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ABSTRACT 
Can ecological-feminist spirituality and political praxis be a liberatory alliance? This article explores the 
question by noting existing contributions and vulnerabilities, and suggesting key elements for future 
directions of spirituality and political ecofeminism in a global context. 

RESUME 
Une spirituality fondee a la fois sur l'ecologie et le feminisme peut-elle constituer une alliance liberatrice 
avec la praxis de la politique? Cet article fait l'examen de cette question en notant les contributions et les 
vulnerability de cette alliance, et en suggerant les elements-cles pour les orientations futures d'une 
spiritualite et d'un ecofeminisme politique dans un contexte global. 

INTRODUCTION 
Ecofeminists have been at the forefront 

in the reinterpreting, creating and advancing a 
spirituality which joins the feminist and 
ecological movements. As a feminist 
theologian and activist, concerned primarily 
with the linkages among feminism, religion 
and the ecological crisis, I consider whether it 
is possible for spirituality to be a coherent, 
meaningful and beneficial element in 
ecofeminist perspectives oriented to global 
transformation. In combining ecofeminism, 
political liberatory theory and praxis, and 
spirituality, this article identifies key 
contributions that spirituality can make to 
ecofeminism, some possible vulnerabilities, 
and four necessary elements of a political 
ecofeminist spirituality. 

DEFINING ECOFEMINISM A N D 
ECOFEMINIST SPIRITUALITIES 

Ecological feminism has matured as a 
discourse over the past decade and is now a 
notable movement, representing the 
convergence of two of the most important 
contemporary movements—ecology and 
feminism. An encompassing definition is 
useful because the term is expanding and 
signifying a wide range of activities and 
analyses. Ecofeminism, like feminism or 
ecology, is a heterogeneous discourse and has 
distinguishable strands'. Feminist theories, 
arising out of liberal, cultural, social, socialist, 
radical and postmodern critiques, reflect 
differently on the relationship between women 
and the natural world, and between misogyny 
and the ecological crisis. Nonetheless, a basic 
definition endures: ecological feminism is the 



study of and the resistance to the associated 
exploitation and subjugation of women and the 
earth. 

Since its emergence in the 1970's, 
ecofeminism has become an international 
movement, an interdisciplinary discourse 
within academia, a historical and cultural 
critique, and a vision for the future. 
Ecofeminism is both theory2 and activism3. 
Theoretically, much of ecofeminism is rooted 
in Eurowestern philosophical and political 
analyses, exposes the logic of domination 
which permeates the cultural tenets of and 
contributes to social and ecological 
oppression. In addition to reflective and 
political activities, ecofeminists publish in 
diverse disciplines. Activists have initiated 
local and global actions and been instrumental 
in organizing resistance movements against 
the destruction of the natural world. 
Ecofeminists reveal the relationship between 
ecological stress and human health, challenge 
militarism, confront the global economic order 
and implications of the World Trade 
Organization (formally GATT), and expose 
the players in ecological disasters (Exxon, 
Bhopal, Chernobyl, Gulf War, mega-dams and 
rainforest destruction).4 

Some ecofeminists embrace spirituality. 
These spiritualities are understood here to 
mean those perspectives, both mainstream and 
alternative, which unite feminist and 
ecological concerns within a religious and/or 
spiritual framework.5 There are streams of 
ecofeminist spiritualities in some 
reinterpretations of Judaism, Buddhism, 
Christianity and Ba'Hai. 6 Versions of 
ecological and feminist spiritualities exist 
within some Wiccan and Goddess traditions, 
in paganism (literally meaning "of the 

country" but currently meaning earth-based 
spirituality), and in hosts of New Age 
expressions.7 Although most ecofeminist 
spiritualities are Eurowestern, they are 
emerging in other parts of the world. 8 

Depending on the belief system, 
assumptions, experiences, goals and levels of 
awareness, the analysis of the relationship 
between women and the natural world differs, 
as does the need to engage in actions resisting 
the oppression of women or ecological 
destruction. Weaving differing spiritualities 
into the ecofeminist tapestry has created an 
uneven fabric. Insights have enriched and 
vulnerabilities have weakened ecofeminist 
politics. In an attempt to identify key elements 
of a political ecofeminist spirituality, I first 
discuss contributions that spirituality has and 
can make to ecofeminism. 

C O N T R I B U T I O N S O F 
E C O L O G I C A L - F E M I N I S T 
SPRITUALITIES. 

Three of the most salient contributions 
that those interested in the intersection of 
ecology, feminism and spirituality have made 
include: the spiritual sensitivity to the earth, 
the shift from a sense of transcendence to 
immanence, and the reintegration of the sacred 
and secular dimensions of private and political 
life. 

The first is the advancement of a spiritual 
sensitivity towards the earth, which is most 
needed in this time of ecological devastation.9 

Ecofeminist spiritualities are rich with 
wisdom and teachings aimed at amplifying the 
subtle perceptions of the integration of life on 
earth. Within this context, the earth is 
perceived of and experienced as sacred. 
Interconnectedness, webs of relations, 



interdependence, mutually enhancing patterns 
of existence, and the subjectivity of life itself 
are all terms commonly used to reach beyond 
the mechanistic, technical, objectivist and 
disconnected culture.10 Such a religious or 
spiritual sensitivity is both a primeval and a 
contemporary awareness. In many cases, the 
mainstream religious traditions ignore the part 
of their heritage that fosters a deep sensitivity 
towards the natural world, a reverence of the 
process of life, and an awareness of the 
immensity and magnificence of the universe.11 

Ecofeminists in this vein have moved out of 
the confines of patriarchal religious systems 
which continue to endorse and promote 
misogyny and a disregard for the earth. They 
are reclaiming the earth as a realm of the 
Sacred (Divine, Holy), and in myriad ways are 
searching for alternative perspectives of the 
Divine to assist with a re-enchantment with the 
earth. This means reinterpreting existing 
traditions, reclaiming submerged or forgotten 
traditions, and creating new rituals and 
conventions acquired from many sources. 

A second contribution is a moving away 
from transcendence, and a returning to an 
awareness of the immanence of the Divine. In 
many religious traditions, and especially in 
Christianity, the focus has been on 
transcendence: on the beyond, the mystery, the 
above and not the below, on the unfamiliar, the 
Other, and on a different or next life. The 
profound alienation from the Sacred that 
Eurowestern cultures have fostered can be 
redressed with a receptiveness of the 
immanent presence of the Sacred. In returning 
to the realm of the immanent, the Sacred is 
sensed as present, dwelling among and within 
us, as here and now, as familiar, and as 
accessible. It becomes possible to be intimate, 

once again, with a sense of the Divine within 
all life, to honour the presence of trees and 
caterpillars, and to resist the wanton 
destruction of such magnificence. Further, the 
sense of the Sacred in all life is being 
reclaimed by the people, not the 
institutions—which also challenges and 
changes religious authority, and disregards the 
hierarchical, authoritarian and limiting 
religious systems which keep people at 
immature stages of spiritual development. 
This is a necessary step in rekindling a living 
spirituality as well as in developing a 
communal responsibility for the religious 
realms.12 

A third contribution is the reintegration 
of the sacred and secular dimensions of private 
and political life. In recent Eurowestern 
history, religion/spirituality has been 
privatized into a set of personal beliefs 
considered to be outside of the political, social 
and economic realm. Such a system has been 
beneficial to both the religious institutions and 
the state. Although both politics and religion 
have used the influence of the other when 
advantageous, the notion of a dissociation has 
kept many people from connecting their 
religious/spiritual commitments to their 
political and economic practices. Yet, 
spirituality is something deep, rich and 
genuinely life-giving which promotes an 
awareness of what is happening in our midst. 
It leads us to be more—rather than 
less—engaged with life, and to resist that 
which oppresses. 

Throughout history there have been 
assorted unions between the sacred and 
secular, with questionable liberatory effects. 
These new forms of spirituality,13 including 
ecofeminist ones, neither advocate explicitly a 



division between religion and political and 
social life, nor do they unite in a 
fundamentalist fashion.14 These new 
spiritualities are creative, fluid, full of promise 
and not easily categorized. They are 
potentially fertile, but could lose their 
liberatory possibilities, and either die off or 
become middle-class spiritual pastimes for 
weekends. 

These three contributions reveal the 
insights from those ecological and feminist 
voices which are reclaiming the Sacred and the 
spiritual in response to the growing global 
crisis. Yet, these renewed forms of spirituality 
are not invulnerable. 

VULNERABILITIES 
There are three vulnerabilities which 

compromise whether spiritualities are germane 
to ecofeminist projects. These are political 
apathy, a non-critical understanding of the 
relationship between religion and spirituality, 
and a need to domesticate the Sacred. 

The first is a portrayal of political apathy, 
or an apolitical undercurrent in some 
ecofeminist spiritualities.15 Apart from uneasy 
or unclear theoretical alliances with 
essentialism,16 reductionism and/or 
exclusivism, such spiritualities are criticized 
for ignoring social, cultural and historical 
contexts and conditioning; differences of class, 
culture and race among women; the need to 
understand structures of domination such as 
industrialism, militarism and male 
consciousness17; and, differences among 
illusion, rationality and myth. 1 8 Ecofeminist 
spiritualities are feared to be ineffective i f it is 
assumed that political transformation is 
primarily an internal personal process and an 
individual change of consciousness. Within 

the spectrum of ecofeminism that addressees 
spirituality, there is evidence of this 
portrayal.19 These attributes do not lead to 
political commitments, hence they should not 
be considered liberatory. However, there is a 
reciprocal problem with those activists who 
reject the spiritual dimension. Although 
developing a religious sensitivity towards the 
earth can seem to be a luxurious pastime to 
those who are working in the trenches of 
resisting patriarchal domination, it is not 
always the case.20 

Another illustration of an apolitical 
undercurrent is a lack of awareness of the 
severity of the global ecological crisis; not 
only in terms of the escalation of human 
suffering from ecological ruin, but also of the 
devastation of non-human life and the 
destruction of the basic life-support systems of 
the planet. Therefore while some only 
worship the Goddess or Mother Earth in a 
ceremony in a sacred grove, the United 
Nations declares another five thousand 
environmental refugees, France and China 
resume nuclear testing, and Canada permits 
the ongoing massacre of black bears. To be 
committed to an ecofeminist spirituality by 
chanting "we are one with the earth" does not 
replace activism, nor does it substitute for the 
arduous deconstruction and reconstruction of 
cultural ideologies.21 

A second vulnerability within the weave 
of ecofeminism and spirituality is a 
non-critical understanding of the relationship 
between religion and spirituality. A familiar 
stance is to be anti-religious and yet spiritual. 
However, not only is it naive to make this 
claim, but it is also incorrect in terms of 
comprehending what constitutes religions. 
While the distinction usually means an 



opposition to the institutional dimension of 
religions, spirituality is not divorced from 
religion. Religions are born from spiritual 
experiences and insights, and take shape in 
distinctive cultures with particular symbol 
systems. They are the form and vehicle of 
spiritualities. Spirituality is not a disconnected 
plane of existence outside of culture, time and 
space. While an intense spiritual experience 
defies language, it also moves to expression; 
that is, it takes cultural forms within specific 
times, places, cultural ideologies and rituals 
which are meaningful for those people in that 
context. The insistence on divorcing 
spirituality from religion leaves ecofeminist 
spiritualities vulnerable to feebleness or 
fundamentalism, because without a critical 
understanding of the relationship between 
religion and spirituality, there is no 
emancipation.22 This split also forces uncritical 
appraisals of the insights from existing 
religious traditions, and while the current 
hegemonic religious expressions are 
increasingly inadequate and fundamentalist, 
they have complex histories. It is naive to 
abandon the insights of the tapestry of world 
religions. 

A further difficulty arising out of this 
division in the relationship between religion 
and spirituality is the truncation of the Sacred. 
Although the dearth of accessible and 
meaningful spiritual expressions and 
communities is the impetus to search for past 
and present connections among the Sacred, the 
spirit, life-challenges, and indeed all of life 
itself, it is necessary to be cognisant of what 
we are regarding as "spiritual." The fact is that 
spirituality cannot be ordered, nor chosen the 
way one chooses a laundry detergent. 
Questions need to be raised about the 

indiscriminate use of ancient traditions. Many 
ecofeminists are resurrecting antiquated 
Goddess traditions or engaging in indigenous 
ceremonies and rituals: chants, smudges, sweet 
grass and sage, dance, drum, vision quests and 
pipes. Reflection is needed on the 
implications of taking these symbols and 
practices out of their specific context, and 
transporting remnants of traditions from 
ancient cultures to completely different 
circumstances. One cannot move spiritualities 
from their cultural context, outside the rituals 
and ceremonies which contain them, and "do 
them at home." Spirituality divorced from 
political commitment, as the initial 
vulnerability suggests, leaves it in a 
disconnected predicament and void of 
transformative potential. Further, the pirating 
of spirituality from other cultures is 
consumerist and forms a hazardous mixture 
with the unwanted baggage in our own 
culture.23 An uncritical acceptance of 
spirituality, without seeking to clarify what a 
particular spirituality means in its origin and 
purpose, can leave the experience and 
expressions void of liberatory potential 
because spirituality can be anything, and can 
sprawl into a state of meaninglessness. 

A third vulnerability present within 
some ecofeminist spiritualities is a need to 
tame and domesticate the Sacred. In an 
attempt to heal the gaping wound between 
ourselves and the natural world, to remedy the 
hierarchical dualisms and logic of domination 
embedded in the divisions between nature and 
culture, and to find the Sacred within this 
breach, many draw upon metaphors of the 
earth as mother, sister, lover or home. While 
all of these terms offer reassurance, they are 
still problematic for women.24 The fact that 



ecofeminists propose such metaphors indicates 
a need to tame and domesticate, perhaps even 
to subdue, the natural world. To use metaphors 
which imply a soft, kind, receptive, healing, 
warm and loving entity is partial at best. At 
worst, it fosters a Utopian, romantic, and 
imaginary natural world, and hence mars the 
liberatory potential of any spirituality. To 
domesticate nature, as these terms insinuate, is 
to ignore the fact that the natural world not 
only is untamable but often unknowable and 
incomprehensibly sophisticated. There is 
something mysterious, compelling to be sure, 
alive and ever-changing, yet truly enigmatic 
about nature. The natural world is not always 
familiar. It is strange, frightening and alluring, 
but it is ultimately private to itself.25 Further, 
to see the natural world as consistently 
benevolent to humans is not a useful or even 
accurate representation of human-earth 
relationships.26 Thus, it will not assist 
ecofeminism in becoming a legitimate 
advocate for the natural world, nor will it 
provide a sound base for either ecological 
theory or praxis.2 7 

In addition, the taming of the Sacred is 
pretentious. Rather than claiming reliable 
knowledge about the Sacred, it is more often 
that one discovers the Sacred, which then 
becomes a mysterious and compelling reality. 
Spirituality matures into a living dimension of 
our experience, and the Sacred becomes an 
ultimate reality, yet one that is intuited through 
every life form, that speaks in the wind, water, 
fire. It is alive, commands respect, and will 
not be tamed. Reverence is an appropriate 
response to an experience of the Sacred, 
including a reverence for the modes of Divine 
presence that we encounter with the earth and 
all the life community. To experience "awe" 

is to intuit the Sacred dimension of reality. 

CONDITIONS FOR A POLITICAL 
ECOLOGICAL-FEMINIST SPRITUALITY. 

In light of the discussion of both the 
contributions and vulnerabilities at the 
intersection of ecology, feminism and 
spirituality, the following is a proposal of four 
elements necessary for a political ecofeminist 
spirituality. The incorporation of these 
elements would strengthen the emergence of a 
liberatory and transformative spirituality. 

1) Such a spirituality must be political; 
that is, ecofeminists who have leanings 
towards spirituality, even if they are more 
suited to contemplation than activism, need to 
be politically aware. As Plumwood's work 
suggests, critical ecofeminist theory needs to 
be developed in consultation with other 
theories of emancipation, and ecofeminist 
spiritualities cannot be a flight to some 
other-worldly Utopia. 2 8 Liberation theologies, 
for example, can be a great ally to the 
development of a political ecofeminist 
spirituality.29 

2) Such a spirituality must be ecological; 
that is, we need to understand the magnitude 
of the ecological crisis itself.30 At issue is not 
only a crisis of the dominant ideology, or of 
how the ecological crisis is affecting 
humanity. In spite of the fact that the 
ecological crisis is caused by complex social 
and economic constructs, many ecological 
problems will not be remedied by redressing 
social ills. The ecological crisis cannot be 
measured only in human terms. Only when we 
grasp the depth of the crisis of the earth will 
we be able to find adequate responses. 

3) Such a spirituality must be feminist; 
that is, we need to take seriously the global 



feminist critiques and agendas, and be in 
solidarity with the efforts of local and global 
women and environment movements. A 
distinction between women's spirituality and 
feminist spirituality is made in theology and 
should be made for ecofeminist spirituality as 
well. To reclaim the feminine face of the 
Divine may or may not be a feminist or 
ecofeminist project.31 

4) Such a spirituality must be genuine, 
that is we need to appreciate that spirituality 
mediates a relationship with the Sacred. This, 
of course, is difficult to discern. Movements 
which promote wholeness and personal 
well-being speak of the benefits of spirituality 
often only in terms of success, money, health 
and good relationships.32 However, mystics 
throughout history have suggested that 
authentic spiritual experiences open one's 
eyes, heart and mind to the wonders of the 
earth, to an intense awareness of the genius of 
life, of its magnificence and, in our time, of its 
vulnerability. Spirituality is a path upon which 
one encounters the Sacred, in an I - Thou 
relationship; it is an encounter with the living 
and Sacred Great Mystery, which has a 
thousand names and faces. 

A political ecofeminist spirituality 
transcends solitary pursuits, and leads one out 
of the grove and into the troubled world and 
the difficult work of transformation. It 
necessarily leads one from an individualistic 
perspective into the struggles for peace, 
justice, ecological integrity, and well-being for 
all life, because it proceeds from an awareness 
that all of life is of the Sacred. Certainly 
solitude and silence are necessary. Although 
the energies released through rituals contribute 
to the healing and transforming of the world, it 
is not exclusively or predominantly for the 

majority. It is the World Trade Organization, 
the Intellectual Property Rights, the structural 
adjustment programs, militarism, the 
deforestation projects, the mega-dams—and 
all the ideological constructs which support 
these pathologies—which need to be resisted 
and transformed. 

There are tremendous insights that a 
political ecofeminist spirituality which 
embodies the above-mentioned elements could 
bring to the project of global transformation. 
The horizon for ecofeminist spiritualities is 
both personal and cosmic, encompassing the 
experiences of a sacred totality, and a 
reverence for the grand project of life. While 
I applaud the efforts in ecofeminist spirituality, 
we also must be vigilant and aware of the 
theoretical dimension of our practices. The 
links among ecology, political feminism and 
spirituality are powerful. It behooves us to 
think and act critically, in order to be effective, 
just, and able to resist the destruction and 
celebrate the magnificence of life, in honour of 
the Sacred. 

The spiritual dimension of human 
experience is the most profound and powerful. 
The psychic energies activated when one 
engages life at this level are the richest 
experiences of human life and awareness. 
They are needed urgently in order to have the 
capacity to respond creatively to the 
magnitude of the crisis we are in. To be 
spiritually alive today is to suffer with the 
rampant destruction of life. This crisis is as 
much religious/spiritual as it is anything else. 
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