation of a maternal figure), the concept of the Fall and of sin,
and the separation of spirit and matter are all seen by Ruether as expressions of masculine
anxieties. Finally, she suggests some wavs in which an ecofeminist theology could reshape
basic Christian beliefs.

Shamara Shantu Riley brings to our attention the special relevance of environmental is-
sues to African and African-American women. Her essay highlights the importance of eco-
justice, a perspective that recognizes that the poor are disproportionately burdened with
the costs of environmental degradation (“environmental apartheid”). Rileyv shows how
Black women have begun to overcome the historical forms of oppression that linked them
to nature and provides inspiring examples of how theyv are getting involved—and often
taking the lead—in environmental protection and restoration movements in Africa and
the United Stares.

Mary Mellor raises some critical issues pertaining to ecofeminism using a Marxist ap-
proach. Specifically, she notes the dilemma of reconciling essentialist arguments (for ex-
ample, that women have unique connections to natural processes) with materialist ones
(for example, that all constraints are socially, not naturally constructed). In response, Mel-
lor suggests a compromise position that acknowledges both perspectives.
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ALL HUMAN BEINGS ARE NATURAL BEINGS.
That may seem like an obvious fact, vet we live in a
culture that is founded on the repudiation and dom-
ination of nature. This has a special significance for
women because, in patriarchal thought, women are
believed to be closer to nature than men. This gives
women a particular stake in ending the domination
of nature—in healing the alienation between human
and nonhuman nature. This is also the ultimate goal
of the ecology movement, but the ecology move-
ment is not necessarily feminist.

For the most part, ecologists, with their concern
for nonhuman nature, have vet to understand that
they have a particular stake in ending the domina-
tion of women. They do not understand that a cen-
tral reason for woman’s oppression is her association
with the despised nature thev are so concerned
about. The hatred of women and the hatred of na-
ture are intimately connected and mutually reinforc-
ing. Starting with this premise, this article explores
why feminism and ecology need each other, and
suggests the beginnings of a theory of ecological
feminism: ecofeminism.

WHAT IS ECOLOGY?

Ecological science concerns itself with the interrela-
tionships among all forms oflife. It aims to harmonize
nature, human and nonhuman. It is an integrative
science in an age of fragmentation and specialization.
It is also a critical science which grounds and necessi-
tates a critique of our existing society. It is a recon-
structive science in that it suggests directions for re-
constructing human societv in harmony with the
natural environment.

Social ecologists are asking how we might survive
on the planet and develop svstems of food and en-
ergy production, architecture, and wavs of life that
will allow human beings to fulfill our material needs
and live in harmony with nonhuman nature. This
work has led to a social critique by biologists and to
an exploration of biology and ecology by social
thinkers. The perspective that self-consciously at-
tempts to integrate both biological and social aspects
of the relationship between human beings and their
environment is known as socin/ ecolggy. This perspec-
tive, developed primarily by Murrav Bookchin,? to
whom I am indebred for my understanding of social
ecology, has embodied the anarchist critique that

links dominartion and hierarchy in human society to
the despoliation of nonhuman nature. While this
analysis is useful, social ecology without feminism is
incomplete.

Femninism grounds this critique of domination by
identifving the prototvpe of other forms of domina-
tion: that of man over woman. Potentially, feminism
creates a concrete global community of interests
among particularly life-oriented people of the world:
women. Feminist analysis supplies the theory, pro-
gram, and process without which the radical poten-
tial of social ecology remains blunted. Ecofeminism
develops the connections berween ecology and fem-
inism that social ecology needs in order to reach its
own avowed goal of creating a free and ecological
way of life.

What are these connections? Social ecology chal-
lenges the dualistic belief that nature and culture are
separate and opposed. Ecofeminism finds misogyny
at the root of that opposition. Ecofeminist principles
are based on the following beliefs:

1. The building of Western industrial civilization
in opposition to narure interacts dialectically
with and reinforces the subjugarion of
women, because women are believed to be
closer to nature. Therefore, ecofeminists rake
on the life-struggles of all of nature as our
OWTL.

2. Life on earth is an interconnected web, not a
hierarchy. There is no natural hierarchy; hu-
man hierarchy is projected onto nature and
then used to justify social domination. There-
fore, ecofeminist theory seeks to show the
connections between all forms of domination,
including the dominarion of nonhuman na-
ture, and ecofeminist practice is necessarily
antihierarchical.

. A healthy, balanced ecosystem, including hu-
man and nonhuman inhabitants, must main-
rain diversity. Ecologically, environmental
simplification is as significant a problem as
environmental pollution. Biological simpli-
fication, i.e., the wiping out of whole species,
corresponds to reducing human diversity into
faceless workers, or to the homogenization
of taste and culture through mass consumer
markets. Social life and natural life are literally
simplified to the inorganic for the convenience
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of market society. Therefore we need a de-
centralized global movement that is founded
on common interests vet celebrates diversity
and opposes all forms of domination and vio-
lence. Potentially, ecofeminism is such a
movement.

4. The survival of the species necessitates a re-
newed understanding of our relationship to
nature, of our own bodily nature, and of non-
human nature around us; it necessitates a
challenging of the nature-culture dualism and
a corresponding radical restructuring of hu-
man society according to feminist and ecolog-
ical principles. Adrienne Rich says, “When we
speak of transformation we speak more accu-
rately out of the vision of a process which will
leave neither surfaces nor depths unchanged,
which enters society at the most essential level
of the subjugation of women and nature by
eI s 5 0

The ecology movement, in theorv and practice,
attempts to speak for nature—the “other” that has
no voice and is not conceived of subjectively in our
civilization. Feminism represents the refusal of the
original “other” in patriarchal human society to re-
main silent or to be the “other” any longer. Its chal-
lenge of social domination extends bevond sex to so-
cial domination of all kinds, because the domination
of sex, race, and class and the domination of namure
are mutually reinforcing. Women are the “others” in
human society, who have been silent in public and
who now speak through the feminist movement.

WOMEN, NATURE AND CULTURE:
THE ECOFEMINIST POSITION

In the project of building Western industrial civiliza-
tion, nature became something to be dominated,
overcome, made to serve the needs of men. She was
stripped of her magical powers and properties and
was reduced to “natural resources” ro be exploited
by human beings to fulfill human needs and pur-
poses which were defined in opposition to nature
(see Merchant, who interprets the scientific revolu-
tion as the death of nature, and argues that it had a
particularly detrimental effect on women.)* A dual-
istic Christianity had become ascendant with the
earlier demise of old goddess religions, paganism,

and animistic belief svstems.> With the disenchant-
ment of nature came the conditions for unchecked
scientific exploration and technological exploita-
tion.® We bear the consequences today of beliefs in
unlimited control over nature and in science’s ability
to solve any problem, as nuclear power plants are
built without provisions for waste disposal, and sat-
ellites are sent into space without provision for
retrieval.

In this way, nature became “other,” something
essentially different from the dominant, to be ob-
jectified and subordinated. Women, who are identi-
fied with nature, have been similarly objectified and
subordinated in patriarchal society. Women and na-
ture, in this sense, are the original “others.” Simone
de Beauvoir has clarified this connection. For de
Beauvoir, “transcendence” is the work of culture, it
is the work of men. It is the process of overcoming
immanence, a process of culture-building that is
based on the increasing domination of nature. It
is enterprise. “Immanence,” symbolized by women,
is that which calls men back, that which reminds man
of what he wants to forget. It is his own link to na-
ture that he must forget and overcome to achieve
manhood and transcendence:

Man seeks in woman the Other as Nature and as
his fellow being. Bur we know what ambivalent
feelings Nature inspires in man. He exploits her,
but she crushes him, he is born of her and dies in
her; she is the source of his being and the realm
that he subjugates to his will; Narure is a vein of
gross marerial in which the soul is imprisoned,
and she is the supreme reality; she is contingence
and Idea, the finite and the whole; she is whart op-
poses the Spirit, and the Spirit itself. Now ally,
now enemy, she appears as the dark chaos from
whence life wells up, as this life itself, and as the
over-vonder toward which life tends. Woman
sums up Nature as Mother, Wife, and Idea; these
forms now mingle and now conflict, and each of
them wears a double visage.”

For de Beauvoir, patriarchal civilizarion is about
the denial of men’s mortality— of which women and
nature are incessant reminders. Women’s powers of
procreation are distinguished from the powers of
creation—the accomplishments through the ve-
hicles of culture by which men achieve immortality.
And vet this transcendence over women and nature
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can never be total: thus the ambivalence, the lack of
self without other, the dependence of the self on the
other both materially and emotionally. Thus devel-
ops a love-hate ferishization of women’s bodies,
which finds its ultimare manifestation in the sado-
masochistic, pornographic displavs of women as ob-
jects to be subdued, humiliated, and raped—rthe
visual enactment of these fears and desires. (See
Griffin, Pornography and Silence, for a full develop-
ment of the relarionship berween nature-hating,
women-hating, and pornography.)$

An important contribution of de Beauvoir’s work
1s to show that men seek to dominate women and na-
ture for reasons that are not simply economic. They
do so as well for psvchological reasons that involve a
denial of a part of themselves, as do other male cul-
ture-making activities. The process begins with beat-
ing the tenderness and empathy out of small bovs
and directing their natural human curiosity and jov
in affecting the world around them into arrogant at-
titudes and destrucrtive paths.

For men raised in woman-hating cultures, the fact
that they are born of women and are dependent
upon nonhuman nature for existence is frightening.
The process of objecrification, of the making of
women and nature into “others™ to be appropriated
and dominated, is based on a profound forgetting by
men. Thev forget that they were born of women,
were dependent on women in their early helpless
vears, and are dependent on nonhuman nature all
their lives, which allows first for objectificarion and
then for domination. “The loss of memory is a tran-
scendental condition for science. All objectification
is a forgerting.”?

But the denied part of men is never fully obliter-
ated. The memory remains in the knowledge of mor-
tality and the fear of women’s power. A basic fragility
of gender idenriry exists that surfaces when received
truths abour women and men are challenged and the
sexes depart from their “natural” roles. Opposition
to the not-verv-radical Equal Rights Amendment
can be partially explained on these grounds. More
threatening are homosexuality and the gay libera-
tion movement, because they name a more radical
truth—that sexual orientation is not indelible, nor is
it naturally heterosexual. Lesbianism, particularly,
which suggests that women who possess this repudi-
ated primordial power can be self-sufficient, reminds

men that they mayv not be needed. Men are forced
into remembering their own dependence on women
to support and mediate the construction of their pri-
vate reality and their public civilization. Again there
is the need to repress memory and oppress women.

The recognition of the connections between
women and nature and of woman’s bridge-like posi-
tion between nature and culture poses three possible
directions for feminism. One direction is the integra-
tion of women into the world of culture and produc-
tion by severing the woman-nature connection.
Writes anthropologist Sherrv Ortner, “Ultimately,
both men and women can and must be equally in-
volved in projects of crearivity and transcendence.
Only then will women be seen as aligned with culrure,
in culture’s ongoing dialectic with nature.”!® This
position does not question nature-culture dualism it-
self, and it is the position taken by most socialist-fem-
inists (see King, “Feminism and the Revolt of Na-
ture”)!! and by de Beauvoir and Ortner, despite their
insights into the connections between women and
nature. Theyv see the severance ot the woman-nature
connection as a condition of women’s liberation.

Other feminists have reinforced the woman-
nature connection: woman and nature, the spiritual
and intuitive, versus man and the culture of patriar-
chal rationality.'? This position also does not neces-
sarilv question nature-culture dualism or recognize
thar women’s ecological sensitivity and life orienta-
tion is a socialized perspective that could be social-
ized right out of us depending on our day-to-dav
lives. There is no reason to believe that women
placed in positions of patriarchal power will act any
differently from men, or that we can bring about a
feminist revolution without consciously understand-
ing historv and without confronting the existing
economic and political power structures.

Ecofeminism suggests a third direction: a recog-
nition that although the nature-culture dualism is a
product of culrure, we can nonetheless consciously
choose not to sever the woman-nature connection by
joining male culture. Rather, we can use it as a van-
tage point for creating a different kind of culrure and
politics that would integrate intuitive, spiritual, and
rational forms of knowledge, embracing both sci-
ence and magic insofar as they enable us to transform
the nature-culture distinction and to envision and
create a free, ecological society.
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ECOFEMINISM AND THE
INTERSECTION OF FEMINISM
AND ECOLOGY

The implications of a culture based on the devalua-
tion of life-giving and the celebration of life-taking
are profound for ecology and for women. This fact
about our culture links the theories and politics of
the ecology movement with those of the feminist
movement. Adrienne Rich has written:

We have been perceived for too many centuries as
pure Nature, exploited and raped like the earth
and the solar system; small wonder if we now
long to become Culture: pure spirit, mind. Yet it
is precisely this culture and its political instimu-
tions which have split us off from itself. In so do-
ing it has also split itself off from life, becoming
the death culture of quantification, abstraction,
and the will to power which has reached its most
refined destrucriveness in this century. It is this
culture and politics of abstraction which women
are talking of changing, of bringing into ac-
countability in human terms.!3

The way to ground a feminist critique of “this
culture and politics of abstraction” is with self-
conscious ecological perspective that we apply to all
theories and strategies, in the way that we are learn-
ing to apply race and class factors to every phase of
feminist analysis.

Similarly, ecology requires a feminist perspective.
Withourt a thorough feminist analysis of social dom-
ination that reveals the interconnected roots of mi-
sogyny and hatred of nature, ecology remains an
abstraction: it is incomplete. If male ecological sci-
entists and social ecologists fail to deal with misog-
vny—the deepest manifestation of nature-hating in
their own lives—rthey are not living the ecological
lives or creating the ecological societv they claim.

The goals of harmonizing humanity and nonhu-
man nature, at both the experiential and theoretical
levels, cannot be artained without the radical vision
and understanding available from feminism. The
twin concerns of ecofeminism—human liberation
and our relationship to nonhuman nature—open
the way to developing a set of ethics required for de-
cision-making about technology. Technology signi-
fies the tools that human beings use to interact with

nature, including evervthing from the digging stick
to nuclear bombs.

Ecofeminism also contributes an understanding
of the connections berween the domination of per-
sons and the domination of nonhuman nature. Eco-
logical science tells us that there is no hierarchy in na-
ture itself, but rather a hierarchy in human society
that is projected onto nature. Ecofeminism draws on
feminist theory which asserts that the domination of
woman was the original domination in human soci-
ety, from which all other hierarchies— of rank, class,
and political power—flow. Building on this unmask-
ing of the ideology of a natural hierarchy of persons,
ecofeminism uses its ecological perspective to de-
velop the position that there is no hierarchy in na-
ture: among persons, between persons and the rest
of the namral world, or among the many forms of
nonhuman nature. We live on the earth with millions
of species, only one of which is the human species.
Yet the human species in its patriarchal form is the
only species which holds a conscious belief that it is
entitled to dominion over the other species, and over
the planet. Paradoxically, the human species is utterly
dependent on nonhuman nature. We could not live
withourt the rest of narure; it conld live withour us,

Ecofeminism draws on another basic principle of
ecological science—unity in diversitv—and devel-
ops it polirically. Diversity in nature is necessary, and
enriching. One of the major effects of industrial
technology, capitalist or socialist, is environmental
simplification. Many species are simply being wiped
out, never to be seen on the earth again. In human
society, commodity capitalism is intentionally sim-
plifyving human community and culture so that the
same products can be marketed anywhere to anvone.
The prospect is for all of us to be alike, with identi-
cal needs and desires, around the globe: Coca Cola
in China, blue jeans in Russia, and American rock
music virtually evervwhere.

Few peoples of the earth have not had their lives
touched and changed to some degree by the tech-
nology of industrialization. Ecofeminism as a social
movement resists this social simplification through
supporting the rich diversity of women the world
over, and seeking a oneness in that diversity. Politi-
cally, ecofeminism opposes the ways that differences
can scparate women from each other, through the
oppressions of class, privilege, sexuality, and race.
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The special message of ecofeminism is that when
women suffer through both social domination and
the domination of nature, most of life on this planet
suffers and 1s threatened as well. It is significant that
feminism and ecology as social movements have
emerged now, as narure’s revolt against domination
plavs itself out in human history and in nonhuman
nature at the same time. As we face slow environ-
mental poisoning and the resulting environmental
simplification, or the possible unleashing of our nu-
clear arsenals, we can hope that the prospect of the
extinction of life on the planet will provide a univer-
sal imperus to social change. Ecofeminism supports
utopian visions of harmonious, diverse, decentral-
ized communities, using onlv those technologies
based on ecological principles, as the only practical
solution for the continuation of life on earth.

Visions and politics are joined as an ecofeminist
culture and politics begin to emerge. Ecofeminists
are raking direct action to effect changes that are im-
mediate and personal as well as long-term and struc-
tural. Direct actions include learning holistic health
and alternate ecological technologies, living in com-
munities that explore old and new forms of spiritu-
ality which celebrate all life as diverse expressions of
nature, considering the ecological consequences of
our lifestyles and personal habits, and participating
in creative public forms of resistance, including non-
violent civil disobedience.

TOWARD AN ECOFEMINIST PRAXIS:
FEMINIST ANTIMILITARISM

Theory never converts simply or easilv into practice:
in fact, theory often lags behind practice, attempting
to articulate the understanding behind things people
are already doing. Praxis is the unity of thought and
action, or theory and practice. Many of the women
who founded the feminist antimilitarist movement in
Europe and the Unired States share the ecofemin-
ist perspective I have articulated. I believe that the
movement as I will briefly describe it here grows out
of such an understanding. For the last three vears I
have been personally involved in the ecofeminist an-
timilitarist movement, so the following is a firsthand
account of one example of our praxis.

The connecrions berween violence against wo-
men, a milirarized culture, and the development and

deplovment of nuclear weapons have long been evi-
dent to pacifist feminists.** Ecofeminists like myself,
whose concerns with all of life stem from an under-
standing of the connections between misogvny and
the destruction of nature, began to see militarism
and the death-courting weapons industrv as the
most immediate threat to continued life on the
planet, while the ecological effects of other modern
technologies pose a more long-term threat. In this
manner militarism has become a central issue for
most ecofeminists. Along with this development,
many of us accepted the analysis of violence made by
pacifist feminists and, therefore, began to see nonvi-
olent direct action and resistance as the basis of our
political practice.

The ecofeminist analysis of militarism is con-
cerned with the militarization of culture and the
economic priorities reflected by our enormous “de-
fense” budgets and dwindling social services budg-
ets. The level of weaponry and the militaristic eco-
nomic priorities are products of patriarchal culture
that speak violence at every level. Our freedom and
our lives are threatened, even if there is no war and
none of the nuclear weapons are ever used. We have
tried to make clear the particular ways that women
suffer from war-making—as spoils to victorious
armies, as refugees, as disabled and older women and
single mothers who are dependent on dwindling so-
cial services. We connect the fear of nuclear annihila-
tion with women’s fear of male violence in our every-
dayv lives.

For ecofeminists, military rechnology reflects a
pervasive cultural and political situation. It is con-
nected with rape, genocide, and imperialism, with
starvation and homelessness, with the poisoning
of the environment, and with the fearful lives of
the world’s peoples—especially those of women.
Military and state power hierarchies join and rein-
force each other through military technology. Par-
ticularly as shaped by ecofeminism, the feminist anti-
militarist movement in the United States and Europe
1s a movement against a monstrously destructive
technology and set of power relationships embodied
in militarism.

Actions have been organized at the Pentagon in
the Unired States and at military installations in Eu-
rope. The Women’s Pentagon Action, originally con-
ceived at an ecofeminist conference which I and oth-



e et T

e T o et s

B e

King: The Ecology of Fesninisin and the Feminism of Ecology 463

ers organized, has raken place at the Pentagon twice
so far, on November 16 and 17, 1980, and November
15 and 16, 1981. It included about two thousand
women the first year, and more than twice that the
second. I took part in planning both actions and we
took care to make the actions reflect all aspects of
our politics. Intentionally there were no speakers, no
leaders; the action sought to emphasize the connec-
tions berween the military issue and other ecofemi-
nist issues.

The themes of the Women’s Pentagon Action
have carried over into other actions our group has
participated in, including those organized by others.
At the June 12-14, 1982 disarmament demonstra-
tions in New York City, the group’s march contin-
gent proclaimed the theme: “A feminist world is a
nuclear free zone,” the slogan hanging beneath a
huge globe held aloft. Other banners told of visions
for a feminist future, and members wore bibs that
read “War is man-made,” “Stop the violence in our
lives,” and “Disarm the patriarchy.” There have been
similar actions, drawing inspiration from the original
Women’s Pentagon Actions, elsewhere in the United
States and in Europe. In California, the Bohemian
Club, a male-only playground for corporate, govern-
ment, and military elite, was the site of 2 demonstra-
tion by women who surrounded the club, enacting a
life-affirming protest ritual (see Starhawk).!s In En-
gland on December 12, 1982, thirty thousand women
surrounded a US military installation, weaving into
the fence baby clothes, scarves, poems and other per-
sonal-life symbols. At one point, spontaneously, the
word fieedom rose from the lips of the women and
was heard round and round the base. Three thou-
sand women nonviolently blocked the entrances to
the base on December 13 (see Fisher.)!6

The polirics being created by these actions draw
on women’s culture: embodying what is best in
women’s life-oriented socialization, building on
women’s difference, organizing antihierarchically in
small groups in visually and emotionally imaginative
ways, and seeking an integration of issues.

These actions exemplify ecofeminism. While
technocratic experts (including feminists) argue the
merits and demerits of weapons systems, ecofemi-
nism approaches the disarmament issues on an inti-
mate and moral level. Ecofeminism holds that a per-
sonalized, decentralized life-affirming culture and

polirics of direct action are crucially needed to stop
the arms race and transform the world’s priorities.
Because such weaponry does not exist apart from a
contempt for women and all of nature, the issue of
disarmament and threat of nuclear war is a feminist
issue. It is the ultimate human issue, and the ulti-
mate ecological issue. And so ecology, feminism, and
liberation for all of nature, including ourselves, are
joined.
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The Politics of Emergent Afrocentric Ecowomanism

SHAMARA SHANTU RILEY

BLACK WOMANISTS, LIKE EVERYONE IN GEN-
eral, can no longer overlook the exireme threat to
life on this planet and its particular repercussions on
people of African descent.! Because of the race for
increased “development,” our world continues to
suffer the consequences of such environmental disas-
ters as the Chernobyvl nuclear meltdown and Brazil’s
dwindling forests. Twenty percent of all species are
at risk of extinction by the vear 2000, with the rate
of plant and animal extinction likely to reach several
hundred per day in the next ten to thirty vears
(Worldwatch 1987, 3). Manufacturing chemicals
and other abuses to the environment continue to
weaken the ozone layer. We must also contend with
the phenomenon of climate change, with its atten-
dant rise in sea [evels and changes in food production
patterns.

Along with these tragic statistics, however, are ad-
dirional environmental concerns that hit far closer to
home than many Black people realize. In the United
States, poor people of color are disproportionately
likely to be the victims of pollution, as toxic waste is
being consciously directed at our communities. The
nation’s largest hazardous-waste dump, which has
received toxic material from 45 states, is located
in predominantly black Sumrter County, Alabama
(de la Pena and Davis 1990, 34). The mostly African-
American residents in the 85-mile area between Ba-
ton Rouge and New Orleans, better known as Can-
cer Alley, live in a region which contains 136 chemical

companies and refineries. A 1987 studyv conducted by
the United Church of Christ’s Commission for
Racial Justice found that two-thirds of all Blacks and
Latinos in the United States reside in areas with one
or more unregulated roxic-waste sites (Rilev 1991,
15). The CRJ report also cited race as the most
significant variable in differentiating communities
with such sites from those without them. Partly as a
result of living with toxic waste in disproportionate
numbers, African-Americans have higher rates of
cancer, birth defects, and lead poisoning than the
United States population as a whole.2

On the African continent, rampant deforestation
and soil erosion continue to contribute to the
hunger and poverty rates in many countries. The ele-
phant population is rapidly being reduced as poach-
ers kill them to satisfv industrialized nations’ ivory
trade demands (Jovce 1989, 22). Spreading to a
dozen African nations, the Green Belt Movement is
seeking to reverse the environmental damage created
by the European settlers during colonialism, when
the settlers brought nonindigenous trees on the con-
tinent. As with United States communities of color,
many African nations experience “economic black-
mail,” which occurs when big business promises jobs
and money to “impoverished areas in rerurn for
these areas’ support of or acquiescence to environ-
mentally undesirable industries” (Mever 1992, 32).

The extinction of species on our ancestral conti-
nent, the “mortality of wealth,” and hazardous-
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waste contamination in our backyards ought to be
reasons enough for Black womanists to consider the
environment as a central issue of our political agen-
das.®* However, there are other reasons the environ-
ment should be central to our struggles for social jus-
tice. The global environmental crisis is related to the
sociopolitical systems of fear and hatred of all that is
natural, nonwhite, and female that has pervaded
dominant Western thought for centuries.* I contend
that the social constructions of race, gender, class
and nonhuman nature in mainstream Western
thought are interconnected by an ideology of domi-
nation. Specific instances of the emergent Afrocen-
tric eco-womanist activism in Africa and the United
States, as well as West African spiritual principles that
propose a method of overcoming dualism, will be
discussed in this paper.

THE PROBLEM OF NATURE
FOR BLACK WOMANISM

Until recently, few Black womanists gave more than
token attention to environmental issues. At least in
the United States, the origins of such oversight stem
from the traditional Black association of environ-
mentalism as a “white” concern. The resistance by
many United States Blacks to the environmental
movement may partly originate from a hope of re-
venge. Because of our acute oppression(s), many
Blacks may conclude that if the world comes to an
end because of willful negligence, at least there is the
satistaction that one’s oppressors will also die. In
“Only Justice Can Stop a Curse,” author Alice
Walker discusses how her life experiences with the
Eurocentric, masculinist ideology of domination
have often caused her to be indifferent to environ-
mental issues:

I think . . . Ler the earth marinate in poisons. Let
the bombs cover the ground like rain. For nothing
short of total destruction will ever teacl them any-
thing. (Walker 1983b, 341)

However, Walker later articulates that since environ-
mental degradation doesn’t make a distinction be-
tween oppressors and the oppressed, it should be
verv difficult for people of color to embrace the
thought of extinction of all life forms simply for
revenge.

In advocating a reformulation of how humans
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view nonhuman nature, eco-feminist theorist Ynes-
tra King states that from the beginning, women have
had to grapple with the historical projection of hu-
man concepts onto the natural, which were later
used to fortify masculinist notions about females’
nature (King 1989, 118). The same problem is appli-
cable to people of color, who have also been nega-
tively identified with the natural in white supremacist
ideologies.

Black women in particular have historically been
associated with animality and subsequently objec-
tified to uphold notions of racial purity. bell hooks
articulates that since the 1500s, Western societies
have viewed Black women’s bodies as objects to be
subdued and controlled like nonhuman nature:

From slavery to the present day, the Black female
body has been seen in Western eves as the quin-
tessential symbol of a “natural” female presence
that is organic, closer to nature, animalistic,
primitive. (hooks and West 1991, 153)

Patricia Hill Collins asserts that white exploitation of
Black women as breeders during the Slave Era “ob-
jectified [Black women] as less than human because
only animals can be bred against their will” (Collins
1690, 167). Sarah Bartmann, an African woman also
known as the Hottentot Venus, was prominently dis-
plaved at elite Parisian parties. While being reduced
to her sexual parts, Bartmann’s protruding burttocks
were often offered as “proof” that Blacks were closer
to animals than whites. After her death in 1815, Bart-
mann was dissected, and her genitalia and buttocks
remain on display in Paris (Gilman 1985). Bartmann’s
situation was similar to the predicament of Black fe-
male slaves who stood on auction blocks as masters
described their productive body parts as humans do
cattle. The historical dissection of Black women, be
it symbolic or actual, to uphold white supremacist
notions is interconnected with the consistent human
view of nonhuman animals as scientific material to
be dissected through an ideology that asserts both
groups are inferior.

Because of the historical and current treatment of
Blacks in dominant Western ideology, Black woman-
ists must confront the dilemma of whether we
should strive to sever or reinforce the traditional as-
sociation of Black people with nature that exists in
dominant Western thought. However, what we need
is not a total disassociation of people from nature,
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but rather a reformulation of evervone’s relationship
to nature by socially reconstructing gender, class,
and ethnic roles.

Environmentalism is a2 women’s issue because fe-
males (especially those of color) are the principal
farm laborers around the world, as well as the major-
ity of the world’s major consumers of agriculrural
products (Bizot 1992, 36). Environmentalism is also
an important issue for people of color because we
disproportionately bear the brunt of environmental
degradation. For most of the world’s population, re-
claiming the Earth is not an abstract state of affairs
but rather is inextricably tied to the survival of our
peoples.

Womanism and ecology have a common theoret-
ical approach in that both see all parts of a matrix as
having equal value. Ecology asserts that without each
element in the ecosystem, the biosphere as a whole
cannot function properly. Meanwhile, womanism as-
serts the equality of races, genders, and sexual pref-
erences, among other variables. There is no use in
womanists advocating liberation politics if the planet
cannot support people’s liberated lives, and it is
equally useless to advocate saving the planet without
addressing the social issues that determine the struc-
ture of human relations in the world. If the planet as
a whole is to survive, we must all begin to see our-
selves as interconnected with nonhuman nature and
with one another.

THE POLITICS OF NATURE-
CULTURE DUALISM

At the foundation of dominant Western thought ex-
ists an intense ambivalence over humankind’s place
in the biosphere, not only in relation to one another,
but also in relation to nonhuman nature. The sys-
tematic denigrarion of men of color, women, and
nonhuman nature is interconnected through a na-
ture-culture dualism. This system of interconnected-
ness, which bell hooks labels “the politic of domina-
tion,” functions along interlocking axes of race,
gender, species, and class oppression. The politic of
domination “refers to the ideological ground that
[the axes] share, which is a belief in domination,
and a belief in the notions of superior and inferior,
which are components of all those svstems” (hooks
1989, 175). Although groups encounter different di-
mensions of this martrix based on such variables as

species or sexual orientation, an overarching rela-
tionship nevertheless connects all of these socially
constructed variables.

In discussing the origins of Western dualism,
Dona Richards articulates the influence of dominant
Jewish and Christian thought on Western society’s
conceptions about its relationship to nonhuman
nature:

Christian thought provides a view of man, na-
ture, and the universe which supports not onlv
the ascendancy of science, but of the technical or-
der, individualism and relentless progress. Em-
phasis within this world view is placed on hu-
manity’s dominance over #// other beings, which
become “objects” in an “objectified” universe.
Humanity is separated from nature. (Richards
1980, 69)

With dualistic thinking, humans, nonhuman nature,
and ideas are categorized in terms of their difference
from one another. However, one part is not simply
deemed different from its counterpart; it is also
deemed intrinsically epposed to its “Other” (Collins
1990, 69). For instance, speciesists constantly point
to human neocortical development and the ensuing
civilization that this development constructs as proof
of human superiority over nonhuman animals.
Women’s position as other in Western patriarchies
throughout the histories of both psvchological the-
ory and Christian thought has resulted in us being
viewed as defective men.

Women, the nonelite, and men of color are not
only socially constructed as the “Others,” but the
elite, white, male-controlled global polirical struc-
ture also has the power—through institutions such
as the international media and politics—rto exten-
sively socialize us to view ourselves as others to be
dominated. By doing so, the pattern of domination
and subjugation is reinforced. Objectification is also
central to the process of oppositional difference for
all enrities cast as other. Dona Richards claims that in
dominant Western thought, intense objectification is
a “prerequisite for the despiritualization of the uni-
verse and through it the Western cosmos was made
readyv for ever increasing materializarion” (Richards
1980, 72). Since one component is deemed to be the
other, it is simultaneously viewed as an object to be
controlled and dominated, particularly through eco-
NOMmIC means.



Because nature-culture dualism conceives of na-
ture as an other that (male) human undertakings
transcend and conquer, women, nonhuman nature,
and men of color become symbolically linked in Eu-
rocentric, masculinist ideology. In this framework,
the objectification of the other also serves as an es-
cape from the anxiety of some form of mortality. For
instance, white supremacists fear that it will be the
death of the white race if people of color, who com-
prise the majority of the world’s population, suc-
cessfully resist the current global relations of power.
Objectifving nonhuman nature by technology is
predicated on an intense fear of the body, which re-
minds humans of death and our connection with the
rest of nature. By making products that make tasks
easier, one seeks to have more opportunities to live
one’s life, with time and nature converted into com-
modities.

World history can be seen as one in which human
beings inextricably bind the material domination of
nonhuman nature with the economic domination of
other human beings. The Eurocentric, masculinist
worldview that dominates Western thought tends to
only value the parts of reality that can be exploited in
the interest of profit, power and control. Not only is
that associated with nature deemed amenable to
conquest, but it is also a conquest that requires no
moral self-examination on the part of the prospec-
tive conqueror. For instance, there is very little moral
examination bv research laboratories that test cos-
metics on animals, or by men who assault women.
There was also very little moral examination on
the part of slave owners on the issue of slavery or by
European settlers on colonialism in “Third World”
narions.

By defining people of color as more natural and
animalistic, a political economy of domination has
been historically reinforced. An example of this phe-
nomenon is the founding of the United States and
the nation’s resultant slave trade. In order for the Eu-
ropean colonialists to exploit the American land for
their economic interests, they first needed to subju-
gate the Native American groups who were inhabit-
ing the land. While this was being accomplished, the
colonists dominated Blacks by utilizing Africans as
slave labor (and simultaneously appropriating much
of Mexico) in order to culrivate the land for profit
and expand the new capitalist nation’s economy.
Meanwhile, the buffalo almost became extinct in
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the process of this nation building “from sea to shin-
ing sea.”

A salient example of the interconnectedness of en-
vironmental degradation and male supremacy is the
way many societies attach little value to that which
can be exploited without (economic) cost. Because
nonhuman nature has historically been viewed by
Westerners as a free asset to be possessed, little value
has been accredited to it. Work traditionally associ-
ated with women via cultural socialization has simi-
larly often been viewed as having litte to no value.
For instance, in calculating the Gross Domestic
Product, no monetary value is attached to women’s
contributions to national economies through repro-
duction, housework, or care of children.

THE ROLE OF THE
ENVIRONMENTAL-ISMS IN
PROVIDING THE FOUNDATION
FOR AN AFROCENTRIC
WOMANIST AGENDA

While serving as executive director of the United
Church of Christ’s Commission for Racial Justice in
1987, Reverend Benjamin Chavis, Jr., coined the
term environmental racism to explain the dynamics
of socioeconomic inequities in waste-management
policies. Peggv Shephard, the director of West
Harlem Environmental Action, defines United
States environmental racism as “the policy of siting
potentially hazardous facilities in low-income and
minority communities” (Day and Knighr 1991, 77).
However, environmental racism, which is often in-
tertwined with classism, doesn’t halt at the bound-
aries of poor areas of color. Blacks in Africa and the
United States often have to contend with predomi-
nantly white environmental groups that ignore the
connection between their own values and the
struggles of people of color to preserve our future,
which is a crucial connection in order to build and
maintain alliances to reclaim the earth. For instance,
because the Environmental Protection Agency is of-
ten seen as another institution that perceives elite
white communities’ complaints as more deserving of
attention than poor communities of color, many
Unirted States social activists are accusing the EPA of
“environmental apartheid” (Riley 19091, 15).

In “Granola Bovs, Eco-Dudes and Me,” Eliza-
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beth Larsen articulates how race, class, and gender
politics are interconnected by describing the over-
whelmingly white middle-class male leadership of
mainstream Unired States environmental groups. In
addition to being indifferent to the concerns of
people of color and poor whites, the mainstream or-
ganizations often reinforce male supremacy by dis-
tributing organizational tasks along traditional gen-
der roles (Larsen 1991, 96). The realization that only
we can best represent our interests, an eco-identity
politics, so to speak, lays the foundation for an Afro-
centric ecowomanist agenda.> Even though many
Black women have been active in the environmental
movement in the past, there appears not to be much
published analysis on their part abour the role of pa-
triarchy in environmental degradation. The chiefrea-
son for this sentiment may stem from perceiving race
as the “primarv” oppression. However, there is an
emergent group of culturally identified Black women
in Africa and the United States who are critically an-
alyzing the social roles of white supremacy, patri-
archyv, and classism in environmental degradation.

EMERGENT AFROCENTRIC
ECOWOMANISM: ON THE
NECESSITY OF SURVIVAL

There are several differences between ecofeminism
and Afrocentric ecowomanism. While Afrocentric
ecowomanism also articulates the links between
male supremacy and environmental degradation, it
lavs far more stress on other distinctive features, such
as race and class, that leave an impression markedly
different from many ecofeminists’ theories.5

Many ecofeminists, when analvzing the links be-
rween human relations and ecological degradation,
give primacy to gender and thus fail to thoroughly
incorporate (as opposed to mere tokenism) the his-
torical links between classism, white supremacy, and
environmental degradation in their perspectives. For
instance, they often don’t address the fact that in na-
tions where such variables as ethnicity and class are a
central organizing principle of society, many women
are not only viewed in opposition to men under du-
alism, but also to other women. A salient example of
this blind spot is Marv Daly’s Gvin/Ecolagy, where
she implores women to identify with nature against
men and live our lives separately from men. How-
ever, such an essentialist approach is verv problem-

atic for certain groups of women, such as the dis-
abled and Jews, who must ally themselves with men
{(while simultaneously challenging them on their sex-
ism) in order to combat the zsmzs in their lives. As
writer Audre Lorde stated, in her critique of Daly’s
exclusion of how Black women use Afrocentric spir-
itual practices as a source of power against the isms
while connecting with nonhuman nature:

to imply, however, that women suffer the same

oppression simply because we are women, is to

lose sight of the many varied rools of patriarchy.

It is to ignore how these tools are used by women

without awareness against each other. (Lorde

1983, 95)

Unlike most white women, Black women are not
limited to issues defined by our femaleness but are
rather often limited to questions raised about our
very humanity.

Although they have somewhat different priorities
because of their different environments, Afrocentric
ecowomanists in the United States and Africa never-
theless have a common goal—to analvze the issues
of social justice that underlie environmental conflict.
Not only do Afrocentric ecowomanists seek to avoid
detrimental environmental impacts, we also seek to
overcome the socioeconomic inequalities that led to
the injustices in the first place.

Emergent United States Afrocentric
Ecowomanist Activism

Contrary to mainstream United States media claims,
which imply that African-Americans are not con-
cerned abourt ecology, there has been increased envi-
ronmental activism within Black communirties since
the early 1980s. Referred to as the environmental eq-
uity movement by Robert Bullard, predominantly
Black grass roots environmental organizations tend
to view environmentalism as an extension of the
1960s civil rights movement. In Yearning, bell hooks
links environmentalism with social justice while dis-
cussing Black radicals and revolutionary politics:

We are concerned about the fate of the planet,
and some of us believe that living simply is part of
revolutionary political pracrice. We have a sense
of the sacred. The ground we stand on is shifting,
fragile, and unsrable. (hooks 1990, 19)

On discussing how the links berween environments
concerns and civil rights encouraged her involve-



ment with environmentalism, arts writer and poet
Esther Iverem states:

Soon I began to link civil rights with environ-
mental sanity. . . . Because in 1970 Black folks
were vocally fighting for their rightful share of
the pie, the logical question for me became
“Whar kind of shape will that pie be in:” (Iverem
1991, 38)

Iverem’s question has been foremost in many Af-
rican-American women’s minds as we continue to be
instrumental in the Black communities’ struggle to
ensure that the shape of the social justice pie on our
planet will not be increasingly carcinogenic. When
her neighborhood started to become dilapidated,
Hartie Carthan founded the Magnolia Tree Earth
Center of Bed-Stuy in Brooklvn in 1968, to help
beautify the area. She planted more than 1,500 trees
before her death in 1974. In 1986, the citv council of
Los Angeles decided that a 13-acre incinerator, which
would have burned 2,000 tons of city waste daily,
was to be built in a low-income Black and Latino
neighborhood in South Central Los Angeles. Upon
hearing this decision, residents, mostly women, suc-
cessfully organized in opposition by forming Con-
cerned Citizens of South Central Los Angeles. While
planning direct actions to protest the incinerator, the
grass roots organization didn’t have a formal leader-
ship structure for close to two years. Be it a conscious
or unconscious decision, Concerned Citizens ac-
cepted a relatively nonhierarchical, democratic pro-
cess in their political activism by rotating the chair’s
position at meetings, a form of decision making
characteristic of many ecofeminist groups.”

The Philadelphia Community Rehabilitation
Corporation (PCRC), founded by Rachel E. Bagby,
operates a village community to maintain a nonhier-
archical relationship berween human and nonhuman
nature for its working-class-to-poor urban Black res-
idents. About 5,000 reside in the community, and
there is communalistic living, like that of many Afri-
can villages. PCRC has a “repeopling” program that
renovates and rents more than 50 previously vacant
homes and also created a twelve-unit shared house.
PCRC also takes vacant lots and recvcles them into
gardens to provide food, and oversees literacy and
emplovment programs. Hazel and Chervl Johnson
founded People for Community Recovery (PCR),
which is operated from a storefront at the Altgeld
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Gardens housing project, after they became aware
that their community sits atop a landfill and has the
greatest concentration of hazardous waste in the na-
tion. In its fight against environmenral racism, PCR
has insisted that the Chicago Housing Authoriry re-
move all asbestos from the Altgeld homes and has
helped lobby city government to declare a morato-
rium on new landfill permits. PCR also successfully
prevented the establishment of another landfill in
Altgeld Gardens.

One Black women’s organization that addresses
environmental issues is the National Black Women’s
Health Project. The NBWHP expresses its Afrocen-
tric ecowomanist sentiment primarily through its
SisteReach program, which seeks to connect the
NBWHP with various Black women’s organizations
around the world. On urging African-American
women [0 participate in the environmental move-
ment and analyze the connections berween male su-
premacy and environmental degradation, Dianne J.
Forte, the SisteReach coordinator, makes the follow-
Ing statement:

At first glance and with all the major problems
demanding our energy in our community we
may be tempted to sav, “this is not my problem.”
If however, we look ar the ominous connection
being made berween environmental degradation
and population growth; if we look at the same
time at trends which control women’s bodies and
lives and control the world’s resources, we realize
that the same arguments are used to justifv both.
(Forte 1992, 5)

For instance, women are increasinglv being told
that we should not have control over our own bod-
ies, while the Earth is simultaneously deemed femi-
nine by scientists who use sexunal imagery to articu-
late their plans to take conirol over the Earth.
Meanwhile, dominant groups often blame environ-
mental degradation on overpopulation (and with
their privileged status, usually point at poor women
of color), when industrial capitalism and patriarchal
control over women’s reproduction are among the
most pronounced culprits.

The most salient example of practical United
States Afrocentric ecowomanism combating such
claims is Luisah Teish, a voodoo priestess. In con-
necting social justice issues with spiritual practices
rooted in the West African heritage, Teish arriculares
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the need for everyone to actively eliminate patri-
archy, white supremacy, and classism, along with
the domination of nonhuman nature. Members of
Teish’s altar circle have planned urban gardening
projects both to supply herbs for their holistic heal-
ing remedies and to assist the poor in feeding them-
selves. They have also engaged in grass roots organ-
1zing to stop gentrification in various communities.

Emergent Afrocentric Ecowomanist
Activism in Africa

On the African continent, women have been at the
forefront of the movement to educate people about
environmental problems and how they affect their
lives. As with much of the African continent, envi-
ronmental problems in Kenva particularlv influence
rural women’s lives, since they comprise 8o percent
of that nation’s farmers and fuel gatherers (Maathai
1991, 74 ). Soil erosion directly affects the women, be-
cause they depend on subsistence agriculture for
their families’ survival. The lack of firewood in many
rural areas of Kenya because of deforestation dispro-
portionately alters the lives of women, who must
walk long distances to fetch firewood. The lack of
water also makes a negative imprint on Kenvan
women’s lives, because they have to walk long dis-
tances to fetch the water.

However, many Kenyan women are striving to al-
ter these current realities. The most prominent Afro-
centric ecowomanist in Africa is Wangari Maathai, a
Kenyan microbiologist and one of Africa’s leading
activities on environmental issues. Maathai is the
founder and director of the Green Belt Movement
(GBM), a fifteen-vear-old tree-planting project de-
signed to help poor Kenvan communities stop soil
erosion, protect their water svstems, and overcome
the lack of firewood and building materials.

Launched under the auspices of the National
Council of Women of Kenva, the majority of the
Green Belt Movement’s members are women. Since
1977, these women have grown 10 million trees, 8o
percent of which have survived, to offset Kenva’s
widespread deforestation.® Although the Green Belt
Movement’s primary practical goal is to end de-
sertification and deforestation, it is also commirtted
to promoting public awareness of the relationship
berween environmental degradation and social prob-
lems that affect the Kenyan people—poverty, unem-

plovment, and malnutrition. However, one of the
most significant accomplishments of the GBM,
Maathai asserts, is that its members are “now inde-
pendent; had acquired knowledge, techniques; had
become empowered” (Maathai 1991, 74).

Another Kenvan dedicated to environmental con-
cerns is Wagaki Mwangi, the founder and coordina-
tor of the International Youth Development and En-
vironment Network. When she visited the University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Mwangi discussed
how Kenva suffers economic and environmental
predicaments primarily because her homeland is try-
ing to imitate Western cultures. “A culture has been
superimposed on a culture,” Mwangi said, but there
are not enough resources for evervone to live up to
the new standards of the neocolonial culture
(Schallert 1992, 3). She asserted that in attempts to
be more Western, “what [Kenvans] valued as our
food has been devalued, and what we are valuing is
what they value in the West” (Schallert 1992, 3). For
instance, Kenyans used to survive by eating a variety
of wild foods, but now many don’t consider such
foods as staples because of Western influences. In the
process, many areas of Kenva are deemed to be suf-
fering from food shortages as the economy has been
transformed to consumer capitalism with its atten-
dant mechanization of agriculture.

In Kourfa, Niger, women have been the primary
force behind preventing the village from disappear-
ing, a fate that many surrounding villages have suf-
fered because of the Sahel region’s desertification.
Reduced rainfall and the drving up of watering
places and vegetation, combined with violent sand-
storms, have virtually deprived Kourfa of harvests for
the past five vears. As a result, the overwhelming ma-
jority of Kourfa’s men have had to travel far away for
long periods of time to find seasonal work.

With the assistance of the Association of Women
of Niger and an agricultural advisor, the women have
laid our a small marketgarden around the only well
in Kourfa. Despite the few resources at their disposal,
the Kourfa women have succeeded in supporting
themselves, their children, and the village elders. In
response to the survival of the village since these ac-
tions, the Kourfa women are now calling for in-
creased action to reverse the region’s environmental
degradation so “the men won’t go away” from the
village (Ouedraogo 1992, 38).



Afrocentric Ecomotherists: Ecowomanist Potential?

The environmental activism of some Black women
brings up the question of whether community-
oriented Black women who are addressing environ-
mental issues are genuinely Afrocentric ecowoman-
ists or possibly Afrocentric ecomotherists.? Accord-
ing to Ann Snitow, motherists are women who, for
various reasons, “identify themselves not as feminists
but as militant mothers, fighting together for sur-
vival” {Snitow 1989, 48). Snitow also maintains that
motherism usually arises when men are absent or in
times of crisis, when the private sphere role assigned
to women under patriarchy makes it impossible for
the collective to survive. Since they are faced with
the dictates of traditional work but face a lack of re-
sources in which to fulfill their socially prescribed
role, motherists become a political force.

Since they took collective action to secure the sur-
vival of the village’s children and elders only after the
necessary absence of Kourfa’s men, the activism of the
Kourfa women may possibly be based on a motherist
philosophy. One can only conjecture whether the
Kourfa women criticized the social role of mother-
hood in Niger as theyv became a political force, or if
womanist consciousness emerged after their political
experiences. Because of their potential to transform
into ecowomanists after thev enter the political realm,
Afrocentic ecomotherists shouldn’t be discounted in
an analysis of Black women’s environmental activism.
For instance, Charlotte Bullock contends that she
“did not come to the fight against environmental
problems as an intellectual but rather as a concerned
mother” (Hamilton 1990, 216). However, she and
other women in Concerned Citizens of South Central
Los Angeles began to notice the sexual politics that
attempted to discount their political activism while
they were protesting. “I noticed when we first started
fighting the issue how the men would laugh at the
women . . . they would say, ‘Don’t pay no attention to
them, that’s only one or two women . . . they won’t
make a difference.” But now since we’ve been fighting
for about a year the smiles have gone” (Hamilton
1990, 215). Robin Cannon, another member of Con-
cerned Cirizens, asserts that social relations in her
home, specifically gender roles on caretaking, were
transformed after she began participating in the
group’s actions ( Hamilton 1990, 220).
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MOVING BEYOND DUALISM: AN
AFROCENTRIC APPROACH

In utilizing spiritual concepts to move bevond
dualism, precolonial African cultures, with their
both /and perspectives, are useful forms of knowl-
edge for Afrocentric ecowomanists to envision pat-
terns toward interdependence of human and nonhu-
man nature. Traditional West African cultures, in
particular, which also happen to be the ancestral
roots of the overwhelming majority of African-
Americans, share a belief in nature worship and view
all things as being alive on varving levels of existence
(Haskins 1978, 30). One example of such an ap-
proach in West African traditions is the Nyam con-
cept. A root word in many West African languages,
Nyamn connotes an enduring power and energy pos-
sessed by all life (Collins 1990, 220). Thus, all forms
of life are deemed to possess certain rights, which
cannot be violated at will.

In Jambelava, Luisah Teish writes of the Da con-
cept, which originates from the Fon people of West-
ern Africa. Da is “the energy that carries creation,
the force field in which creation takes place” (Teish
1985, 61). In the Fon view, all things are composed of
energy provided by Da. For example, “the human is
receptive to the energy emanating from the rock and
the rock is responsive to human influence” (Teish
1985, 62). Because West Africans have traditionally
viewed nonhuman nature as sacred and worthy of
praise through such cultural media as song and
dance, there is also a beliefin Nommo. Nomsmo is “the
phvsical-spiritual life force which awakens all ‘sleep-
ing’ forces and gives phyvsical and spiritual life” { Jahn
1961, IC5).

However, with respect for nonhuman nature
comes a different understanding of Ache, the Yo-
ruba term for human power. Ackhe doesn’t connote
“power over” or domination, as it often does in
mainstream Western thoughrt, but rather power with
other forms of creation. With Ache, Teish states thart
there is “a regulated kinship among human, animal,
mineral, and vegetable life” (Teish 1983, 63). Humans
recognize their Ache to eat and farm, “bur it is also
recognized that they must give back that which is
given to them” (Teish 1985, 63). In doing so, we
respect the overall balance and interdependence of
human and nonhuman nature.
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These concepts can be useful for Afrocentric
ecowomanists not only in educaring our peoples
about environmenrtal issues, bur also in reclaiming
the cultural traditions of our ancestors. Rachel
Bagby states the positivity of humans connecting
with nonhuman nature, a view that is interwoven in
her organization’s work:

If you can appreciate the Farth, vou can appreci-
ate the beauty of vourself. The same crearor cre-
ated both. And if I learned to rake care of that I'l]
also take care of myself and help take care of oth-
ers. (Bagbv 1990, 24.2)

Ilustrating an outlook of planetary relations rhat is
parallel to the tradirional West African worldview,
Bagby simultaneously reveals the continuous link be-
tween much of the African-American religious tradi-
tion and African spirituality.

In light of the relations of power and privilege
that exist in the world, the appropriation of indige-
nous cultures by some ecofeminists must be ad-
dressed. Many womanists, such as Andy Smith and
Luisah Teish, have criticized cultural feminists for in-
venting earth-based feminist spiritualities that are
based on the exploitation of our ancestral traditions,
while we’re struggling to reclaim and defend our cul-
tures from white supremacy. In “For All Those Who
Were Indian in Another Life,” Smith asserts that this
appropriation of non-Western spiritual traditions
functions as a way for many white women to avoid
taking responsibility for being simultaneously op-
pressive as well as oppressed (see her article, pp. 168—
71). White ecofeminists can reclaim their own pre-
Christian European cultures, such as the Wiccan tra-
dition, for similar concepts of interconnectedness,
community, and immanence found in West African
traditions.!?

Adopting these concepts would transform hu-
mans’ relationship to nonhuman nature in a variety
of ways. By seeing all components of the ecosystem
affecting and being affected by one another, such a
world perspective demonstrates a pattern of living in
harmony with the rest of nature, instead of seeking
to disconnect from it. By viewing ourselves as a part
of narure, we would be able to move bevond the
Western disdain for the body and therefore not rav-
age the Earth’s body as a result of this disdain and
fear. We would realize that the Earth is not merelv

the source of our survival, but also has intrinsic value
and must be treated with respect, as it is our elder.

The notion of community would help us to ap-
preciate the biological and culrural diversity thar sus-
tains life. Because every entity is viewed as embody-
ing spirituality under immanence, culture wouldn’t
be viewed as separate from, and superior to, nature,
as it is seen in mainstream Western religions. Com-
munalism would also aid us in reformulating the so-
cial constructions of race, gender, species, class
(among other variables), which keep groups separate
from one another. And finallv, the environmental
movement in particular would view politics as
rooted in community and communally take acrions
to reclaim the Earth and move toward a life of inter-
dependence for generations to come.

NOTES

T'would like to acknowledge the help thar Carol Adams
has given me with this essay. Her reading suggested
valuable changes in the structure of the paper as well as
clearing up minor flaws in writing. She also suggested
some references that would augment my claims.

1. Alice Walker’s definition of womanist is a feminist
of color who is “committed to the survival and whole-
ness of entire people, male znd female” (Walker 1983a,
xi—xii). University of Ibadan (Nigeria) English senior
lecturer Chikwenye Okonjo Ogunyemi contends that
“black womanism is a philosophy that celebrates black
roots . . . It concerns itself as much with the black sex-
ual power tussle as with the world power structure thar

subjugates blacks™ (Ogunvemi 1985, 72). Since femi-
nism often gives primacy to gender, and race con-
sciousness often gives primacy to race, such limitarions
in terminology have caused many women of color to
adopt the term womanist, which both Walker and
Ogunvemi independently coined in the early 1980s. Al-
though some of the women in this paper refer to them-
selves as feminists rather than womanists, or use both
terms interchangeably, I am using the term womanistin
an interpretative sense to signifv a culturally identified
woman of color who also critically analyzes the sexual
politics within her respective ethnic group.

2. For a discussion of how toxic waste has affecred
the environmental health of United States Black com-
munities, see Day and Knight (1991).

3. Robert Bullard (1990) contends that the mortality
of wealth involves roxic-waste dumping to pursue
profits at the expense of others, usually low-income
people of color in the United States. Because this dem-
ographic group is less likelv to have economic resources



