
 

Transactions on Social Science, Education and Humanities Research 

ISSN: 2960-1770, eISSN: 2960-2262 | Volume 15 

CEPC 2025 

 

Content from this work may be used under the terms of CC BY-NC 4.0 licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/). 

Published by Warwick Evans Publishing. 

WEP
Warwick

Evans

Publishing

Sustainable Economics and Environmental Design in Western Art 
and Literature: an Ecofeminist Critique 

Baidi Yuan * 

Xi 'an University of Architecture and Technology, Shanxi, China  

* Corresponding Author Email: 3468199926@qq.com 

Abstract. Adopting an ecofeminist analytical framework, this study interrogates the discursive and 
material intersections among ecological economics, environmental design, and cultural production 
in canonical Western artistic and literary traditions.By analyzing Romantic poetry, feminist earth art, 
and post-utopian literature, the study critiques the patriarchal and anthropocentric foundations of 
capitalist exploitation while exploring alternative models rooted in care ethics. Drawing on 
interdisciplinary scholarship, including Vandana Shiva’s ecogender theory[1] and Timothy 
Morton’s dark ecology[2], the paper argues that artistic and literary practices not only reflect 
ecological crises but also actively reconstruct narratives of sustainable coexistence. Through critical 
engagement with spatial politics, gendered power structures, and economic norms, this research 
underscores the role of cultural production in envisioning transformative ecological futures.  
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1. Introduction 

As the Anthropocene epoch deepens, characterized by accelerating biospheric disruption and climate 

destabilization, critical reexamination of anthropocentric economic and design paradigms has become 

an urgent imperative.This paper posits that Western art and literature offer critical insights into the 

cultural dimensions of sustainable economic and environmental design, particularly through an 

ecofeminist lens. Ecofeminism, as articulated by Vandana Shiva (1993), highlights the interconnected 

oppression of women and nature under patriarchal capitalism, arguing that ecological transformation 

necessitates a concurrent gender revolution. By analyzing artistic and literary works as "situated 

knowledges," this study explores how cultural production challenges exploitative economic systems 

and imagines alternative models rooted in care, reciprocity, and non-hierarchical relationships. 

The paper proceeds by examining three key areas:  

1)the critique of capitalist exploitation in Romanticism and earth art; 

2)the gendered dimensions of spatial politics and ecological justice; 

3)the role of post-utopian literature in envisioning sustainable futures. 

Through these analyses, it demonstrates how art and literature disrupt patriarchal and ecocidal logics, 

offering frameworks for reconfiguring economic and design practices. 

2. Part One: From Romanticism to Earth Art: Cultural Critiques of Sustainable Economics 

2.1. Romanticism’s Ecological Economics Parallels 

Nineteenth-century Romanticism provided a foundational critique of industrial capitalism’s ecocidal 

tendencies through its poetic and narrative representations of nature. William 

Blake’s Jerusalem (1804) [3] critiques the dehumanizing effects of industrialization by portraying 

"Satan’s mills" as sites of both environmental destruction and human alienation. Blake's imagery 

juxtaposes the mechanization of labor with the loss of organic connection to the natural world, 

prefiguring contemporary critiques of capitalist exploitation. Similarly, Mary 
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Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) [4]constructs the Creature as a bioethical cipher, embodying the 

paradoxical outcomes of Enlightenment rationality: while enabling scientific progress, such 

rationality simultaneously risks reducing life itself to a fungible resource under industrial 

capitalism.The novel’s tragic trajectory warns of the consequences of human exceptionalism, aligning 

with Timothy Morton’s (2016)[2] concept of dark ecology, which argues that Romanticism’s "non-

human turn" offers a narrative prototype for contemporary ecological economics. 

Romanticism’s ecological critique extends beyond individual works to its broader philosophical 

stance. Poets like John Keats and Percy Bysshe Shelley [5] celebrated nature as a source of spiritual 

and moral wisdom, implicitly challenging the utilitarian logic of capitalist accumulation. Their verses 

romanticize nature not as a resource to be exploited but as a subject worthy of reverence, laying 

groundwork for later ecological movements. 

2.2. Earth Art’s Spatial Critique of Neoliberalism 

In the 20th century, earth art emerged as a material and conceptual challenge to neoliberal spatial 

logics. Agnes Denes’ Wheatfield—A Confrontation (1982) [6] exemplifies this critique by planting 

two acres of wheat in Manhattan’s financial district. By juxtaposing agricultural productivity with 

Wall Street’s speculative capitalism, Denes highlights the colonial and gendered dimensions of global 

food systems. The project’s "spatial opposition" (Wilson, 2002[7]) disrupts the idea of nature as a 

passive backdrop for economic activity, revealing the extractive roots of neoliberalism. 

Andy Goldsworthy’s Ice Arch (1984) [8] instantiates a thermodynamic critique of capital 

accumulation through transient sculptural interventions, materializing Georges Bataille’s theory [9] 

of la dépense by emphasizing the inherent entropy of extractive economic systems. The melting ice 

structure symbolizes the unsustainability of infinite capital accumulation, echoing Herman Daly’s 

(1973) [10] theory of steady-state economics. Goldsworthy's work underscores the fragility of natural 

systems, advocating for a shift from exploitative to regenerative economic models. 

Earth art’s interventions also challenge traditional artistic hierarchies by engaging directly with the 

land, reflecting ecofeminist principles of embodied, place-based knowledge. Artists like Ana 

Mendieta and Nancy Holt integrate organic materials and feminist perspectives, redefining 

environmental design as a practice of care and reciprocity. 

3. Part Two: Gendered Spatial Politics and Ecological Justice 

3.1. Patriarchal Space and the Struggle for Ecological Coexistence 

Modernist architecture, rooted in functionalism and spatial segregation, frequently reinforces 

patriarchal and anthropocentric norms. Le Corbusier’s "Radiant City" idealizes nature as a decorative 

backdrop, divorcing urban design from ecological interdependence.As Dolores Hayden (1984)[11] 

compellingly demonstrates, the "spatial patriarchy" inscribed in modernist urbanism operationalizes 

a gendered division of labor, conflating masculine rationality with economic efficiency while 

systematically devaluing reproductive and caregiving labor central to ecological maintenance. 

Feminist interventions, such as the Womanhouse project (1970s) in Los Angeles, challenge these 

norms through the reconfiguration of domestic spaces. Through shared kitchens, vertical gardens, and 

collaborative art installations, Womanhouse imagines a localized circular economy where care work 

and ecological stewardship are central. This reclamation of space disrupts the public/private binary, 

aligning with ecofeminist theories that link environmental degradation to the undervaluation of 

feminine labor (Plumwood, 1993). 

3.2. Feminist Ecological Design: Reimagining Relational Spaces 

Feminist ecological design emphasizes participatory and non-hierarchical practices. Projects like 

the Women’s Building in San Francisco integrate art, activism, and sustainable architecture to create 
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spaces that prioritize community and environmental responsibility. These designs reject the top-down 

approaches of modernism, instead fostering dialogues between humans and non-human entities. 

Zaha Hadid’s Galaxy SOHO (2012) [13] exemplifies a feminist approach to architecture through its 

fluid, organic forms, which evoke both female bodily autonomy and ecological interconnectedness. 

By decentering traditional geometric rigidities, Hadid’s work challenges anthropocentric design 

norms, advocating for a more fluid and responsive relationship between built environments and nature. 

Such initiatives align with Karen Warren’s (1990) [12] ecofeminist ethics, which call for a "web of 

life" perspective that rejects domination and prioritizes interdependence. Feminist design thus 

becomes a tool for reimagining economic and spatial systems rooted in care, reciprocity, and 

ecological justice. 

4. Part Three: Literary Narratives of Ecological Premonition 

4.1. Post-Utopian Literature and the Critique of Neoliberalism 

Contemporary literature often serves as a warning against the ecological and social consequences of 

neoliberalism.Margaret Atwood’s The Testaments (2019)[14] constructs a biopolitical dystopia in 

which female reproductive capacities are reified as national security assets, echoing the historical 

conflation of racialized bodies and natural resources under settler colonialism, reflecting the 

entanglement of capitalist exploitation and ecological collapse. Atwood’s novel critiques the 

reduction of both nature and women to marketable resources, echoing Shiva’s (1993) [1] arguments 

on the "ecogender" nexus. 

Ursula K. Le Guin’s the Dispossessed (1974) [15] offers a more nuanced vision of utopia, portraying 

a society organized around principles of mutual aid and ecological balance. However, the novel’s 

reliance on technological innovation raises questions about the limits of utopian imagination. As 

Fredric Jameson (1991) [16] argues, utopian narratives must grapple with the material realities of 

resource distribution and power dynamics to avoid replicating hierarchical structures. 

4.2. Ecological Storytelling and the Reconstruction of Norms 

Literature also plays a role in reconstructing ecological narratives. Works like Barbara 

Kingsolver’s Flight Behavior (2012) [17] explore the human impact of climate change through 

intimate, character-driven stories, fostering empathy for ecological crises. Such narratives challenge 

the detached rationality of capitalist economics, advocating for an ethics of care that prioritizes long-

term ecological health. 

By decentering anthropocentric perspectives, these literary works contribute to what Rob Nixon 

(2011) [18] calls the "slow violence" of environmental degradation, making invisible crises tangible 

through narrative. In doing so, they disrupt dominant economic discourses and imagine alternative 

futures. 

5. Part Four: Interdisciplinary Methodologies and Policy Implications 

5.1. Diverse Capital Frameworks: Natural, Social, and Cultural Capital 

Artistic practices offer critiques of conventional economic metrics by redefining capital.Anselm 

Kiefer’s Lead Paint (2015) [19]employs alchemical materiality—oxidizing oil and lead—to visualize 

the geological time-scale of anthropogenic climate change, critiquing the neoliberal erasure of 

ecological debt through its aestheticization of industrial decay, critiquing the invisibility of natural 

capital in neoliberal accounting. Similarly, Eve Ensler’s the Vagina Monologues (1996) [20] 

generates social capital through collective storytelling, challenging gendered power imbalances and 

quantifying artistic contributions to social well-being. 
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These examples demonstrate how art can expand economic frameworks to include ecological and 

social costs, aligning with ecological economist Robert Costanza’s (1997) [21] call for a "full-cost 

accounting" system. 

5.2. Design Anthropology and Policy Transformations 

Design anthropology provides a bridge between cultural practices and policy. Projects like the 

Pombaline Complex (1982) in Brazil integrate indigenous knowledge into urban design, 

demonstrating how local ecocentric practices can inform broader policy frameworks. By prioritizing 

community participation and ecological resilience, such initiatives challenge top-down urban 

planning models. 

Similarly, the Biomimicry movement, inspired by nature’s design principles, offers sustainable 

alternatives to industrial practices. Janine Benyus’ (1997) [22] work highlights how emulating natural 

systems can lead to more efficient and regenerative economic models, aligning with ecofeminist 

principles of interconnectedness. 

6. Conclusion 

Western art and literature serve as vital arenas for critiquing and reimagining sustainable economic 

and environmental design. Through Romanticism’s ecological poetics, earth art’s spatial 

interventions, feminist design’s relational practices, and post-utopian literature’s warnings, these 

cultural forms challenge patriarchal and anthropocentric norms, advocating for economies and 

environments rooted in care, reciprocity, and justice. 

An ecofeminist critique reveals that ecological transformation cannot be achieved without addressing 

gendered power structures. Future scholarship should operationalize the heuristic potential of cultural 

production through transdisciplinary praxis, developing policy frameworks that integrate feminist 

care ethics, ecological economics, and design anthropology—thereby addressing the systemic 

interconnectedness of gender, environment, and economy, bridging the gap between artistic 

imagination and systemic change. By integrating interdisciplinary insights, such efforts can foster a 

more equitable and sustainable relationship between humans and the non-human world. 
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