Dissertation Prospectus

Gendering Peace and Security: Environmental Justice, Place, and Contemporary North
American Speculative Fiction

Dissertation Abstract

Before Kimberlé Crenshaw coined the term "intersectionality" in 1989, early African
American novelists had already highlighted oppression based on race, gender, and class. Similarly,
ecofeminism’s use of intersectional approaches anticipates the ecofeminist perspective as it returns
to Rachel Carson’s idea of the interconnectedness of environmental and social issues. To rewrite
the history of ecofeminism and recoup its intersectional roots, in this dissertation, I will analyze
fictional works by prescient African American novelists like Jean Toomer and Zora Neale Hurston,
who anticipated ecofeminism and intersectionality. This knowledge is manifested in their work in
the form of material realities of the body (women’s bodies) and nature. So, I consider the critical
issues of intersectional feminism and material ecofeminist theory in conversation with EJ
perspectives. My framing device is Gendering Peace and Security, allowing me to explore the
intersection of gender and place (environment). My working thesis is that Gendering Peace and
Security is a framing device for thinking about how gender and place (environment) intersect in
fiction about environmental disaster and degradation, how an ecofeminist theory can enhance and
benefit from new, nondualist conceptions and articulations of gender in fiction, and how might
fiction about gender and ecology help us reconsider and reimagine human survival and mitigation
of climate change. I will argue that while early ecofeminism was limited by overreliance on
binaries and stereotypes, the material feminist ecocritical perspective emphasizes understanding
of women and women’s bodies in relationship to colonization, ecological destruction, harmful
cultural stereotyping, and material pollution affecting women’s autonomy over their bodies. The
dissertation will underscore ecofeminism and intersectionality’s common grounds and their
attempt at diagnosing and correcting injustices, advocating policies and practices of economic,
environmental, interspecies, and gender justice to provide more effective strategies for intervention
and prevention of social and ecological injustices. The connection between gender/women and
environmental justice is a safe place— “safe spaces” -- that grants peace, security, and a just
environment.

Brief theoretical background for my dissertation:

Since the turn of the 21 century, environmental problems such as global warming, climate
change, and various sorts of pollution have increased concerns among humanists who wish to raise
awareness about environmental challenges. As my works cited and this dissertation will illustrate,
environmental humanists and creative writers have shown that imagination and creativity are
contributing to the ways that global leaders and policymakers are addressing climate change
(Robinson; Ghosh).

The guiding thesis of this dissertation will focus on American speculative fiction and
ecofeminism, which, in its early iterations in the 1970s, tended to concentrate on dualisms between



women/nature versus man/culture. The dissertation will show this is a very simplistic binary and
even reductive view. Today, we are moving toward a view that supports gender equality and
comprehends men and women as allies in facing environmental crises. Additionally, the
relation/equation is not as simple as woman/nature vs. man/culture. As I will show through a
review of literature and theory, various vectors of power, such as race, class, gender, and place,
along with gender, are at work simultaneously. I add the value of “place” to race, class, and gender
because I find it an important factor in the analysis of discussions of peace, security, and
environmental justice, which will all be topics that ground a thesis that will focus on “peace and
security.” My analysis of American speculative fiction will trace the reasons that not all people
are affected by environmental hazards equally, and so-called “natural disasters” are neither equal
nor equitable. My analysis of ecofeminism will go back to the late 1990s, then trace the
development forward as it has moved towards a more reconstructive perspective, rather than
deconstructive and unsuccessful, which some early feminism has been deemed to be in relationship
to women of color. As Greta Gaard formulates it, today, ecofeminism is emerging as an
“intersectional approach to understanding and acting to correct eco-social and environmental
problems” that aims to “[bridge] human justice, interspecies justice, and human-environmental
justice” (“Ecofeminism” 69).

Briefly, feminism, particularly the postmodern feminism that emerged in the 1980s, has
sought to distance itself from nature and environmentalists since nature is strongly associated with
essentialism, which social constructionists condemn. Therefore, in their analysis of the body,
postmodern feminists usually focus on the social and discursive existence of the body rather than
its materiality. I want to emphasize that I am not saying that there is something essential about the
material body on its own, that the body's materiality cannot be malleable, constructed, or hacked.
(Alaimo) sees this divide between feminism and environmentalism and between body and
materiality or nature as an entry point to propose her theory of trans-corporeality, which she
explains as “the time-space where human corporeality, in all its material fleshiness, is inseparable
from ‘nature’ or ‘environment’” (238). (Alaimo) believes that “Trans-corporeality, as a theoretical
site, 1s a place where corporeal theories and environmental theories meet and mingle in productive
ways” (238). As the word “trans” suggests, (Alaimo) is proposing a “literal ‘contact zone’” in
which “human corporeality and more-than-human nature” intermingle (238). Therefore, neither
nature nor the human body is the passive recipient of “culture,” but they have agency. Granting
agency to nature and the human body gives feminism a chance to “[interpret] biological processes”
in “more complex, nuanced ways” through which “‘persistent dualisms’ that feed the dualisms of
gender (1999, 48)” can be challenged (Alaimo 245). (Alaimo) believes that her theory provides us
with “an epistemological space’” that “allows us to forge ethical and political positions that can
contend with numerous late-twentieth century/early-twenty-first-century realities in which
‘human’ and ‘environment’ can by no means be considered as separate” (238-239). Moreover,
intersectional feminism, in Kimberle Crenshaw’s sense which, considers how not only gender but
also race, class, sexuality, religion, etc., as vectors of power intersect simultaneously to oppress
women/people of color has been focused on because as (Hooks Feminist Theory: From Margin to
Center) puts it the emergence of intersectionality challenges the notion of gender as a determining
factor (xi).

This new interpretation of ecofeminism, traced back to 20th-century African American
literature and 21st-century novels by American and Canadian authors today, will help readers
understand and recognize the transformation of early binary ecofeminism into more intersectional
and environmentally just forms of ecofeminism. Traditional understandings of ecofeminism,



which rely on essential dualism and see women associated with nature and confronted with man,
distract ecofeminism from concentrating on environmental issues and attempting to solve them.

I will explore this thesis in the context of what I will define as 20th-century speculative
fiction. I will first focus on two important 20th-century novels, both written by African Americans,
Jean Toomer’s Cane (1923) and Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God (1937), to
recoup and revise the genealogy of American ecological literature written by African Americans.
I will also consider realistic fiction dealing with environmental issues, such as Linda Hogan’s
Solar Storms (1994), which fictionalizes a dam construction on the US-Canada border, and Jasmyn
Wards’ Salvage the Bones (2011), telling the story of a family amid the Hurricane Katrina. I will
also consider a couple of dystopian novels in a chapter about Margaret Atwood’s Oryx and Crake
(2003), The Year of the Flood (2009), and MaddAddam (2013) juxtaposed with Louise Erdrich’s
Future Home of the Living God (2017). 1 will focus on these novels because they consider
environmental problems in the context of gender issues, which lie at the center of these works.

Since I will focus on “speculative fiction,” I will define the term in the sense that Margaret
Atwood defines it in an interview with Robert Potts in which Atwood differentiates between
science fiction and speculative fiction, saying that the latter refers to things that “could really
happen.” Terraforming is a topic typically discussed in science fiction, and science fiction is a
genre associated with Afrofuturism. Deploying the term speculative fiction allows for a broader
range of literature to be included with respect to Afrofuturist features, works such as Toomer and
Hurston’s novels that reflect on terraforming and land/place change as the direct result of
monoculture and wrong plantation systems. Focusing on speculative fiction will allow me to
consider terraforming, which is becoming more of a conversation in ecocriticism and
environmental humanities. In chapters, I will explain more clearly the relationship between
speculative fiction, Afrofuturism, and “safe spaces” for women.

I will connect my analysis of “safe spaces” and Afrofuturism to a Humanities Lab titled
“Gendering Peace and Security” that I co-taught with Miki Kittilson, a political scientist. I was
the humanist charged with showing students how employing literature, art, and media can help us
envision transforming Sustainable Development Goals' (SDGs) as well as understanding the role
of gender equity in environmental issues and addressing them and analyze how an intersectional
ecofeminist approach works towards women’s empowerment to facilitate peacemaking and
address environmental justice.

After teaching “Gendering Peace and Security,” I came to see the Lab’s theme as a framing
device that would work very well for my dissertation. It will help me think about how gender and
environment (place) intersect in speculative fiction about environmental disaster and degradation,
how an ecofeminist theory can enhance and benefit from new, nondualist conceptions and
articulations of gender in fiction, and how fiction about gender and ecology might help readers,
and ultimately, students and the public reconsider and reimagine human survival and mitigation of
climate change.

As a framing device, “Gendering Peace and Security” will also equip me to think about
how gender and place intersect in the novels I will analyze. I will explore connections between
Jean Toomer’s Cane and Zora Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. 1 will also link
(Afro)futurism, a new genre that links the intersections of race, gender, and place (environment)
to the ways in which this literature imagines women’s access to “peaceful and safe spaces.”



The dissertation expects to answer the following questions: What roles do gender and place
play in new fiction about environmental disasters and degradation by women? How can
ecofeminist theory enhance and benefit from new, nondualist conceptions and articulations of
gender in fiction? In what ways does material ecofeminism contribute to discussions about peace,
security, and environmental justice? How might new fiction about gender and ecology help us
reconsider and reimagine human survival and mitigation of climate change?

Chapter Abstracts

Chapter 1: Rewriting the History of Ecocriticism: Recouping the Intersectional, Ecofeminist Roots
of Early 20th Century African American Novels

The main theoretical line of my dissertation will be found in chapter one, where I explain
the connection between speculative fiction, Afrofuturism, and gendering peace and security.
Chapter one, successfully defended as my comprehensive exam, will become my main theoretical
argument. [ will then expand on my theoretical argument about ecofeminism and peace and
security throughout the chapters. See Appendix 1, followed by my bibliography; see Appendix 2.

Chapter 2: Hydronarratives: Transcorporeal Feminist Reading of a Hydro-fiction in Linda Hogan’s
Solar Storms and Guillermo del Toro’s movie The Shape of Water

In Linda Hogan’s 1996 novel Solar Storms, the characters find themselves in a political
conflict against the construction of several dams intended to generate electricity for the inhabitants
of the south. The main character and narrator of the novel is a teenage girl, Angela (Angel). Angel’s
mother, Hanna, had left her wounded and hurt. Hanna, “seriously ill mentally and physically,
mirrors both the devastated landscape and the greed of the developers” (Castor 163). She acts as
both “victim and victimizer,” as (Castor) puts it (163). Hanna is oppressed and abused. So, it is
worth mentioning the similarities between women and nature as Greta Gaard remarks writing,
“‘nature and all that is associated with nature, including women, the body, emotions, and
reproduction’ are detrimentally linked and thereby oppressed” (Chow and Bushman 98). Angle, a
naive Indian girl, comes to a good understanding of herself and her importance, especially with
the help of her grandfather’s wife, Bush, who was a Chickasaw from Oklahoma, an activist
regarding the protests against building the dams. What happens in Solar Storms is not merely
fictional since the conflict is based on the actual conflicts at the US-Canada border. Also, as
(Deckard) rightly points out, “today, the prospect of suction dredges to drain seas is no longer
speculative” (114). Hogan’s work goes beyond water as a metaphor since she is aware of the
mechanisms of metaphors. While metaphors, in general, “provide powerful tools for thought,
spatial metaphors can be pernicious when they detract attention from the actual work of
construction (labor, exertions of social power, reproduction of institutions, etc.) that transpires
make a space what it is” (Steinberg 158). In Solar Storms, we can tangibly see that “land, is also,
in a geological sense, mobile” (Steinberg 160). Thus, going beyond the metaphor of water gives
us a chance to “rethink the binary division between land and sea” (Steinberg 163). Considering the
importance of place as an epistemological axis in Native American Fiction, Simon Ortiz highlights
the interdependence between people and land (Castor 160). Therefore, Solar Storms can be seen
as “a journey the reader makes toward a more complex understanding of place” (Castor 162). This
is well-placed in the parts where Dora-Rouge, Angel’s great-great-grandmother, teaches Angles
about herbs and how they can cure different diseases. Hogan also highlights the relationship
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between “indigenous people’s rights” and “the survival of the planet” (Castor 159). I will delve
into Hogan’s intricate work at the intersection of gender, place, and indigeneity through her unique
use of water as a material rather than a mere metaphor.

As a definition of “hydrofiction™. I will refer to Hannah Boast’s Hydrofictions: Water,
Power, and Politics in Israeli and Palestinian Literature. Boast uses the word loosely in reference
to any literary narrative incorporating water as an important element, theme, or landscape.
However, Boast appears to be more concerned with the connection between literary
representations of water and water management politics. I suggest that Guillermo del Toro’s The
Shape of Water is a hydrofiction since water is not only presented as an important element on
which the marine creature’s life is dependent but also that the whole story hinges on water. I will
also reference Matthew S. Henry’s Hydronarratives: Water, Environmental Justice, and a Just
Transition, which defines “hyrdronarrative” as texts that take “water” as their “subject, both as a
commodity and as a material element marked by human activity” (17). Henry focuses on “human
activity” as he is more concerned with water management and just/unjust water transition;
however, I do not differentiate between human interaction and “human activity,” and that is why
[ consider The Shape of Water as a hydrofiction even though the movie is not concerned with water
management and water transition.

As a material, water has a crucial role in Del Toro’s film. My approach relies on Stacy
Alaimo’s transcorporeal feminist theory, which explains feminism’s “flight from nature” as a
result of essentialist associations between nature and femininity (“Trans-corporeal Feminisms”
237). Alaimo proposes her theory of materialist feminism in response to “the predominant trend
in the last few decades of feminist theory has been to diminish the significance of materiality”
(“Trans-corporeal Feminisms” 237). Alaimo does not suggest that “predominant paradigms”
“deny the existence of the body” but believes that “they do tend to focus exclusively on how
various bodies have been discursively produced, which casts the body as passive, plastic matter”
(“Trans-corporeal Feminisms™ 237).

I will be using the work of Stacy Alaimo, described above in my proposal, to analyze the
materiality of water in the selected fiction and how it becomes a “contact zone” for both human
and nonhuman beings by creating (in Solar Storms) and serving as (in The Shape of Water) safe
spaces. We see the creature being brought to the facility in a tank full of water. It is there that Elisa
sees the creature for the first time. Later, it is transmitted to a bigger pool and kept chained. There,
we can see something added to the water for the first time; however, when Dr. Hoffstetler helps
Elisa steal the creature, we learn it is salt. He informs Elisa that “His water must be kept at 5 to
8% salinity. Table salt will do. Mix one of these in his water every three days. Raw protein diet is
a must” (1:02:36-1:02:43). Del Toro evokes the materiality of the water by establishing the
difference between tap water and water in the Amazon, and the care to maintain the creature’s
habitat at the lab and in Elisa’s apartment. Falling in love with the amphibian man, teaching him
to communicate with her, and the ensuing relationship has never been something strange or
impossible in the eyes of Elisa, who was born with gill-like scars on the sides of her neck and
found outside a river, as Adamson puts it, has “always felt like a ‘fish out of water’ herself” (599).

I suggest that del Toro’s movie calls for an understanding and embracing of nonhuman
agency because such a rethinking “not only enriches historical understanding but also catalyzes an
environmental ethics of partnership” (Alaimo, “Trans-corporeal Feminisms” 245). In an
intersectional coalition between the disabled (mute) Elisa, the African American lower-class
colleague of hers, Zelda, and the alienated homosexual Giles, Del Toro’s characters manage to



steal and save the amphibian man. In turn, when Giles and Elisa are injured, the amphibian man
heals them.

Regarding the field genealogy, I explored in my comp paper and in response to the
committee, I mentioned that I see the need to examine materialist feminism and transcorporeal
feminism to show how the development of the field has benefitted and helped both ecofeminism
and environmental justice critical studies in their journey toward a just future for human and non-
human. The works I will consider in this chapter will provide a rich context to reflect on the
intricate relationship between human justice issues and interspecies issues and how they affect the
peace and security of communities, nations, and/or other species.

Chapter 3: Jasmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones

In Salvage the Bones, Jasmyn Ward tells the story of a working-class African American
family in Mississippi in the midst of approaching Hurricane Katrina and its aftermath. The novel’s
narrator is Esch, the family's only daughter, including her father and three brothers. The mother
has passed, giving birth to the youngest brother. Esch, who is only a fourteen-year-old teenager,
finds out that she is pregnant by Manny’s baby. Manny is a friend of a family who is dating another
girl, rejecting taking responsibility for Esch’s baby. Decades after, when Hurston depicted a
historically accurate hurricane that bore resemblances to Hurricane Katrina, Ward’s heroine, a
pregnant African American teenage girl, gets trapped with her family in their house located in the
Pit. The house, supposedly to be a “safe space,” is far from being one. The plight of the whole
family, precisely Esch’s situation within this family and in the middle of a fatal hurricane, makes
it a rich potential text for my intersectional analysis with a particular focus on gender and place. |
will argue how intersectional analysis is connected to environmental justice/injustice issues and
environmental racism. Regarding their similarities, Ward’s Salvage the Bones can be seen as a
twenty-first-century descendant of Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. This, I believe, can
provide a suitable ground to compare the two novels in the light of ecofeminist theories and
Afrofuturism to reflect on the long way Afrofuturistic fiction has taken and to assess its search for
the “safe spaces” that secure peace and safety, especially for women.

Chapter 4: Margaret Atwood’s The MaddAddam Trilogy Series--Oryx and Crake (2003), The Year
of the Flood (2009), and MaddAddam (2013)) and Louise Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living
God

In Oryx and Crake, the first novel of The MaddAddam Trilogy, Margaret Atwood imagines
a post-apocalyptic future of humans caused by environmental degradation. The second and third
novels of the trilogy are centered around characters briefly introduced in the previous novel. For
example, the protagonists of The Year of the Flood are Ren and Toby, to whom brief references
were made in Oryx and Crake. However, Jimmy and Crake, the main characters of Oryx and
Crake, have minor roles in The Year of the Flood

In addition to environmental degradation, gender binary conflicts are central to all three
novels. Focusing on gender and environmental issues in an imaginary apocalyptic time on earth, |
will argue how inappropriate human actions follow each other and lead to an irreversible dystopic
point. Regarding the genre of speculative fiction, specifically dystopian novels, I will put Louise
Erdrich’s novel Future Home of the Living God (2017) parallel to Atwood’s trilogy. The novels,
with their strong themes of interconnections of gender and place, will provide a rich context to
argue the connection between gender, peace, and environmental justice. I will show how these
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novels have been informed by their precursors, namely Cane and Their Eyes Were Watching God,
and how a non-African American and non-indigenous author such as Atwood can produce works
that share concerns about gender and environmental issues that endanger the peace and security of
all humans and non-humans.

Chapter 5: Gendering Peace and Security: Environmental Humanities in Praxis

My very first practical encounter with Environmental Humanities goes back to the Fall of
2021, in my first year as a Ph.D. student in English Literature with a focus on Environmental
Humanities at Arizona State University (ASU), where I attended a course, a Humanities Lab-- as
they call it-- co-taught by two professors, coming from two different disciplines.

Highlighting the intricate interconnections between feminist theories and ecofeminist
theories and the interconnectedness of discussions of gender and women, environmental
justice/injustice issues, and their significant impact on peace and security, Margaret Atwood’s
1985 novel The Handmaid’s Tale and its 2017 television adaptation by Bruce Miller, Linda
Hogan’s 1994 novel Solar Storms, both of which emphasize gender roles and gender and
environment as informing themes, were the course’s major fictional works. Placing the novel/TV
show, The Handmaid's Tale, in the frame of “Gendering Peace and Security” provided us with a
feminist/intersectional feminist lens to analyze how the lives of specifically female characters of
the story were being affected and how the dystopian order resulted in violence against and
insecurity for the whole population (specifically women). Being born and raised in Iran and having
my research always dealing with Women and Gender Studies (I hold a graduate Certificate in
Women and Gender Studies from ASU, too), I was supposed to bring art, humanities, gender
studies, the Middle Eastern perspectives to the lab to help students to rethink the relationships
between gender, equity, peace, and security. To do so, I paralleled The Handmaid’ Tale with The
Stoning of Soraya M. (2009)", Persian-language American drama film that tells the story of a young
woman who was stoned to death after being accused of adultery; /ncendies (2010), in which the
unnamed country and the events in the film are heavily influenced by the Lebanese Civil War and
particularly the story of prisoner Souha Bechara, and The Patience Stone (2012), a French-Afghan
war drama movie directed by Atiq Rahimi, based on his 2008 novel of the same title that tells the
story of a young woman in war-torn Afghanistan who is taking care of her older husband who is
in a vegetative state due to being shot by his companions in Jihad (battle) over an argument to
underscore how the fictional dystopia that Atwood has pictured and American readers and viewers
consume is another nation’s reality. The Stoning of Soraya M, which bears many resemblances to
Shirley Jackson’s fictional masterpiece The Lottery, is another example of how imaginative works-
- or as Atwood prefers to call them, “speculative fictions” to highlight that such fictions imagine
possible alternatives rather than depicting necessarily utopian or dystopian extreme situations—
can help up imagine not only possible but also existing problems and come up with creative
solutions.

In this chapter, I will connect the theoretical and literary work I will do in my dissertation
to teaching and bringing environmental humanities into the classroom by showcasing the course
my colleagues and I co-taught. Every element of our course design, from our different disciplines
to our various and diverse course materials to students' group impact projects to address gender,
peace, and security issues in their surroundings, was an actual practice of environmental
humanities, which is still emerging. I will provide a philosophical base for the course we taught



and a clear, tangible step-by-step trajectory for delivering such a course, focusing on how this can
help address critical issues of gender, safety, and peace.

Although most of my dissertation will focus on American speculative fiction, in this last
chapter I will add an Iranian-based movie as a nod to my own positionality in the academy and my
teaching. As an Iranian environmental humanist—this analysis will suggest how my theory about
peace and security will work in the larger global context.

Note

1. For the course, we focused on Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), specifically SDG
5: Gender Equality, SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities, and SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and
Strong Institutions for 2030.
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Proposed Timeline for Completion

Summer 2024: Chapter One on Ecofeminism’s Intersectional Roots with a Focus on Early 20"
Century African American Novels

(This Chapter is already written as my comps paper, although I will need to revise
it based on the feedback I have received from my committee members at my
comprehensive exam colloquy)

Introduction

Chapter Two on Linda Hogan’s Solar Storms and Guillermo del Toro’s movie, The
Shape of Water

Fall 2024: Chapter Three on Jasmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones

Spring 2025: Chapter Four on Margaret Atwood’s The MaddAddam Trilogy Series--Oryx and
Crake (2003), The Year of the Flood (2009), and MaddAddam (2013)) and Louise
Erdrich’s Future Home of the Living God

Fall 2025: Chapter Five on Gendering Peace and Security: Environmental Humanities in Praxis
Conclusion
Revisions

Fall 2025/Spring 2026: Defend Dissertation
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