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H e a l i n g the Wounds : The Promise of Ecofeminism. 
Jud i th Plant (ed.), Toronto: Between the Lines, 1989, Pp. 
262 paperback. 

"It w i l l be either feminism or death." Tha t was the 
warn ing Francoise d 'Eaubonne gave i n 1974 when she 
coined the label "ecofeminism" for the alliance between 
the two movements. In Healing the Wounds: The Promise 
of Ecofeminism, editor Jud i th Plant collects thirty signifi­
cant essays and poems on the relationship between femi­
n ism and planetary survival. T h e message remains the 
same: "Ecologists must be feminists," insists Sharon 
Doubiago i n " M a m a Coyote Ta lks to the Boys." (The 
"boys" are deep ecologists.) Susan Gr i f f in is more rhap­
sodic but no less emphatic: "the s inging i n my body daily 
returns me to a love of this earth.. . . [I]f I am to survive, I 
must learn to listen to this song" (p. 17). In the preface, 
German Green leader Petra Ke l ly picks up the refrain: " i f I 
am to survive, I must learn to listen to this song..." 

For editor Judi th Plant, p iec ing together these essays is 
an act of "cul ture-bui lding," parallel to the experiment 
she and her communi ty carry out i n the mountains of 
Bri t ish Co lumbia . In one of the best chapters i n the book, 
P lan t describes the day-to-day obstacles to b u i l d i n g an 
equitable, car ing society. (By the way, that same commu­
nity produces The New Catalyst, an inspirat ional quar­
terly for Green activists scattered a l l over Canada.) Jud i th 
P lan t is a reconciler, inc l ined to throw i n the towel "for 
collective wel l-being" (p. 249). Tha t is the spirit she brings 
to her editorship. In Healing the Wounds, differences, 
even contradictions, are let stand side-by-side. T h e book is 
a model of Plant 's ideal ecosystem: "a web of differences." 
One contributor, Pamela Phil ipose, captures this sense of 
community i n a familiar ecofeminist metaphor: a l l women 
w h o take local action to preserve their land, air and water 
are work ing o n a global qu i l t to save the wor ld from 
perishing (p. 75). 

Based on her own experience, Judi th Plant is convinced 
that domestic virtues can be mobilized to change the pub-

lie sphere into a jus tand harmonic wor ld . If ecologists are 
to clean up "the patriarchal mess," insists Jud i th Plant, 
both men and women must cultivate gentleness and car­
ing . Ironical ly, women's traditional confinement to the 
private sphere turns out to be an asset. According to 
Dorothy Dinnerstein, women are not only less to blame 
for the crisis but also, because of our t ra ining i n nur tur ing 
skil ls , more able to heal the earth than men. "We crazy 
feminists may we l l be the most sanely conscious little part 
of our a i l i n g lifeweb" (p. 194). Classical feminism rejected 
woman's supposed special connection to nature. But 
Ynestra K i n g assures us that, if women "consciously 
choose" the connection, it can be used "as a vantage point 
for creating a different k i n d of culture and pol i t ics" (p. 23). 
O n l y A n n e Cameron wonders whether ecofeminists are 
just watering down their feminism "so it w i l l be accept­
able to the boys" (p. 64). 

Wha t is being advocated is the radicalization, not the 
adoption, of the "feminine" virtue of compassion. T o 
start, many of the essayists i n Healing the Wounds advise 
us to shun masculinist, reductionist modes of th inking . 
Instead, urges Rosemary Radford Ruether, we should 
convert ou r minds to the "more diffuse and relational 
logic of natural harmony" (p. 149). W o m e n can "bir th a 
new wor ld , " claims Charlene Spretnak, if we feed our 
"natural tendencies towards multilayered perceptions, 
empathy, compassion, unity, and harmony" (pp. 131-32). 
Accord ing to Deena Metzer, we need to go through stages, 
first abandoning our ind iv idua l ego, then our cultural 
ego, next our gender ego and, f inal ly, our species ego. 
O n l y then shall we achieve compassion — the "under­
standing of the absolute equality of a l l things" (pp. 122-
23). As one way to cultivate compassion, Metzer recom­
mends a meditation called "cradl ing the w o r l d " (p. 125). 
Joanna Macy quotes Vietnamese monk T h i c h Nhat H a n h 
to illustrate the "awakening to the ecological self": 

I am the 12 year-old girl, refugee on a small boat, 
who throws herself into the ocean 
after being raped by a sea pirate. 
I am also the pirate, 
my heart not yet capable of seeing and loving... (p. 209) 

(As I read this, I know I have a long way to go.) In spiri tual 
matters, the ecofeminist strategy is to press ancient virtues 
— such as Buddhis t compassion — into the service of 
feminism. 



T o exempl i fy compass ion i n ac t ion, Healing the 
Wounds includes three essays — by Radha Bhatt, Pamela 
Phi l ipose , and Vandana Shiva — wh ich celebrate the 
contr ibut ions of the vil lage women i n India. T h e most 
famous action was the Chipko andolan (the hug-the-trees 
movement) by w h i c h women saved forests — and l i ve l i ­
hoods — from the ax. What is evident, however, i n a l l 
three essays is the extent to wh ich Indian women are 
motivated by their tradit ional re l ig ion and by the teach­
ings of G a n d h i . Even Shiva's touchstone quotat ion is 
from G a n d h i : "There is enough i n the wor ld for every­
one's need, but not for some people's greed" (p. 84). Eco-
feminism i n India seems less a question of culture bu i ld ­
i n g than of culture recovery. 

In the West, f ind ing roots for ecofeminism is more 
problematic. It is not only science and capital ism that are 
implicated i n the destruction of the earth, but our Judaic-
Chr i s t i an tradit ion as we l l . As an alternative, Starhawk 
and others have recovered remnants of earth religions, 
w h i c h celebrate women's wisdom: 

T h i s is the story we l ike to 
tell ourselves 

i n the n igh t 
when the fire seems n o t h i n g but d y i n g embers w ink ­
i n g out... 

We l ike to tell ourselves 
that we remember the First Mother. . . (p. 116) 

A n d we l ike to create our o w n rituals. Take , for example, 
Dale Col leen Hami l ton ' s poignant story of E m m a , a doc­
tor w h o undertakes the native custom of sleeping over­
night i n a h o l l o w tree. E m m a improvises and finds her 
o w n way to natural heal ing (p. 144). But surely the ecolog­
ical significance of religious rituals is that they b in d a 
culture together i n a sustainable — or catastrophic — 
relationship w i t h nature. It remains to be seen whether 
goddess spiri tuali ty can transform modern mass culture. 

Healing the Wounds includes some chal lenging ideas 
from two native women, Gwaganad of the H a i d a and 
Mar ie W i l s o n of the Gitksan-Wet'suwet'en. Substantial 
difficulties — as wel l as benefits — emerge when we 
appropriate selected bits of native re l ig ion for white cu l ­
ture's use. In an interview w i t h J u d i t h Plant, W i l s o n 
cautions that the native view of l and use differs from that 
of ecologists: "when we are finished deal ing w i t h the 
courts and our land claims, we w i l l then have to battle the 
environmentalists and they w i l l not understand w h y " (p. 
217). T h i s reminds me of Buffy Sainte-Marie's attack 
against romantizers of her people. " W e starve i n our 
splendour," she sang. T o disaffected whites "desperate" to 

f ind meaning i n the native tradition, Marie Wi l son 
advises: " Y o u w i l l have to go back to your own history, as 
many Gi tksan have had to do" (p. 218). 

For centuries, Western culture has used the slogan "it's a 
matter of survival" to justify inequity and repression. 
Injustice is a law of nature — say the Malthusians. These 
days, it is easy to succumb to the n u m b i n g statistics. India 
s t i l l loses 1.3 m i l l i o n hectares of forest a year — despite the 
Chipko andolan (p. 70). It is easy to dismiss voices from 
the wilderness as powerless and irrelevant. It is easy to be 
cr ippled wi th cynicism and despair. But the women's 
voices i n Healing the Wounds ca l l us to collective hope 
and action. T h e o ld slogan has been turned upside down. 
It is now "a matter of survival" that we seek just alterna­
tives. Jud i th Plant might say to her circle of readers what 
she says to her communi ty i n the mountains: "Where's the 
guidance on how to go about creating a whole world? 
There is none. O n l y us" (p. 242). 

Sylvia Bowerbank 
McMaster University 

W o m e n Philosophers: A B io -Cr i t i c a l Source Book. Ethel 
M . Kersey, Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 
1989. Pp. 241 hardcover. 

T h i s is a welcome addit ion to the project of recovering 
women's past and w i l l , I am sure, be very useful, not only 
to people wondering i f there have been any women phi lo­
sophers (the apparent genesis of the work [p. ix]), but also 
to people w h o know that there have been, but w o u l d l ike 
to know more about them. 

As the title suggests, the author attempts to do several 
things. First of a l l , this is a reference book on the model of 
an encyclopedia, i n that the entries are arranged i n alpha­
betical order. T h e author tries to provide a comprehensive 
list of female philosophers pr ior to the 20th century. (She 
does not attempt to do the same for the 20th century.) 
Secondly, for each entry, she provides biographical detail, 
i n terms of the philosopher 's personal life, and i n terms of 
her ph i losophica l t raining and work. F ina l ly , she pro­
vides some crit ical analysis of their work. 

U n l i k e many works of this type, a l l of the entries are 
written by Kersey. T h i s gives the work a rather idiosyn­
cratic character, particularly i n terms of the critical aspect 
of the entries. A l t h o u g h Kersey clearly tries to take into 
account, i n the critical part of the entries, the views of 
other philosophers, it is clear that her o w n sympathy lies 


