[)
www. TLHjournal.com IW “ ’ZIMM ISSN: 2454-3365

An International Refereed/Peer-reviewed English e-Journal

Impact Factor: 6.292 (SJIF)
Ecofeminism, the Female Body, and Spiritual Ecology in Eat, Pray, Love

Aiswarya. G

Assistant Professor Of English
Vidyasagar College Of Arts And Science
Udumalpet

Dr. K. Mahalakshmi
Associate Professor Of English
Rvs College Of Arts And Science
Sulur
Abstract

Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love (2006) presents a journey that aligns with
ecofeminist concerns, intertwining themes of nature, spirituality, and the reclamation of the
female body. This paper explores how Gilbert’s experiences in Italy, India, and Indonesia
reflect ecofeminist ideas, particularly in the rejection of patriarchal control over the body, the
alignment of femininity with nature, and the pursuit of spiritual ecology. Drawing on the
works of Vandana Shiva, Karen Warren, and Val Plumwood, this study highlights both the
empowering potential of Gilbert’s journey and its entanglement in Western privilege and
consumerist spirituality. While Eat, Pray, Love challenges patriarchal constraints on women’s
bodies and desires, it also reproduces neo-colonial narratives that commodify Eastern
spirituality and indigenous knowledge.
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Spirituality,

Introduction

Ecofeminism, as articulated by Vandana Shiva, Karen Warren, and Val Plumwood,
critiques the dual exploitation of women and nature under patriarchal and capitalist
structures. Warren (1990) highlights how the oppression of women parallels the domination
of the environment, as both are often treated as passive resources for consumption. Similarly,
Shiva (1988) critiques Western capitalism for appropriating indigenous knowledge and
nature, particularly in the realms of agriculture and spirituality. Eat, Pray, Love can be read

through an ecofeminist lens as a text that reclaims the female body through travel,
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nourishment, and spiritual practice. Gilbert’s movement through Italy, India, and Indonesia
allows her to reconnect with pleasure, devotion, and balance elements often associated with
ecofeminist principles of bodily autonomy and ecological harmony.

However, as Val Plumwood (1993) warns, Western feminism often risks reinforcing
colonial dynamics when engaging with non-Western spiritual and ecological traditions. This
study examines the paradox of Eat, Pray, Love a narrative of female empowerment that also
participates in the commodification of cultural and ecological knowledge.

Ecofeminism and the Female Body in Travel Narratives

Ecofeminism highlights the deep connections between the oppression of women and
the exploitation of nature, both of which have historically been controlled, commodified, and
objectified under patriarchal and capitalist systems. In travel narratives, these dynamics
become even more pronounced. Women’s mobility has long been restricted, both physically
and socially, with travel often viewed as a male domain. When women embark on journeys,
particularly for self-discovery, they challenge traditional gender roles, reclaiming autonomy
over their bodies and experiences. As Karen Warren (1990) argues, “the domination of
women and nature are interconnected, reinforcing a cultural framework that values control
over connection” (p. 127). Travel, in this context, offers a means of resisting that
framework—allowing women to move beyond societal expectations and cultivate a deeper

relationship with themselves and the environment.

At the same time, ecofeminist critiques of travel narratives caution against the ways in
which women’s journeys can still participate in systems of consumption and privilege. Val
Plumwood (1993) warns that Western travel literature often romanticizes non-Western spaces
as sites of renewal, where nature and indigenous wisdom are treated as resources for personal

transformation rather than as complex ecosystems and cultures with their own agency. This
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tension is especially present in travel memoirs like Eat, Pray, Love, where the female
traveller seeks healing and enlightenment through engagement with different landscapes,
food traditions, and spiritual practices. While such journeys can be empowering, they also
risk reproducing colonial patterns of extraction, where the traveller benefits from cultural and
environmental experiences without fully engaging with their histories and struggles. Thus, an
ecofeminist reading of travel literature must balance an appreciation for the ways in which
women reclaim their bodies and agency through movement with a critique of how these
narratives may unintentionally reinforce consumerist and neo-colonial ideologies.
Italy: Food, Sensuality, and Ecofeminist Resistance

In Italy, Gilbert indulges in food as a form of self-care and rebellion against the
Western diet industry, which often disciplines women’s bodies under capitalist and
patriarchal norms. Plumwood (1993) argues that modern consumer culture alienates women
from nature and their own bodily needs, reinforcing a Cartesian dualism that separates mind
from body. Gilbert’s decision to embrace food without guilt can be seen as an ecofeminist
rejection of this dualism, celebrating nourishment as a connection between body and earth.

Moreover, Shiva (1988) highlights how industrial agriculture and global capitalism
have disrupted traditional, sustainable food systems, replacing them with mass production
and profit-driven consumption. Gilbert’s preference for local, traditional Italian food aligns
with an ecofeminist ethos of reconnecting with the land. However, her narrative remains
cantered on personal pleasure rather than ecological awareness, reflecting a form of
consumerist ecofeminism that privileges individual liberation over collective environmental
justice.
India: Spirituality, the Feminine Divine, and Cultural Appropriation

Gilbert’s time in an Indian ashram exemplifies both an ecofeminist engagement with
spiritual ecology and the problematic Western tendency to appropriate Eastern traditions.
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Ecofeminists like Carol J. Adams (1993) emphasize the importance of reconnecting with
spiritual traditions that honour the feminine divine, arguing that patriarchal religions have
historically marginalized women’s roles in spiritual practices. Gilbert’s engagement with
meditation and devotion aligns with this ecofeminist reclaiming of spirituality.

However, as Shiva (1988) and Warren (1990) argue, Western feminism must be
cautious in its engagement with Eastern and indigenous traditions to avoid perpetuating neo-
colonial consumption of cultural and spiritual knowledge. Gilbert’s memoir reflects a broader
Western tendency to extract elements of Hindu and Buddhist traditions for personal
enlightenment, often detaching them from their socio-political and religious contexts. Her
experience in India exemplifies what bell hooks (1992) calls the "eating the other"
phenomenon, where Westerners consume non-Western cultures as a means of self-
transformation, without engaging with the realities of those cultures.

Indonesia: Healing, Balance, and the Romanizations of Indigenous Knowledge

In Bali, Gilbert seeks balance through alternative healing practices and a romantic
relationship, reinforcing ecofeminist ideals of holistic well-being. Vandana Shiva (2005)
argues that indigenous healing traditions, particularly those passed down through women,
have been systematically devalued by Western medicine. Gilbert’s engagement with a
Balinese healer reflects an ecofeminist recognition of alternative knowledge systems.
However, her narrative risks exoticizing indigenous wisdom, treating it as a mystical resource
for Western self-improvement.

Additionally, Plumwood (1993) critiques the Western Romanization of nature and
indigenous cultures as "pure™ or "untouched,” arguing that this perpetuates colonial-era
narratives that erase the agency of non-Western peoples. Gilbert’s depiction of Bali as a place

of spiritual and romantic fulfilment follows this pattern, positioning the island as a backdrop
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for her personal transformation rather than a complex society with its own ecological and
cultural challenges.
Conclusion: The Ecofeminist Paradox in Eat, Pray, Love

Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love exemplifies the dual nature of ecofeminist
narratives: on the one hand, it offers a compelling story of bodily and spiritual reclamation,
advocating for a deep connection with nature, food, and alternative healing. On the other
hand, it inadvertently reinforces patterns of Western consumerism and cultural appropriation,
raising critical ethical questions about the memoir’s engagement with non-Western traditions.

From an ecofeminist perspective, Gilbert’s journey challenges patriarchal narratives
that control women’s bodies and desires. In ltaly, she reclaims food as a source of
nourishment and pleasure, resisting diet culture’s capitalist commodification of the female
body. In India, she pursues spiritual ecology, reconnecting with divine femininity through
meditation and self-reflection. In Indonesia, she engages with indigenous healing practices,
emphasizing the holistic relationship between women, nature, and well-being. These aspects
align with ecofeminist calls for a return to embodied knowledge, non-exploitative
relationships with the environment, and a rejection of patriarchal constraints.

However, as Vandana Shiva (1988) warns, Western feminists must be cautious when
engaging with non-Western ecological and spiritual traditions. Gilbert’s experiences, while
deeply personal, reflect broader neo-colonial patterns in which Eastern cultures are mined for
spiritual wisdom without engagement in their political and environmental struggles. Val
Plumwood (1993) critiques such narratives as reinforcing a colonial dualism that views the
non-Western world as a site of purity, wisdom, and personal salvation for Western subjects.
Similarly, bell hooks (1992) describes how the West "eats the other,” consuming cultural
difference as a means of self-transformation rather than fostering genuine cross-cultural
dialogue.
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This paradox raises critical ethical concerns about the memoir’s role in consumerist
ecofeminism. While Gilbert’s journey presents self-discovery as a radical act of defying
patriarchal norms, it remains an individualistic pursuit, one that does not address systemic
inequalities in food production, environmental degradation, or the commercialization of
indigenous knowledge. Karen Warren (1990) argues that true ecofeminism must go beyond
personal empowerment, advocating for structural change in how societies treat both women
and nature. In this light, Eat, Pray, Love may offer an entry point into ecofeminist discourse,
but it also highlights the need for deeper engagement with ecological justice, intersectional
feminism, and postcolonial critiques of Western spiritual tourism.

Ultimately, Gilbert’s memoir is both empowering and problematic, illuminating the
complexities of modern ecofeminist travel narratives. It invites readers especially women to
reclaim pleasure, embodiment, and spiritual fulfilment, yet it also serves as a reminder that
such journeys are often shaped by privilege. A more ethical and sustainable approach to
ecofeminist travel literature would require moving beyond personal transformation toward a
commitment to environmental, social, and cultural justice one that does not merely consume
nature and spirituality but actively works to protect and honour them.
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