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	Throughout the past century, globalization has completely transformed the way in which humans interact with the natural world. As industrial development spread from region to region and nation to nation, factories replaced forests, cities replaced villages, and state priorities shifted from sustenance to material wealth. The new social order that emerged from this period redefined what it means to be prosperous, to be powerful, and, most importantly, to be progressive on the world stage. Why, then, if so many countries have either achieved or made significant strides toward this ‘developed’ status, do indicators of women’s wellbeing remain dismal into the present day? Ecofeminism examines the implications of globalization on two key actors that, lacking proper protection against the dangers of development, have suffered from its advancement: the environment and women. This paper will first explain the ecofeminist narrative and then utilize its critical lens to explore the history of development in India, focusing on how the country’s rise to global power impacted its natural resources, its women, and its urban-rural composition. By following the developmental path of one of the most heavily populated, geographically expansive, ecologically diverse nations on the planet, this paper sheds light on the status of urban, Indian women within the natural world today.
	Ecofeminist theory argues two major assertions: first, Western-style development cannot occur without the simultaneous exploitation of people and nature, and second, this exploitation predominantly affects vulnerable populations such as women. The modern notion of ‘development’ originates from a Western conception of progress that focuses primarily on economic growth vis-à-vis industrialism, capitalism, and materialism. Colonial powers designed this development process to work within the colonial system: by exploiting the natural resources and human labor of their colonies, powerful nations such as the U.K., France, and Spain externalized the costs of industrial development across the globe, rendering it seemingly limitless. When their colonies gained independence, however, forming what is commonly referred to as the ‘Third World’ or ‘Global South’, the new nations accepted this same framework as the universal development ideal. Striving for capitalist growth yet lacking the traditional colonizer-colony dynamic to channel its negative effects through, new countries followed the development pattern by creating new forms of exploitative relationships within their own populations. Dr. Vandana Shiva (2014) argues that this process, though adapted to suit a new generation of countries and run by a new group of national leaders, nevertheless extended past colonial abuses into the present day: “Development thus became a continuation of the colonization process; it became an extension of the project of wealth creation in modern, Western patriarchy’s economic vision” (p. 73). By generating internal pseudo-colonies, the political heads of Third World countries proved that this capitalist development process, even in the absence of traditional colonial systems, intrinsically relies on exploitation to occur. 
	Furthermore, because Western development misconstrues economic success as the primary indicator of human wellbeing, it forces itself onto all components of society, overlooking the fact that those lacking power not only do not experience its benefits but are negatively impacted, and often impoverished, by its effects. Focusing purely on financial benchmarks to evaluate progress, governments believe that greater market success will lead to less subsistence poverty and, thus, an improved standard of living. In line with this mindset, they strive to bring every potentially profitable facet of society into the market economy, commodifying not only their nation’s human labor but also its natural resources such as water, soil, and biodiversity. However, in so doing, these development-oriented governments generate deprivation poverty for traditionally subsistent populations, whom do not hold the political sway necessary to procure their day-to-day needs from the capitalist production system and therefore do so from their environments. Of the groups afflicted by this deprivation poverty, tribal peoples and women bear the biggest burden (Mies & Shiva, 2014, p. 73). Hence, while the ecological costs of development are inflicted onto nature as deforestation, pollution, and poison, the social costs are externalized onto women, and societies lack the necessary systems to protect either actor (Mies & Shiva, 2014, p. 59). A host of environmental preservation laws have emerged since the dawn of modern development, but these policies create nothing more than what sociologist Ulrich Beck terms “organized irresponsibility” (Munshi, 2000, p. 257): no single person, country, or institution is truly held accountable for the damages inflicted onto both the environment and those dependent on it. For these reasons, as industrialism advanced in the Global South in the late 20th century, the position of women decreased, in complete opposition to the expectations set by the United Nations Decade for Women resolution (Mies & Shiva, 2014, p. 73). Western development is inherently uneven: although it may lead to positive outcomes for the rich and powerful, for others––primarily, agricultural women––it generates poverty, disenfranchisement, and irrevocable change.
	As a vastly ecologically diverse country that has undergone rapid transformation over the past century, India stands as a fascinating ground for ecofeminist studies. Although its deeply entrenched history of British colonialism did not begin the country’s trends of industrialism and environmental degradation, the events of this time period undeniably supported the continuation and intensification of these development patterns, ingraining them into its economic, social, and cultural institutions (Munshi, 2000, p. 260). Following independence in 1947, India’s new national leaders worked toward Western development with unprecedented vigor. First Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru’s passions for industrialism and modernization informed India’s development-oriented agenda, which featured a combination of centralized government planning and capitalist economic efforts that by-and-large yielded great market success. The first Five-Year Plan, enacted by Nehru, established a precedent of population control and anti-agriculture policies, following in the footsteps of many Western nations on their own roads to industrial development (Nadhkarni, 2014, p. 136). Much of these political decisions may actually have been directly modeled after those of Western countries, as India, during this decade of post-independence planning, received both political influence and monetary aid from powerful, aspiring foreign allies such as the U.S. (Nadkarni, 2014, p. 137). Primed during its colonial period and spurred on by both internal and external forces following independence, the Indian nation strived toward Western development on nearly every level.
	In line with the ecofeminist model, India’s actions did not occur alone: its developmental advances inevitably relied on the exploitation of both natural resources and women, damaging each individually and then severing the link between them entirely through forced urbanization. The extent of the degradation afflicted on the Indian environment by these Western, industrial processes has only become publicly studied in past decade, leading to a surge of ‘environmental action’ movements by threatened groups across the nation: “Displacement, marginalization and deterioration of the quality of life of large sections of the population, [including] the tribals, nomadic communities, craftsmen, the urban and the rural poor and women, as a result of the economic policies of the government, have concerned both social scientists and activists alike” (Munshi, 2000, p. 261). Due to deteriorating water quality, 2,000 Delhiite slum residents died in 1998 from cholera outbreaks in their drinking supply; as a result of factory-sponsored chemical waste, thousands of Bhopal locals faced instantaneous death while thousands more suffered post-exposure to a nearby pesticide plant’s toxic gas leak. Unregulated deforestation and logging caused Himalayan populations, such as the Chipko of Uttarakhand, to witness the decades-long destruction of their homes and livelihoods (Mies & Shiva, 2014, pgs. 82, 83, 85). India’s development policies do not stand out as unique when placed on the world stage, but they have nevertheless wreaked tremendous damage on both the nation’s environment and the vulnerable populations inextricably tied to it.
	Among these vulnerable populations, Indian women experienced heightened exploitation and suffering: as India continued to prioritize its developmental goals, it severed the long-held connection between women and their environments by institutionalizing ‘separate spheres’ gender roles and encouraging urbanization. Viewing Western gender norms, which feature males as wage-earning laborers and females as domestic housewives, as symbols of the ‘progress’ and ‘modernity’ for which the country so fervently strived, India upheld and strengthened its development complex while simultaneously disenfranchising its traditionally agricultural women. In the 1950s and 1960s, over 80% of the country’s working women performed agricultural labor, yet the national government’s post-independence land reform programs held a distinct gender bias that not only overlooked the existence of this labor but also impoverished those whom performed it (Nadkarni, 2014, p. 138). One agricultural development strategy known as the Community Development Program, or CDP, focused on ‘modernizing’ both agriculture and agricultural families by providing men with industrial trainings and women with home economics lessons, enforcing a sexual division of labor that redefined and then devalued women’s work (Nadkarni, 2014, p. 150). By removing women from their traditionally-held roles in the environment and taking away their long-standing rights to land, these state policies disenfranchised agricultural women in pursuit of Western development. Throughout this exploitative process, “facilitated through the patriarchal-capitalist sexual division of labor whereby women’s household labor is defined as non-productive or as non-work and hence not remunerated,” the national role of women shifted from laborers of agriculture to laborers of the home and reproduction, rendering them “the internal colony” of the Indian system (Mies & Shiva, 2014, p. 58). In 2019, only 56% of female employment fell within the agricultural industry; compared to the over 80% seen in the 1950s and 1960s, this statistic indicates a staggering societal transformation (World Bank, 2020). Industrialization and the shift away from agriculture that Western development entailed thus disproportionately affected women, because it robbed them of their livelihoods, forced them into domestic roles, and then denounced those roles as lacking productive value within the new market economy.
	While physical destruction damaged the Indian environment and social devaluation damaged the status of Indian women, urbanization delivered the crushing blow for both by cutting off their mutually empowering relationship. Severing the connection between people and land serves as a key feature of Western development, for as governments invade, dismantle, and toxify natural environments in order to make room for factories, mines, and industrial waste, they tear their citizens away from their livelihoods and force them to go where the market requires them: cities. According to Dr. Shiva (2014), “Bullets, as well as bulldozers, are often necessary to execute the development project…In this way organic communities give way to slum dwellers or urban and industrial jungles” (pgs. 99, 109). The past 80 years of development have displaced fifteen million Indians from their natural homelands, leading to the rapid population growth of urban centers such Mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata, Chennai, and Bengaluru (Mies & Shiva, 2014, p. 99). According to World Bank data, from 1960 to 2018, India’s rural population decreased from 82% to only 66% of its total population, and this downward trend is expected to extend into the future (World Bank, 2018a). Meanwhile, India’s rural population has increased by nearly six-fold during this same time period, leaping from over 80 million to over 460 million and leading to the creation of vast networks of urban slums (World Bank, 2018b). As examined through the critical lens of ecofeminism, India’s development process damaged its environment, disenfranchised its women, and then moved them into its cities as homemakers, housewives, and mothers.
	Without the environment––what ecofeminists would deem the original source of female strength––today’s urban, Indian women must seek out empowerment through different means, tailored to their new situation. Because of its association with oppressive, Western cultures, the concept of feminism holds limited sway in India; its colonial stigmatization leads many women either to only partially identify with the movement or to identify themselves in complete opposition to it (Mehrotra, 2002, p. 62). Instead, most Indian women’s groups consider themselves ‘female activists,’ striving for such victories as financial independence, social equality, and protection from acts of violence (Mehrotra, 2002, pgs. 63, 71). In Delhi, three distinct women’s movements emerged during the 1980s. The first movement, gaining inspiration from Western feminist thinkers, remains autonomous from any political party and aims to establish parallel women’s institutions and analyze women’s issues from an endogenous perspective. The second movement, holding strong political affiliations, arose in line with leftist parties such as those of Marx, Lenin, and Zetkin. The third and final movement, practicing the grass roots level of activism, criticizes the unequal effects of development processes and strives to mobilize poor and marginalized women in slums and villages in order to grant them a voice of their own (Mehrotra, 2002, pgs. 64-65). Despite their differences in ideology and methodology, which largely result from their differences in class, caste, and family origin, all of these urban activists have identified new methods of empowering both themselves and others.
	The nature of the relationship between women and the environment in modern-day, urban India remains a largely under-researched topic. Ecofeminist theory argues that the exploitation of natural resources and vulnerable groups fuels the process of Western development, with women facing the greatest inhibitions, and India’s history of development aligns with this claim. Rapid industrialization led to large-scale environmental degradation, while anti-agriculture policies invoked a reassessment of gender roles that removed women from the fields and placed them into the domestic sphere. Furthermore, these two events culminated in the ever-increasing urbanization of the country, through which the Indian state deteriorated natural homelands and uprooted traditionally agricultural families to resettle in dense, urban centers. Left in new spaces with new, family-focused livelihoods, women lost the environmental position and its associated status that they had held for thousands of years. Though Mehrotra’s (2002) study reveals that female empowerment has adapted to urban spaces, it remains unclear how, if at all, the environment continues to play a role in the lives and health of city-dwelling women. 
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