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Mr IAN COHEN [6.25 p.m.]: I pay respect to a fierce and intellectual voice for the wild. Leading ecophilosopher and environmentalists, Dr Val Plumwood, has died. Her body was found on her land near Braidwood New South Wales on 1 March 2008. She was 68 years old. She combined a love of nature with a powerful intellectualism that inspired both thinkers and activists around the world. Her greatest contribution was in the examination of the relationship between environment and culture. She has written over 100 articles and book chapters as well as several books, including Feminism and the Mastery of Nature and Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason. 

She contributed an incredibly informed intellectualism coupled with an embodied understanding of the wild. She transformed the then fusty male academic activity of philosophy into something that lived and breathed. She picked up sticks to clear pathways through the forest—that was not only her metaphor; it was her lived experience. She rejected institutionalised thinking and, in doing so, remained both anarchist and feminist over her lifetime. While employed as a senior research fellow at the Australian National University and the Sydney University, among others, she was rarely found in her office, preferring the greater wilderness of Monga Forest, her own lovingly tended garden, and occasionally visiting lectures around the world.

Val Plumwood was an independent, uncompromising original thinker. She was a founder of the international study of environmental philosophy. As both an ecofeminist and an ecophilosopher she played a key role in putting Australian scholarship in these areas onto the international stage. As a speaker and writer she has been much in demand internationally and her works have been translated into a number of languages. Her 2002 book, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason, cemented her international reputation. Yet Val's scholarship was only a small part of her passion, as she put her environmental beliefs into practice with multiple campaigns to save the forests of her beloved Clyde River catchment, as well as forests much further afield throughout Australia.

In 1973, as Val Routley, she and her former husband, Richard Routley, wrote the seminal environmental book on Australian forestry, The Fight for the Forests. The book was an important catalyst for the ensuing Australian environmental battles of the late 1970s and into the 1980s, 1990s and beyond. Attempts by forestry interests associated with the Australian National University to have the book banned at the time of its publication were indicative of the controversy often swirling around this rigorously honest writer.

Val received popular notoriety when attacked by a crocodile in Kakadu National Park in 1985. Although taken in the death roll, she managed to escape. The event was later recreated in a film. She requested that the offending crocodile not be killed—a reflection of the philosophical analysis she was developing, which attempts to integrate humans and nature. Val published over 100 papers and four books. One reviewer of her ecofeminist classic described it as "shaking philosophy to its foundations". In her last book, Environmental Culture: The Ecological Crisis of Reason, she challenged the separation between humans and nature found in the dominant traditions of the west and argued that tackling the environmental crisis requires deep change in our dominant culture. She was an Australian research council fellow at the Australian National University and has held positions at North Carolina State University, the University of Montana and the University of Sydney.

Despite her fierce nature, Val had great patience for all animals, except humans. Once when she kept chooks she missed the first day of a conference because she waited all day for her chooks to decide to enter their snake-proof housing. It was Val's lesson to heed the slower pace and not kowtow to the more rushed human requirements. She was kept company by a succession of wombats who, in exchange for oats and carrots, mowed her small lawn. The latest wombat, Victor, would knock on Val's glass sliding door each night, demanding payment. He gave her comfort, reflecting her own solitary and demanding personality. Her close and personal interactions with animals and with country made her airy philosophies tangible. She embraced the lesson of the crocodile, contributing to a short film, Living On, and writing about being prey. Being almost eaten reinforced humanity's place in the ecology of the world—an active nature to be paid awe, not an economic resource under human domain. The spirit of the crocodile was memorialised in a window ledge shrine of toy crocodiles, but many kite butterflies also hung in her house reminding her of the short-lived beauty of any airy life. 

Val modelled one of life's pathways, a public intellectual and writer living on country and championing the cause of the more than human world, and I suspect the important lessons that we learn from her will be difficult and challenging. As in life, so in death. To die on her named and beloved country and to be reabsorbed into the earth as food for worms amidst plumwood tree roots would have been her choice. We thank you, Val Plumwood, and salute your spirit and intellect.
