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Abstrac t 
 

 

Throughout the 1980’s and early 1990’s, the discourse of ecofeminism was the predominant 

way in which to explain the relationship between 
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Introduction   
 

There is extensive literature analysing the discourses permeating climate change policy, with 

research identifying technocratic and scientific themes dominating (see O’Neill et al.,2010). 

However, with the climate justice movement gaining momentum (Mohai et al., 2009), and 

the continued prevalence of gender mainstreaming within development, gender is becoming a 

more salient topic within the field of climate research and policy. Resurreccion (2011) 
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these problems 
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Critical Literature Review: The Origins of Ecofeminist Discourse and 
the Women, Environment and Development Framework  
 

This critical literature review will utilise the theoretical framework of coproduction to 

examine the social context which saw the rise of the ecofeminist discourse, and how the 

premise that women are inherently closer to nature became accepted knowledge within 
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that emerged in the 1960’s (Jackson, 1993b), specifically Deep Ecology, which emphasises 

the interconnectedness between humans and nature (Mathews, 1992). The commonalities 

between ecofeminism and deep ecology are evident in light of this previous statement, with 

ecofeminism also stressing the natural connections between women and nature, with both 

social (Merchant, 1990) and cultural (Shiva, 1987) ecofeminism valorising past eras where 

women and nature were seen as one (van der Hombergh, 1993).  

Ecocentrics favour small-scale communities and indigenous life styles using local 

environmental knowledge (Mathews, 1992). Consequently, deep ecologists homogenise the 

local, disregarding the potential for conflict in small-scale societies (Jackson, 1993a). These 

themes of deep ecology are again present in ecofeminist writings, finding resonance in the 

work of Mies and Shiva (1990) who call for a turn away from Western capitalism and a 

return to the subsistence principle. Living according to this principle involves a small scale, 

democratic, non-patriarchal and self-sufficient society (Twine, 2001).  

Although these principles appear to be universally appealing, closer inspection reveals that a 

society governed by the rules of this principle will not be beneficial, and may even be 

detrimental to the lives of women. Firstly, many societies have become increasingly 

egalitarian through the process of development (Jewitt, 2002). The industrialisation of some 

countries has led to large numbers of women gaining employment, often affording them a 

higher living standard (Acker, 2004), although questions remain whether a greater female 

workforce culminates in increased rights (Bricknell and Chant, 2010). Ecocentrics and 

ecofeminists alike r(r)3(6(r)-14(g)6(r)-1()-4(av)4(r)-1(k)-4(f)-1eni)-2(ng)10( )]TJ
0.002 Tc 72 T(is)2 Twi5(ime)5(e)6m2(is)Tw [( -1. )2(f) -1.ug1Td
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This brief history of the rise of WED shows it was an outcome both of the increasing 

awareness of environmental problems and of the legacy of WID. Following the previously 

stated definition of coproduction, the WED perspective was not only a product of a certain 

social context, significantly impacted on how women and the environment were seen, with 

increasing emphasis within development focussing on women’s role as natural resource 

management (Braidotti et al., 1994).  

The next paragraphs aim to show how the ecofeminist discourses were strategically 

integrated into the WED approach, which reflected the social context at the end of the 1980’s, 

as well as reinforcing the trend in WED that emphasised women’s subsistence role (Leach, 

2007). This lead to the role of women as environmental managers being naturalised within 

development policies, showing that the theoretical underpinnings of ecofeminism  have 

practical implications for policy and programme implementation in developing countries.  

The Strategic Merging of Ecofeminism into the WED paradigm  
 

Ecofeminism became fully integrated into the WED approach in the late 1980’s, with the two 

perspectives being fully intertwined in the early 1990’s. This section of the literature review 

will argue, using the framework of coproduction, that ecofeminism2 was adopted by many 

development actors to conform to new ideals of what ‘development’ constitutes, which 

included an emphasis on the inclusion of women, participation and overarching aims of 

NGO’s and civil society groups to forge an alternative to dominant development discourse 

(Sturgeon, 1997). Furthermore, the rise of ecofeminist discourses within the WED framework 

impacted on policies and how women were involved in policies relating to the environment, 

which on the whole only served to entrench the gendered division of labour (Jewitt, 2002).  

The late 1980’s saw the term ‘sustainable development’, commonly understood as 

development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the needs of the 

future (Lele, 1991), come to prominence and was seen as a form of development a variety of 

actors could be involved in, from states to NGO’s to grassroots movements (Sturgeon, 1997). 

The rise of the term sustainable development represented mounting criticism of the dominant 

development discourses, specifically ecological modernisation (Braidotti et al., 1994) and at a 

                                                           
2 The characteristics of ecofeminism which were integrated into wider development agendas are common to 
both social and cultural ecofeminism, so a distinction will only be made when a specific feature of cultural or 
social ecofeminism was adopted into the development agenda.  
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time of increasing criticism of global solutions to environmental problems, with growing 

calls for the ‘local’ and grassroots movements to be integrated into solutions to 

environmental problems (Taylor and Buttel, 1992).  

The integration of ecofeminism into the WED perspective is evident throughout the late 

1980’s, with Shiva speaking at numerous conferences (Sturgeon, 1997), but the pre-eminence 

of the ecofeminist movement within the WED and development agenda was most evident at 

the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, more commonly known as 

the Earth Summit in 1992. Sustainable development incorporated not only NGO’s, but 

businesses, UN departments and corporations which all had vastly differing agendas (Lele, 

1991). Key to the sustainable development discourse was a shift towards participatory 

development (Jasanoff and Martello, 2004), evident in the document Agenda 21, which 

emphasises inclusion of grassroots movements and alternative, indigenous approaches to 

development (Jasanoff and Martello, 2004). Ecofeminism, emphasising grassroots 

movements and women’s indigenous knowledge, represented a stark departure from top-

down and technocratic approaches to development, as demonstrated by Shiva’s use of the 

term mal-development as opposed to development (Shiva, 1988). Ecofeminism therefore 

represented at this point in time not only a radical departure away from the dominant 

development discourse but also a perspective which overtly encouraged the inclusion of the 

local into development (Nhanenge, 2011).  

There is evidence to suggest that women do have extensive knowledge of nature because if 

their subsistence activities, which may be useful in development projects (Sultana, 2010). 

However, it does not follow that this knowledge is universal, and is not a result of socially 

embedded conditions that are influenced by social, cultural and historical factors (Jewitt, 

2002). For example, James (1996) found that women in South Africa often collected 

excessive amounts of bark from trees, causing their death and calling into question 

ecofeminists unwavering faith in women’s knowledge and inherent environmental altruism. 

However, ecofeminists question the roots of Western science and expertise, with 

Enlightenment thinking often attributed with devaluing the female/nature dichotomy, and 

privileging the male/science dichotomy (Merchant, 1990; Buckingham-Hatfield, 2000). 

However, rather than offering an alternative to dualistic Western scientific thinking, 

ecofeminism merely reverses the dualisms between local/global and male/female, without 

subjecting their own history, which this essay has shown is rooted in Western thought itself, 

to any level of scrutiny (Nanda, 1991). This tendency within ecofeminism has been 
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2005). However, there has been much criticism of the advocacy coalition framework which 

mainly centres around its ignorance of the influence of politics and discourse, which may 

influence what voices are integrated into the public sphere (Fenger and Klok, 2001). 

 The discourse coalition framework, developed by Hajer (1995), accounts for the political and 

social aspects of why certain knowledges are integrated into policies opposed to others. Hajer 

(1995) emphasises that which storylines are integrated into public spheres is largely 

influenced by political interests. The discourse coalition framework emphasises how larger 

NGO’s may only incorporate issues that will protect them from threats to their legitimacy and 

to pay lip service to a call to incorporate alternative voices (Florini and Senta,2000). The 
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in the economic sphere (Moser, 1993). However, the WID framework has been criticised for 

instumentalising women, as the needs of women are often seen as secondary to the benefits 

their labour creates for development (Razavi and Miller, 1995).  

These criticisms can be applied to the WED perspective, in which the needs of the 

environment and the needs of women are often seen as identical (Jackson, 1993a). This 

resulted in ‘win-win’ policies being implemented by the World Bank, with conservation 

programmes being interpreted as mutually beneficial to women, the environment and poverty 

reduction (Jackson, 1993a). However, many of these policies resulted women’s’ 
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This paper will utilise the methodological tools of both Content Analysis and Critical 

Discourse Analysis (CDA) in order to investigate the central research question of ‘how are 

women represented in climate change campaigns.’ The three texts4 that will be analysed are 

‘Sisters on the Planet’ (SOTP), an Oxfam campaign; ‘Climate Wise Women’ (CW2), a 

campaign launched by The Earth Institute,  and The Women’s Environmental Network’s 

(WEN, 2007) ‘Climate Change Manifesto’.  For an explanation as to why these campaigns 

were specifically chosen for analysis, and an outline of the drawbacks to the research, please 

see the Appendix.  

Methodology   
 

Content analysis is a research method that allows for the systematic description of manifest 

content of texts, allowing for large data sets to be analysed reliably (Rose, 2001), although it 

can miss subtleties in the text (Bauer and Gaskell, 2000). Content analysis can therefore 

potentially increase the reliability of CDA, often criticised as subjective and unreliable 

(Antaki, 2008). However, whereas content analysis only describes the manifest content of 

texts, CDA goes deeper in examining the meaning of texts in relation to wider social contexts 

and power relations (Krippendorff, 2004). Using both methods therefore achieves “analytical 

enrichment” (Deacon et al., 2007:140), with results providing both an overview of themes 

present in the content, and analysing the social meaning of these themes.  

 

 

 

Content Analysis  
Formulation of the coding framework5, where content is organised under one framework 

(Bauer and Gaskell, 2000), drew from the set research question, seeking to identify common 

                                                           
4 Following Parker (1992), the term ‘text’ is not used exclusively to mean communication via the written word, 
but includes any form of communication that humans can impose meaning onto, including images and videos.  
5 Coding framework for each individual text available in request.  
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tenants of ecofeminism6 throughout the texts and followed guidelines outlined by 

Kripenndorff (2004).  

The first task of the content analysis was to determine whose voice was present in the 

campaigns. This was thought to be an appropriate way to test for ecofeminist discourses as 

ecofeminism, as demonstrated by the literature review, tends to exclusively highlight the 

voices of women, excluding those of men (Reed, 2000). Women are the focus of all twelve 

texts, with eight (67%) of the texts focussing on women from the South, three (25%) texts 

focussing on women from the North, and one text (8%) focussing on women from both the 

North and South. This indicates a return to ecofeminist representations, as like ecofeminism, 

only the stories of women are included, men never being the exclusive focus of any of the 

texts. On the five (42%) occasions that men are referred to, one (20%) was defined as neutral, 

and was a passing comment, two (40%) were negative, and two (40%) were positive. This 

illustrates a slight deviation away from ecofeminist representations, as ecofeminism typically 

portrays men as divorced from nature and a force of environmental destruction (Buckingham-

Hatfield, 2000), whereas the campaigns analysed give a more balanced view. However, 

overall, the texts overwhelmingly focus on women.   

 

All campaigns were coded for instances of gender analysis, defined as representation or 

discussion of the relations between men or women, or reference to gender equality. Out of all 

12 texts analysed, there are only three instances (25%) where gender relations were referred 

to. This again shows that the campaigns reflect a return to ecofeminism, although the mention 

of gender relations may signify an increasing recognition of the significance of gender 

relations, a point that will be expanded upon in the CDA. 

 

One of the common tenants of the ecofeminist position is the emphasis on women as the 

primary victims of environmental degradation (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). The texts were 

therefore coded according to which, if any, social group were portrayed as more vulnerable to 

climate change. This was determined by how many instances a particular social group are 

represented as being involved in a disaster, or if any group was exclusively referred to as 

victims of climate change. Out of the ten texts (83%) that reference the adverse consequences 

of climate change such as increasing food insecurity, drought and rising sea levels, only three 

                                                           
6 The term ecofeminism will be used almost exclusively from this point, as the literature review established 
that the WED framework came to reflect exclusively ecofeminist discourse (Sturgeon, 1997). 
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(30%) represent women as the primary victims of these disasters. The community was cited 

as most at risk, with six texts (60%) referring to the danger the whole community faced 

opposed to one social group.  

 

Although this result separates the campaigns from repeating ecofeminist representations, 

there is debate around the representation of women as victims of environmental degradation 

within the literature. Whereas Arora-Jonsson (2011) claims the discourse of women as 

victims permeates ecofeminism, authors such as Mellor (2003) argue that ecofeminism 

represents a post-victimhood stance; women are victims of environmental degradation but are 

represented as active agents who mobilise to protect the environment. When taking this 

reading of ecofeminism, it appears that the campaigns match much more closely to the 

ecofeminist presentation of women as transitioning from victim to agent.  

 

This is evident in the campaigns, where out of the twelve texts, women are only shown as 

being passive in one text, with eleven out of twelve texts (92%) analysed showing women as 

active agents, with all of these active women being portrayed as environmentally 

virtuous.  Out of the eleven texts that represented women as active, seven (64%) had formed 

community groups in order to adapt to climate change. Of these seven, a significant number 

of four out of seven (57%) were all female community groups, which are often seen as 

indicative of ecofeminist inspired programmes (Regami and Fawcett, 1999). To expand on 

themes of grassroots movements as the solution to environmental problems, the texts were 

further coded to determine what was suggested to reduce the impacts of climate change. The 

suggestions were wide ranging from the total of nine out of twelve (75%) texts that specified 

required action. Two (17%) stated a need for increased human rights, a further two texts 

(17%) called upon their home states to do more, one text (8%) stressed the whole community 

coming together to take action against climate change, whilst two texts (17%) stated a need 

for women specifically coming together. Interestingly, and conforming to features of 
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Although the majority of women are active, the breakdown of the more specific activities 

women engage in leads to a more complicated picture. Although all women who are active 

engage in activities at a community level, which was defined in the coding framework as 

heading a community group or leading events which involved other people from the 

community, only women from the North are represented changing behaviours on a 

community and individual level, which was defined as changes in personal behaviour such as 

recycling or altering consumption patterns. This again raises questions regarding how the 

campaigns, although stressing women’s environmental altruism, hides divisions between 

women, a question which will be looked at in more detail in the CDA. 

 

To establish how the campaigns conceptualise the relationship between women and the 

environment, texts were coded according to motiv,dp97o(s)- 531.36 Tm
[(e)4(nvi)-2(r)3(onm)-2(e)4(nt)-(t)-2(( c)4(o)--2(t);(nt)-(t)-2()3(t)-2(h a) t)-2(he)4( )]TJ
ET
1 00cn
70.56 707.88 454.2 20.64 re
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of families, as the quote implies that society would be destabilised without women within the 

home. 

Although women are portrayed as community leaders, the motivati
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Jonsson, 2012). For example, women in the North may be more likely to use public transport 

or travel by bicycle not because they are inherently environmentally conscious, but because 

they cannot afford a car (Arora-Jonsson, 2011) 

 The assumption of women’s altruism is apparent in the WEN (2007) text, where it is stated 

that there needs to be a greater representation of women within governments in order to 

“address climate change issues from a woman’s perspective” (2007:4). This again assumes 

not only that women are inherently altruistic, but that there is an inherently ‘female’ 

perspective on climate change, ignoring, as the ecofeminist position also does, that women, 

depending on their social location, may have different experiences of climate change. This 

quote also supports the claim that Bradotti et al. (1994) make regarding the 

instrumentalisation of women’s labour, with women’s representation in government bodies 

seen as a means to achieve a certain perspective rather than an end in itself. These selected 

extracts from the texts illustrate not only how women are presented as being exclusively 

environmentally virtuous and altruistic, but in failing to question the gendered division of 

labour, reinforce and naturalise women’s domestic roles.  

Parker (1992) emphasises that when analysing discourses, attention should not exclusively be 

paid to the objects of the discourse, in this case the representation of women in the texts, but 

also to the subjects of discourse, meaning the individuals who interact with texts. This is 

especially relevant as this paper analyses campaigns, which specifically aim to draw subjects 

in as consumers and citizens (Manzo, 2009). To analyse discourses in this way, we must ask 

what role subjects are required to adopt when interacting with the text (Parker,1992).  

It is in this respect that the texts analysed diverge from previously stated criticisms of often 

aimed at campaigns featuring individuals from the third world, which are often accused of 

being negative and disempowering (Lidchi, 1999). Rather than being represented as objects 

of pity, women featured in the texts are all self-determining. Far from being paternalistic, the 

campaigns draw subjects in as equals, and subjects are encouraged to come together as one to 

protect the planet, as evident in Muriel’s story, in which she implores viewers to “not just 

stand by and do nothing” (Oxfam, 2012).  

It is not unreasonable to infer from the texts that the campaigns are targeted at women, with 

women exclusively featured and often appealed to in the fight against climate change. This is 

evident in Helen’s video, featured in the SOTP campaign (Oxfam,2012), in which she states 

that her biggest wish for the future is that “women will stand together and we will say no.” 



 Page 
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being a leader of a woman’s group. However, women from the North were engaged in 

community based behaviours as well as changing their behaviour on an individual level, as 

the WEN (2007) text demonstrates, encouraging “clear labelling so consumers know the food 

miles and carbon footprint of the goods they buy” (WEN, 2007:5). Sturgeon (2009) states that 

this division between women in the North and South is frequently drawn upon, with women 

in the North being targeted as consumers, and women in the South being integrated as 

producers. This example highlights the hidden divisions between women globally that are 

evaded in the campaigns. However, these issues need to be addressed, as Arora-Jonsson 

(2011) states that ecofeminism discourses, by treating women as a homogenous group, 

paradoxically  reinforces divisions between the North and South. This is evident again in the 

WEN document, which recommends for developing countries “avoidance of exporting 

Western values and consumerism” (WEN, 2007:7). This demonstrates that although women 

throughout the text are represented as homogenous and equally virtuous, the text 

simultaneously legitimises consumerism as a green option for women in the North, but 

dismisses it as a viable response to climate change for women in the South, again reinforcing 

and highlighting divisions between women globally.  

Tonkiss (1998) and Parker (1992) both highlight the importance of recognising 

inconsistencies or contradictions within texts. One of the potential disruptions of the 

ecofeminist discourse within the texts is references to gender relations, which the ecofeminist 

discourse often omits. This perhaps indicates a transition from the ecofeminist discourses to a 

GAD perspective, which as the literature review demonstrate is often cited as being a 

superior framework through which to improve the status of women.  

However, as the GAD framework has become thoroughly integrated into development 

agendas since the mid-1990’s (Reeves and Baden,2000), it has been subject to increasing 

critique regarding how its transformative aspects have been dulled (Cornwall et al., 2008). 

Many critiques highlight how gender is often utilised within development as a descriptive 

opposed to an analytical term (Cornwall, 2007) with the phrase gender frequently used 

synonymously with  ‘women’ (MacGregor, 2010). The SOTP (Oxfam, 2012) text featured 

the story of Sahena addresses gender relations, with Sahena stating, “My husband and 

brother tried to stop me. Even some women caused me problems,” calling attention not only 

to relations between men and women but also adverse relations between women, frequently 

invisibilised within development programmes (Cornwall et al., 2008).  
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However, on closer reading it becomes evident that the majority of texts only confront issues 

of gender on a superficial level. For example, the CW2 (2011) website declares climate 

change as a gender equality issue, but fails to include the voices of men in the texts, or 

discuss gender relations in the stories featured. The exclusion of men may cause negative 

consequences for the success of development programmes when translated into policies, as 

Cornwall and White (2000) state that men are always involved in and influence the lives of 

women. For example, the establishment of women’s-only community groups may anger men 

in the community, which may result in men not supporting the project, potentially 
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exercised in campaigners haste to put gender issues onto the climate change agenda, as this 

paper has emphasised the potentially negative effects of adopting an ecofeminist position.  

Whilst the primary aim of this paper to establish how women are represented in climate 

change campaigns, the use of secondary literature provides insight into why the discourses of 

ecofeminism are still prevalent despite extensive critique of the position.  However, the 

comments put forward are only preliminary, as the literature on the subject remains relatively 

scarce.  

When attempting to explain the inclusion, or analytical absence, or gender analyses in 

development, the concept of coproduction can again be useful.  Since coproduction stresses 

how the creation of knowledge reflects social context, it should follow that the prominence of 

the GAD framework results in a change in how the relationship between gender and the 

environment is conceptualised, and we would witness a departure from ecofeminist 

discourses that dominate the 1980’s and early 1990’s. However, this paper and others 

(Resurreccion, 2011) have highlighted the prevalence of the WED framework.  

As stated previously, the GAD framework has become institutionalised within development, 

although within development policies and programmes, the distinction between GAD 

programmes and those rooted in the WID perspective are often impossible to distinguish 

(Visvanathan, 1997).  The integration of feminist perspectives and frameworks such as GAD 

often result in the production of development myths, which whilst not necessarily being false, 

represent over-simplified and sloganised versions of the truth (Cornwall et al., 2008). 

Ecofeminism is described by Leach (2007) as a development myth, giving, as this paper has 

demonstrated, only a partial and simplified explanation of the relationship between gender 

and the environment.  As previously stated, the GAD framework is inherently complex and 

challenging, and is not easily sloganised (Cornwall et al., 2008). Conversely, images of 

women carrying loads of wood on their heads and being the primary providers of sustenance 

are common and easily recognisable to the public (Leach, 2007). Therefore, it may be 

reasonable to assume that representations of women reflect ecofeminist discourses because 

they are most recognisable to the public. This claim is supported by Thompson (2004) who 

states that once a discourse, in this case ecofeminism, has been coproduced it becomes 

extremely resilient and can re-emerge at later stages. Furthermore, Jasanoff (2004) argues 

that familiar representations are often repeated and simplified identities re-emerge in times of 

uncertainty, and function to restore order. The re-emergence of the ecofeminist discourses, 
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from this evidence, therefore can be interpreted as a response to uncertainty surrounding 

climate change and the appropriate way in which to respond to it (O’Neill et al., 2010).  

The concept of coproduction therefore allows us to look critically at terms such as ‘gender’ 

and ‘local’, and recognise the social context from which they emerge. Therefore, although 

this paper has not advocated a specific perspective that fully appreciates the complex 

relationship between gender and the environment (see Leach, 2007 for an overview of 

different positions), it has demonstrated how the idiom of coproduction can aid us in fully 

evaluating the claims of knowledge that emerge within development.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion   
  

This dissertation demonstrated in the literature review that ecofeminism was coproduced with 

Western feminism and environmentalism, and was integrated into development agendas so 
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impact campaigns can have on knowledge creation and the reinforcement of specific 

discourses. This represents a significant gap in the literature, as campaigns often escape 

critique and are portrayed in exclusively positive lights (Forsyth, 2003). However, campaigns 

must be critiqued and their representations held up to analysis as they too may repeat wider 

discourses and stereotypical representations.  

 

There are numerous drawbacks to the methodology in this dissertation. Firstly, only a small 

amount of texts were analysed, with the final number of texts amounting to twelve. This is 

because the different ‘stories’ of women featured in the CW2 and SOTP campaigns were 

analysed separately, as they represented women in vastly different ways . Although this is a 

relatively small number, Tonkiss (1998) emphasises that it is not the number of texts 

analysed that is important, but that the texts analysed offer enriching answers to the set 

research question. This is possible with these texts as none of them have been previously 

subject to a content analysis or CDA. The SOTP campaign was subject to a semiotic analysis, 

but this was concerned with the representation of danger rather than how the relationship 

between gender and the environment was presented (Manzo, 2009).  

 

The sampling technique utilised in this paper was relevance sampling, where texts are chosen 

if it is thought they will contribute to the answering of the set research question 

(Krippendorff, 2004). As many authors have noted (see Skinner, 2011 for an example), 

gender in relation to 
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Finally, interviews were not conducted as this paper acts as an exploratory study into how 


