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Women spend an average of 260 minutes on unpaid domestic labor daily (as 
compared to 80 minutes for men)—an imbalance that grows more pronounced 
in developing nations. [1] These daily tasks and accompanying decisions (such 
as cooking, cleaning, and caretaking) are often overlooked and undervalued in 
societies worldwide; however, what we choose to eat, how we clean our homes, 
and the lessons we teach our children can have significant impacts on green-
house gas emissions, infrastructure performance, and overall environmental 
health and sustainability. The full import of domestic decisions on sustainability 
is evidenced in studies on the relationship between diet and climate change, 
which have demonstrated that the action with the single greatest impact on 
our environmental footprint is to eliminate beef from our diet, more so than 
reducing vehicle miles traveled or even long-distance flights. [2] Such findings 
demonstrate the power of an informed approach to daily “housekeeping.”

Historically, the links between domestic practices and sustainability 
were better known. US propaganda during the Second World War firmly planted 
domestic responsibilities on women to support wartime efficiency efforts, 
including the management of household resources such as food and fuel. 
During the war, the government declared “home production and consumption 
to be political activities” and described “the Wartime Homemaker as a pivotal 
component not only of World War II but also of the development of the United 

[1] Data from the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD), link.

[2] Gidon Eshel, Alon Shepon, Tamar Makov, Ron 
Milo, “Land, Irrigation Water, Greenhouse Gas, and 
Reactive Nitrogen Burdens of Meat, Eggs, and Dairy 
Production in the United States,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States 
of America, vol. 111, no. 33 (August 19, 2014): 
11,996–12,001.

Citation:  N. Claire Napawan, Ellen Burke, and Sahoko 
Yui, “Women’s Work: An Eco-Feminist Approach 
to Environmental Design,” in the Avery Review 27 
(November 2017), http://averyreview.com/issues/27/
womens-work.

Brett Snyder and N. Claire Napawan, 
“Garbagification,” 2014. Courtesy of the artists.

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/fastats/injury.htm
http://averyreview.com/issues/27/womens-work
http://averyreview.com/issues/27/womens-work


The Avery Review

2

States into a superpower.” [3] Even today, the United States Social Security 
Administration’s threshold for poverty relies on an assumption that each house-
hold has a wife who is “a careful shopper, a skillful cook, and a good manager 
who will prepare all the family’s meals at home.” [4] Because these domestic 
activities represent undervalued (and predominantly unpaid) contributions to 
society, they also highlight persistent gender inequities in the United States.

Following the war, efforts at reducing the “drudgery” of housework 
through technologically innovative household appliances, in combination with 
post-Depression capitalist policies to encourage continued consumerism, 
created a market for some of the first mass-produced domestic objects; 
they also reveal the inextricable ways in which gendered consumption and 
domestic labor are linked in the United States. As Debra Thimmesch argues, 
“Advertisers targeted homemakers in an effort to convince them that shopping 
for the home and the family was an important new component of their domestic 
labor.” [5] But while these innovations sought to simplify women’s unpaid 
work (and ostensibly free up time for paid work), many of the new domestic 
tools came with an increased use of environmental resources (such as the 
increased energy consumption of single-use items and mechanized laundry and 
dishwashing). This demonstrates an important shift in the cultural imperative of 
domestic work in the United States postwar, and one with significant relevance 
to sustainability—wartime domestic activities were promoted as resource-
efficiency efforts, while their postwar parallels were aimed at consumption. At 
the same time, postwar development largely revolved around a new automobile-
dependent pattern of sprawling tracts of single-family homes, with supermar-
kets and shopping malls (the predominant sites of domestic consumption) 
relegated to the edges rather than the center of civic life. [6] Today, with women 
comprising almost half the US workforce, the environmental consequences of 
undervaluing domestic work—and of removing these practices, quite literally, 
to the periphery—have expanded. [7] In addition to timesaving devices, many 
families now rely on time-saving prepackaged meals, which replace the labor 
of cleaning and preparing foods at home with energy-intensive industrial 
processes, require refrigeration or freezing during their transport and storage, 
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and increase the total energy, water, and waste burdens of daily meals. [8]
Despite the clear impacts of domestic practice on sustainability, it 

remains an underexplored approach in design and planning. In fact, we argue 
environmental design has neglected to address domestic practices (and 
women’s roles in them) as sites through which to address sustainability, and 
potentially gender inequity as well. The feminist scholar Sherilyn MacGregor 
describes the politics of normative “green thought” more bluntly: “There is a 
pervasive blindness to gender within mainstream environmental disciplines.” 
[9] In response, we ask the following questions in this piece: How would our 
definition of sustainability change if seen through a lens of ecofeminist theory? 
What precedents exist for addressing sustainability in the built environment 
through domestic practice? And lastly, what implications might these theories 
and precedents have on contemporary practice?

The Limits of Sustainability Without Addressing Feminism

Why should we want to sustain the kind of world 
that has been so brutal and unjust for well over half 
of the population? 

—Sherilyn MacGregor, “Feminist Perspectives on Sustain-
ability” [10]

The current sustainability agenda in environmental design can be 
traced to the 1987 Brundtland Commission, in which the term “sustainable 
development” was first defined, tasking environmental designers to address 
“the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future genera-
tions to meet their own needs.” [11] An earlier threshold moment in environ-
mental design occurred twenty years prior to the commission, when a group 
of landscape architects assembled by the Landscape Architecture Foundation 
gathered to discuss their “shared concern for the quality of the American 
environment and its future.” The result of this gathering, a “Declaration of 
Concern” signed in 1966, stated, “We are concerned over misuse of the envi-
ronment and development which has lost all contact with the basic processes 
of nature… Those who plan for the future must understand natural resources 
and processes. These are the basis of life and the prerequisite for planning 
the good life.” [12] Though the term sustainability is not explicitly used in their 
declaration, environmental designers following the declaration’s charge, and 
using new planning tools like geographic information systems (GIS), designed 
development with an effort to preserve natural resources—some of the first 
models of sustainable development in the United States. While these new 
landscape-architecture-driven models of development integrated concerns 
of water quality and wildlife habitat, they proved reluctant to radically question 
patterns related to domestic life. The distribution of homes and supermarkets, 
for example, still followed prevailing market and zoning logic.

Latent in the declaration’s arguments for a sustainable approach to 
design is a set of relationships that are the basis of a feminist critique of modern 
environmentalism: the narrative of man vs. nature. Ecofeminist philosopher 
Karen J. Warren has noted the social constructions of man-nature dichotomies 
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and their negative impact on both women and the environment. Warren’s 
seminal text Ecofeminist Philosophy (2000) suggested that “women and 
nature have been constructed as Other in patriarchal societies” and that the 
dichotomies of man-woman, culture-nature, mind-body, and reason-emotion 
in Western society have led to a dominance of supposedly “male” charac-
teristics. More importantly, she argues, it has led to a “logic of domination.” 
[13] Landscape architect Elizabeth Meyer has developed this argument more 
closely in relationship to the built environment, observing that “the continu-
ation of the culture-nature and man-nature hierarchies by designers when 
they describe the theoretical and formal attributes of their work perpetuates 
a separation of human life from other forms of life, vegetal and animal. This 
separation places people outside the ecosystems of which they are a part and 
reinforces a land ethic of either control or ownership instead of partnership and 
inter-relationship.” [14] Reformulating our relationship with nature is central 
to a feminist critique of contemporary sustainability discourse: by locating 
ourselves “outside” of our ecosystem, we no longer perceive that we rely on 
it for our daily domestic needs but rather imagine that we satisfy those needs 
through our own invention and technological mastery.

In 2016 the Landscape Architecture Foundation organized a 
retrospective summit to reevaluate the relevance of the original Declaration 
of Concern. Gina Ford provided one of the twenty-eight written responses: 
“Fifty years ago, the voice of our profession was eerily prescient, undeniably 
smart, and powerfully inspired. It was also, let’s admit it, almost entirely white 
and male.” Ford follows her critique with a new call for the profession: a need to 
diversify the ranks, to design with humanity, and to cultivate an ecosystem. Her 
definition of ecosystem is a socio-ecological one: “Truly sustainable develop-
ment requires careful orchestration of complex layers of technical expertise as 
well as the including of many distinct voices and constituencies,” [15] which 
would include, among others, the voice of the household worker.

Tracing Ecofeminism and Sustainability

A sustainable society would need to incorporate the 
hidden work, interests, and experience of women.

—Mary Mellor, “Sustainability: A Feminist Approach” [16]

The rise of the ecofeminist movement in the 1970s and ’80s sought 
to connect the feminist and environmental movements. “If our survival on this 
planet is, indeed, threatened,” writes feminist sociologist Margrit Eichler, 
“what help will social justice be to us as we lie gasping for a clean breath of 
air on our devastated earth? Is it worth continuing to do feminist work given 
the immediacy and overriding importance of environmental issues?” [17] The 
term ecofeminist was first introduced by French activist Francoise d’Eaubonne 
in A Time for Ecofeminism (1974). Her argument came to be seen as an 
essentialist framework for ecofeminism, asserting that as child-bearers and 
-rearers, women have a unique awareness of the needs of future generations. 
d’Eaubonne believed that “male power over women is to blame for over-
population and, by extension, the overconsumption of natural resources.” [18] 
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This argument for the connection between women and environmentalism stems 
from a concept of the feminine as being “closer to nature,” an oversimplifica-
tion that is evidently flawed—linking women to sustainability for reasons of 
childbearing alone neglects the impact of sustainability on millions of women 
(and vice versa) who do not bear children and reifies man-woman, culture-
nature dualisms. [19]

In contrast, the work of Ellen Swallow a century prior draws more 
vital linkages between women and sustainability. Swallow was the first female 
instructor at the Massachusetts Institute for Technology and is credited 
by some with the founding of ecological sciences in the 1870s. Her work 
focused on demonstrating the connections between domestic practices and 
environmental conditions, and she believed that women—in their societal 
role as housekeepers—are most knowledgeable about the care and use of 
basic resources and the ones that need to be educated most as environmental 
stewards. The term ecology (like economy) is derived from the Greek oikos, 
meaning “household,” and early advocacy for sanitation programs and urban 
beautification projects by Swallow and others often referred to these urban 
projects as “municipal housekeeping.” [20]

Domestic Ritual: Case Studies in Ecofeminist Environmental Art

I am an artist. I am a woman. I am a wife. I am a mother. 
(Random order). I do a hell of a lot of washing, clean-
ing, cooking, renewing, supporting, preserving, etc. 
Also (up to now) separately I ‘do’ Art. Now I will simply 
do these maintenance everyday things, and flush them 
up to consciousness, exhibit them, as Art.

—Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Maintenance Art, 1969 [21]

While their counterparts bulldozed earth and piled stone in the open 
deserts of North America’s Southwest, an often overlooked pair of female 
environmental artists similarly rejected the white-walled galleries of formal art 
society in the 1970s, turning their attention instead to their own domestic and 
feminine lives, seeking to elevate housework to the level of performance art. 
San Francisco–based Jo Hanson and New York City–based Mierle Laderman 
Ukeles were pioneers of addressing issues of feminism and domesticity in their 
environmental art; moreover, Ukeles’s and Hanson’s work also tackled the 
impact of domestic practice on urban and environmental health.

This work began for Hanson in the early ’70s as a product of cleaning 
her home. The very act of sweeping the city streets outside her house became 
a means of linking her domestic actions with her neighbors, and the majority of 
her environmental art operated in the sphere of daily ritual and performance art. 
But it was the sophisticated manner in which she shared these acts with com-
munity members and integrated them into civic events—displaying the contents 
of her collected sweepings at schools, churches, and even City Hall—that 
elevated her work from domestic activity to public project. In her 1980 project 
Public Disclosure: Secrets from the Street, Hanson exhibited ten years’ worth 
of street litter at San Francisco City Hall. This display was coupled with slide 

[19] This argument also ignores the commodification 
of motherhood, avoids the sustainability implications 
of population growth, and makes a false assumption 
that all mothers act in sustainable ways.

[20] MacGregor, “Feminist Perspectives on 
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[21] From Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Maintenance Art, 
1969.
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shows depicting the collection and sorting process, which involved community 
participation and city staff. Thus the process through which refuse was trans-
formed into an artwork became an extension of the project itself. Later in her 
career, Hanson championed the artist-in-residence program at the Sanitary Fill 
Company (now managed by Recology), developing the program that continues 
to house three artists annually charged with promoting public awareness of 
environmental issues. [22]

Roughly concurrent with Hanson’s work, Ukeles was tackling similar 
connections between domestic ritual and the creative process. Her 1969 
manifesto, Maintenance Art, established a new genre of practice that turned to 
the various tensions wrapped up in being a female artist: Ukeles wrestled with 
the value of her actions as either domestic or artistic. By elevating everyday 
maintenance actions into performance art, Ukeles’s work was able to connect 
the private and public spheres, the domestic and the systematic, communi-
ties and their urban infrastructure. [23] Her 1978 performance piece Touch 
Sanitation resulted from a series of interviews with New York City sanitation 
workers, which revealed their dissatisfaction with the general public’s negative 
perception and treatment of sanitation workers. Touch Sanitation included an 
eleven-month period in which Ukeles walked the five boroughs of New York 
City, shaking hands and thanking sanitation workers as she encountered them. 
[24] In this project, Ukeles sought to recognize and elevate the work of individu-
als for their contribution to an important system of environmental maintenance. 
She embraced the infrastructure of waste management as a performance 
artwork itself, and the maintenance crew as both participants and community 
members.

The work of Hanson and Ukeles shares an ambitious vision of con-
necting art, community, environmental stewardship, and domestic ritual along 
with the feminine lives intertwined with these rituals. Thirty years later their work 
still provides relevant precedents for contemporary designers seeking sustain-

[22] “Artist in Residence Program,” Recology, link.

[23] See Mark D. Feldman, “Inside the Sanitation 
System: Mierle Ukeles, Urban Ecology, and the Social 
Circulation of Garbage,” Iowa Journal of Cultural 
Studies 10/11 (Spring/Fall 2009): 42–56.

[24] Nato Thompson, Living as Form: Socially 
Engaged Art from 1991–2011 (New York: Creative 
Time, 2012).

Jo Hanson, Art That’s Sweeping the City, 1980. 
Photograph by Jim Weeks. Courtesy of Dr. Leni 
Reeves and Zack Schlesinger.
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ability through the embrace of domestic practice. Both women understood 
broader definitions of community than is common today, including those who 
serve the community (whether artists, city agencies, or maintenance crews) 
as a part of that community. Both embrace process—even a kind of metade-
sign—as a critical component of their creative work. [25] Furthermore, Hanson 
and Ukeles embedded their explorations of infrastructure within common urban 
sites—homes, streets, and civic centers. In contrast to the tendency to address 
complex environmental problems using ever newer technologies, which often 
come with their own problems (e.g., designing larger and more sophisticated 
infrastructural systems supports greater waste generation), these artists looked 
to the patterns, habits, and awareness embedded in everyday acts that could 
prevent the issue from occurring in the first place (e.g., creating awareness of 
infrastructure and waste, and the impact of domestic habits on these systems). 
This ecofeminist approach is indispensable if we are to meaningfully tackle the 
complex environmental problems that persist in our built environments today.

What We Design: Implications for Contemporary Practice

Challenges to urban sustainability are too often described in terms 
that position humans as standing outside the nature they seek to protect; in 
response, engineered or other techno-science solutions become predominant. 
The current enthusiasm for (and claims to sustainability made on behalf of) 
“smart cities” and driverless cars exemplify this approach. These solutions 
often mask their actual function—creating another thing to be bought and later 
disposed of—by design. In this way they avoid fully engaging with the conse-
quences of our domestic needs for warmth, food, water, and waste disposal 
from within the ecosystem rather than as master of the system.

Where sustainability is defined as a socio-ecological issue rather 
than a techno-managerial issue, daily habits and domestic practices can be 
understood as both part of the problem and part of the solution. Both Ukeles 
and Hanson sought to make visible the systems that support urban living, and 
in doing so the links between “women’s work” and sustainability became clear. 

[25] Borrowing from Ehn’s definition, the principles 
of “metadesign” include: “to defer some design and 
participation until after the design project, and open 
up for use as design, design at use time or ‘design-
after-design.’” Such a practice enables community 
participation to more actively contribute to design 
outcomes and merges monitoring and maintenance 
into the design process itself. From Pelle Ehn, 
“Participation in Design Things,” in Proceedings of the 
Tenth Anniversary Conference on Participatory Design 
2008 (Bloomington, IN: ACM Press, 2008), 92.

Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Touch Sanitation 
Performance, 1979-80; “Handshake Ritual” with 
workers of New York City Department of Sanitation. 
Courtesy the artist and Ronald Feldman Gallery, New 
York.
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What, then, might environmental designers do to work from a place within the 
ecosystem, instead of from a position of mastery and dominance that relies on 
large-scale technological solutions? How might designers bring the insights of 
ecofeminist theorists and artists into their own professional practices?

The precedents discussed here suggest that contemporary practice 
must focus not only on further innovations in technology but also on innova-
tion in process. From Swallow’s work in the 1870s to Ford’s writings almost 
a century and a half later, a complex, interrelated, and layered narrative of 
polyphonic process, dissolution of hierarchy, and the formation of radical 
partnerships emerges. Translated into contemporary practice terms, the areas 
for innovation lie in the realms of process and public engagement, maintenance 
and monitoring, and communications.

Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Hartford Wash: Washing, 
Tracks, Maintenance, 1973; Part of the Maintenance 
Art series, 1973-1974; Performance at Wadsworth 
Atheneum, Hartford, CT. Courtesy the artist and 
Ronald Feldman Gallery, New York.
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Public engagement: By engaging community members in the design process, 
environmental designers simultaneously create opportunities for design to be 
informed by the patterns and habits of everyday life and to educate the public 
about the potential for more sustainable patterns and habits. To achieve the full 
potential of participatory design, designers must radically embrace the end user 
as part of the designed ecosystem and create innovative structures for partici-
pation to occur. In this sense, the design of any sustainable environment is as 
much about the design of a robust and engaging public process as it is about 
the formal, ecological, or technical design solutions. Practitioners such as 
Konkuey Design Initiative and BASE explore such practices in their work, with 
a focus on innovation in public outreach, bringing design workshops to farmers 
markets, street fairs, and storefronts, and thereby altering the hierarchies 
embedded in normative public outreach processes.

Monitoring and maintenance: Likewise, this model of sustainable design 
positions the ongoing maintenance of the environment as an integral element of 
the overall ecosystem. This calls for innovations in how we invite maintenance 
personnel to participate as co-designers and as long-term stewards of our 
designed environments and how we value innovations in maintenance practice 
and education. Landscape architect Carol Franklin observes that “Sustainabil-
ity is a goal that no one as yet knows how to achieve…Observation, recording, 
and monitoring are crucial elements of the sustainable design process.” [26] 
For environmental designers, such an approach means engagement with how 
our designed landscapes are maintained, and a willingness to experiment with 
and design maintenance regimes. Franklin’s firm Andropogon exemplifies this 
approach by offering services such as adaptive landscape management plans 
and by monitoring their own built works in order to inform future projects both 
for themselves and others.

Communication: The writers and artists surveyed here recognized that the 
innumerable daily actions of anyone caring for their home, their family, or 
themselves were acts of maintenance. To engage the informal and dispersed 
maintenance of the designed environment, designers might begin to see their 
work as grounded in communication about the environment, as much as design 
of physical environments. Through public workshops and communications 
campaigns, designers can communicate the ways in which people and the 
environment are connected and address sustainability issues from within our 
existing infrastructure by changing habits and patterns of consumption and 
waste.

Conclusion

Everyone talks about green cities now, but the con-
crete results in affluent cities mostly involve curbside 
composting and tackling solar panels onto rooftops 
while residents continue to drive, to shop, to eat 
organic pears flown in from Argentina, to be part of 
the big machine of consumption and climate change. 
The free-range chickens and Priuses are great, but they 

[26] Carol Franklin, “Fostering Living Landscapes,” 
in Ecological Design and Planning, ed. George 
Thompson and Frederick Steiner (New York: Wiley, 
1996), 274–275.
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alone aren’t adequate tools for creating a truly dif-
ferent society and ecology. 

—Rebecca Solnit, “Detroit Arcadia,” Harper’s, July 2007

Sustainability is not as easily achieved as the technology sector promises. The 
intertwined threads of desire, culture, gender, class, sustenance, ritual, mainte-
nance, technology, and economics are far more complex and require far more 
careful study and discussion than can be addressed through a revolving series 
of the next best “innovative” solutions. True sustainability will require a cultural 
revolution, not merely a technological one. [27] Valuing “women’s work” and 
expanding our understanding of domestic practices, within the home and within 
the larger environment, begins to describe a relationship where we as humans 
exist within our oikos, the environment that is our home and ourselves.

[27] We recognize that this essay represents a 
limited discussion of feminism, sustainability, and 
environmental design in the North American context 
and neglects important intersections, such as gender 
and ethnicity. In developing nations, women contribute 
an even greater proportion of time to unpaid domestic 
labor than men, and in the US, when domestic tasks 
are performed by a paid individual, the majority of 
those jobs are held by immigrants and/or women of 
color. These conditions are detailed in Linda Burnham 
and Nik Theodore, Home Economics: The Invisible 
and Unregulated World of Domestic Work (New York: 
National Domestic Workers Alliance, 2012), available 
as a PDF from various sources online.

https://harpers.org/archive/2007/07/detroit-arcadia

