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Introduction 

Freya Mathews, Kate Rigby, Deborah Rose

Val Plumwood was one the great philosophers, activists, feminists, teachers, and 
everyday naturalists of the late 20th and early 21st centuries. In the course of her 
productive life she wrote two great philosophical monographs which became 
key texts in the emerging fields of environmental philosophy and ecofeminism. 
Her stature as a thinker of power and influence was reflected in the fact that she 
was included in the 2001 book 50 Key Thinkers on the Environment1 along with 
luminaries such as Buddha, Gandhi, and Arne Naess. Val died of a stroke in 2008 
at the age of 68. She was not only an influential environmental thinker, whose 
book Feminism and the mastery of nature has become a classic of environmental 
philosophy; she was also a woman who fearlessly lived life on her own deeply 
considered terms, often in opposition to prevailing norms.

Val’s philosophy had its origins in, and vigorously contributed to, a pivotal 
moment in Western thought. In the 1970s a radical critique of traditional 
Western conceptions of nature emerged simultaneously at opposite ends of the 
Western world, in Australia and in Norway. The Norwegian critique emanated 
from philosopher, Arne Naess, who became the founder of the deep ecology 
movement. The less well-known but just as trenchant Australian critique 
emanated from a small group of philosophers centred on The Australian National 
University in Canberra. Val, who was then known as Val Routley, and her 
partner, Richard Routley (later to become Richard Sylvan) were key members of 
this group. They, like Arne Naess, recognised that the environmental problems 
that were coming into view at that time were the result not merely of faulty 
policies and technologies but of underlying attitudes to the natural world 
that were built into the very foundations of Western thought. According to 
the Routleys, these attitudes were the expression of human chauvinism, the 
groundless belief, amounting to nothing more than prejudice, that only human 
beings mattered, morally speaking; to the extent that anything else mattered 
at all, according to this attitude, it mattered only because it had some kind of 
utility for us. Together the Routleys challenged this assumption; together they 
posed the pivotal question, ‘is there a need for a new, an environmental, ethic’, 
an ethic of nature?2

1 J. Palmer, ed. 50 Key Thinkers on the Environment, London, Routledge, 2001.
2 Richard Routley, ‘Is there a need for new, an environmental ethic?’ Sophia, Vol. 1 (proceedings of the 15th 
World Congress of Philosophy, 1973). Although the original paper was published in Richard’s name, it was 
greatly elaborated by Richard and Val jointly, and re-published several years later, as ‘Human chauvinism 
and environmental ethics,’ in Don Mannison, Michael McRobbie and Richard Routley, eds, Environmental 
Philosophy, Canberra, The Australian National University, 1982.
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The questions the Routleys and their colleagues unearthed and tackled in the 
1970s were questions that would help to set the agenda for environmental 
philosophy. In those early days they were mainly writing for other philosophers, 
and being logicians as well as environmental thinkers, their papers drew heavily 
on the vocabulary of logical and semantic theory. This background in logic gave 
both the Routleys prodigious intellectual muscle, and later, in Feminism and the 
mastery of nature, Val was to turn her training in logical theory to advantage 
with her impressive analysis of the logic of dualistic thinking. But the technical 
register of the early writing also meant that, unlike Naess’ deep ecology, the 
Routleys’ version of radical environmentalism failed to gain the currency it 
deserved outside the academy. 

However, the Routleys were forest activists as well as philosophers, and in 1975 
they published a seminal activist book which did reach a more general audience. 
This was The fight for the forests, a comprehensive economic, scientific, socio-
political and philosophical critique of the Australian forestry industry. As David 
Orton pointed out in a memorial essay on Richard Sylvan after Sylvan’s death 
in 1996, the book was pioneering not only in its comprehensive approach to an 
environmental issue, but in its insistence that the most fundamental conflicts in 
forestry were over values, not facts.3 

During the 1970s, Val and Richard built a remote stone house in a rainforest on 
Plumwood Mountain south of Canberra. They constructed the house themselves, 
out of stones found on the property, and as they built they also wrote some of 
the key articles which were to shape environmental philosophy. The amazingly 
creative Routley partnership broke up in the early 1980s, and divorce followed. 
Val stayed on at the mountain, taking the name of the magnificent plumwood 
tree that was the signature species of the local rainforest ecosystem. (It was at 
this time that Richard also changed his name to Sylvan.) It remained important 
to Val to live the ecological values she was dedicated to theorising, the ‘thinking’ 
flowing naturally from ‘building’ and ‘dwelling’ in the heart of her mountain, as 
Heidegger might have put it.

The question that continued to preoccupy Val throughout this period was that of 
anthropocentrism. Along with others, she saw that anthropocentrism, as a value 
system, rests on the assumption that there is a categorical distinction between 
humanity and nature: human beings are endowed with something the rest of 
nature lacks. This ‘something’ is of course assumed to be mind. Just like plants 
and animals and rocks, we are made of matter, but in addition to our material 
bodies, we possess minds, and minds are somehow categorically different from 
bodies and superior to them. Underlying the conceptual division between 
humanity and nature then, is a deep conceptual opposition between mind and 

3 D. Orton, ‘In memory of Richard Sylvan,’ The Trumpeter, Vol. 14 No. 1, 1997.
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matter, which becomes refined, in the Western tradition, into an opposition 
between reason and nature. In her doctoral thesis, which was published in 
1992 as Feminism and the mastery of nature, Val provided a comprehensive 
analysis of how this division between reason and nature had historically been 
constructed and how it informs many of the ongoing foundational categories of 
Western thought. Hers was by no means the first analysis of such dualism, or 
binary thinking; but it was the most comprehensive within the environmental 
literature. She showed brilliantly how this dualistic system of thought created 
value hierarchies that systematically rendered inferior all the terms that came 
to be associated with nature rather than reason: women, the working class, the 
colonised, the Indigenous, as well as the other-than-human world. She thereby 
demonstrated that the ideology underpinning the domination of nature in the 
contemporary West is simultaneously an ideology legitimating and naturalising 
the domination of many subjugated social groups. The implication was that 
environmentalism and struggles for social justice cannot be separated out 
from one another. Moreover, as long as the assumptions underlying our social 
and environmental thinking remain unexamined, these pervasive patterns of 
oppression will remain inescapable. We need new understandings of the human 
and of nature that close the conceptual gulf between them. This means putting 
mind back into matter: restoring intelligence to body, and agency to nature.

In her book, Environmental culture (2002), Val elaborated her original analysis 
of dualism, and especially of reason, and applied this analytical framework in 
an up-to-the-minute way to questions of science, politics, economics, ethics, 
spirituality and ecology itself. She argued for a form of ecological rationality 
that would replace the instrumentalising rationalism that has characterised 
the Western tradition and that has reached its apogee in the modernity of the 
contemporary global market. After this book, Val began writing essays that 
increasingly drew stories into philosophical argument. Having developed 
a powerful analytic framework, she wanted to find ways to continue to 
communicate her life’s passion, and to have an impact on readers outside the 
academic world. As she wrote in her beautiful essay ‘Journey to the Heart of 
Stone’, ‘creative writing can also play an important part by making visible 
new possibilities for radically open and non-reductive ways to experience the 
world.’4 

Clearly, Val had come to believe that diagnosing the problems was not enough. It 
had been decades since she and Richard had asked that crucial question: is there 
a need for a new, an environmental, ethic? In turning toward the imagination, 
and the creative, she was making a cultural and political point: ‘If our species 
does not survive the ecological crisis, it will probably be due to our failure to 

4 Val Plumwood, ‘Journey to the heart of stone,’ in Culture, creativity and environment: New environmentalist 
criticism, eds. F. Beckett and T. Gifford, Amsterdam, Rodopi, 2007, p. 17.
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imagine and work out new ways to live with the earth, to rework ourselves 
and our high energy, high-consumption, and hyper-instrumental societies 
adaptively. The time of Homo reflectus, the self-critical and self-revising one, has 
surely come. Homo faber, the thoughtless tinkerer, is clearly not going to make 
it. We will go onwards in a different mode of humanity, or not at all.’5 Along with 
her continuing work as a forest activist, she was making a turn toward stories in 
her writing, and developing an interest in the new field of ecologically oriented 
literary and cultural studies, or ecocriticism. In 2002, she was invited to present 
a keynote lecture at the biannual conference of the Association for the Study of 
Literature and Environment (UK), which led her to venture into a more lyrical 
mode of philosophical writing, as can be seen from her beautiful homage to 
stone in the volume that arose from this gathering (2007). In her words, ‘writers 
are amongst the foremost of those who can help us to think differently’; by 
writers she meant story-tellers, poets, and other creative communicators who 
could produce enlivened or re-animated accounts of the agency and creativity 
of nature.6 

Although, in her later writing, Val was beginning to relate her philosophical 
reflections more explicitly to salient personal experiences, she was dismissive 
of the idea that she should write a memoir of her own life. It was clear to those 
who were close to her, however, that she had been no stranger to hardship and 
heartbreak. Val was born on the eve of World War II into a relatively poor, 
but well-educated family living on a small land grant at the edge of Sydney. 
Her mother home-schooled her for a while, which allowed her plenty of time 
to explore the local bushland and bond with the family’s chooks, the sale of 
whose eggs supplemented her father’s meagre income. Subsequently excelling 
at school, she received a scholarship to study at Sydney University, where she 
majored in Philosophy, graduating with First Class Honours in 1965. During 
this time, she fell pregnant to a fellow student, John Macrae, whom she 
subsequently married. Their son was born in 1958, and a daughter followed in 
1960. However, the emotional and financial difficulties of supporting two small 
children was overwhelming for two such young parents, and Val felt obliged 
to give up their baby girl for adoption in order to continue with her studies. 
Tragically, their daughter, whom they had already lost once, was murdered in 
her teens, while their son died of a degenerative illness in his 20s. Although 
she never wrote about the pain of these terrible losses, she has described her 
struggle to maintain the little rural cemetery in which her son is buried as a 
place where death can be folded back into life by allowing native vegetation to 
flourish on and around the graves.7 

5 Val Plumwood, ‘Review of Deborah Bird Rose’s Reports from a wild country,’ Australian humanities review, 
Vol. 42, 2007.
6 Val Plumwood, ‘Nature in the active voice,’ Australian humanities review, Vol. 46, 2009, pp. 113-129.
7 Val Plumwood, ‘The cemetery wars: Cemeteries, biodiversity and the sacred,’ Local-Global: identity, 
security and community, Vol. 3. Special issue: Exploring the legacy of Judith Wright, eds. Martin Mulligan 
and Yaso Nadarajah, 2007, pp. 54-71. 
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One of the most famous events in her life was the crocodile attack that occurred 
in 1985, and it was this event that she was writing about when she died. While 
kayaking alone in Kakadu National Park in northern Australia at the onset of 
the Wet season, she was seized by a large crocodile, and death-rolled not once, 
but three times. (Crocodiles drown their prey by holding them under water.) 
Unaccountably released from the croc’s jaws after the third roll, she crawled for 
hours, with appalling injuries and stunning courage, through tropical swamps, 
never far from further crocodiles, in search of safety. Eventually, somewhat 
miraculously, she was rescued, by a park ranger. This epic experience of 
course made her uniquely credentialed, as an environmental thinker, to write 
about death and its place in nature, and she proceeded to do this in a series of 
beautiful and widely read essays, on the human as prey and as food for nature. 
She was much preoccupied in latter years with re-visioning death and revising, 
in appropriately ecological terms, the rituals that accompany it in our society. 

The essays included in this book are divided into three sections: the first three 
comprise the beginning of the book she was working on at the time of her 
death. Arising from her own near-death experience in Kakadu, these chapters 
are specifically concerned with crocodile predation on humans, where this 
phenomenon recalls to us, Val argues, something uncomfortable and unflattering 
about who we are, teaching us a lesson from the past we forget at our peril about 
the resistant agency of the material world we think we master. We expect this 
world to do our bidding and conform to a human conception of our rights, but, 
as Val shows, the crocodile can help us reshape this old human-centred master 
narrative into a more modest tale appropriate for new times. 

The essays included in the second section address nonhuman animals, and 
express Val’s growing interest in the complex lives of nonhumans and the kinds 
of questions we face when we regard nonhuman others as sentient agents, 
perhaps even kin. The first examines human grief at the death of a wild wombat 
and celebrates the author’s relationship with this native animal. The second 
takes the film Babe as an example of how a work of representation can pose 
many ethico-political questions that lie at the heart of human-animal relations.

The third section opens with an essay which provides an excellent introduction 
to Val’s thinking over the last few years of her life on the relationship between 
humans and animals. It focuses on the treatment of farm animals and advocates 
an ecological animalism which supports and celebrates animals and encourages 
a dialogical ethics of sharing and negotiation or partnership between humans 
and animals. The final chapter interweaves the crocodile story with the story of 
the ‘cemetery wars’8 in an endeavour to rethink the ways in which our culture 
deals with death, including, and especially, the materiality of the corpse. These 

8 Val Plumwood, ‘The cemetery wars’, Local-Global.
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two narratives are linked by seeing life as being in circulation and they suggest 
that mortuary practices might affirm death as an opportunity of life for others 
in the ecological community. As this chapter contains a significant amount of 
repetition from earlier chapters, we decided to publish an abridged version as 
the material on death and particularly the material on Val’s son’s burial place 
seemed an appropriate place to draw the book to a close.

Val’s visionary preoccupation with the question of death in the final years of her 
life was honoured after her own death by the impromptu circle of friends and 
associates who spontaneously came together into a kind of informal ‘friends of 
Val’ group to arrange her funeral and put her affairs in order. Overcoming huge 
bureaucratic and practical obstacles, members of this little group managed to 
obtain a permit for a home burial on Plumwood Mountain. Val was duly and 
reverently laid to rest, with full-flight ecological poetics, in the beautiful garden 
she had established around the house she had built with her own hands out 
of the rock of the mountain. Even in her death then, she led by her ecological 
example.9
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