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GLOSSARY 

 
blue chip films- wildlife films that exclude any trace of human presence, this  

includes not only people in the shots but human artifacts (i.e. roads) as well;  
films that are typically extremely high budget 

 
composite shots- typically completed as an editing process, taking two separate  

images and combining them seamlessly into one image 
 
difference- one of the roots of the link between the exploitation of nature and women 

(Ferry, 118); difference is a description that defines what something is by listing 
characters that it does not possess 

 
dualism- one of the roots of the link between the exploitation of nature and women 

(Ferry, 118); an illusion of opposites, such as man and woman, culture and nature. 
Val Plumwood (43) suggests that it is mechanistic science that upholds human 
centered worldviews through the culture / nature dualism. This allows human 
dependency on the environment to be denied. R.Z. Hawkins lists five 
characteristic features of dualism: 1. contributions of the Other are minimized or 
ignored, 2. a difference of kind and not degree exists between the Other and the 
One (for example, nature and culture, or man and woman), 3. the Other is defined 
in terms by which characters they lack as compared to the One, 4. the Other is 
defined by how it is useful to the One, and 5. stereotyping (Hawkins, 161). 

 
expository- one of the four modes of documentary presented in Nichols text  

“Representing Reality;” uses evidentiary editing, recontextualizes points  
given by experts, filmmaker is neither seen nor heard, logic of argument is  
paramount, shot continuity is subordinate, uses voice of god narrative, any  
interviews are subordinate, tries to pass itself off as truth, narration limits the  
viewers knowledge, mode most akin to fiction, character centered, does not  
use audiences recognition that an argument is being presented, self  
consciousness is least common here, [Robert Flaherty films]. 

 
former self- the One that existed prior to realizing the Other 
 
interactive- one of the four modes of documentary; filmmaker interacts with subject  

physically or verbally, may include historical footage, uses audiences  
recognition that an argument is being presented, [Jean Rouch] 

 
mechanistic science- one of the roots of the link between the exploitation of nature and 

women (Ferry, 118); disengaged science; science that demands emotion and 
connection with the subject to not be part of the process.  

 
narrative cinema- fiction films 
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GLOSSARY CONTINUED 

 
observational- one of the four modes of documentary; structures closer to narrative,  

character based conflict, complications, resolution, ethical considerations,  
filmmaker does not interact with the subject, uses audiences recognition that  
an argument is being presented, ‘see for yourself’ (more related to fiction) or  
‘see it my way’ 

 
ouroboros- The "tail-devourer" symbolizes concepts such as totality, perfection, 

completion, and the endless circle of existence. It is usually represented as a 
serpent with its tail in its mouth. This symbol is found throughout many cultures 
including the Egyptian, Aztec, Indian, Japanese, Greece, German, and Native 
North Americans (http://abacus.best.vwh.net/). 

 
recovery narrative- from Carolyn Merchant’s text: Reinventing Eden. The recovery  

narrative is the ultimate goal of Christian religions, it is considered to be a  
recuperation from humankind’s ostracism from the Garden of Eden, in a  
sense a way in which to reclaim and live within Eden; Merchant’s claim 
to essentialize the environmental movement and make it a religious duty 
to save wild places, species etc. 

 
reflexive- one of the four modes of documentary; represents subject in two different  

ways, most reflexivity separates subject and filmmaker, rarely reflects on  
ethical issues, gives emphases to filmmaker & viewer encounter, ‘realist  
access to the world,’ reenactments, uses audiences recognition that an  
argument is being presented 

 
Trickster- a Native American character who takes on different forms depending on the 

tribe. He / she can be coyote, blue jay, raven, spider or cottontail. Trickster is one 
from whom we are to learn by example, whether it be bad or good. Coyote is 
responsible for many things in Native traditions. To name a few: creating land, 
inventing fingers and death, and giving fire to humankind. 
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ABSTRACT 

 
The most dominant form of wildlife film for broadcast currently upholds a 

dangerous separation between culture and nature with production practices, editing and 
film subtext. If wildlife films are to change and incorporate science, they must also relate 
that science to other discourses to present the subject’s greater reality. Wildlife films have 
a duty to represent their subject fairly, and in that fairness propose a preservation ethic 
that will serve for many as a stepping-stone to environmental salvation. A look into 
ecofeminist discourse provides a new methodology for producing wildlife films.
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ECOFEMINISM – A HISTORY 

 
 

Ecofeminism roots 
 
 

A feminist view toward nature existed prior to the realization of the term 

ecofeminism, and sprung from three experiences between the 1940s and 1970s: direct 

environmental involvement, a resurgence of earth-based spirituality, and cultural 

feminism (Spretnak, 1991). The term ecofeminism was first used by Françoise 

d’Eaubonne in 1974. The ecofeminist philosophy states “there exists a direct link 

between the oppression of women and that of nature, so that the defense of One cannot be 

separated from that of the Other without harm” (Ferry, 116). Understanding connections 

between the oppression of woman and nature is necessary for adequate understanding of 

either the oppression of nature or women. Therefore, “feminist theory and practice must 

include an ecological perspective and solutions to ecological problems must include 

feminist perspective” (Ferry, 116-7).1  

Three points that ecofeminist philosophy address are mechanistic science, 

difference, and dualism (Ferry, 119). Three assumptions are required for these 

dichotomies to explore the exploitation of women and nature. “First that there exists a 

hierarchy of the higher and lower…Then, that the second sphere should play an 

instrumental role at the service of the first…and [f]inally that a polarity exists between 

each side.” Ecofeminist philosophy believes that this oppressive system has existed “at 

least since Plato, and has maintained itself to our day through the Christian tradition, 
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Cartesianism, the philosophy of the Enlightenment, the liberalism of the Declaration of 

Rights, the French revolution… [and contribute to] patriarchal ideology” (Ferry, 119).  

By analyzing each of these three points: mechanistic science, difference, and 

dualism a new model for science based natural history film will emerge.2 This new model 

will provide for and at times demand drastic changes if the industry is to positively 

contribute to the environmental movement, or perpetuate not only environmental 

destruction, but the oppression of all worldly Others.  

 
Dualism Roots 

 
 

The origin of human / nature dualism is a crisis of each individual learning the 

definition of the Self as “humanity was left to mourn the loss of its former Self” (Lippit, 

18). This can degenerate into a pathology, a melancholia. In that case, the lost object—

the former, pre-egoical Self—is treated with an ambivalence that frequently takes the 

form of hostility” (Lippit, 18). Specifically, the dualism existing between culture and 

nature creates an illusion that One exists independent of the Other. In effect, the Other 

becomes disposable and a commodity of the One.  

Feminism in general has enjoyed a bit less resistance as compared to the 

environmental movement perhaps because of the more visible status of women when 

compared to the environment. To perceive environmental issues and consider them 

necessary for human survival can be an abstract thought process. Because these complex 

and abstract ecological factors are oversimplified by the media, the public is less 

receptive to environmental outcry. As stated above, the disillusion of dependency 
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between the Self and Other (or culture and nature) does not make the seemingly invisible 

strings disappear.   

Western cultures have particular dualisms in place that have been instrumental in 

the oppression of Others. The Other’s function is to “mirror the Self,” serve the Self, hold 

the future, and “knows that by the experience of domination, which gives the lie to the 

autonomy of the Self.” The Self is not dominated, is “autonomous, to be powerful, to be 

God; but to be One is to be an illusion and to be involved in a dialectic apocalypse with 

the Other. Yet to be the Other is to be multiple, without clear boundaries, frayed, 

insubstantial. One is too few, but two are too many” (Haraway, 177). Dualisms that 

persist in Western culture are key in the dominating minorities. The “One” is a definition 

relying on the existence of the Other – a definition that relies on what it is not and cannot 

be defined without the Other, but two are too many because it upholds the very dualism 

that ecofeminists are trying to break down.  

Utilizing western science to develop continuity definitions is problematic 

(Hawkins, 158). But western science is inherently androcentric towards nature, so how 

can we use western science in its current form to analyze our connectedness with nature? 

An ecofeminist science is needed before we even begin. Carolyn Merchant discusses 

ecofeminist’s critique of science in depth, in that it’s mechanistic. Science (in its 

mechanized state) supports the dualism of culture and nature (Hawkins, 159). 

Julia Lesage gives an overview of John Berger’s text Ways of Seeing, describing 

that Berger “understands how the fact that women are ‘an object of vision, a sight,’ has 

affected women’s view of themselves…” (Lesage, 510). The parallel oppression of 

women and nature could provide an extension in Berger’s argument. Nature is an object 
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of vision, and while it cannot affect a view of itself, this distorted view is perpetuated in 

natural history films that present it in this way. An andocentric science reinforces that 

view of nature, which is further distorted in natural history films by their current form. 

Spectacle is perhaps the most important ingredient in wildlife films today, whether it be 

computer generated dinosaurs or never-before-seen animal behavior. What about 

filmmaking? Feminism in film has produced positive milestones for feminism in general 

(Lesage, 512), but what of a more specific form of feminism (ecofeminism), influencing 

a specific film genre (wildlife film)? The coupling of the two discourses only seems 

natural not only for ecofeminist objectives, but also for the aspirations of wildlife film.  

 
Current Status 

 
Ecofeminism today seems to contain two groups: the Haraway camp and the 

Starhawk camp. The former presents a philosophy based on cyborgs, and of utilizing 

technology to usurp the androcentrist culture. The latter centers around an earth based 

spirituality in which the sacred is ubiquitous and encompasses the feminine.3 Both groups 

have important implications for the methodology and criticism of wildlife film. 

“Cyborg writing must not be… the imagination of a once-upon-a-time 

wholeness….Cyborg writing is about the power to survive, not on the basis of original 

innocence, but on the basis of seizing the tools to mark the world that marked them as 

Other” (Haraway, 175). Donna Haraway does not believe that returning to a past, or 

grasping for the Garden of Eden will bring forth a system that will either result in 

equality for Others nor halt the apocalypse. Cyborg imagery expresses two crucial 

arguments: “1. the production of a universal, totalizing theory is a major mistake that 
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misses most of reality…, 2. taking responsibility for the social relations of science and 

technology means refusing an anti-science metaphysics, a demonology of technology…” 

(Haraway, 181). My interpretation of the first argument is that upholding earth as Gaia 

(utilizing only spirituality for environmental or women’s rights) excludes some reality, 

and the second as taking responsibility for science and technology rather than rejecting 

them. The Gaia form assumes a beneficent mother figure. Followers of many Gaia 

spiritualities appeal for an abandonment of technology, the very thing that is needed to 

usurp the causes of environmental destruction. Haraway calls for becoming a master of 

technology and leading it where we want to go, rather than technology controlling our 

outcomes. 

But why does spirituality have to be anti-science and technology? Why not 

spirituality in addition to science? Both spirituality and science are needed to succeed in 

the fight for ecofeminist philosophy. Perhaps Haraway dismisses Starhawk because the 

Cyborg would certainly be lost in the spiral dance, and incapacitated if stripped of its 

nonhuman parts and left to fend for itself independent of electricity. If ecofeminism will 

prevail the movement must be willing to collaborate with those who do not subscribe line 

by line to particular ideologies. Haraway goes further still:  

This is a dream not of a common language, but of a powerful infidel 
heteroglossia. It is an imagination of a feminist speaking in tongues to 
strike fear into the circuits of the supersavers of the new right. It is a 
means both building and destroying machines, identities, categories, 
relationships, space stories. Though we are bound in the spiral dance, I 
would rather be a cyborg than a goddess (Haraway, 181).  

 
Haraway explains that overthrowing the dualistic system requires knowledge that 

the One possesses. Throwing out technology only handicaps the ecofeminist’s effort to 
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learn the system and destroy it. While I agree with this argument in part, I disagree with 

the disregard for spirituality. As Carolyn Merchant quite articulately describes, religion 

and spirituality, though not universal in everyone’s approach to reality, can be a 

phenomenal motivator to make the ecofeminist / environmental plight obligatory. 

Haraway merely enables the science / religion dualism. While most religions uphold an 

androcentric view, earth-based spirituality may facilitate change. Science is also suspect 

in supporting culture / nature dualism. Science can and does miss some of reality – there 

are some things that science cannot answer, and hence its shortcomings in reality’s 

perception  / presentation. Metaphysics does not imply anti-science; believing so assumes 

everything can be explained by science. The unexplained is what drives science to begin 

with. Haraway assumes science is concrete and depicts or is capable of describing any 

and all things. No single discourse could be so omnipotent, and my suggestion is a 

multifaceted approach to revising wildlife films. Wildlife and science filmmaking cannot 

rely solely on scientific information. It is my opinion that these types of films have a 

responsibility to reach out to a greater part of reality and incorporate more than science. 

For example Killing Coyote is not only about coyotes, but the social disparity that the 

animal causes within human society. I would hope this for all future wildlife films, that 

there is more to the animal beyond the borders of its known biology. Without these 

attempts to reach out into other facets of existence, wildlife and science remains two-

dimensional and easily dismissed. 

Criticisms of the ecofeminist movement are rooted in feminism itself and accuse 

the movement of “intellectual terrorism” active in American universities (Ferry, 118). 

Existentialist feminism would rather see woman’s severance from nature to transcend 
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into maleness than be dragged into a ditch to be associated with nature. Existentialist 

feminism philosophy states that refuting women’s connection to nature ensures women 

will not be dragged down by it, forced into the home and to the mundane tasks that 

constitute women’s oppression. For this branch of feminism, the dualism of nature and 

culture is not to be dissolved, lest women remain / return to an animal state (Ferry, 116). 

Existentialist feminism would only witness and support the destruction of the 

environment. 
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NATURAL HISTORY FILM: CURRENT SHORTCOMINGS 
 
 

 
The current structure of the most dominant form of wildlife films can be traced to 

several contributors, but none so influential as Walt Disney (Bousé, 130). Disney’s films 

gave a mould to work from—formulaic plotlines and utilitarian use of animals that 

adhere to a Capitalist structure and attempts to squeeze the process of science into a 

nutshell merely for spectacle. Derek Bousé explains  

failing to acknowledge wildlife films as a separate genre has allowed 
conceptual chaos to reign. The few who have attempted to include them in 
the documentary genre have groped for connections, come up with 
anomalous combinations, and raised unanswered questions…(Bousé, 
119).4  

 
The general attitude toward wildlife—both in using captive animals and in how 

some filmmakers approach them in the wild—is contradictory to what should be going on 

if ecofeminists were behind the camera, and perhaps more importantly, at the executive 

desk at Discovery, National Geographic or the BBC.5 The very beginnings of the pre-

production process demand scripts to be written that are entertainment based. This 

entertainment motive then seeps into the remainder of a film’s production.  Funding is 

aimed toward entertainment, the camera crew rushes through shortened shooting 

schedules, and the science muddled at best, if it even exists in the film. Typically, none of 

the people involved in the entire production process are scientists, save for the scientific 

advisor or interviewee. If none of these people are formally trained in science, how can 

they even begin to form a dialogue around scientific processes? How can science or 
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wildlife film challenge androcentric science if the basis of science education does not 

exist? It cannot. 

Nevertheless, change can be catalyzed from the ground up. “Wildlife imaging had 

made its first use of three devices that would become firmly rooted conventions in later 

years: a fenced enclosure, a dramatic confrontation staged for the camera, and an 

unwitting participant who becomes a disposable subject” (Bousé, 124). In debating to use 

captive animals or to go into wild areas to film the subject, it has increasingly become a 

handicap to meet production demands to film in the wild. This rushed production 

schedule, sometimes as little as two weeks, diminishes the time the film crew can spend 

getting to know the scientist, research, and results in vain attempts to record meaningful 

behavior.6 The most extreme example of this is the greatest fear of all wildlife 

camerapeople: the CGI subject that will replace real nature.  Replacing “real” nature with 

computerized constructions will begin to replace nature in the minds of the viewers. In 

slow substitutions audiences will, in a worse case scenario, forget why or where intact 

ecosystems exist. Perhaps this will act like a placebo. With Blue Chip films, audiences 

are already given the impression that untouched wilderness exists everywhere. Utilizing 

computer-generated wilderness will further distort our environmental reality. 

 
Content 

 
“[A]merican children…were learning more about human morals and values than 

they were about animals” (Gregg Mitman, USA Today). Science representation in film 

has two major branches, the content itself and as text in the narration. 
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Science Content 

 
To say that science or scientific processes are presented in the dominant form of 

broadcast wildlife films is a misunderstanding, both in the basic sense and in the sense of 

type. Most wildlife films do not attempt to present research on species, ecosystems or the 

environment.7 Wildlife films, as they exist today, are solely entertainment. Ethology in 

wildlife film is often represented as anthropomorphic interpretation of behaviors. What 

little science exists in wildlife films is an augmentation of an already androcentric 

discourse. Generalizing and simplifying an androcentric view (which is what becomes of 

science in wildlife films) dangerously welcomes an apocalyptic stance. Science 

incorporated into the media oftentimes suffers from an extreme form of crude mockery. 

The filmmaker, then, has a double duty. The first responsibility would be to the science 

itself, to understand its details, implications and to not oversimplify its processes or 

findings. Secondly, to identify the shards of male-centered viewpoints that punctuate 

every facet of the scientific process. With this, the filmmaker should draft the interview 

questions around those viewpoints and attempt to transfuse a more balanced science to be 

represented in the film. Perhaps a few facets of research are in the beginnings of 

incorporating an ecofeminist ethic, such as predator research and reintroduction of such 

animals.8 

“To be scientifically valid, a film needs…intervention of the [scientist], for it is 

only by adhering to the body of conventions set up by the community of [scientists] 

accredited by their ‘discipline’ that the film can hope to qualify for the classification and 

be passed as a ‘scholarly endeavor’” (Renov, 102). This is the basic objective of the 
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Science and Natural History Filmmaking program at Montana State University. Science 

literacy is needed by those who are ‘on the ground’ making the film.  Lacking this 

knowledge, how would the interviewer know how to communicate with the scientist 

(assuming there are interviews), or even understand what the researcher is doing? 

Misinterpretation of scientific research is common in the filmmaking process and can 

destroy credibility, friendships, and conservation efforts. Scientific knowledge is not a 

crash course to be taken on the flight to the shoot, nor is it taking word for word what the 

researcher nervously recites in front of the camera. Unfortunately, even the basic science 

tenets are grotesquely misappropriated in films. Tenets such as the scientific method and 

the very definition of science itself are common stumbling blocks.  

“[B]iology has intrinsically been a branch of political discourse, not a 

compendium of objective truth. Further, simply noting such a connection between 

biological and political / economic discourse is not a good argument for dismissing such 

biological argument as bad science or mere ideology” (Haraway, 98). Science can not 

prove everything, it can only disprove hypotheses, and is not synonymous with truth. We 

only get out of science what we put into it, societal and historical contexts are just as 

much a part of science as the scientific question itself. Knowing that science is infused 

with human position, researchers must carefully wade through their efforts and try to 

suggest an unbiased presentation of their work for filmmaking. Of course this is 

impossible; science, no matter how you sift it, is not purely objective. Nor should it be. 

People doing the day-to-day grind are (hopefully) not impartial to their work. This 

impartiality inhibits a claimed objectivity. An androcentric science claims objectivity, 

ecofeminist science would embrace a more subjective discipline. 
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Science Narration 

A second shortcoming found in the content of natural history film is in the audio 

track. Closed narration causes the “relationship between the viewer and the text to 

become more didactic as the space for individual interpretation by the viewer is 

minimized. The viewer is encouraged to be a passive observer rather than an active 

interpreter” (Scott, 30). Narration that does not allow interaction with the text is 

becoming increasingly common. Words are crafted in wildlife films in such a way so the 

audience can ‘tune out’ and not have to do any critical thinking. This presents the illusion 

that science is impenetrable, that the information is solid and never changes. Narration 

must reflect the basic scientific procedure and findings. Narration has been downplayed 

to the point of a dull buzz possibly because the filmmakers don’t understand what the 

science behind the subject is. Narration of this type implies objectivity, characteristic of 

scientific process.9 The problem with such narration is that it is based on an androcentric 

science and that science is misinterpreted to be objective.10 Androcentric tendency is to 

tell, not engage. It is the view of ecofeminists that androcentric science claims omniscient 

knowledge. Commentary based on such science is only extrapolated into “voice of god” 

narration. 

The last issue with impenetrable narration is that it does not allow the audience to 

follow through with any emotions it may have in regards to the film’s subject. A subject 

is presented for entertainment, not for our input, or for our emotional response at all. 

Perhaps this is because wildlife films, in their current form, embody androcentric science. 

Others are inhibited from commenting on scientific discourse. Androcentric science 
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exists as a closed system in which you are either a member to be included or an outsider 

to be excluded from any dialogue. Furthermore, androcentric science would not have 

emotion, a form of subjectivity, involved within its processes. Without an interactive 

narrative, how can wildlife film have a social function? It cannot. “[P]resentation is not 

automatically interrogation. Art’s real success could be measured by its ability to activate 

its audience. [Film] should encourage inquiry, offer space for judgment, and provide the 

tools for evaluation and further action—in short, encourage an active response” (Renov 

31). Merely showing films does not ‘turn the light on upstairs.’ What is the purpose of art 

if it does not produce a response? Excess.11  

 
Production 

 
Allowing only the use of wild animals will result in ignoring rare or difficult to 

film species, the very subjects that so sorely need help from the filmmaking industry. 

Conversely, adhering strictly to captive animal use would imply that people remove 

themselves completely from proclaimed wild places such as Yellowstone National Park 

for fear of disrupting wild systems in any way. The exclusion of people from wild places 

is a reinforcement of human – nature dualism. The collapse of captive animal façade can 

damage whole viewerships’ perception of the natural world, again, reinforcing dominion. 

It is beyond the scope of this essay to fully discuss the ethical considerations for utilizing 

captive or wild animal subjects. Certainly some artifice and use of captive animals is 

needed—for those species impossible to film—but an explanation should exist in the 

film’s narrative. Should / can nature be demystified? This view assumes that science can / 

will answer all questions, a topic this essay will address later. 
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Other 

 
Wildlife films, without proper interpretation, can result in a myriad of 

misunderstandings. When bombarded with nature images, where animals are edited to 

display only their most unique behaviors, people who venture out into nature have a 

distorted expectation of what they will see. During the production of Spirit Dog, my 

husband and I witnessed impetuous tourism in perhaps its most severe form in 

Yellowstone National Park. During the summer months, impatient tourists flock to 

complete their megafauna checklists, and beware if you get in their way. Not that there is 

anything wrong with wanting to see a grizzly bear or a wolf in the wild, but we’ve seen 

the damaging effects of particular attitudes (those expressed in wildlife film) toward 

wildlife. Consistently, visitors want to approach or even touch very dangerous animals: 

bison, elk, and, heaven forbid, moose. Then they feed the coyotes!  “After a lifetime of 

exposure to nature shows and magazine photos, we arrive at the woods conditioned to 

expect splendor and are surprised when the parking lot does not contain a snarl of 

animals mating and killing one another” (McKibben, 19). Wildlife films should at least 

impose an attitude of respect to our earthly cohabitants.    

“How can there really be a shortage of whooping cranes when you’ve seen a 

thousand images of them, seen ten times more images than there are actually whooping 

cranes left in the wild” (McKibben, 20)? Oh, the misconception of endangered species. If 

a thing is rare, it’s in high demand and there’s bound to be a pretty price not only on 

footage of endangered and rare species, but on never-before-seen behaviors as well.  
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Bousé recalls the media critic’s judgment of MTV and certain children’s cartoons 

merely as “a new kind of advertising” (Bousé, 116). Are we selling something? We must 

be if the current state of wildlife films is entertainment. Not that there’s anything wrong 

with an honest salesman, but the suspicion begins when the merchandise is brought out of 

the package. Nature as commodity is dangerous, it implies ownership on a personal level, 

which can be good, but mostly it comes out all wrong. Nature is being marketed 

incorrectly in the current state of wildlife films -- it is a mode that perpetuates the “capital 

intensive mode of production” (Renov, 31). If wildlife films were to create a product that 

would drive environmental causes, scientific endeavor may begin to experience a benefit 

rather than an image crisis. In turn scientists would be rewarded rather than punished for 

participating in disseminating their research through visual media. 

Another means must surface for wildlife film other than popular entertainment if 

the genre is to be reshaped. Change has certainly begun from the bottom, but restructuring 

the broadcaster is a larger, societal based issue. Wildlife films are “increasingly ratings 

driven and therefore reliant on formulaic, dramatic narratives that continue to blur the lines 

between fact, reconstruction, ‘info-tainment,’ and fiction” (Bousé, 116). Another issue is 

quite possibly an “influx of Hollywood capital, and the entrance of high-profile Hollywood 

producers into the wildlife film industry” (Bousé, 117). Changing science interpretation 

and the films they are based on could be done through an ecofeminist approach to wildlife 

film. 
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APPLYING ECOFEMINISM TO NATURAL HISTORY FILM 

 
“The technologies of visualization recall the important cultural practice of 
hunting with the camera and the deeply predatory nature of a photographic 
consciousness” (Haraway, 169). 

 
Employing an ecofeminist ethic in wildlife film has implications throughout the 

entire filmmaking process: pre-production in the research stage, production in the 

acquisition of material, and post-production in the narrative and editing techniques.  

Applying feminism to filmmaking has inherent problems. If there are difficulties in 

applying feminism to filmmaking, than it could be inferred that similar roadblocks would 

exist in applying ecofeminism to wildlife film, both more specific forms of feminism and 

filmmaking. These films should be based on a feminist science, lest they perpetuate the 

current androcentric model, and in turn justify the current wildlife film mode.  

Feminist films in the 1970s used small focus groups to bring knowledge of 

women’s issues to other women (Lesage, 507).12 Working in small groups, while 

successful, may not be an effective method for timely issues.13 Feminist film “attacks 

both the artistic and medical tradition of viewing women’s bodies” (Lesage, 510). An 

ecofeminist ethic in wildlife films would address the purpose of such films, how the 

subject is presented in them, and what to do with a subject that has an androcentric 

knowledge base. How we view nature—through an ecofeminist lens,  androcentric, or 

another view entirely —is one of the changes that should be made to production. The 

origin of wildlife film is situated with hunting, both of which rely on vision and the 

reconditioning of our gaze. Merely trading the gun for the camera allows the predatory 

nature of humans to continue, and for the dominance of man over animal to perpetuate. 
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Ecofeminist Values in Natural History Film 

 
Production Objectives 

“Feminist films look at familiar women’s elements to define them in a new, 

uncolonized way.” Feminist documentary makes a complex visual definition of women 

and draws attention to that (Lesage, 518). So how can an ecofeminist wildlife film look at 

nature in an uncolonized way? What elements are considered androcentric? Furthermore, 

criticism of feminist documentary includes transparency of the subject, and the “visual 

dullness of talking heads” (Lesage, 519). Many critics do not consider wildlife films to be 

documentary, but documentary is the closest feminized genre to wildlife films (as 

opposed to utilizing a feminized-Hollywood film for a model). An additional problem in 

extrapolating feminist documentary to a wildlife film is that feminist documentary 

occurred in the United States, and the environmental crisis is worldwide. Differing 

culture issues will demand an exploration of cultural-specific models. 

In making wildlife films, there should be something that environmentalism itself 

will gain. Filmmakers should have an ethical responsibility to their surroundings and to 

the film’s subject. Both animals and humans should be respected. Including an 

ecofeminist, unbiased science would fulfill this ethical responsibility. Many films have 

begun incorporating associated agencies that are committed to research or impacting the 

political process in favor of the environment’s future. An active agent in this process 

becomes the film’s story: 

[F]orbidding comparative stories about people and animals would 
impoverish public discourse…. It is equally true that no class of tales can 
be free of rules for narrating a proper story within a particular genre, in 
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this case the discourse of life science. Nature is constructed, constituted 
historically, not discovered naked in a fossil bed or a tropical forest. 
Nature is contested, and women have enthusiastically entered the fray [of 
science] (Haraway, 105-6).   
 

A science narrative can follow a course of discovery, such as in Spirit Dog, to 

illustrate not only basic information but also the way in which science hypotheses 

vacillate through time.  Spirit Dog searches for an answer to the main film’s question: 

why are eastern coyotes larger than their western cousins? Over the last forty years, 

scientists have speculated as to why easterns are bulkier.14 Several hypotheses have been 

suggested, but only one is certain. So scientific hypotheses evolve and change through 

time. Spirit Dog also incorporates sources other than science. Native American stories 

can be articulate at describing biological coyote behavior, in addition to supplying a 

connection between the audience and subject.  

A second issue with ‘holism,’ identified by Val Plumwood, is a version of deep 

ecology “that attempts to compensate for western culture’s hyperseperation from nature 

through accounts that ‘identify’ the master Self with nature in such a way that the 

distinctness of nature is lost” (Hawkins, 170). An example of this is Marti Kheel’s 

definition of the “holy hunter” discussed in Hawkins:  

Holists who assert…‘the notion that the animal chooses to end her or his 
life for the benefit of the hunter has no more validity than the idea that a 
woman who is raped ‘asked for it’…rather, than the moral justification of 
the act is derived from the hunter’s ‘own mental and emotional state’ 
[and]… is similar to that of the ‘colonizing’ scientist (170).  

 
It is possible to appropriate nature into the Self incorrectly. Perhaps wildlife film tries to 

absorb nature into the Self, but like the holy hunter, falls short. 
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 In relating science to an audience, statements that carry particular weight or 

complexity are perhaps best communicated by an on-screen authority. If completed in an 

agreeable ratio, according to Hawkins, ‘talking heads’ can emphasize bits of the narrative 

where just narration over footage may not stress the point thoroughly, nor be detracted 

from by the picture. Perhaps on-screen interviews would best illustrate difficult concepts, 

and the majority of  text presented by a narrator. 

 
Applying Ecofeminist Values in Production 
 

Vision in this technological feast becomes unregulated gluttony; all 
perspective gives way to infinitely mobile vision, which no longer seems 
just mythically about the god-trick of seeing everything from nowhere, but 
to have put the myth into ordinary practice. And like the god-trick this eye 
fucks the world to make techno-monsters (Haraway, 189).  
 

Blue chip wildlife film has become an orgy of visual splendor that has no human link. 

Blue chip films, in their common form, show wildlife in the absence of people, even the 

camerapersons themselves. The predominant male-centeredness of both the film itself as 

well as the science it is based on creates an inescapable representation for the subject 

matter. Maybe a simplified version of Haraway’s above quote is that men are trying to be 

reborn and liberated by devouring the earth; consumption is an attempt to experience 

male creation. Filmmakers are doubly responsible for what they present in nature films, if 

ignored they only contribute to the earth’s destruction through a patriarchal view. The 

following three paragraphs discuss the issues and implications for an outreaching, 

conscientious change. 

In the above sense --vision as excess -- filmmaking can only uphold the culture / 

nature duality. If producers continue to demand blue chip films, films under hyper-



20

shortened schedules, and / or films that contain androcentric science, then all the 

audience will ever receive is a message of hyper-separation between culture and nature. 

[D]o not give in to the tempting myths of vision as a route to 
disembodiment and second-birthing.…[Haraway] wants a feminist writing 
of the body [/ nature] that metaphorically emphasizes vision again, 
because we need to reclaim that sense to find our way through all the 
visualizing tricks and powers of modern sciences and technologies that 
have transformed the objectivity debates (Haraway, 190).  
 

We cannot pretend to see or know all through science or any singular discourse. 

“…Feminist objectivity [in science] is about limited location and situated knowledge, not 

about transcendence and splitting of subject and object” (Haraway, 190). Objectivity 

upholds the very dualism that has made a phantom of humanity’s tie to the natural world.    

Haraway discusses the specifics of objectivity as position and tool. “Objectivity is 

not about dis-engagement, but about mutual and usually unequal structuring…” 

(Haraway, 201). To her, objective science is a misinterpretation of not only the process, 

but I would add the misunderstanding of society as well. Objective science is the 

particular reason a void exists between the scientific subject, in this case wildlife, and the 

researcher, in particular both the film production and the scientist. The latter becomes an 

alarming situation knowing that the approach to wildlife is objectively filtered twice  – 

perhaps this is a major underlying reason why wildlife films are in their current state. 

Information is first sifted through androcentric science then is filtered again in wildlife 

film based upon this science. So first, we need an ecofeminist view of science, then that 

view needs to be translated to the filmmaking process. Collapsing art / science and 

emotion / knowledge dualisms are needed. 
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Ecofeminist Natural History Film Appearance and Goals 

 
There are several goals toward an ecofeminized wildlife film. In the pre-

production process one change would be a lengthened period of time either 

communicating with the researcher and learning from the subject, or actively 

participating in the investigation. A script, or written narrative on the subject should 

embody the concerns of ecofeminism itself: breaking down dualisms, restructuring of 

mechanistic science, and celebrating difference. Employing science in films means 

presenting a realistic representation of how science works. Many questions should be 

presented that are relative to the subject. This means writing narration that is complex, 

and one which demands the viewer to become intellectually / emotionally invested in the 

subject. Finally, the narration would present science in a more realistic form: one that 

changes continually. “Science defined as the most appropriate approach to the object of 

investigation serves as a banner for every scientific attempt to promote the West’s 

paternalistic role as subject of knowledge and its historicity of the Same” (Renov, 103). 

The narrative would also include varying discourses that have contributed to the whole of 

knowledge in regards to the subject—science is not the only means. Production practices 

would encourage longer field time with wildlife, and captive animal use as a last resort. A 

continued, open dialogue with the researcher represented in the film would be 

commonplace in post-production. With these things in place, wildlife films may escape 

the assembly line that has rendered natural things exploitable and expendable.  

The finished film would include outlets for the audience to express its concerns—

perhaps through cooperative environmental agencies and organizations, websites, 
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discussion forums, and ways in which to route concern to politicians regarding policy.  

An ecofeminist approach to wildlife films will create an open dialogue for the audience, 

and hopefully extend a sense of Self to the nonhuman cohabitants of our planet. If the 

narration invites the viewer to think that an open dialogue has succeeded in generating an 

interactive platform, or almost a discussion with the viewer. For those who do not already 

include nature within the Self-realm, wildlife films may achieve this by utilizing a 

feminist science. Androcentric science “otherizes” the subject, in this case the wildlife. 

An ecofeminist goal is to break down this otherization of the subject, and incorporate the 

subject into the Self-realm. By attaching women to nature, we give the environmental 

plight a tangible agent with which to catalyze. 

Ecofeminists have perhaps been most insistent on some version of the 
world as active subject…. Acknowledging the agency of the world 
[Gaia]…makes room for some unsettling possibilities, including a sense of 
humour….The Coyote or Trickster, embodies American Southwest Indian 
accounts, suggests our situation when we give up mastery but keep 
searching for fidelity, knowing all the while we will be hoodwinked. 
[T]hese are useful [personae] for scientists who might be our allies 
(Haraway, 199).  
 

It is merely coincidence that the topic of my thesis film is congruent with my thesis 

argument. If the agent of the world is Trickster, as proposed by Donna Haraway, the 

general public can come to understand that any findings in discourses (for example: 

science) will be only / forever suspected truth. The agent of science itself then becomes 

one that will never end; research will always continue because of our understanding that 

everything is in a constant stage of flux.    

In relation to my own work, Coyote has surfaced as teacher. In form, the animal 

refuses to be categorized by scientific definitions. The eastern coyote best illustrates this 
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because it is interbreeding with Red and Eastern Canadian wolves. What we really know 

through science is only temporary, and our actions have unimaginable consequences. 

Coyote’s biological story has come to reflect the western Native American Coyote as 

Trickster.15   The Trickster crosses cultural boundaries into the scientific realm as well as 

the philosophical. 

 
Views Toward Wildlife 

 
Darwin recognized traits “he considered to provide the basis for human morality, leading 

him to conclude that ‘the difference in mind between man and the higher animals, great 

as it is, certainly is one of degree and not of kind’” (Hawkins, 160).  

Darwin himself did not believe that humans and animals were different in such a way to 

uphold the culture / nature dualism. Extremely heretical for his time, it would be thought 

that by now humanity would have moved away from anthropocentric thought and be 

inclining toward a positive position toward nature. Over one hundred years later, and the 

sanctity of culture against nature is still situated as it was in Darwin’s time.  “[W]ith few 

exceptions, ethicists seem to have done relatively little to integrate evolutionary insights 

into our moral philosophy, and western culture at large—indeed, much of western 

science—remains thoroughly anthropocentric in orientation” (Hawkins, 160). How to 

look at past scientific work through an ecofeminist lens will become the preoccupation of 

any so inclined to rectify the environmental state. 

For example, two types of classification are heavily rooted in philosophical 

arguments. Each of which clearly result in viewpoints that would place the subscriber in 

either one side or the other. The “typologist” has a different view of animal groups: 
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“…gradual evolution is basically a logical impossibility for the typologist…for the 

typologist, the type (eidos) is real and the variation an illusion, while for the populationist 

the type (average) is an abstraction and only the variation is real” (quoted from Mayr 

1994, in Hawkins, 169). Darwin and subsequent evolutionary biologists, as well as 

geneticists, would support the importance of the individual, rather than upholding the 

idea of holism that “‘only species count, not individuals,’ or by denying that nonhumans 

should even be seen as being individuals.” (Hawkins, 168).  

R. Z. Hawkins illustrates Michael Soulé’s view that differentiates conservation 

from management as “the latter traditionally focus on enhancing population of a few 

‘resource’ species instrumentally valuable to humans and generally under no threat to 

continued existence even without human management. Conservation biology, on the 

other hand, often targets those organisms that are most at risk of extinction or are 

identified as playing a critical role within their ecosystems” (Hawkins, 167-8). So are 

many Game Commissions only perpetuating the views of typology, the idea that 

particular groups of animals are more important and therefore to be maximized in their 

occurrence in the environment. “Typology has long been suspected of being a scientific 

justification for racism (see Table 1), and it should on that basis be either abandoned or 

explored at a greater depth to pluck out the root of such congruencies.”  Mayr 

emphasized, “‘what is true for the human species—that no two individuals are alike—is 

equally true for all other species of [sexually reproducing] animals and plants’” (quoted 

from Mayr 1994, in Hawkins, 158). If science does not support ‘essentialism’ or 

typology, it will not uphold a scientific support of racism. This  
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may on occasion need to be pointed out to hunters, resource extractors, 
and even certain scientists as well as to others claiming a ‘holistic’ bent 
with respect to environmental philosophy. [The] ‘holist’ who insists that 
‘only species count’ when considering environmental concerns is likely to 
be…seriously guilty of adhering to a double standard[.] Even if it is not 
denied that nonhuman organisms are distinct individuals, on this approach 
humanity is still hyperseparated from nonhuman organisms in being the 
only class of natural beings that count as individuals (Hawkins, 169).  
 

Denying individuals within species disregards the need for genetic diversity for the 

benefit of the whole.  

 
Table 1.  Typology / Essentialist and Populationist Views 
Typology / Essentialist                     Populationist 
platonic notions                     ecofeminism 
evolution in jumps                     evolution is gradual 
no gradual change                     gradual change 
consistent with racism / classism / specieism                       obliterates racism 
variation is an illusion                     variation is real 
“average” is real                    “average” is abstract 
incompatible with contemporary biological thought          evolutionary biology  
all that matters is the species                      individuals matter 
holism / holy hunter 
impose “biological determinism” on women  
animals are “hard wired” by genetics                      animals learn 
humans are fundamentally different from other species     humans are animals  
____________________________________________________________________ 
Hawkins, R.Z. “Ecofeminism and Nonhumans: Continuity, Difference, Dualism and Domination.” Hypatia 

13(1998):158-197. 
 

The animal rights movement mostly focuses on domestic animals, but Hawkins 

suggests that an investigation into the domination and suppression of wild populations 

should also be explored in greater detail (Hawkins, 179). These suggestions are part of 

the ecofeminist argument. Capitalism exploits nature as a commodity. Nature is subject to 

economic corruption, exploitation when the chips are down—our National Parks are 
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turning out to be a mere cash crop to be harvested for small economic impact. We gamble 

the remnants of the last great wild places for barely a blip on the economic screen.16  

Perhaps animal ‘rights’ per se is the wrong approach, and we need something 

intermediary. Val Plumwood proposes to look at virtue ethics for environmental issues 

which would “allow for greater attention to concepts such as friendship, respect, care, 

community, and responsibility[.]” These proposed ideas are less problematic than the 

impersonal concepts such as animal rights (Hawkins, 187). Constitutional rights have 

always been about one side against the other; friendship at least implies a mutual 

relationship. Under the paternal system, we talk but don’t listen.   

Returning to the wildlife film, this philosophy implies an ethic that to this day is 

hardly implemented. “[F]ew if any filmmakers feel the sort of obligations to animal 

subjects that they automatically do to human subjects” (Bousé, 136). In the spirit of this 

essay, what we do to those around us, we do to ourselves. 

 
How Science Is Viewed by the Public 

 
The Nature of Science 

Science is a human construct that came about under a particular set of historical 

conditions when men’s domination of nature seemed a positive and worthy goal. The 

conditions have changed and we know that the path we are traveling is more likely to 

destroy nature than to explain or improve it (Hubbard et. al. 1979, 209; quoted in 

Haraway, 80).  

The decolonization of nature has taken hold in some efforts, particularly in 

reintroduction and restoration projects.17 However, the motivation for such actions should 



27

be questioned. Specifically, the commodification of nature only appropriates portions of 

the decolonization effort to uphold the very system that ecofeminism is attempting to 

reshape. I must stress here that the ecofeminist goal, at least in my opinion, is not of 

destruction but of reform. Clearing our vision of the androcentric views is like giving a 

new lens to an extremely myopic society. And even though that vision is corrected, it is 

not omniscient, for we are always subjects of our sense and situation.   

N. Katherine Hayles… “acknowledges that everything we think we ‘know’ about 

the natural world, through the methods of science and otherwise, is itself a human 

construction” (Hawkins, 174). While this is true, it does not justify Soulé’s viewpoint that 

the environment is there for “further material reshaping” which could suggest that the 

environment is not real, only a construct of discourse which is unduly supported by 

current economic scrutiny. Particular counter-environmental administrations look only to 

perpetuate personal interests in the economy and take special interest in fabricating 

skewed scientific data. A feminist critique of science would not throw it all away, but pan 

through what exists and foster a science that does not uphold androcentric objectivity. 

Demanding objectivity gives the illusion of science producing impermeable truth. 

Verifying hypotheses and finding truth are not synonymous. Just because science is a 

construct of man does not nullify the importance of the natural world for human survival. 

To exist as an island adopts solipsism and “the hyperseparation of the disembodied 

subject with the one correct ‘objective’ view implies that ‘one could act upon the world 

without oneself being acted upon’…recognizing interactivity returns us to the awareness 

that we are affected by our impact on the world, just as other subjects are affected by that 

impact” (Hawkins, 174). Adopting this view of the world will both be the process and the 



28

product of destructing dualism. “‘To sacrifice animals or exterminate species…directly 

reduces the sum total of knowledge about the world, for it removes from the chorus of 

experience some of the voices articulating its richness and variety’” (quoted from Hayles 

in Hawkins, 175). Species extinction only homogenizes the human experience, takes 

away the very diversity that we are dependent upon and forces a unified world 

perspective: globalization. We do look to worldly Others to reflect upon ourselves, 

reducing the number of Others only reinforces one outlook. 

Appropriating human economic systems and extrapolating them into nature 

creates the very structure of some science factions. [T]he formal theory of nature 

embodied in sociobiology is structurally like advanced capitalist theories of investment 

management, control systems for labour, and insurance practices based on population 

disciplines…. Nature has been systematically constituted in terms of the capitalist 

machine and market (Haraway, 59).  

Projecting economic hypotheses onto such an unrelated thing as ecology is at best 

vulgar. Making these assumptions creates an air of pompous authority to man as creator, 

and conjures the illusion of understanding and control. Humans possess neither of these. 

Nature is far more complex than economic theory and scientific definitions. To assume 

otherwise only permits anthropocentrism. We can strive to understand small fractions of 

it, but will still only be left with a shard of what makes up reality as a whole. 

Multidisciplinary approaches are working toward assembling these shards, but even still 

they are but a snapshot in a very specific place and time. By using these particular 

sciences to explain the environmental condition is clearly problematic, likened to using 



29

an in-house scientist to okay the environmental requirements for nuclear power plants or 

oil companies. Science structure must clearly be scrutinized.  

Science has been deified in two equivalent ways: (1) by rejecting science and 

technology and not incorporating them into feminist theory and (2) subscribing that 

‘nature’ is the enemy and that our “natural’ bodies” must be controlled through 

biomedical science to “enter the hallowed kingdom of the cultural body politic as defined 

by liberal / radical theorists of political economy instead of by ourselves. This cultural 

body politic marketplace remakes all things and people into commodities” (Haraway, 9).  

Neither rejecting science nor femininity will undo androcentrism. These things 

both work against ecofeminism. Not using the natural sciences in defining feminism only 

encourages the separation of culture and nature. Recognizing that the scientific view is 

tainted, ecofeminism must reappropriate the sciences for its own means as well as to 

decolonize the natural world. Any other form of feminism would have women / humanity 

leave behind or correct what it is to be feminine / human to arrive at sameness. The result 

of an ecofeminist ethic in science communicated through film celebrates difference, and 

breaks down culture / nature dualism. 

 
How Film Presents Science 

“The only people who end up actually believing and, goddess forbid, acting on 

the ideological doctrines of disembodied scientific objectivity…are non-scientists…” 

(Haraway, 184). Current production modes for wildlife film do not ensure the proper 

presentation of science in films. This is the very reason why this graduate program was 

created, to produce a more accurate scientific representation.18 The myth of science as 



30

truth will not be so easily dispelled. The proper representation of a body of work means 

reproducing a fair picture of that body. Under the illusion of objective filmmaking, 

producers trick themselves into believing they are representing truth. Objectivity and 

scientific method are “parables” told to first year science students (Haraway, 184). 

Scientists making films is only the first step toward an ecofeminist ambition. Not all 

scientists will have ecofeminist interests. 

There rightly exists a lack of trust between scientists and the media, due to the 

media’s representation as either an ignorant misunderstanding or oversimplification. 

Scientists commonly “dismiss all works by filmmakers who are ‘not professional 

[scientists]’ or ‘amateur [scientists]’ under the pretext that they are not ‘[scientifically] 

informed,’ hence they have ‘no theoretical significance from a [scientific] point of view.’ 

To advance from such a blatantly self-promoting rationale to institute a deadly routine 

form of filmmaking…to try to skirt what is known as the salvage paradigm and the issues 

implicated in the ‘scientific’ deployment of Western world ownership” (Renov, 102). Not 

all scientists can become filmmakers, an individual trained in both discourses would best 

fit the bill; to be both an artist and a scientist gives the filmmaker a unique vantage 

point.19 

 
The Problem with Definitions in Science and Film 

 
“[Scientific] and non [scientific] explanations may share the same subject matter, 

but they differ in the way they produce meaning” (Renov, 103). 
 
Biobehavioral sciences are important in constructing oppressive theories of the 

“body political” – animal sociology or the science of animal groups. These studies have 
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not just “mirrored” sexism in the animal world. They have also been tools in the 

reproduction of that world, both in supplying legitimating ideologies and in enhancing 

material power. Definitions are human constructs that we create as a reflection of 

ourselves in the subject, in this case wildlife.20 All too often, the human condition is 

described by exclusive definitions. Dualism is rife with such imagery.  

However, the dismissal of all definitions to attempt to reduce Otherness would be 

a mistake. “Our current descriptions of nature, as formulated through science, are indeed 

constructions, representations that at present appear most in keeping with the ways that 

our interactions with the reality ‘out there’ are constrained by it” (Hawkins, 177). Being 

aware of our vantage point only makes the answers we receive all the more clear. If 

scientists and those who interpret science take the responsibility of understanding 

conditions of such definitions, the research will reveal clearer results.  

If current definition construction methods reinforce the dualistic relationship 

between humanity and nature, then ecofeminists need to either rewrite these definitions 

or reform them. Rewriting would be done in such a way to celebrate difference. 

Reformation would be to a degree to which they are not merely comparing culture and 

nature and stating what the subject lacks in comparison. “Aristotle…takes an 

exclusionary approach, dismissing those traits that humans share with other lifeforms and 

identifying reason as the characteristic that supposedly sets us apart form all other beings 

(emphasis in original, Hawkins, 187). Reason is continually the difference upheld to 

dismiss all sense and purpose of nonhuman Others, the one character they apparently 

lack. But why is reason accorded a higher function than any other trait Others have that 

we do not? The argument is solipsistic: first, figure out what makes the One different 



32

from Others, then decide those traits are higher functions that make the One superior. 

Any creature could easily do the same for itself, which could make itself superior to 

humans. Humanity is defined by what we are not, it has relied on the study of nonhuman 

Others to compare ourselves with—and the research itself is based on androcentric 

methods. 

We must learn to converse with the world as coding trickster.  

Like a protean subjected to stress, the world for us may be thoroughly 
denatured, but it is not any less consequential. So while the late twentieth-
century immune system is a construct of an elaborate apparatus of bodily 
production, neither the immune system nor any other of biomedicine’s 
world – changing bodies – like a virus – is a ghostly fantasy. Coyote is not 
a ghost, merely a protean trickster (Haraway, 209).    

 
Coyote is everything, a shapeshifter. Changing worlds is impossible. Eternal life is a 

farce.  

Unchanging science is a common representation in film. Presenting science this 

way effectively shortens the shelf life of science-based films and frustrates researchers 

that invested in the process. Definitions in such films should be clearly stated as plastic, 

things that can and should change through time as research either finds contradictory 

evidence to shift the definition entirely or is able to ask new questions of science whereby 

gaining additional characters to be added to the knowledge base. Science itself changes, 

so too should our understanding of the world that surrounds us. 

Presenting science that is accepting of change can present problems during the 

production process. Some individuals would believe their research is the be-all end-all of 

the discourse, that everything they are doing is concrete. “…[T]he colonizer-scientist 

assumes that matter passively obeys ‘laws of nature’ that are, or eventually will be, 
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completely explanatory and entirely knowable—fully congruent, strangely enough, with 

the constructions of the ‘objective’ human mind” (Hawkins, 164). This is true of the 

public’s idea of science as well. Filmmakers should seek out researchers that do not 

believe they have a god’s eye view of the world through science, otherwise the film 

industry will continue to represent science as truth.  
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ECOFEMINISM IN NATURAL HISTORY FILM 

 
An ecofeminist model of wildlife films will have implications throughout the entire 

filmmaking process. Such a film will have particular goals and require specific 

credentials from the production crew. It would also extend a certain code of ethics toward 

the scientific researcher, as well as the subject. All of these things will improve the 

quality of natural history films, and have a positive impact on not only science literacy 

but also in communicating and providing outlets for environmental causes. In short, this 

model will provide environmental education, improve television ratings of wildlife 

programs, present nature in such a way that would uphold group ownership, essentialize 

environmental issues, present difficult scientific processes, question the science that is 

presented about the subject, present nature as trickster, encourage scientific endeavor, 

invest in long production schedules, and limit the use of captive animals.  

This is not to say that wildlife films will falter to become completely boring. The 

educational process can be quite exciting and once experienced, insatiable. It is my 

opinion that many people, myself included, stopped watching wildlife films for lack of 

learning. The main broadcaster’s current viewership has effectively shifted from those 

who would enjoy intelligent wildlife films to that of those who watch various daytime 

network monstrosities. If this film model is incorporated, the dissemination of an 

ecofeminist science knowledge could be accelerated and nature could effectively be 

decolonized and restored. The reappropriation of nature into the Self will have positive 

effects in nature that will only benefit the future of humanity. Merchant is correct in 

stating pristine nature is the antidote to our current state (119), for the health of our 
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surroundings affects everyone, human and nonhuman Others alike. Ecofeminist wildlife 

films will motivate the audience and provide outlets for them to act.  

A natural question would be if such a film would spur individual action, and one 

would have to argue that awareness is not enough. Looking at similar situations in 

filmmaking’s past, we can seek out examples that impart hope. Feminist documentary 

film demanded improved conditions for women, both socially and medically. “[T]he 

collective and social act of Feminist filmmaking has often led to entirely new demands in 

the areas of health care, welfare, poverty programs, work and law (especially rape), and 

in the cultural sphere proper in the areas of art, education, and the mass media” (Lesage, 

508).  

However, the downfalls of feminist documentary experienced in the past have 

been political limitation, “especially when the film limits itself to the individual” and 

offers little or no analysis of sense of collective process leading to social change (Lesage, 

509), or provides no solution to the problems – the same issue that conservation films 

have encountered. Personally, I have addressed this issue by giving lectures with public 

screenings of my films. While certainly possible in the physical sense to do a film tour, 

the internet could effectively be employed to accomplish such an interaction. It would be 

incorrect to think that the American public would not welcome a wildlife film that makes 

some type of social commentary. Michael Moore’s films discuss politics, a discourse no 

less abstract than the environmental conditions ecofeminist filmmakers would wish to 

present. Social commentary is becoming very popular in documentary right now, and I 

would project that it would be a natural extension to include political and social 

commentary in wildlife film. 
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It is difficult to imagine not acquiring unique footage with lengthened production 

schedules. However, the motivation for such films should not be to extract never-before-

seen behaviors from wildlife. This attitude carries the predatory nature that Haraway 

cautions against. She describes scientists desiring discovery as insatiable gluttons, to be 

the first to see something. Anyone reading the text could not be immune from such 

“gendered erotic trope that figures the hero’s probing into nature’s laminated 

secrets…Science as heroic quest and as erotic technique applied to the body of nature are 

utterly conventional figures” (Haraway, 205). Redirecting determination seems to be 

important in both science and filmmaking. An ecofeminist wildlife film should aim to 

gather sufficient footage to illustrate the ecofeminized science. 

Spirit Dog only partially illustrates what an ecofeminist wildlife film would look 

like and accomplish. This film has had great advantages, but experienced setbacks as 

well. This thesis film incorporates detailed scientific information, beyond what any 

previous coyote film has attempted.25 Spirit Dog utilizes not only ethology, but genetics, 

taxonomy and evolution as well. The use of abstract science in film presents a challenge 

perhaps best illustrated with computer graphics instead of wildlife footage. Rather than 

omitting talking heads, the film takes advantage of what such authority does best: present 

difficult topics. While this film covers the complex science more thoroughly than most, it 

regrettably does not include an explanation into the means by which the film was 

completed. With all of the inherent complexity, it seemed to be too problematic to 

interject the filmmaker’s story or method. Perhaps a more simple scientific wildlife film 

(one other than coyote) will allow for more room reflexively. Perhaps a coyote film of 
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this nature could be devised as part of a longer version, as a short supplement, or included 

in a director’s commentary. 

Discussing other existing films to illustrate what qualities would constitute such a 

filmmaking model will provide some way of critiquing not only my film, but productions 

that attempt this way in the future. Spirit Dog has certainly enjoyed a lengthy production 

schedule, though I would have opted for additional field time, particularly in the east 

where coyotes are exceedingly shy. Part of not meeting these desires is obvious; it takes a 

large sum of the budget to keep the cameraperson in the field for extended periods of 

time.  

I would like to think I qualify as a scientist, since I have been researching coyotes 

for six years and have a bachelor’s degree in Environmental Science-Biology. Coyote is 

perhaps the quintessential example of illustrating the plasticity of science, and seems to 

be coincidence that he was adopted by ecofeminist theory. My intent is for this film to be 

educational not only about coyotes themselves / himself but about the scientific process, 

and the greater environmental implications our management practices can have. 

Illustrating nature as a complex being falls into place with such a presentation. I have 

included information that the audience can use to act on its concerns. Only time will tell 

if this film has any lasting impact for spurring change to implement an ecofeminist model 

for wildlife films, create a greater understanding of coyotes, or for wolf recovery in the 

northeast. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
 

“Perhaps the world resists being reduced to mere resource because it is not 

mother…but coyote, a figure for the always problematic, always potent tie of meaning 

and bodies” (Haraway, 201). Coyote is always everything and nothing. Science questions 

are tainted with bias that result in answers that attempt to be described as truth. One hand 

reaches, feeling, trying to describe what it finds—independent of sight—of such a large 

and complex a thing as the earth that is trickster. The piece we find, while it is a portion 

of a greater whole, will already only be just an infinitesimally small fragment of the 

whole. The real trick is puzzle-piecing everything together, where there are no 

boundaries, no sidepieces, and we are still fumbling in the dark for most of the 

unexplained fragments and some of them may be already always missing, forever. 

If the wildlife filmmaking industry subscribes to scientists making science and 

natural history films, the filmmaker ought to be an ecofeminist. The consequence would 

be the perpetuation of an androcentric view toward nature, continuing dominion that 

justifies a capitalist machine that promotes the wholesale destruction of nature as an 

economic commodity. Consumerism perverts the ouroboros (see Figure 1).22  If nature is 

no longer sacred, and even if all sacredness is leeched from life, commodity splits the 

continuum and halts life’s cyclic nature. Beyond religious importance, it is imperative 

that humanity respects and preserves ecological systems not only for their intrinsic worth, 

but out of recognition that the continuance of human life depends on intact ecosystems. 

Ignoring the importance of all life becomes both blasphemous and biological suicide. In 

place of a circle, humanity’s destruction distorts the ouroboros into a coil, a downward 
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spiral that quickens pace as species and ecosystems collapse. It is hard to project, but 

many scientists have proposed that the earth’s systems are at a critical point. Our planet is 

at a position in the spiral where we are about to miss the link, break the circle and begin 

the irreversible downward spiral into cascading species extinction—what is called a 

major extinction event. 

 
Figure 1.  Ouroboros  

 

“Ouroboros” Abacus. Stanford University 15 Feb. 2005. <http://abacus.best.vwh.net/>. 
 

Short production schedules and other androcentric production practices uphold 

the very methodology of the current state of wildlife/ natural history films that force the 

utilitarian use of wildlife that is neither a possession to the ringmaster nor to the 

filmmaking industry. Animals do not exist merely for lecherous entertainment. This 

secret keeping of methodology is dangerous because now and then it surprises the general 

public with its ugly head and is a contributing reason why people are turned off by 

wildlife films.23 The public generally believes it is experiencing nature, albeit second 

hand, and when that illusion is destroyed the fall of nature film becomes the fall of nature 

itself to those who do not experience it first hand.
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NOTES 
 

1 “[O]ne might think that such a program would place ecofeminsim close to deep ecology 

[but]…ecofeminsim turns out to be fairly hostile to deep ecology on one point. [D]eep 

ecologists make the mistake of fighting ‘anthropocentrism in general.’ What is in 

question is not the Western world’s ‘human centeredness’ but its ‘male centeredness’” 

(Ferry, 117). 

 

2 Two types of science can be discussed here: the science on which natural history films 

are based (professional papers) and the science film production process itself 

(interviews). 

 

3 Some earth-based spiritualities replace the divine masculine with the feminine entirely. 

However, the majority of these religions embrace both the masculine with the feminine. 

 

4 Theoretic problems surface with a subject who “has no way of comprehending the 

implications of being in films, or the power of the filming process…” to summarize: 1. 

animals have no secrets nor privacy, 2. “therefore they do not enjoy rights of privacy-or 

any rights at all” 3.  informed consent is difficult to obtain 4. “therefore, invasive filming 

techniques allowing filmmakers to probe, to prod, and to reveal are not 

discouraged…usually without objection from either the subjects or the audience” 5. 

narration is needed to interpret behaviors “though the matter of whether or not animals 

have stories’ remains problematic” 6. “the rules for…constructing narratives and telling 
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fabricated stories, are far more vague in wildlife films [than] traditional documentary” 7. 

“therefore, [the use of] creative editing or construction of composite actions from 

disconnected events or… characters… [is] far more permiss[ible]” (Bousé, 120). 

“Wildlife films…may actually be more closely related to popular entertainment 

than to traditional documentary…some of the leading models of documentary 

filmmaking simply may not apply to films with wild animals as subjects” (Bousé, 121). 

Bousé further explains additional reasons why wildlife film has not been accepted into 

the documentary genre, in particular Paul Rotha’s opinion of it lacking ‘social analysis’ 

(Bousé, 118) the very thing that so many wildlife and nature filmmakers are trying to 

change today. At first glance, one may hope for a particular mode of documentary for the 

wildlife film: observational cinema. However, “[o]bservational cinema…is not an 

accurate model for wildlife films, [because] informative voice-over narration remains a 

constant, if not a necessity” (Bousé, 121). Certainly the audience cannot interpret what it 

is seeing, or grasp what the filmmaker’s argument may be without some interpretation. 

Employing a script for wildlife filmmaking provides a ‘wish list’ so filmmakers “are 

essentially seeking footage to illustrate preconceived ideas rather than to reveal 

something new” (Bousé, 121). 

 

5 Ecofeminist filmmakers could do many things that would be different from current 

production practices. These things include longer production schedules, working side by 

side with the scientist, weighing the costs and benefits of filming wild animals instead of 

utilizing captive ones, incorporating a positive environmental message, and providing an 

outlet for audiences to find more information and take action on specific issues. 
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6 “Wildlife filmmakers competing for distribution and broadcast in today’s market are far 

less likely to be influenced by traditional documentary models than they are by other 

films currently selling in their own field, or by those that garnered last year’s high TV 

ratings. This is simply a fact of life in the broadcasting industry, especially in competitive 

prime-time markets, where traditional documentaries have never held much sway, and 

where television documentaries have tended increasingly toward ratings-generating 

formulas borrowed from entertainment genres” (Bousé, 135). 

 

7 Blue chip films are defined as: “visual splendor…dramatic narrative…absence of 

history and politics…absence of people…the absence of science….If the rise of the Blue 

Chip film cannot be traced directly to American origins, it can be attributed to American-

style capitalism, and to a television marketplace increasingly dependent on ratings” 

(Bousé, 134). 

 

8 The decolonization of nature, or giving back nature to itself, is one of the criteria for 

ecofeminist intentions. Reintroducing animals to their former range is one example that 

ecofeminists use as a way to decolonize nature. 

 

9 Although science claims to be objective, in many ways it cannot be wholly so. Humans 

cannot be entirely impartial to their work, nor should they be. Ecofeminists begin in 

arguing against mechanistic science on this point—that science really is not objective. 

 



48

10 For a discussion on how science is androcentric see Haraway, 1991. 

 

11 T. D. A. Cockerell (1935) “offered the quintessentially Griersonian mediation that the 

motion picture, as a form, ‘must be not longer merely for amusement; it must be designed 

to stimulate thought and, through thought, action[.]’” But Cockerell returned to what was 

a more traditional use of film for scientists: “observing animal movements by exploiting 

the film medium’s ability to reveal what the unaided eye misses” (Bousé, 127). 

 

12 Lesage discusses some early Feminist Documentaries that include Growing Up 

Female by Julia Reichert and Jim Klein, Janie’s Janie, by Geri Ashur, and The Woman’s 

Film by the women of San Francisco Newsreel. The Feminist Documentary Film 

movement occurred in the1960s and 70s in the United States. 

 

13 The basic structure of feminist films includes a 1. traditional “realist” structure, 2. 

biography, 3. simplicity, 4. trust between woman filmmaker and woman subject, 5. 

flexibility of the cinematic medium (Lesage, 508), 6. do not “explore the corners of 

women’s psyches (as in Romantic art)” (Lesage, 509), 7. cinema vérité, 8. “identify 

personally with their subjects, 9. collaborative relationship between filmmaker and 

subject, each sharing common political goals (Lesage, 514), 10. women telling their story 

directly to the camera, 11. common theme is a “woman struggling to deal with the public 

world” (Lesage, 515), 12. “filmed in domestic space, and their words serve to redefine 

that space in a new ‘women identified’ way,” and 13. committed to changing the public 

sphere, 14. “challenges the general visual depiction of women in Capitalist society” 
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(Lesage, 521). Just as Bousé explores the modes of documentary film to try and 

understand and hopefully categorize wildlife film as some type of documentary genre, so 

too would an ecofeminist model of wildlife films be difficult to sprout from the soil of 

feminist documentary. Bousé argues for a new film genre for the wildlife film, and while 

some of Lesage’s structures are helpful in germinating discussion (1,2,6,8,11,12,13, & 

14), many of them are irrelevant or problematic (3,4,7,9 & 10).   

 

14 The current accepted theory is that the red wolf (Canis rufus) is a half-breed of coyote 

(Canis latrans) and gray wolf (Canis lupus), even though no documentation exists for the 

two interbreeding in the wild. In 2001 geneticists found that the red wolf and the 

Algonquin wolf (Canis lupus lycaon) are in fact the same species (though would remain 

separate sub species; which is another matter entirely) and should be reclassified as Canis 

lycaon. The new information, gleaned from genetic research in Ontario, Quebec, New 

York, and Texas finds that Canis latrans and the would-be Canis lycaon are closely 

related to one another. Since coyotes and the eastern wolf are closely related the 

interbreeding of these two species is possible. What does this mean for endangered 

species conservation? And what implications does this have for a proposed wolf 

reintroduction in the northeast? Which species of wolf belongs in the Adirondacks, Canis 

lupus or Canis lycaon?  Political definitions further complicate the issue (Dr. Robert 

Chambers, personal communication). 

Based on the recent research, Canid species history is being rewritten. A common 

ancestor of the wolf and coyote existed in North America 1-2 million years ago, and then 

the Bering Straight surfaced, allowing some proto-canids to travel to Eurasia. The Bering 
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Straight then disappeared under the ocean waters. The individuals that remained in North 

America diverged into two species: Canis latrans, and Canis lycaon. Proto-canids that 

evolved in Eurasia became Canis lupus. The Bering Straight once again resurfaced, and 

Canis lupus invaded North America. This is why coyotes and Red / Algonquin wolves 

can interbreed, and gray wolves and coyotes do not: coyotes and the eastern wolves are 

more closely related to each other than they are to gray wolves, they have not been 

geographically separated as long as they have been from C. lupus (Dr. Robert Chambers, 

personal communication). 

 

15 Coyote as Trickster has crossed the culture boundary over the past couple hundred 

years. Traditionally Native American in origin, Coyote was adopted early into African 

American culture. Often, Coyote was blended with Renard the Fox (French Trickster) 

during European colonization. While there are several similar characters in other cultures 

(such as Anansi the Spider from Africa), the closest to Coyote would be Loki from the 

Norse tradition (Bright, xii). Many biologists have referenced Native American Coyote 

stories for insight. Many of Coyote’s characteristics in the Native Tradition are 

transferable to the biological animal. Coyote as thief is certainly illustrated in the recent 

genetic history of eastern coyotes. 

Through interbreeding with the remnant populations of Eastern wolves (Red and 

Algonquin) coyote has not only shifted his / her position ecologically, but complicated 

humanity’s past decisions. By clear cutting the eastern forests, we invited coyote to move 

in, and now that some of us are ready to invite wolves back into our lives in eastern states 

we have a paradox: which wolf? Reintroducing the gray wolf will ensure the existing 
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coyote populations and the proposed wolf populations will not interbreed, but the gray 

wolf never inhabited the east. So we would be bringing an animal to an area that it never 

naturally existed in. The second choice would be to bring eastern wolves into the areas 

they once inhabited regardless of the genetic dilution they would undoubtedly encounter. 

This may require subsequent and even persistent reintroductions to flood the populations 

with genetic stock. The third, and I would add irresponsible choice, is to do nothing. This 

last choice is what the delisting of gray wolves is allowing because of the current 

classification of most of the Eastern wolf population as a gray wolf subspecies. Can we 

ever really know, even through genetics? One thing that is certain is that by removing 

particular species we have altered ecosystems, reintroduction is only the first step in 

healing what we have done not only to those ecosystems, but ourselves. The opposite of 

colonization is reintroduction, restoration, and giving back. 

 

16 The Alaska National Wildlife Refuge is one example. The Bush administration would 

have us drill for oil there regardless that we would be utilizing a polluting resource that in 

its very extraction will destroy one of the last vast areas of wilderness. And the reserves 

found there are estimated to be between six months and two years worth of oil…and what 

would become of the encampment once all the oil is gone, the land is fouled and the 

wildlife gone? The materials will be left behind for lack of funds to ‘clean up’ another 

environmental disaster. Humanity’s lasting footprint seems hardly worth the little amount 

of fuel that would be found there.  
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17 Some examples of reintroductions that illustrate the decolonization of nature include 

the Yellowstone wolf reintroduction in 1995, the California Condor project, and the 

reintroduction of elk, otter, and martin in Pennsylvania. 

 

18 Science and Natural History Filmmaking, Montana State University, Bozeman, 

Montana; http://naturefilm.montana.edu 

 

19 Self-reflexivity in science films is “condemned as individualistic idealism sorely in 

need of being controlled if the individual maker is not to loom larger than the scientific 

community or the people observed. Thus, ‘being reflexive is virtually synonymous with 

being scientific’” (Renov, 103). “…as long as the maker abides by a series of ‘reflexive’ 

techniques in filmmaking that are devised for the purpose of exposing the ‘context’ of 

production and as long as the required techniques are methodologically carried out, the 

maker can be assured that ‘reflexivity’ is elevated to the status of scientific rigor. These 

reflexive techniques would include 1. the insertion of a verbal or visual narrative about 

the [scientist], 2. methodology adopted, 3. condition of production” (Renov, 103). Lest 

films become spewing monstrosities of self-perpetual glorification, perhaps the scientist 

should always be a second, separate entity from the production crew. “The making of” 

stories have, in the past, referred to the techniques by which camera crews obtained 

footage, making a spectacle of the filmmaking process itself. Spectacle is dangerous in 

science films. Vision creates a text which is one sided and does not question the 

methodology of the signified. Producing a film that encompasses questioning of 

filmmaking methodology assumes that there is something to be exposed. Reflexivity can 
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be ambiguous, however. While it can extract all intended-for interaction of the viewer, it 

can make brief statements as to the nature of such filmmaking experiences.  

During the production of Spirit Dog in Yellowstone, oftentimes, I would find a 

roadside spot and wait. It is the nature of coyotes to be curious. In Yellowstone their 

inquisitiveness is compounded because they are not hunted, and as a result seem to lack 

the fear of humans. Many coyotes ignored my presence and even came within a few feet. 

Now in the case of this film, reflexivity can not only be useful to illustrate the natural 

behavior of the animal, but also its ability to adapt to new situations. When wolves are in 

the vicinity, coyotes have learned to run to nearby roads for protection. I’ve even been 

actively sought out in a landscape by a coyote who was being chased by wolves, and the 

wolves do not follow. So one evening, when I had a chance to film my husband filming 

coyotes I thought it would illustrate all of the above. Presenting such images should 

imply a moral obligation, however. These types of images do not justify approaching 

wildlife in any manner; again, these animals approached me while I were standing around 

waiting for something to happen.  

 

20 Haraway gives three reasons for choosing animal science: 1. subject and procedures of 

natural science developed a time when “liberal society” theory was being developed in 

universities an as a result, these science practices reinforced human-nature dualism, 

(mechanistic science?) This field was new and we could get out of it what questions we 

wanted to hear answers about and ignored or never came up with questions that would 

compromise social hierarchical theory (Haraway, 11), 2. animal sociology has enabled 

patriarchy and catalyzed patriarchy into mere dualistic sexism, 3. the current state of 
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animal sociology allows us to question the objectivity of science, but not the results of 

such science – scientific labor itself has innate patriarchal methods. Science of animal 

behavior, according to Haraway, must be completely re-written because this patriarchal 

tendency does not produce a fair representation of animals (12).  

 

21 Coyote films reviewed for comparison include: Coyote: America’s Top Dog, Killing 

Coyote, Yellowstone: Realm of the Coyote 

 

22 Ouroboros- The "tail-devourer" symbolizes concepts such as totality, perfection, 

completion, and the endless circle of existence. It is usually represented as a serpent with 

its tail in its mouth. This symbol is found throughout many cultures including the 

Egyptian, Aztec, Indian, Japanese, Greece, German, and Native North Americans. 

 

23 For an example of how the public has been shocked by nature film methodology, see 

McPhee and Carrier, J. “Wild Photos Called Staged,” The Denver Post. 9 February 1996. 

1A. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


