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Patriarchy 
exploits 
women, 
nature 

By S H E R R Y G A L E Y , M O N A 
M A R S H Y 
and RITA P A R I K H 

Is IS it mere coin
cidence that in the process of 
personifying Earth, we have 
historically attributed to her 
female charac ter i s t i cs? 
Women and the environment 
do indeed bear much in com
mon: both arc the embodiment 
of delicate ecosystems, pr i 
mordial energiescngcndcring 
the creation, rebirth and sus
tenance of all life. A n d both 
are the victims, or al tcma ti vely 
survivors, of the patriarchal 
structures which have for cen
turies exploited them. 

Vandana Shiva isan Indian 

ecofcminist. In Healing the Wounds, a collec
tion of articles by international ccofcminists, 
Vandana writes about the common exploi
tation of both women and the environment. 
She says men and their structures have con
sistently dominated over women and na
ture. "From being the creators and sustain-
ers of life, nature and women are reduced to 
being 'resources'..." 

Their gifts, their powers, their miracles of 
rebirth, have, in modem times, been consis
tently undervalued. A n d , this shift has been 
inherently violent, involving the disruption 
of life cycles and, ultimately, death. 

For women who for centuries have had a 
very special relationship with the land, how
ever, the exploitation of nature has only 
added to their oppression, poverty and loss 
of dignity. 

In their traditional roles as food producer 
and family caretaker, women rely on the re-
newability of natural systems to meet basic 
needs for food, water and shelter. In much of 
Africa, for example, women are responsible 
for almost 80 per cent of the subsistence 
farming (men's work has been increasingly 
centered around the production of cash crops 
and the manufacturing of goods in urban 
centers). Women turn to their environment 
in search of medicine, bui lding materials, 
fodder and fertilizer. A n d women are tradi
tionally responsible for hauling water and 
finding fuelwood, and can spend hours in 
search of these resources. 

It is no wonder then that women have 
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been affected disproportion
ately by the transformation of 
nature—wha t we commonly 
call development. The indus
trialization of cities has led to 
massive urbanization and the 
burgeoning clues have en
croached on valuable farm
land, intensive agriculture for 
the production of cash crops, 
one way in which Third World 
countries have been raising 
money to pay off their foreign 
debt, has eaten up the plots of 
many of the rural poor. 

This agricultural industri
alization has made land less 
fertileand, in some cases, even 
destroyed it. Widespread irri
gation has caused waterlog
ging, salinizationand a reduc
tion in essential minerals in 
the soil. Irrigation systems and 
fertilizers havealso drastically 
lowered wa ter tables and con-
laminated local water sup
plies, reducing the amount of 
clean water available. 

In Women and Environment 
in the Third World, Irene 
D a n k e l m a n a n d Joan 
Davidson write that such de
velopment strategies have dis
placed women to more dis
tant, fragile and less fertile 
lands, comp)elling them to 
travel longer distances to their 
fields and to work harded to 
compensate for severe soil 
erosion and low fertility. 

Even more serious, how
ever, hasbeen the tendency to 
devalue women's productiv
ity in terms of sustenance and 
survival. In the face of grand 
development projects, women 
are turned off their land in 
return for cash and a few years 
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Of paid labon Vandana relates

the story of one worrran fighト

ing displacement who says,
′W皿my soil I can fed my-

Self′　my Children′　my

grandchildren…With this

money mdybe we can eat for a

few years. How can I trade a

perennial血血re for a few rotes

Of money which anyway get

wet in the raln?〃

And the eycle is viciouSly

rcpeated. When women in the

Ivory Coost, for example, Were

forced out of their fields to

make room for commercial

C∝Onut and palm oil planta-

tions, they had no choice but

to move into an unsuitable

forest area where their farm-

ing caused further environ-

mental damage.

In the past decade, how-

ever, developners have be-

COme increasin♂y aware of the

environnental impact of their

Pr(垂cts. Some have come up

With strategies to lessen this

impact. Others have devel-

OPed whole proやcts aimed

SPeCifically a t regenera ting町

sources. But with little or no

input from women, few of

these measures have met with

In India, for example, the

Green Revoludon was an aト

tempt to raise subsistence

CrOPS for India’s increasing

POPulation. Yet the se遭s of-

fered to famers proved high1y

vulnerabIe to the less血an

ideal growing conditions in

many parts of the country.

And in Thailand the Isaan

Green reforestation move-

ment has led to the rapid

depletion of nitrngen from son

and left thousand s of aぐ「es incapable of su stain-

ing growth. So while the will to proteet the en-

virorment exists, tO many the meaus rermin

elusive.

Women’s cIose and symbiotic relationship

with the natural envirorment has clearly been

established and there is little doubt that women

have a direct interest in the careful use and

Preservation of ecosystems and species. Yet

WOmen are Seldom consulted when environ-

mental impact studies are prepared or when

environmental pro車cts and policies are devel-

Oped. Indeed much of the wealth of women’s

knowledge of the environment has never been

r∝Orded and thus is rarely considered legiti-

mate dy mainstream developers. Yet one has

Only to consider the efforts of women to fight for

the environment and the innovation of women

in the creation of new ecosystems′ to under-

Stand the extent of women’s knowledge.

India’s Chipko movement is one of the b(st

known examples. Faced with the chainsaws of

OVerambitious comnerdal loggers threa tening

to fell more than 2,500 trees, the women in one

village ofUuar Pradesh surrounded the trees in
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an embrace which could not be broken.
’Brother,〃 one of the wonren said to a

lQ謡er, ′′血is forest is our mother’s home・

Do not axe it. Landslides will ruin our

homes and fields.′′ The women st(XXl

firm and forced the men to leave. The

govemment of the province subse-

quently declared the forest a sensitive

area and banned tree-felling for lO years.

And in the barrio of Jemsalem on the

Ou tSkirts of Bogota, CoIombian women

have organized to develop the world’s

largest community vegetable-growing

PrP車cts - an eXperiment in hydropon-

ics by which water and added nutrients

replace the need for soil in plant growth.

In five months alone, the 1 30 families in-

VOIved have pr∝luced more than five

tons of vegetables and havebig plans for

expansion.

Prpjects like these exist all over the

WOrld. Their influence on development

Planners, however, is yet to be deter-

mined. In an effort to legitimizewomen’s

Particula r ex perience and knowledge as

managers of resources and nurturers of

nature′ WOmen have begun to compile a

COmPrehensive database aimed at doou-

menting women’s strate豆es to both pro-

tect their environmentand tobring about

SuStainable development.

Until women’s expertise around

environmen tal issues is considered , and

until women’s unique relationship with

na山re is understood, little movement

will be made in the ecol(喝ical stn】ggle.

WritesVandana, ’We need now to pause

and think of other visions to guide us;

Othe「wise our nlSh for practical success

Can Only generate practical fallures.

There is despair among the victi重us but

there is also a new confidence.〃 Let us

hope this confidence scon gains legiti-
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