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English Abstract

The purpose of this dissertation is to draw on ecofeminist theory
and criticism to explore Willa Cather’s remarkable insights into
feminism and ecology in her major works. Ecological feminism or
ecofeminism emerged in the 1970s alongside second-wave feminism
and the ecological movement, dealing with inextricable connections
between the domination of the natural world and the domination of
women. Ecofeminist criticism in the 1990s made its presence felt in
literary studies. Ecofeminism now constitutes a significant branch
both in feminist and ecological criticism, containing a range of
theoretical positions which rests on the assumption that there are
critical connections between the anthropocentric domination of
nature and the androcentric subjugation of women. In this sense,
some ecofeminist critics and philosophers view the convergence of
feminism and ecology as the most powerful challenge to
anthropocentrism and androcentrism in the late twentieth century.

This dissertation consists of four chapters with the introduction
and the conclusion. The focus of the present study is on ecofeminist
interpretations of Willa Cather’s major works as subversive texts,
critical texts, and subtexts. Subversive texts, which are studied in
Chapter Two, suggest that Cather in her three novels thoroughly
subverts the dominant dualisms rooted in the patriarchal culture:
culture/nature, mind/body, reason/emotion, self/fother, and
man/woman and rewrites the male-authored either/or stereotypes of
women: virgin/temptress, nurturing/devouring mother, ~ and
angel/demon. The subversive texts show that Cather represents both



women and the land as subjects, while at the same time revealing the
ecological recognition of both self and other as interdependent and
mutually determinable constructs and the female recognition of a
woman not only as a self but also as part of the land. Moreover, the
subversive texts discuss Cather’s three novels as a unique celebration
of women’s achievements, women’s spirituality, and women’s
culture. Chapter Three studies Cather’s two novels as critical texts,
which indicate that the harmonious relationships of humans with
nature and the land celebrated in subversive texts are threatened and
destroyed by crass and ever-expanding commercialism and
materialism. Critical texts show that Cather denounces technological
and patriarchal concepts of nature and women as the objects of
domination and denigration. She condemns the male violence done
to the land, birds, and women, while deploring the loss of place and
modern humans who have lost both capacities for the appreciation of
natural beauty and abilities to reconciie themselves with nature. For
ecofeminists, it is indispensable steps to celebrate women’s culture
and criticize the twin dominations of nature and women. However,
the final goal of ecofeminism is to call on both men and women to
participate in saving the earth and re/constructing a harmonious
society where people can live in harmony with each other and with
nature. Cather’s later two novels discussed as ecofeminist subtexts in
Chapter Four indicate that Cather has made her effort in this regard.
The subtexts draw on an ecofeminist ethic of care to explore caring
love, trust, respect, compassion, and empathy embodied in her novels,
opposing individualism, egotism, and autonomy overemphasized in
the mainstream Western culture.

Focusing on textual analysis of Willa Cather’s works reievant to

ii



my study, this dissertation concludes that Cather, a
turn-of-the-century writer, has consciously been engaged in what
ecofeminists are doing today: the celebration of the harmonious
relationship of humans with nature, the critique of anthropocentrism
and androcentrism leading to the dual dominations of nature and
women, and the attempt to re/construct a harmonious society. Thus, 1
hope that an ecofeminist study of Cather will contribute to a fresh
understating of her works in literary criticism and studies of the
twenty-first century.

Key Words: Cather; Feminism; Ecology; Ecofeminism; Subversive
Text; Critical Text; Subtext
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Introduction

This dissertation is an attempt to explore Willa Cather’s
ecological and feminist insights embodied in ber major works in
terms of ecofeminist theory and criticism. Ecofeminist criticism
deals with inextricable connections between the domination of
women and the domination of nature. Feminism’s first wave,
typified by liberal feminism, seeks to end discrimination and attain
equality for women. Second wave of feminism criticizes patriarchy
and celebrates women’s culture. For ecofeminists, however, the
struggles to end both inequality and patriarchy need to be placed in
an even larger context: the relationship of humans with nature. The
main tasks of ecofeminism are to uncover the patterns of
domination common to the oppression of women and nature and
explore alternatives and nondualistic ways of thinking about boti:
human and nonhuman nature. Adrienne Rich gives a briiliant
exposition of theory: “Theory—the seeing of patterns, showviug the
forest as well as the trees—theory can be a dew that rises from the
earth and collects in the rain cloud and returns to earth over and
over. But if it doesn’t smell of the earth, it isn’t good for the
earth.”! Ecofeminism, drawing on the insights of feminism and

! Adrienne Rich, “Notes Toward a Politics of Location,” Women, :‘emirist
Identity and Society in the 1980s: Selected Papers, ed. Myriam
Diaz-Diocaretz and Iris M. Zavala (Philadelphia: John Benjamins, 1985)

7-22, as quoted in Ecoferninism: Women, Animals, Nature, ed. Greta Gaard
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ecology, is such a theory which “smells of the earth” and is “good
for the earth.” Thus, the purpose of this dissertation is to analyze
Cather’s ecological implications and feminist thoughts reflected in
her subversive texts, critical texts, and subtexts in the light of
ecofeminist criticism. Included in the introduction are three parts:
an overview of the ecofeminist development, a literature review of
Willa Cather and her criticism, and an outline of my dissertation,

J. Bronowski’s The Ascent of Man is a fascinating account of
the development of Homo Sapiens. Bronowski writes about the
development of science and how that development relates to the
parallel development of man and society. As he believes, “Man is a
singular creature. He has a set of gifts which make him unique
among the animals: so that, unlike them, he is not a figure in the
landscape—he is a shaper of the landscape. In body and in mind he
is the explorer of nature, the ubiquitous animal, who did not find
but has made his home in every continent.”' The “singular
creature”—man has shaped his environment with his intellect and
imagination, shaped it with a series of intellectual and
technological breakthroughs leading to a brilliant sequence of
cultural peaks, which Bronowski calls “The Ascent of Man.” Then
he claims that he uses the word ascent with a precise meaning:
“Man is distinguished from other animals by his imaginative gifts.
He makes plans, inventions, new discoveries, by putting different
talents together; and his discoveries become more subtle and
penetrating, as he learns to combine his talents in more complex

(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1993), 1.
! 3. Bronowski, The Ascent of Man (Little Brown & Company, 1973), 19.
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! As a consequence, man has made tremendous

and intimate ways.
progress in science and technology through his inventive mind and
acquired significant power over nature and his world.

However, the unchecked ascent of man has brought about the
unceasing descent of nature. Human progress is finally turned
against itself with the increasing subordination of nature through
technology. According to Joseph R. Des Jardins, at the start of the
twenty-first century, we will face the global ecological crisis
unprecedented in human history: “Largely through human activity,
life on Earth faces the greatest mass extinctions since the end of
the dinosaur age 65 million years ago. Some estimates suggest
more than one hundred species a day are becoming extinct and that
this rate could double or triple within the next few decades. The
natural resources that sustain life on this planet—air, water, and
soil-—are being polluted or depleted at alarming rates. Human
population growth is increasing exponentially. The prospects for
continued degradation and depletion of natural resources multiply
with this population growth. Toxic wastes that will plague future
generations continue to accumulate worldwide. The world’s
wilderness areas, its forests, wetlands, mountains, and grasslands,
are being developed, paved, drained, burned, and overgrazed out of
existence. With destruction of the ozone layer and the potential for
a greenhouse effect, human activity threatens the atmosphere and
climate of the planet itself.””* Faced with such an ecological crisis
primarily caused by anthropocentrism and the human mastery of
nature, philosophers, historians, social scientists, environmental

! Ibid., 20.
2 Joseph R. Des Jardins, Environmental Ethics, 3" ed. (Wadsworth Group,
2001), 5.
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ethicists, ecologists, feminists, and ecofeminists make strong and
systematic critiques of the conception of the natural world as an
object of human exploitation and domination, and of mankind as
the master of nature. These thinkers particularly associate the
domination of nature with modernism (the period from the
Enlightenment to the present). They point out modernity’s
dehumanizing tendencies, its destruction of the environment, and
the domination of women.

Dialectic of Enlightenment by Max Horkheimer and Theodor
Adorno is undoubtedly one of the most influential works
concerning the problem of the domination of nature and human
beings in the twentieth century. Horkheimer and Adorno in the
book’s Preface write: “What we had set out to do was nothing less
than to explain why humanity, instead of entering a truly human
state, is sinking into a new kind of barbarism.”! As outstanding
representatives of the Frankfurt School, Horkheimer and Adorno
have in depth explored the Greco-Roman roots of individualism,
science, and the domination of nature that reached a crescendo in
the Age of Enlightenment which is often viewed as an epitome of
the dominant ideology in the modern world. Francis Bacon’s
masculine metaphor, René Descartes’s mind-body dualism, and
Isaac Newton’s mathematic and mechanistic worldview have all
contributed to the reduction of the world to dead atoms and the
destruction of nature. According to Horkheimer and Adorno,
Odysseus in the ancient world and Francis Bacon at the beginning
of the modern world marked the break with the enchanted past of

' Benjamin Farrington, The Philosophy of Francis Bacon (Liverpool
University Press, 19841,



