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Making Peace with the 
Environment: 

Why Ecology Needs Feminism 

by Patsy Hallen 

The 'control of nature' is a phrase 
conceived in arrogance, born of the 
Neanderthal age of biology and phi- 
losophy, when it was supposed that 
nature exists for the convenience of 
man. The concepts and practices of 
applied entomology for the most part 
date from that Stone Age of science. It is 
our alarming migortune that so prirni- 
tive a science has armed itself with the 
most modern and terrible weapons, and 
that in turning them against the insects, 
it has also turned them against the 
earth. -Rachel Carson, Silent Spring 

This paper aspires to illuminate path- 
ways of making peace with the en- 
vironment. This is not an easy task since 
everywhere we are so much at war with 
the earth, from DDT to deforestation, 
from acid rain to radioactive fallout. 

My central thesis is that the current 
ecological crisis has psychosexual roots. 
The ecological crisis has many other 
causes as well (economic and political), 
but we have underplayed, even ignored 

the psychosexual causes until feminist 
theory invited us to investigate this di- 
mension.' 

The Domination of Nature Spells 
Destruction. Following feminist writers 
I will argue that sexism is the expression 
of a basic psychology of domination and 
repression. Ecological imbalance is, in 
part, due to our mistaken belief that we 
can successfully dominate na t~re .~  So 
sexism (mind and body pollution) is fun- 
damentally linked to ecological destruc- 
tiveness (environmental pollution). 

I will argue that ecology as a science 
needs feminism to balance a myopic, 
mechanical world-view which has fun- 
damentally influenced scientific devel- 
opment; ecology as a life science needs 
feminism to reveal how patriarchal think- 
ing contributes to environmental destruc- 
tion; ecology as a practice needs femi- 
nism to ensure that shallow ecology is 
transformed into a deep ecological per- 
spective. The shallow/deep distinction 
was coined by the Norwegian philoso- 

I thor of No Immediate Danger? Prognosis 1- I 
for a Radioactive Earth. lllustration by Gareth Davles,lS; from Psychologists for Peace Newsletter, England 
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pher, Arne Naess, to contrast reform 
environmentalism with deep ecology: 
reform environmentalism aims to man- 
age the environment based on its use- 
value, while deep ecology seeks to help us 
see and feel ourselves as intimately inter- 
related to an intrinsically valuable nature, 
so that when we harm nature we diminish 
o~rselves.~ 

Hence I will argue that one of the path- 
ways to making peace with the en- 
vironment is through feminism. Femi- 
nism is helpful to ecology as a science, as 
a life science, and to its practitioners 
because feminism offers a new way of 
experiencing and understanding the 
world. 

The Highest Common Factor of 
Feminism and how it Enlarges our 
Scientific Understanding. Despite their 
many theoretical differences, feminists 
adhere to a few basic tenets, as outlinedby 
Marilyn French: that the two sexes are at 
least equal in all significant ways and that 
this equality must be publicly recognized; 
that the qualities traditionally associated 
with women (nurturing, receptivity) are 
at least equal in value to those tradition- 
ally associated with men (self-assertion, 
power-seeking) and that this equality 
must be publicly recognized - not ig- 
nored or viewed as irrelevant; and finally, 
that the personal is the political, the bed- 
room is as relevant as the b~ardroorn.~ 

What I hope to show is that each of the 
feminist tenets can help to enlarge our 
scientific understanding of the envi- 
ronment. The first tenet will ensure that 
more women will participate in the sci- 
entific community. But this, while nec- 
essary, is not sufficient. We do not just 
need to get more women into science: we 
must challenge the whole nature of the 
system, the dominant ideology of science. 
By the very same token, we do not just 
need more ecologists: ecology can be 
exclusively reductionist, 'understanding' 
life (biology) in terms of non-life (phys- 
ics, chemistry and mathematics), and so 
failing to see living things in process, in 
relation and in context, in terms of dy- 
namic energy patterns. In addition, all- 
too-often environmental impact state- 
ments are fronts, hoaxes. As Neil 
Evemden points out: universities will- 
ingly disgorge troops of environmental 
scientists and managerial environmental- 
ists and while they appear to be tools of 
environmental defense, they ultimately 

turn out - 10 and behold! - to serve the 
interests of the developer. So the first 
tenet of feminism, more women ecolo- 
gists, is not sufficient. 

We need the second tenet of feminism 
whereby the so-called 'feminine' quali- 
ties will be cherished and female experi- 
ence can be incorporated into explana- 
tions. This will serve to offset what Eve- 
lyn Fox Keller calls the "hegemony in 
science," the 'masculine,' virile, domi- 
neering nature of science, and to reclaim 
science as a human, not a masculine proj- 
ect, and so to, in Keller's words, "trans- 
form the very possibility of creative vi- 
~ ion . "~  Despite the wide diversity in the 
practice of science, there is a monolithic 
ideology of detachment and domination 
which crystalized in the 17th century, and 
this ideology has deeply influenced the 
selection of goals, the methods, values 
and explanations that operate in contem- 
porary science. 

Finally, the third tenet of feminism - 
the personal is the political - announces 
a method. Feminism seeks to enlarge our 
understanding of nature and the world by 
including female experience in explana- 
tions, and by insisting on including those 
domains of human experience that have 
been relegated to women: namely the 
personal, the emotional, the sexual. An 
example of this method is Brim Easlea's 
book, Fathering the Unthinkable: Mas- 

culinity, Science and the Nuclear Arms 
Race? which analyzes a scientific 
achievement - the building of the bomb 
- in psychosexual terms. Including the 
personal, emotional, sexual dimensions 
of experience in our explanations will and 
does make us better scientists because 
they enlarge our sense of what is possible. 

A Relational View of Nature: We are 
Intimately Connected to Nature. Femi- 
nism speaks "in a different voice," to 
borrow Carol Gilligan's phrase? different 
from the dominant ideology, and it offers 
us a different mode of thought. Its central 
ontological category is not substance, but 
relation. And, I surmise, this relational 
view might be easier for women to attain 
because of their gender identity. Psy- 
chologists and social theorists who have 
studied gender identity (as distinct from 
sexual identity) tell us that femininity is 
defined through attachment and connec- 
tion, while masculinity is defined by inde- 
pendence and ~eparation.~ The male gen- 
der is threatened by intimacy; the female 
gender is threatened by separation. So 
gender-sensitive theories show us how to 
better relate to our environment, show us 
how to more fruitfully connect with na- 
ture. 

It is no accident that ecology, which 
etymologically means 'a study of the 
household,' needs the experience of 
women. To see the earth as a life-sus- 
taining home is a vision of ecology which, 
I believe, is accessible to women. 

Feminism: A Scientifically Revolu- 
tionary Consciousness. Feminist con- 
sciousness is a scientifically revolution- 
ary consciousness. I see feminism and 
ecology as sharing the same perspective, 
which represents a new way of seeing, a 
way of making peace with (rather than 
war on) the environment. Such a perspec- 
tive is holistic: everything is connected to 
everything else and each aspect is defined 
by and dependent upon the whole, the 
total context. Life is interconnected and 
interdependent: we are not above nature, 
we are an intimate part of it. 

We have been blinded to holism by the 
gender ideology of science, by our arro- 
gance, by our false sense of superiority, by 
our incomplete notion of survival of the 
fittest with its resultant stress on competi- 
tiveness. Even David Attenborough's 
superb television series, 'Life on Earth,' 
was biased in this way. Its scenes of in- 
tense competition far outweighed its 
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scenes of cooperation in the evolutionary 
story. We have been blinded to holism by 
the spatial metaphor with which we grew 
up, God a ruling-class male above, then 
man with woman and nature (mythed as 
female) below. This hierarchical picture 
has dominated Western thought for hun- 
dreds of years and it is still very much 
alive despite the 20th-century revolutions 
in scientific thinking. I propose that we 
unconsciously imbibe this world view, 
that we smuggle it into our conscious 
mind and let it structure our thoughts. 

No Free Lunch. Both ecology and 
feminism challenge this hierarchical pic- 
ture. Both reject the divisive dualism that 
this world view implies: heavenlearth, 
malelfemale, mind/matter, reasonlemo- 
tion, objective/subjective. To develop the 
masculine and the feminine in each of us, 
to become whole people, to be able to see 
objects as subjects, to see nature as a thou, 
to experience the earth as a live presence, 
to feel nature as part of ourselves - the 
visions of ecology and feminism dovetail. 
Cooperation is stressed (not competi- 
tion); understanding is vital (not power); 
appreciation is important (not domina- 
tion). The watchwords are solidarity and 
sharing, not rivalry and ruling. As Mary 
O'Brien puts it, what is important is 
"reciprocal intimacy and not conquest."1° 
Both ecology and feminism share a non- 
hierarchical, egalitarian perspective. 
Both participate in a common philosophy 
whereby process and participation are 
primary. Both stress creativeactivity over 
inert matter, dynamic order over static 
laws, partial autonomy over determinism, 
relation over substance, objects as sub- 
jects over subjects as objects. Finally, for 
both ecology and feminism, as Carolyn 
Merchant points out, there is no free 
lunch." This is also one of the four laws of 
ecology articulated by Barry Com- 
moner.12 We may think that we are getting 
a cheap digital watch at $4.99 but the real 
cost must include the Formosan women 
who go blind producing the liquid crys- 
tals. There is no free lunch. To produce 
organized matter, energy in the form of 
work is needed. Reciprocity and co- 
operation oiling the feedback loops and 
closing the energy circuits is what is 
needed, not free lunches. 

A Striking Example of Reciprocal 
Intimacy in Science. Let me share with 
you a striking example of how science 
might be different, of how science based 

on reciprocity and cooperation might 
look. This attitude of "reciprocal inti- 
macy" in science is illustrated by Barbara 
McClintock, who in 1983 won a Nobel 
Prize for her work in Biology in the 1940s. 
Evelyn Fox Keller has written a moving 
biography of McClintock called The 
Feeling for the Organism and in it she 
asks: 

What is it in an individual scientist's 
relation to nature that facilitates the 
kind of seeing that eventually leads to 
productive discourse? What enabled 
McClintock to see further and deeper 
into the mysteries of genetics than her 
colleagues? 

Her answer, Keller tells us, is simple: 

Over and over again McClintock tells 
us one must have the time to look, the 
patience to hear what the material has 
to say to you, the openness to let it come 
to you. Above all one must have a feel- 
ing for the organism. And McClintock 
goes on: "No two plants are exactly 
alike. They are all different. And as a 
consequence you have to know the dif- 
ference." She explains: "I start with a 
seedling and I don't want to leave it. I 
don't feel I really know the story if I 
don't watch the plant all the way along. 
So Iknow every plant in thefield. Iknow 

them intimately and I find it a great 
pleasure to know them.13 

To Embrace the World, not to Con- 
quer it. McClintock calls herself "a 
mystic in science," this woman whose 
work has been recognized with a Nobel 
Prize, and she says that her aim is "to 
embrace the world," according to Evelyn 
Keller, "in its very being, though reason, 
and beyond." Now to embrace the world 
is something very different, of course, 
from the desire to conquer it. 

Barbara McClintock's articulated de- 
sire to respect and embrace the world 
stands in stark contrast to the early 17th- 
century scientist Francis Bacon's ex- 

pressed desire to "put nature on the rack 
and torture her"14 so that nature will reveal 
her secrets. Hence there is within science 
a very different tradition than that of 
domination, manipulation and controlex- 
emplified by Bacon, one of the founders 
of modem science. And it is this altema- 
tive tradition of science, represented by 
Barbara McClintock's love of plants, that 
we need to understand and emulate if we 
are going to have an ecologically sound 
and sustainable society. 

McClintock shows us how to open our 
other eye, how to overcome our long 
history of one-sidedness; science is not 
premised on detachment, on domination, 
on a division between subject and object. 
In a more recent book, Reflections on 
Gender and Science, Keller states that 
McClintock's love of nature allowed for 
"intimacy without the annihilation of dif- 
ference:" "division is relinquished with- 
out generating chaos." A vivid illustration 
of this love, this form of attention to 
things, comes from McClintock's own 
account of a breakthrough in one particu- 
larly recalcitrant piece of analysis. 
McClintock describes the state of mind 
accompanying the crucial shift in orienta- 
tion that enabled her to identify chromo- 
somes she had earlier not been able to 
distinguish: 

Ifound the more I worked with them, the 
bigger and bigger the chromosomes 
got and when I was really working with 
them, I wasn't outside. I waspart of the 
[system]. . .it surprised me because I 
actually felt as ifl was right down there 
and these were my friends.. As  you look 
at these things they become part of 
 YOU.^^ 
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A Real Feeling for the Organism. 
This account of matter is a far cry from the 
dead inert matter of the mechanical 
model. As Keller points out, McClintock 
allows us to see the profound kinship 
between us and nature. She encourages us 
to witness the astonishing diversity and 
unimaginable resourcefulness of the 
natural order. She inspires a real feeling 
for the organism. McClintock sees nature 
not as blind, simple and obedient, but as 
self-generating, complex and resource- 
ful. Nature, for McClintock, is not more 
complex than we know, but more com- 
plex than we can know. Nature is inge- 
nious. "Anything you can think of, you 
will find," she declares.16 For McClintock 
the goal of science is not the power to 
manipulate but empowerment, the power 
to understand, the power to appreciate, 
the power to be humble. 

Different Voices Showing our Ideo- 
logical Biases. There are real limitations 
in contemporary science, and women 
such as Keller and McClintock are help- 
ing us to see the ideological biases of 
science. What is encouraging is that there 
is a shift in emphasis in numerous fields 
which gives weight to the argument de- 
veloped here. 

Nel Noddings revolutionized ethics 
through her book, Caring, by showing 
how morality was dominated by certain 
values and concerns, by talk of principles 
and justification rather than by talk of 
caring and receptivity, relatedness and 
responsiveness. In her introduction she 
says: 

One might say that ethics has been 
discussed largely in the language of the 
father: in principles and propositions, 
in terms such as justification, fairness 
and justice. The mother's voice has 
been largely silent. Human caring and 
the memory of caring and being cared 
for, which I shall argue form the foun- 
dation of ethical behaviour, have not 
received attention, except as outcomes 
of ethical behaviour.'' 

Likewise, Erazim Kohak in The Em- 
bers and the Stars, l8 states that the aim of 
the book is to shift the burden of philoso- 
phizing from the making of arguments to 
the aiding of vision. 

We urgently need these different 
voices. Theories can be very influential 
but, as Herbert Marcuse argued in Eros 

and Civilization,lg they must delve into 
the deepest biological layers of human en- 
ergies, the well-springs of human action. 
Otherwise our theories of political, eco- 
nomic, social or ecological change are 
rootless; we are picking up litter rather 
than attacking the production of unusable 
waste in the first place. And this delving 
into the biological layers is precisely what 
feminist theory is doing. 

Birth Without Women. Is it an acci- 
dent that the telegram relating the first 
successful test of the hydrogen bomb read 
"it's a boy?" The release of a monstrous 
force of destruction is represented as the 
birth of a boy, birth without a woman. Is 
it an accident that Edward Teller was 
called 'father' of the H-bomb? Is it an 
accident that the first atomic bombs were 
called, 'Little Boy,' 'Fat Boy,' 'George 
and Mike'? Is it an accident that the names 
that the military use are laden with psy- 
chosexual overtones: 'missile erector,' 
'deep penetration,' 'soft lay downs'? The 
real reason Trident was purchased by the 
British, said historian E.P. Thompson, 
with a smile, was because we are inaUpost 
imperial phallic system" and there is a 
need to show we British can "still get it 
up." Dr. John Gilbert, the British Labour 
backbench Defence Minister. referred 
critically to the "Trident Virility Sym- 
bol." The Chairman of the Committee on 
Public Information during WWI com- 
pared military training to national viril- 
ity." 

Helen Caldicott's book, Missile Envy, 
explores this theme and Brian Easlea, for 
better or worse, takes these images liter- 
ally in his book Fathering the Unthink- 
able.21 Why? Because if you look at the 
nuclear arms race, the intensity can not be 
explained purely by economic factors. It 
is intense. According to the Swedish 
Peace Research Foundation, it is an enter- 
prise that engages over 45% of aU scien- 
tists and technologists alive. To Easlea 
something else is going on: male-female 
factors are engaged. Men play a relatively 
small part in the creation of life in our 
culture, so do they try and overcompen- 
sate elsewhere? "Not in creating life, but 
in risking it - This is the key," says 
Simone de Beauvoir, "it is why superior- 
ity has been given not to those who bring 
forth life, but to those who kill.. .'22 

The Masculine Nature of Science. 
I Brian Easlea begins Fathering the Un- 
I thinkable simply but powerfully: 

The single most important issue facing 
human-kind today is surely the nuclear 
arms race. It prevents other problems 
being addressed, like the eradication of 
desperate poverty, and it will sooner or 
later lead to unmeasurable catastrophe 
both for humanity and for much of the 
wild life with whom we ought to share 
this planet." 

The aim of Easlea's book is to investigate 
one determinant, not the only de- 
terminant, but one insufficiently exam- 
ined determinant of this insane race, 
namely the overall 'masculine' nature of 
modem science and weapons science. 

Easlea was a nuclear physicist. While 
working as an English expatriate in Brazil 
in the 1960s he became aware of the 
futility of making nuclear weapons. So he 
switched fields, from science to the his- 
tory and philosophy of science; this new 
disciplineled him to study the persecution 
of witches in the 17th century. "I came to 
believe," Easlea remarks, "that economic 
causes were not sufficient to explain the 
intensity and brutality of many of these 
persecutions."" 

As E.W. Monter has pointed out, witch- 
craft was by far the most important capital 
crime for women in early modem Eu- 
rope.25 More women were put to death 
between 1500 and 1700 for the crime of 
witchcraft than for all other crimes put 
together. Why? Of course, economic 
causes were operative - witches com- 
peted with the newly formed class of 
physicians and medical doctors. But the 
intensity and duration of these persecu- 
tion compels us to search for additional 
motivations. Easlea argues that: "Non- 
economic factors such as gender identity 
and sexual attitudes were important to 
understand the ferocity of the persecu- 
tions and the underlying  cause^."^ By the 
same token if one investigates the nuclear 
arms race, one must look at the male- 
female factors involved in order to satis- 
factorily understand it. 

The thesis I am defending is this: mod- 
em science is basically a masculine en- 
deavour and as such it is one-sided. The 
whole nature of the scientific system and 
its assumptions needs to be challenged. 
One way to do this is to control 'normal' 
science with alternative traditions within 
science, such as McClintock's, in which 
science serves the interests of preserva- 
tive love. Anotherway is to pinpoint alter- 
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native traditions within philosophy, such 
as Noddings' and Kohak 'S, which take ac- 
count of those areas of human experience 
deemed 'feminine.' A third way is to at- 
tempt to show how apsychosexual analy- 
sis of science such as Easlea's illuminates 
the patriarchal construction of knowledge 
and how this blocks our realization of a 
sound ecology. 

Science Serving the Interests of 
Power, not Preservative Love. 

All modern, scientific thinking is at 
bottom power thinking, thar is to say, 
the fundamental human impulse to 
which it appealsis the love ofpower, or, 
to express the matter in other terms, the 
desire to be the cause of as many and as 
large effects as p ~ s s i b l e . ~  

Ever since Bacon announced that 
knowledge is power, science has been 
dominated by a will to power and so has 
been domineering, as Bertrand Russell 
argues. Bacon talks about how the new 
science will be a rebirth. He jeers at the 
Greeks, whom he calls "mere boys" and 
calls for a masculine birth of time, a re- 
birth without indebtedness to women." 
Through this rebirth, the scientific im- 
agery goes, one can conquer the universe. 
And what does conquering the universe 
involve? The "death of nature," as 
Carolyn Merchant points At the 
same time as Bacon, Descartes declared 
Mother Nature dead - mere matter in 
motion without sentience, without con- 
sciousness. Animals are mere machines, 
in the Cartesian framework. 

Hence, in the 17th century we have a 
cognitive attack on Mother Nature 
through the writings of such influential 
thinkers as Bacon and Descartes. 
Coupled with this assault we also have a 
physical attackon women: in the 16th and 
17th century scores of thousands of 
women were hunted and killed for witch- 
craft. This link is, Easlea argues, no acci- 
dent.30 It spells a deep antagonism to 
women which men cope with by being 
violent towards nature. So anti-feminist 
sentiment feeds ecological disaster, from 
the testing of atomic bombs to using ani- 
mals as tools of trivial research projects. 

The Causes and Consequences of an 
Elusive Masculinity. In Science and 
Sexual Oppression, Easlea argues that 
sexuality defines the kind of existence 
one lives and vice-versa. The person who 

wants to live sensuously and joyously 
must also love sensuously and joyously. 
The person committed to frenetic thrust- 
ing, for mastery in sexual intercourse, 
whether male or female, is often also 
committed to domination and aggression 
in social relations and to relations of bru- 
tality with the natural environment. 
Easlea's principal argument is that hyper- 
aggressive people seek power over other 
men and other women and over nature 
"not solely because of harsh material 
conditions.. .but also because they seek 
through that power to underwrite and 
demonstrate an elusive mas~ulinity."~~ 

Why do men face an elusive masculin- 
ity? Because of the way our society de- 
fines male sexuality exclusively in terms 
of a partial and limited (and marketable) 
sexuality - genital sexuality; because 
traditionally in our culture only mothers 
parent and so men are not equally inte- 
grated into the reproductive process, 
hence there is a cultural alienation regard- 
ing paternity; finally, because of the natu- 
ral alienation men experience from the 
living products of their own sexuality - 
men can never be sure if the baby is their 
child. 

Herbert Marcuse argues that there is a 
direct link between the repression of 
sexuality and the eruption of aggression, 
that our 'permissive' society is in fact 
sexually repressive. It is dominated by the 
tyranny of genital sexuality where per- 
missiveness is linked to marketable com- 
modities. Thus a partial and limited sexu- 
ality has been put to work in service of the 
established order. This myopic view of 
sexuality feeds an elusive masculinity 
which in turn exacerbates aggressive be- 
h a v i o ~ r . ~ ~  

The second cause of elusive mas- 
culinity has been developed by Nancy 
Chodorow in her book, The Reproduction 
~fMother ing .~~  If only women parent, she 
argues, it is far more difficult for a male to 
establish his identity than for a female to 
establish hers. Why? Because in our cul- 
ture the male model is relatively inacces- 
sible as Dad is out of the house nine to 
five, five days a week. In a boy's search 
for a male identity, he over-rejects the 
receptivity present in the female model 
and identifies manhood as an achieve- 
ment in which he must appear to be hard, 
relatively inaccessible and super-inde- 
pendent. As a result of this social condi- 
tioning, men grow up with blocked access 

to their receptive, empathetic and compli- 
ant aspects and so they continually try to 
dominate. Unless men parent, Chodorow 
argues, men will be unable to recognize 
their dependence - specifically their 
dependence on nature which is ultimately 
the source of our being. If men parent, 
boys will be freed from the demands of 
being aloof and will be able to be recep- 
tive, empathetic, compliant, playful and 
tender. Likewise, girls will be liberated 
from the demands of being exclusively 
emotional and intuitive and will be able to 
be exuberant, active and creative. 

The third cause of an elusive mas- 
culinity has been well articulated by Mary 
O'Brien." The moment of ejaculation 
creates a natural alienation from the male 
creative process. And this natural aliena- 
tion which men experience heightens 
their culturally induced paternal aliena- 
tion. 

The insecure identity of sexist, hyper- 
aggressive men is a significant (but not the 
only) force underlying the irrationality of 
our society intent on plunging the world 
into ecological or nuclear holocaust. The 
evidence for this thesis comes from three 
sources: 1) psychological theories which 
make intuitive sense about the exagger- 
ated role of genital sexuality and the links 
to aggressive behaviour; 2) sociological 
theories about the importance of our pri- 
mary identification with our parents, 
which tends to tie men to a role of aloof 
independence; and 3) philosophical theo- 
ries about men's natural alienation re- 
garding fatherhood which fans the flames 
of their insecurity. 

Science: A Surrogate Sexual Activ- 
ity. Evidence also is found in the history 
of science. In Science and Sexual Oppres- 
sion, Easlea amasses considerable evi- 
dence to show how "so often scientific 
investigation into the properties of the 
natural world has been viewed metaphori- 
cally as active male penetration into the 
innermost recesses of a passive female 
nature.'a5 

Scientists often describe their quest of 
understanding nature in sexual terms: 
scientists have to be 'rigorous' in their 
thinking, 'hard' in their questioning to 
unfold nature's secrets. According to 
Francis Bacon, nature is very much a 
woman whose secrets "need to be pene- 
trated." Again, says Bacon, we need "to 
storm and occupy her castles and strong- 
h o l d ~ . " ~ ~  
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The imagery of male, sex- science and its language and 
ual wooing, conquest and metaphors show. Therefore, it 
penetration of female nature is not easy for them to think 
is very explicit in the 17th clearly and feel positively 
century, as Easlea's scholar- about our human dependence 
ship shows. He quotes Henry upon the ecosystems of the 
More, a Fellow of the Royal biosphere. Finally, men fear 
Society: "We must break women's ability to reproduce 
open her private closet and life and hence they declared 
pierce into her very centre." that nature, mythed as female, 
Henry Vaughan, another no- was really barren. Nature does 
table 17th-century writer, not have life-giving powers; 
succinctly identified the sex- she is just a machine to be ex- 
ual imprint of the new scien- ploited, a "standing reserve," 
tific spirit of inquiry: to use Heidegger's phrase.40 

From Mother Earth (Na- 
I summoned nature; ture Alive) to an Inert Ma- 
pierced through all her chine (Nature Dead). The 
store:/ broke up some seals, patriarchy's envy and fear of 
which none had touched women and the earth was 
before;/ her womb, her transformed symbolically 
bosom, and her head,/ into a mechanistic world 
where all her secrets lay a- view. As Merchant illus- 
bed. trates:' the earth was no 

longer regarded as a nurturing 
As a result of this evidence, mother to be cherished, but as 

Easlea sees science a machine to be manipulated 
and exploited. The transfor- 

as a kind of surrogate sex- mation from earth mother to 
ual activity in which scien- barren, inert matter had been 
tists can penetrate to the accomplished through the sci- 
hidden secrets of an essen- entific revolution of the 17th 
tially female nature, century: men hoped to be- 
thereby proving their man- 
hood and virility without necessarily 
running the risk of attempting the same 
with real, live and perhaps far from 
passive women.37 

Objection: Surely the Knowledge- 
Claims of Science are not Sexist. At this 
point the reader might object and declare: 
the language used by scientists contains a 
surprising number of sexual metaphors, 
the practice of science was sexist, as it ex- 
cluded women- but surely there is noth- 
ing remotely sexist about the knowledge- 
claims of science! At first sight this objec- 
tion might seem correct, but consider an 
apparently asexual neutral scientific law, 
Newton's law of universal gravitation. 
Newton viewed the existence of gravita- 
tional attraction as a manifestation of 
God's direct agency in nature.38 It was 
through God's action that the earth was 
attracted to the sun. In Newton's me- 
chanical model of the universe, no action- 
at-a-distance was possible. Only direct, 
contact action was conceivable. So, God 

became the all-important medium for 
gravitational pull. And Newton's God 
was God the Father. So inevitably male- 
female relationships entered into the in- 
terpretation of gravitational theory. 

The reader might continue to object and 
say these debates about the nature of God 
were extraneous to science. But such 
debates were central to the scientific 
community at the time; as Easlea points 

how much more so must male- 
female relationships enter into scientific 
pronouncements on thenatureof life, how 
it originates and how it reproduces. Surely 
all kinds of hopes and fears about sexual 
reproduction will be projected onto these 
theories, despite claims to objectivity. 

Masculine Fears. Men fear women's 
affinity with nature, as the witch-hunt 
craze shows. Male insecurity and the re- 
sultant need to dominate nature led to the 
persecution of scores of thousands of 
women who had some understanding of 
nature. 

Men fear dependence, as the history of 

come, through the medium of 
science, "masters and possessors of na- 
t ~ r e . " ~ ~  

This mechanical world-view acceler- 
ated the exploitation of humans, both men 
and women, and the exploitation of natu- 
ral resources. Mechanism saw nature not 
as a live presence but as a system of dead, 
inert particles moved by external forces. 
As such, it bears no moral self-examina- 
tion. Nature is merely material for man's 
appropriation - a view which suited 
commercial capitalism. 

The Feminist Challenge to Mecha- 
nism. Both feminism and ecology chal- 
lenge mechanism's assumptions which 
make the manipulation and control of 
nature seem possible and acceptable. The 
ontological assumption of mechanism is 
that matter is not living, interdependent 
bundles of energy, but that matter is 
composed of dead, discrete particles. The 
epistemological assumption is that 
knowledge and information can be 
abstracted without distortion from the 
natural world because they are independ- 



ent of context and value-free. The meth- 
odological assumption is that real-life 
problems can be successfully analyzed 
into parts that can be manipulated by 
mathematics. The moral assumption is 
that humans (especially white, upper 
class males) are more valuable than the 
rest of nature. 

The mechanical paradigm, though out- 
dated,persists. StatesFrancis Crick: "The 
ultimate aim of the modem movement in 
biology is, in fact, to explain all biology in 
terms of physics and The 
project is to explain life (humans, brains) 
in terms of non-life (machines, comput- 
ers). The commitment is that nature is 
lifeless. And this allows us to perform 
gruesome experiments on living animals 
and to write them up "as if the experi- 
ments had been done on inert matter."" 

Contrast two descriptions. Woodridge, 
a modem psychological researcher, con- 
vinces himself that when a laboratory 
monkey with an electric current passing 
through its 'pain centre' bites objects so 
hard as to wrench teeth from its jaw - 
then the monkey really is experiencing 
pain and not exhibiting "meaningless or 
automatic physical symptoms." Jane 
Goodall describes an experience in the 
Tanzanian National Park of Gombe 
Stream: once a chimpanzee that she was 
studying grasped her hand "firmly and 
gently with his own before scurrying off 
into the forest." Goodall writes that "at 
that moment there was no need of any 
scientific knowledge to understand this 
communication of reas~urance."~~ 

Nature: A Live Presence and 'Our 
Body.' Goodall's attitude to non-human 
life forms is, while vastly preferable, not 
a female prerogative. Martin Buber, for 
example, has an I-Thou relationship 
while looking into the eyes of his cat.46 
And people who live close to nature see 
naturenot asan 'it,' butasa 'thou.' Nature 
is for so-called 'primitive' people a live 
presence, each part of which is unique, 
and not satisfactorily describable by a 
universal law.'" Hence their relationship 
with a tree, for example, is emotional, 
direct, not able to be fully articulated. For 
many traditional peoples, "nature is their 
body."" 

Communication, at its best, is called 
love; when it breaks down completely, 
we call it war. And it isa sort of war that 
is going on now between human beings 

and the earth. It's not that nature re- 
fuses to communicate with us, but that 
we no longer have a way to communi- 
cate with it. For millennia, primitives 
communicated with the earth and all its 
beings by means of rituals and festivals 
where all levels of the human were open 
to all levels of nat~re.4~ 

Carnal Knowledge. We need to recap- 
ture this reality. We need, as Alfred North 
Whitehead urges, to develop "a science 
based on an erotic sense of reality rather 
than an aggressive, dominating attitude 
towards reality ."% 

We need to relate the crisis of produc- 
tion (and overproduction) to the crisis of 
reprod~ction.5~ We will not solve our 
environmental crisis unless we allow the 
earth to reproduce. 

We need to appreciate reproductive re- 
ality, including a recognition of our own 
death. Freud did not consider aggression 
a basic psychological fact. Aggression for 
Freud was rather a secondary manifesta- 
tion of a more fundamental force, the 
death instin~t.5~ Norman 0. Brown, ana- 
lyzing Freud in his Life Against Death,s3 
felt that we could learn to channel our ag- 
gressive behaviour positively only if we 
could learn to contain death within life, 
that is, if we were not "fugitives from our 
own death," in short, if we learnt how to 
die with dignity." 

We need a new scientific basis whereby 
we recognize, as Barbara McClintock 
reminds us, that each organism is unique 
and that it is an integral part of an 
ecosystem. We need a new psychological 
basis whereby we see, as Car1 Jung re- 

minds us,SS that to heal is to make whole 
(as in wholesome), to reunify our split 
selves, to integrate the masculine and the 
feminine in each of us. We need a new 
epistemological basis whereby we real- 
ize, as Norman 0. Brown reminds us,S6 
that we must have carnal knowledge, a 
copulation of subject and object. We need 
anew ethical basis whereby werecognize, 
as the Aboriginal peoples show us, the 
intrinsic value of and our dependence 
upon the non-human aspects of nature. 
Finally, we need a new ontological basis 
whereby we experience, as Hegel de- 
tails," that reality is a process and that the 
truth is just as much subject as substance 
- that the truth is the whole. 

Why We Need Each Other. We need 
to recognize that the whole is more than 
the sum of the parts and that the parts 
themselves take meaning from the whole. 
Each part is defined by and dependent 
upon the total context. Isolation (as in a 
laboratory) distorts the truth because it 
distorts the whole. As it is valid to inter- 
pret the higher (life) in terms of the lower 
(non-life), so it is also valid to interpret the 
lower in terms of the higher. 'Aim' can be 
applied to cells; 'enjoyment' can be ap- 
plied to gorillas. Reality is a complex and 
dynamic web of energy. Nature is alive 
and active and its parts are fundamentally 
interconnected by cyclical processes. 

We need a reversal of mainstream val- 
ues and the triumph of feminism, a revo- 
lution in economic priorities and a steady- 
state economy,'* a peace force for a just 
and sustainable s~ciety,'~ a social force 
for voluntary simpli~ity,~~ and collective 
action for the ecological reconstruction of 

We need to overcome our dichotomies 
and to discover our deep sources, our 
springs, as Rachel Carson did. 

We need each other. 
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1 A FROM THE NATIONAL FlLM BOARD OF CANADA L I 

DAUGHTERS 
OF THE COUNTRY 
From the historic encounter between 
Indian and European in the Canadian 
northwest emerged a mixed-blood na- 
tion, the Metis. Here, in a four-part 
dramatic,series that spans two cen- 
turies, is their proud story, told from 
the point of view of courageous 
Metis women. Winner of three 1987 
Gemini Awards: Best Pay TV Dra- 
matic Program, Best Writing, and 
Best Actress in a Mini-series. Lillian 
Gish Award for best mini-series, 
Women in Film Festival, Los Angeles; 
Blue Ribbon for Original Drama, 
29th American Film Festival, New 
York; Best film, 1987 International 
Women's Film Festival, Montreal. 

DAUGHTERS 
OF THE COUNTRY 1 
(IKWE and 
MISTRESS MADELEINE) 
C 0186 138 11 4 minutes 

DAUGHTERS 
OF THE COUNTRY 2 
(PLACES NOT OUR OWN 
and THE WAKE) 
C 01 86 139 11 5 minutes 

PRAIRIE WOMEN 
C 01 87 009 45 minutes 
The little-known story of the vibrant 
social and political organizations 
founded in the 1920s and '30s by 
Prairie farm women. Best Documen- 
tary over 30 minutes, 40th Yorkton 
Short Film and Video Festival. 1987. 

Three half-hour segments, each 
profiling a leading Quebec feminist 
writer. Part 1 focusses on Louky Ber- 
sianik and her satirical use of lan- 
guage; Part 2 introduces Jovette 
Marchessault, who works to unearth 
the ideas of women that history has 
erased from our collective memory; 
Part 3 reveals the work of avant-garde 
poet and post-modern feminist writer, 
Nicole Brossard. 
Available on one reel or videocas- 
sette: C 0186 072, 84 minutes; 
separately, Part 1 : C 0186 073; Part 
2: C 0186 074; Part 3: C 0186 075; 
or in French under the title Les 
Terribles vivantes: C 0286 072. 

DOCTOR, LAWYER, 
INDIAN CHIEF 
C 01 86 532 29 minutes 
Five native women who have suc- 
cessfully forged non-traditional 
careers share their experiences and 
reveal how they drew on the strength 
of native Indian culture. A French 
version is also available: L 'Avenir est 
entre nos mains. 

ENTERPRISING WOMEN 
C 01 87 063 27 minutes 
The stories of five female en- 
trepreneurs relay the pitfalls and the 
joys of running a business. The wom- 
en profiled head companies involved 
in pasta, lumber, fish, silk-screening, 
and a business academy. 

THE IMPOSSIBLE 
TAKES A LITTLE LONGER 
C 0186 513 45 minutes 
Women with a range of physical dis- 
abilities demonstrate how they have 
overcome obstacles in their careers 
and their personal lives, and what 
services are still needed by the han- 
dicapped. Captioned for the hearing 
impaired. A French version is also 
available: Le  Vent dans les voiles. 
Honorable Mention at the Third 
Medikanale Internationale Festival, 
Parma, Italy. 

IS IT HOT IN HERE? 
A FlLM ABOUT MENOPAUSE 
C 01 86 043 38 minutes 
One of the least understood of wom- 
en's experiences is menopause. This 
is an informative, sometimes hu- 
morous, look at social attitudes, 
symptoms and treatments. 

THE BEST TIME OF MY LIFE: 
PORTRAITS OF WOMEN 
IN MID-LIFE 
C 01 85 102 58 minutes 
Ten women from a variety of back- 
grounds and lifestyles share their ex- 
periences of menopause and mid-life, 
describing how this turning point af- 
fected their lives and freed them to 
explore exciting new directions. 

National Office 
Film Board national du film 
of Canada du Canada 

TO A SAFER PLACE 
C 01 87 067 58 minutes 
An inspiring account of how one 
woman has overcome the trauma of 
being a victim of incest. Now in her 
thirties, Shirley discusses childhood 
memories of sexual abuse and fam- 
ily violence with her mother, brothers 
and sister. A film that encourages in- 
cest survivors to break their silence. 

These and other NFB pro- 
ductions are available in 16 
mm and VHS video. Reser- 
vations can be made in per- 
son, by phone or by mail. 
Note: The NFB will send 
videocassettes by mail to 
viewers located outside NFB 
distribution centers. All NFB 
productions can also be pur- 
chased in 16 mm and all 
video formats. 
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