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Introducing Religion and Nature

What are the relationships between human beings, their diverse religions, and the
Earth’s living systems?

The question animating this encyclopedia can be simply put. The answers to it,
however, are difficult and complex, intertwined with and complicated by a host of
cultural, environmental, and religious variables. This encyclopedia represents an effort
to explore this question in a way that illuminates these relationships without oversim-
plifying the dynamic relations between human beings, their religions, and the natural
environment.

This introduction and the “readers guide” that follows it provide a map to this
terrain. The introduction explains the questions that gave rise to this project, describes
the approach taken and rationale for editorial judgments made along the way, spotlights
some of the volume’s most important entries, and speculates about the future of nature-
related religion as well as the increasingly interdisciplinary scholarly field that has
emerged to track it. The “Readers Guide,” located after this introduction, should not
be missed, for it describes the different types of entries included in the encyclopedia
and explains how to use it.
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Religion and Nature Conundrums

In the second half of the twentieth century, as environmental alarm grew and inten-
sified, so did concern about the possible role of religion in nature. Much of this concern
has involved a hope for a “greening” of religion; in other words, it envisioned religion
promoting environmentally responsible behavior. So fervent has this preoccupation be-
come that, since the early 1970s, “green” has become a synonym for “environmental”
in its original adjectival form, and it has now also mutated into verb and adverb, reg-
ularly deployed to signal environmentally protective action. Indeed, the term “green”
will be used throughout these volumes to convey environmental concern, awareness, or
action.

Curiosity regarding the relationships between human culture, religion, and the wider
natural world, however, goes far beyond the question as to whether religions are nat-
urally green, turning green, or herbicidal. The kinds of questions that arise from the
nexus of religion and nature are many and diverse — but they have not always been in
scholarly focus, a fact that this encyclopedia seeks to remedy.

In the Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature (ERN) we set forth a dozen analytical
categories, both while pursuing entries and while guiding contributors, hoping this
would arouse discussion and debate in a number of areas that had received too little
critical scrutiny. Additionally, the aim was to foster a more nuanced analysis in areas
that had already drawn significant attention. We asked prospective writers to illumi-
nate the following questions, grouped into a dozen analytical categories, to the fullest
extent possible, given their relevance to the specific subject matter in focus:

1. How have ecosystems shaped human consciousness, behavior, and history, in
general, and religions and their environment-related behaviors in particular, if they
have?

2. What are the perceptions and beliefs of the world’s religions toward the Earth’s
living systems in general and toward individual organisms in particular? In what ways
have these traditions promoted ecologically beneficent or destructive lifeways? Are
some religions intrinsically greener than others?

3. Are religions being transformed in the face of growing environmental concern,
and if so, how? To what extent do expressed beliefs about duties toward nature cohere
with behaviors toward it?

4. Do various religions have internal and external resources for, or barriers to, the
kind of transformations that are widely considered necessary if humans are to achieve
ecologically sustainable societies? If they can be, what are the effective ways in which
greener religions have been and can be encouraged?
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5. How are various and different religions, from old and established to new and emer-
gent, influencing one another as people struggle to address — and to make sense of —
their environmental predicaments? How are contemporary environmental understand-
ings influencing religion? Are ecological understandings more influential on religions
than the other way around?

6. To what extent (if at all) can contemporary environmental movements be con-
sidered religious? If they are religious, should we consider all of the resourcerelated
conflicts in which they are engaged to be religious struggles?

7. What are the reciprocal influences between nature and religion in interhuman con-
flict and violence? Does natural resource scarcity play a significant role in this regard,
intensifying conflicts and the likelihood of religion-and-nature-related violence? Yet
more specifically, what are the reciprocal influences between apocalyptic or millenar-
ian religions, and environmental sciences, which are producing increasingly alarming
prognostications?

8. What are the relationships among religious ideas, breeding, and population
growth and decline? How is this related to other questions listed here?

9. How are the sciences integrated into contemporary nature-related religion and
ethics? Is it possible for religions to consecrate scientific narratives, such as evolution,
in such a way as to invent religions with no supernatural dimension? If so, can we still
call such worldviews and perceptions religious?

10. With regard to nature religions, here defined as religions that consider nature
to be sacred: What are the “spiritual epistemologies,” the perceptions in nature, the
sources and cultural constructions, which have shaped them? And how and to what
extent are political ideologies integrated into the nature-religion stew?

11. What are the impacts of “globalization” on naturerelated religion and behavior;
specifically, what are the processes, pathways, and limits to crossfertilization within
and among different religions and regions in our increasingly interconnected world?
Are there any patterns or tendencies emerging globally in contemporary Earth-related
spirituality and religion?

12. If, indeed, there are patterns and tendencies, how are the people involved in
nature-related religion and spiritualities reshaping not only the religious terrain, but
also the political and ecological landscape around the world?

Readers interested in such questions should find much of interest in these volumes.

The remainder of this introduction explores the emerging fields related to religion
and nature that have variously been dubbed “religion and ecology,” “ecological anthro-
pology,” “cultural ecology,” and “environmental history.” The discussion of these fields
and subfields includes several dimensions:

1. It provides and examines working definitions for terms that were critical to the
framing of the project, including “religion,” “nature,” and “nature religion.”

2. It explores the genesis and evolution of interest in “religion and nature,” both
among religionists and scholars. This section focuses first on the American Conserva-
tion Movement, and secondly on seventeenth-century Europe and on developments up
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to the Environmental Age (shorthand in this introduction for the age of environmen-
tal awareness that emerged forcefully in the 1960s). It then spotlights the religion and
nature debates during this period, including developments among “world religions,” “na-
ture religions,” and in theories purporting to explain the natural origins and persistence
of religion.

3. A concluding section overviews some of the ways in which this encyclopedia begins
to address the future of religion, nature, and the understandings of these relationships.
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Defining Religion, Nature, and
Nature Religion

From the beginning of this project, the objective has been to encourage robust de-
bate and to explore the widest possible range of phenomena related to the relationships
between religion, nature, and culture. This leads inevitably to the very beginnings of
the scholarly study of religion, for long and lively debates regarding what constitutes
religion have often been deeply connected to discussions about the role nature plays
in it. Because even this definitional terrain has been contested, in constructing this
encyclopedia the aim has been to avoid excluding by definitional fiat some of the very
phenomena and perspectives that are under discussion. Despite this reluctance to im-
pose a definition of religion on the overall endeavor, however, any study has to be
guided by a consistent set of standards and has to be clear about its subject matter.
This terminological section, therefore, explains the operational definition of religion
that has informed the construction of these volumes. It also clarifies other terms criti-
cal for this study, such as “spirituality,” “nature,” and “nature religion.”

One reason for this terminological interlude is that in contemporary parlance, people
increasingly replace the term “religion” with “spirituality” when trying to express what
moves them most deeply. Nowhere is the preference for the term “spirituality” over
“religion” more prevalent than among those engaged in nature-based or naturefocused
religion.

A number of scholars have noted and sought to understand the distinction between
the terms spirituality and religion, and the preference many contemporary people ex-
press for the former over the latter. In one seminal study, the sociologist of religion
Wade Clark Roof found that for many, “to be religious conveys an institutional conno-
tation [while| to be spiritual . . . is more personal and empowering and has to do with
the deepest motivations in life” (Roof 1993: 76-7). A number of subsequent empirical
studies supported Roof’s analysis and found ample evidence that many people un-
derstood the distinction as Roof had described it and considered themselves spiritual
but not religious. In survey research conducted by Daniel Helminiak, for example, 19
percent of respondents called themselves spiritual. For these people, religion “implies a
social and political organization with structures, rules, officials, [and| dues [while| spiri-
tuality refers only to the sense of the transcendent, which organized religions carry and
are supposed to foster” (Helminiak 1996: 33). Another study similarly found that “re-
ligiousness is increasingly characterized as ‘narrow and institutional,” and spirituality

.. as ‘personal and subjective’ ” (Zinnbauer et al. 1997: 563).
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The distinction between religion as “organized” and “institutional” and spirituality as
involving one’s deepest moral values and most profound life experiences is probably the
most commonly understood difference between the two terms. But there are additional
idea clusters that often are more closely associated with spirituality than religion; and
these ideas tend to be closely connected with nature and a sense of its value and
sacredness.

Given its commonplace connection with environmental concerns, when consider-
ing nature-related religion, it is important to include what some people call spiritu-
ality. This is not to say that scholars and other observers must maintain the same
understanding of the distinction between spirituality and religion that has emerged in
popular consciousness. Most of those who consider themselves to be spiritual can be
considered religious by an external observer, for they generally believe that life has
meaning and that there is a sacred dimension to the universe.

Some argue that religion requires belief in divine beings and supernatural realities,
however, and insist that even profoundly meaningful experiences and strong moral
commitments cannot count as religion in the absence of such beliefs. An entry on the
“Anthropology of Religion” by Jonathan Z. Smith and William Scott Green in The
HarperCollins Dictionary of Religion asserts, for example, that religion is best defined
as “a system of beliefs and practices that are relative to superhuman beings” (1995:
893). They argue that such a restrictive definition is best because it “moves away
from defining religion as some special kind of experience or worldview” and excludes
“quasi-religious religious movements” such as Nazism, Marxism, or Nationalism (1995:
893-4).

While the desire to exclude such movements as religions is understandable, to
strictly enforce this definition would be unduly restrictive. It would eliminate some
forms of Buddhism, for example, as well as a wide variety of people who consider
themselves to be deeply spiritual and who regularly rely on terms like “the sacred”
to describe their understanding of the universe or their places in it, but who do not
believe in divine beings or supernatural realities. In short, such a restrictive definition
of religion would preclude consideration of much naturerelated religiosity.

By way of contrast, the framing of this encyclopedia was influenced more by religion
scholar David Chidester’s reflections on the sometimes violent debates and struggles
over understandings and definitions of religion. Chidester acknowledges that some
working definition of religion is required for its study. But he also argues that because
the term “religion has been a contested category, a single, incontestable definition of
religion cannot simply be established by academic fiat” (Chidester 1996b: 254). He pro-
poses, instead, a self-consciously vague definition: religion is “that dimension of human
experience engaged with sacred norms” (1987: 4).

Chidester acknowledges that some will consider such a definition not only vague
but circular, but contends that vagueness can be an asset when trying to understand
the diversity of religion. Vagueness is certainly a virtue when studying nature-related
religion, partly because there are so many forms of it. Circularity may be inevitable.
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Chidester asserts, “A descriptive approach to the study of religion requires a circular
definition of the sacred: Whatever someone holds to be sacred is sacred.” He concludes
that the task of religious studies, therefore, “is to describe and interpret sacred norms
that are actually held by individuals, communities, and historical traditions” (1987: 4).
This encyclopedia is premised similarly, for to adopt a more restrictive definition would
exclude a variety of actors who regularly deploy metaphors of the sacred to describe
their deepest spiritual and moral convictions. Moreover, some substantive definitions
of religion (which specify things that constitute religion, such as myths, beliefs in
divine beings, symbols, rites and ethics) as well as functional ones (which describe how
religions operate and influence and/or are influenced by nature and culture), create
restrictive lenses that make it impossible for them to apprehend some forms of nature
spirituality. So to adopt such definitions would preclude from discussion much of what
The Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature set out to illuminate.

Filling out further his understanding of religion as an engagement with the sacred,
however this is understood, Chidester adds, what people hold to be sacred tends to
have two important characteristics: ultimate meaning and transcendent power . . .
Religion is not simply a concern with the meaning of human life, but it is also an
engagement with the transcendent powers, forces, and processes that human beings
have perceived to impinge on their lives (1987: 4).

Such a flexible understanding of religion provides a good starting point for this
encyclopedia’s inquiry into the connections between nature, religion, and culture. The
only part of Chidester’s definition that we might need occasionally to set aside is the
nebulous term “transcendent” — at least if this evokes a sense of something supernat-
ural or somehow beyond the observable and sensible world — for much nature-based
spirituality involves a perception of the sacred as immanent.

From the outset, then, an open operational definition, adapted from Chidester’s,
has informed the construction of this encyclopedia. It understands religion as “that
dimen- sion of human experience engaged with sacred norms, which are related to
transformative forces and powers and which people consider to be dangerous and/or
beneficent and/or meaningful in some ultimate way.” For many, this meaningfulness
and the sacred norms associated with it have much to do with nature. And nature
itself, another problematic term that also has inspired robust discussion, can be for
our purposes understood simply: Nature is that world which includes — but at the
same time is perceived to be largely beyond — our human bodies, and which confronts
us daily with its apparent otherness.

With such minimalist definitions of religion and nature in mind, how then are we to
understand them when they are combined into the term “nature religion™ Here also
there is no scholarly consensus, as illustrated in the entry on NATURE RELIGION
itself, as well as in my own entry on “Nature Religion” in The Encyclopedia of Reli-
gion (Taylor 2005). (Encyclopedia entries mentioned in this introduction are indicated
by SMALL CAPITAL LETTERS, as in the previous sentence.) But in contemporary
parlance there does seem to be a strong tendency to define as nature religion any
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religiosity that considers nature to be sacred (extraordinarily powerful in both dan-
gerous and beneficial ways) and worthy of reverent care. This is the simple definition
that I will employ in this introduction as shorthand for what I have sometimes called
“nature-as-sacred” religion.

This encyclopedia’s contributors have not, however, been bound to my own usage
of the term in this introduction. Catherine Albanese, for example, in NATURE RE-
LIGION IN THE UNITED STATES, which builds upon her influential book Nature
Religion in America (1990), understands the term more broadly. For Albanese, nature
religion is a trope for all religious phenomena in which nature is an important religious
symbol or conceptual resource, whether or not nature is considered sacred. Careful
readers will be alert to the different ways contributors in this encyclopedia may use
the same terminology.

In sum, the definitions that shaped the construction of this encyclopedia, and this
introduction and reader’s guide, were adopted for strategic reasons. The aim in finding
simple and inclusive definitions of “religion” and “nature” has been to invite the widest
variety of perspectives to engage the meaning and relationships that inhere to the
human religious encounter with nature. The aim in defining nature religion as “nature-
as-sacred” religion (in this introduction only) has been to distinguish it from “the
natural dimension of religion,” an apt phrase borrowed from Albanese that I use to
represent the entire “religion and nature” or “religion and ecology” field (Albanese

1990: 6). Understanding this wider, natural dimension of religion is certainly as
important as understanding religions that consider nature to be sacred. The rest of
this introduction and the diversity of entries that follow make this clear.
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The Evolution of Interest in
Religion and Nature

This overview of the genesis and evolution of interest in religion and nature covers
a lot of territory and is necessarily selective. While impressionistic, it does describe the
major trends and tendencies characteristic of the religion and nature discussion. It is
divided into three sections.

The first section is focused on the United States between the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury and the age of environmentalism which, despite the presence of conservationists
and conservation thinkers before this period, cannot be said to have arrived until the
1960s. This section introduces the important role that differing perspectives on reli-
gion and nature played in the rise of environmentalism globally. The second section
focuses on the evolution of nature and religion-related thinking among intellectuals,
especially since the seventeenth century in Europe, and it follows these streams into
the 1960s. This section explores the ways “nature religions” were understood before and
after the Darwinian revolution, and suggests some ways in which evolutionary theory
transformed the religion and nature debate, both for intellectuals and wider publics. In-
troducing these two streams sets the stage for an introduction to the perspectives and
debates surrounding religion and nature during the age of environmentalism. Taken
together, this overview illuminates trends that are likely to continue and thus it poses
questions about the future of religion and nature.

Religion and Nature in the American Conservation
Movement

When analyzing the ways and reasons people have thought about the relationships
between religion and nature, it is wise to consider not only the cultural, but also the
environmental context. This is certainly true when we examine the emergence of the
conservation movement, and its intersections with perspectives on religion and nature.

By the mid-nineteenth century, largely for building construction and the production
of “pig iron,” deforestation in the United States had begun to evoke environmental
alarm. This led to a survey in the Federal Census of 1880 that documented the dramatic
decline of American forests. Meanwhile, the fossil-fuel age had begun with the first
pumping of petroleum from the ground in 1859
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(by Edwin L. Drake in Pennsylvania) and the invention of practical and useful
twoand four-stroke internal combustion engines in Europe (in 1875 and 1876). These
developments led to the automobile age, which for all practical purposes began in 1885.

The invention of the internal combustion motor was accompanied by a dramatic
increase in self-conscious reflection on the role that religion plays in shaping environ-
ments. This occurred in no small part because the alteration (and degradation) of
the world’s environments intensified and accelerated rapidly as humans developed and
wielded ever-more powerful petroleum-fueled power tools as they reshaped ecosystems
and their own, built environments.

Not coincidentally, this was also a period when ROMANTICISM and other nature-
related spiritualities, birthed first in Europe, as well as the modern conservation move-
ment, were germinating on American ground. The artist Frederick Edwin Church, for
example, painted “Twilight in the Wilderness” (1860) inspiring the so-called Hudson
School and generations of painters and later photographers (see ART), including the
twentieth-century photographer ANSEL ADAMS, who depicted the sublime that he
found in the American landscape. The American naturalist and political writer HENRY
DAVID THOREAU, who was also a leading figure in the religious movement known
as TRANSCENDENTALISM, wrote Walden in 1854. He included in it a now-famous
aphorism, “in wildness is the preservation of the world” and believed that nature not
only has intrinsic value but provides the source of spiritual truth. Thoreau kindled
the WILDERNESS RELIGION that found fertile ground in America and provided a
spiritual basis for conservation. In The Maine Woods (1864) Thoreau called for the es-
tablishment of national forest preserves, helping to set the stage for the National Park
movement and the BIOSPHERE RESERVES AND WORLD HERITAGE SITES that
would follow. In that very year, the American President Abraham Lincoln protected
California’s spectacular Yosemite Valley, which eventually expanded in size and be-
came one of the world’s first national parks.

Thoreau influenced JOHN MUIR, the Scottish-born nature mystic who, after grow-
ing up on a Wisconsin farm and hiking to the Gulf of Mexico as a young man, eventually
wandered his way to California in 1868. Muir became one of the first Europeans to
explore Yosemite and the rest of the Sierra Nevada Mountains. He found in them a
sacred place where he could hear the “divine music” of nature, even giving RALPH
WALDO EMERSON, Thoreau’s Transcendentalist mentor, a tour of Yosemite Valley
in 1871. Muir was, however, bitterly disappointed by Emerson’s unwillingness to linger
and listen to the valley’s sacred voices. In 1892 Muir founded the STERRA CLUB to
prevent the desecration of these mountains by insensitive humans.

In the early twentieth century an archetypal battle was joined between John Muir
and GIFFORD PINCHOT. At this time Muir was America’s foremost representative
of an ethic of “nature preservation.” He would also become the spiritual godfather of
the international National Park movement, which was founded significantly on percep-
tions of the sacredness of natural systems. Pinchot served as the first Chief Forester
of the United States between 1899 and 1910. He influentially espoused a utilitarian
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environmental ethic of fair and responsible use of nature for the benefit of all citizens,
present and future.

Pinchot, like many politically progressive Christians of his day in North America,
had been decisively influenced by its “Social Gospel” movement, a largely liberal expres-
sion of Christianity that sought to apply Christian principles to the social problems
of the day. Consequently Pinchot sought to promote “the conservation of natural re-
sources” (bringing the phrase into common parlance) partly to aid the poor and partly
to promote democratic ideals against powerful corporate interests, which he believed
unwisely despoiled the country’s natural heritage. Although Muir and Pinchot initially
became friends, based in part on their mutual passion for the outdoors, Pinchot’s utili-
tarian ethic and Muir’s preservationist one were incompatible. Their competing values
led them, inexorably, into an epic struggle over which management philosophy, with
its attendant religious underpinnings, would guide policies related to public wildlands.

Muir considered the grazing of sheep in Yosemite, and later, plans to dam Yosemite’s
Hetch Hetchy Valley, for example, to be desecrating acts. Pinchot became a powerful
federal official who successfully promoted grazing and dam building. Muir denounced
Pinchot as an agent of desecration asserting that there was ‘no holier temple” than
Hetch Hetchy Valley. Pinchot thought Muir had failed to apprehend the religious
duty to develop natural resources for the good of humankind. The historian Roderick
Nash called the Hetch Hetchy controversy a “spiritual watershed” in American envi-
ronmental history. This watershed demonstrated that a “wilderness cult” had become
an important political force in American environmental politics (Nash 1967: 181). (See
also WILDERNESS SOCIETY, MARSHALL, ROBERT and LEOPOLD, ALDO.) In
sub- sequent decades such WILDERNESS RELIGION would remain potent and lead
to bitter land-based conflicts all around the world. Indeed, as the preservationist na-
tional parks model spread, often alongside and competing with management models
that promoted a utilitarian, “multiple use” doctrine for public lands, the cultural di-
vide between the competing ethical and religious orientations represented by Muir and
Pinchot appeared to go global.

There were many other dimensions to such religionrelated land-use disputes, how-
ever, including the typical deracination (displacement from their original habitats),
sometimes by genocide, of the peoples already living on lands designated “public” by
nation-states. These people often had their own religious claims and connections to
these lands. So as the demand to protect natural places intensified around the world,
it involved more than a dispute between the spiritual biocentrism (life-centered ethics)
of John Muir and the utilitarian anthropocentrism (human-centered ethics) of Gifford
Pinchot. Whether in view or hidden from sight, the resulting disputes often, if not
always, intertwined with disputes related to power, ethnicity, class, and nationality
(see MANIFEST DESTINY). These controversies were inevitably mixed in with di-
verse and competing understandings regarding how properly to understand the sacred
dimensions of life, and where the sacred might be most powerfully located.
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Some of the peoples who survived deracination as the result of the global expansion
of nation-states would eventually claim a right to their original lands and landbased
spiritual traditions. This trend further complicated the complex relationships between
political, natural, and cultural systems. The disputes between Muir and Pinchot were
repeated in the years that followed; and to these were added disputes between their
spiritual progeny and those who later condemned both conservationist and preserva-
tionist movements for promoting an imperial project that harmed the inhabitants of
lands immorally, if not illegally, declared public. In the United States and many other
countries that established national parks, as environmental degradation continued,
movements arose in resistance to them. Such conflicts provided one more tributary to
the growing of scholarly interest in religion, nature, and culture.

Religion and Nature from Seventeenth-Century
Europe to the Environmental Age

Curiosity about the relationships between nature, religion, and culture, of course,
predated the modern conservation era. Much of this resulted from the encounter be-
tween anthropological observers and indigenous people, and much of this occurred
(from the mid-nineteenth century onward) in a Darwinian context involving an effort
to understand the ways in which religions emerged, and changed, through the pro-
cesses of biological evolution. Put differently, a central question was: How and why did
religion evolve from the natural habitats from which humans themselves evolved?

Many answers have been proposed, and these have often been grounded largely
upon analyses of the religions of indigenous peoples. In many indigenous societies, the
elements or forces of nature are believed to be inspirited and in reciprocal moral re-
lationships in which there are two-way ethical obligations between non-human and
human beings. In the eighteenth century such perceptions were labeled, for the first
time, NATURE RELIGION and TOTEMISM (which postulated early religion as in-
volving a felt sense of spiritual connection or kinship relationship between human and
nonhuman beings). In the late nineteenth century the anthropologist E.B. Tylor coined
the term ANIMISM as a trope for beliefs that the natural world is inspirited. Many
early anthropologists considered Totemism and/or Animism to be an early if not the
original religious form. Tylor and many other anthropologists and intellectuals observ-
ing (or imagining) indigenous societies also considered their religions to be “primitive,”
and expected such perceptions and practices to wither away as Western civilization
expanded.

Over the past few centuries a variety of terms have been used which capture the
family resemblances found in the spiritualities of many indigenous societies, as well
as contemporary forms of religious valuation of nature, including ‘“natural religion,”
“nature worship,” “nature mysticism,” “Earth religion,” PAGANISM and PANTHEISM
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(belief that the Earth, or even the universe, is divine). Whatever the terms of reference
(and readers will do well to consult the specific entries on these terms for their var-
ious and often contested, specific definitions), nature religion has been controversial,
whether it is that of wilderness aficionados, indigenous people, or pagans. Here we can
introduce this rich and contested terrain only by underscoring a few central tendencies,
pivotal figures, and watershed moments in the unfolding cultural ferment over religion
and nature. In-depth treatments are scattered, of course, throughout the encyclopedia.

In mainstream occidental (Western) culture, which was shaped decisively by the
monotheistic, Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), the tendency
has been to view what we are calling nature religions (in general) and paganism (in
particular) as primitive, regressive, or even evil. (See PAGANISM: A JEWISH PER-
SPECTIVE, for one example). One way or another, these critics have viewed nature
religions negatively as having failed to apprehend or as having willfully rejected a true
theocentric understanding of the universe as God-created. According to this point of
view, nature religions perilously worship the created order or elements of it rather than
the creator God.

Such criticisms came not only from monotheistic conservatives but also from some of
the Western world’s greatest thinkers. The German philosopher FRIEDRICH HEGEL,
for example, advanced an idealistic philosophy that considered nature religions primi-
tive because of their failure to apprehend the divine spirit moving through the dialec-
tical process of history.

There were strong countercurrents, however, to the general tendency to view nature
religions negatively. The cultural movement known as ROMANTICISM, already men-
tioned as an influence on the American conservation movement, emerged as a strong
social force in the eighteenth century. Inspired in large measure by the French philoso-
pher JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU (1712-1778), Romanticism was further developed
and popularized by a number of literary figures including Samuel Taylor Coleridge
(1772-1834) in England and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe (1749-1832) in Germany.
Those philosophers who labored to develop a compelling PHILOSOPHY OF NATURE
also played a major role in the influence of Romanticism, both in Europe and America.

The Romantics rejected destructive, dualistic and reductionistic worldviews, which
they considered to be a central feature of Western civilization. For Rousseau, and many
dissenters to the occidental mainstream before and since, indigenous peoples and their
nature religions were not primitive but noble, providing models for an egalitarian and
humane way of life, one that was immune from the avarice and strife characteristic
of the dominant European cultures. (See ROMANTICISM AND INDIGENOUS PEO-
PLES and NOBLE SAVAGE.)

It was into this social milieu, in which views about nature religion were already
polarized, that CHARLES DARWIN introduced On the Origin of Species in 1859.
The work elaborated the nascent theory of evolution that had already begun to emerge,
perhaps most significantly, by specifying natural selection as its central process. The
theory soon made its own, decisive impact.
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For many, evolutionary theory disenchanted (took the spirits out of ) the world. Gen-
erations of scholars after Darwin came to view religions as originating in misperceptions
that natural forces were animated or alive. A close friend of Darwin, John Lubbock,
initiated such reflection in The Origin of Civilization and the Primitive Condition
of Man (1870), citing as evidence Darwin’s observation that dogs mistake inanimate
objects for living beings. Lubbock asserted that religion had its origin in a similar
misapprehension by early humans.

In the next century an explosion of critically important scholarly works appeared.
Most wrestled with what they took to be the natural origins of religion, or with “natural
religion,” or with what they considered to be the “worship of nature,” or with the
symbolic importance and function of natural symbols in human cultural and religious
life. Among the most important were J.F. McLennan’s articles on “The Worship of
Animals and Plants” (1869-1870),

E.B. Tylor’s Primitive Culture (1871), F. Max Miiller’s Natural Religion (1888),
Robertson Smith’s Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1889), Baldwin Spencer and
F.J. Gillen’s Native Tribes of Central Australia (1899), Emile Durkheim’s Elementary
Forms of the Religious Life (1912), James G. Frazer’s Totemism and Exogamy (1910)
and The Worship of Nature (1926), Mircea Eliade’s Patterns in Comparative Religion
(1958) and The Sacred and the Profane (1959), Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Totemism (1962,
translation 1969), Victor Turner’s Forest of Symbols (1967), and Mary Douglas’s Purity
and Danger (1966) and Natural Symbols (1970).

Among the high points in these works were E.B. Tylor’s invention of the term
animism as a name for indigenous nature religion and a corresponding theory to explain
how it came into existence; and FRIEDRICH MAX MULLER’s historiography which
traced the origin of Indo-European religion to religious metaphors and symbolism
grounded in the natural environment, especially the sky and sun. Sir James Frazer,
who had been decisively influenced by both of these figures, added his own theories
that the personification and “worship of nature” was the common root of all religion and
that the remnants of pagan religion can be discerned in European folk culture. Quoting
Frazer provides a feeling for the ethos prevalent among these early anthropologists.

[By] the worship of nature, I mean . . . the worship of natural phenomena conceived
as animated, conscious, and endowed with both the power and the will to benefit or
injure mankind. Conceived as such they are naturally objects of human awe and fear

. . . to the mind of primitive man these natural phenomena assume the character of
formidable and dangerous spirits whose anger it is his wish to avoid, and whose favour
it is his interest to conciliate. To attain these desirable ends he resorts to the same
means of conciliation which he employs towards human beings on whose goodwill he
happens to be dependent; he proffers requests to them, and he makes them presents;
in other words, he prays and sacrifices to them; in short, he worships them. Thus what
we may call the worship of nature is based on the personification of natural phenomena
(Frazer 1926: 17).
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Reflecting the influence of the evolutionary perspective, Frazer thought that nature
religions were anthropomorphic superstitions and would naturally be supplanted, first
by polytheism, then by monotheism. He also believed that this was part of a “slow and
gradual” process that was leading inexorably among civilized peoples to the “despir-
itualization of the universe” (Frazer 1926: 9). Many anthropological theorists during
the nineteenth and early twentieth century seemed to agree that the nature religion
characteristic of early humans and the world’s remaining “primitives” would eventu-
ally be supplanted either with monotheistic forms or no religion at all. Many of these
early anthropologists were, therefore, also early proponents of the secularization thesis,
which generally expects the decline of religion.

MIRCEA ELIADE drew on much of this earlier scholarship when publishing his
seminal works in the 1950s and early 1960s, but in contrast to much of it, he maintained
a subtle, positive evaluation of religion, including nature religion. At the heart of his
theory lay his belief that early religion was grounded in a perception that a “sacred”
reality exists that is different from everyday, “profane” realities, and that it manifests
itself at special times and places, usually through natural entities and places. Indeed,
for Eliade, the sacred/profane dichotomy was at the center of all religious perception.
Moreover, for Eliade, the recognition of the sacred has something fundamental to do
with what it means to be human.

Although Eliade’s theory was sharply criticized in the latter half of the twentieth
century, his exhaustive comparative scholarship helped to establish that, in the history
of religions, natural systems and objects are intimately involved in the perception of the
sacred, and that this is an important aspect of religious life. Symbolic anthropologists,
including Claude Lévi-Strauss (in some minds), Victor Turner, and Mary Douglas, for
their part, scrutinized the functions of natural symbols in religion and culture, making
provocative suggestions as to why nature draws human attention in a religious way.

Clearly, while there have been many competing perspectives about the relationships
between religion and nature, some generalizations can be made. Many people have
considered forces and entities in nature to have their own powers, spiritual integrity,
or divinity, and have considered plants and animals, as well as certain earthly and
celestial places, to be sacred. Certainly, these kinds of beliefs have often enjoined
specific ritual and ethical obligations. Undoubtedly, the forces and entities of nature
have been important and sometimes central religious symbols that work for people
and their cultures in one way or another. Even when these entities and forces are not
themselves considered divine, sacred, or even personal, they can point or provide access
to divine beings or powers that are beyond ordinary perception. In sum, to borrow an
expression from Claude Lévi-Strauss who first used it when reflecting, more narrowly,
about animals in the history of religion, nature, from the most distant reaches of the
imagined universe, to the middle of the Earth, is religiously “good to think.”
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Religion and Nature in the Environmental Age

This brief review brings us up to the 1960s, the cusp of the age of environmental
awareness and concern, which was symbolically inaugurated with the celebration of the
first Earth Day in 1970. This was a period characterized by an explosion of interest
in religion and nature, although such interest was not new. What was novel was a
widespread and rapidly growing alarm about environmental deterioration, which for
some added an apocalyptic urgency to the quest to determine whether religion was
to blame or might provide an antidote. If so, the question naturally followed, of what
sort would such an antidote be?

A multitude of entries in this encyclopedia explore this period and its competing
perspectives. Here we will outline the main streams of discussion from this period to
the present, noting especially how the environmental consequences of religious belief
and practice came to the fore- front of the discussion for the first time. Discussion
of the main issues and questions that were engaged are listed in the following three
subsections.

World Religions and Environmentalism

In 1967 CLARENCE GLACKEN published Traces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature
and Culture in Western Thought from Ancient Times to the End of the Eighteenth Cen-
tury. It was the most important historical overview of the complicated and ambiguous
relationships between religion and nature in the Western world. Especially detailed in
its analysis of Classical culture (including its pagan dimensions and long-term cultural
echoes) and Christianity, it brought the reader right up to the advent of the Darwinian
age. Donald Worster in Nature’s Economy: A History of Ecological Ideas (1977, second
edition 1994) continued the story up and into the age of ecology. This work helped
inspire further scholarly investigation during the 1960s and 1970s of the environmental
impacts brought on by Western culture and its philosophical, religious, and scientific
underpinnings. Taken together, these works portray (sometimes in an oversimplified
manner) an epic struggle in Western culture between organicist and mechanist world-
views — and concomitantly — between those who view the natural world as somehow
sacred and having intrinsic value, and those who view the Earth as a way station to a
heavenly realm beyond the Earth, or, who viewed life on Earth in a utilitarian way, as
having value only in its usefulness to human ends. A common dialectic in these works,
as seen in the growing body of literature that followed, was the notion that religious
ideas were decisive variables in human culture, and thus, they were either culprit or
savior with regard to environmental and social well-being.

It was during the decade between the publication of Glacken’s and Worster’s works
(1967 and 1977) that ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS sprang forth as a distinct subdis-
cipline in philosophy. While there were many factors that led to this outpouring of
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ethical interest in nature, a short article by the historian Lynn White became a light-
ning rod for much of the subsequent discussion. Indeed, the LYNN WHITE THESIS
became well known and played a significant role in the intense scrutiny that would
soon be focused on the environmental values and practices that inhere to the so-called
“world religions.” (“World religions” is shorthand for Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Dao-
ism, Confucianism, Buddhism, Hinduism, and sometimes Jainism, which are commonly
considered of major importance either because of their antiquity, influence, transna-
tional character, or large number of adherents.)

Published in 1967 in the widely read journal Science, White’s article contended that
monotheistic, occidental religions, especially Christianity, fostered anti-nature ideas
and behaviors. His most striking and influential claim, however, may have been: “Since
the roots of our

[environmental| trouble[s| are so largely religious, the remedy must also be essen-
tially religious” (White 1967: 1207). Although others had expressed such views long be-
fore he did, the increasing receptivity in America to non-Western religious beliefs that
accompanied the 1960s cultural upheavals, combined with the simultaneous growth
of environmental alarm, made the ground fertile for the reception and debate of such
views. Much of the environmental alarm was precipitated by RACHEL CARSON —
an American scientist who was motivated by her own deep, spiritual connections to
nature — whose Silent Spring (1962) warned about the environmentally devastating
consequences of industrial pollution and pesticide use. With such works fueling envi-
ronmental anxieties, White’s assertions quickly engendered several types of response,
both among scholars and the wider public.

From those already acquainted with such arguments, there was often hearty agree-
ment. Some had already been influenced by Romantic thought, or by historical anal-
yses such as Perry Miller’s classic work, Errand into the Wilder- ness (1956), which
analyzed the Puritans’ encounter with wild nature in America, or Max Weber’s The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1958), which found in religious ideas
the roots of capitalism’s voracious appetite for nature’s resources. White’s thesis also
inculcated or reinforced beliefs that were becoming more prevalent in America, that
religions originating in Asia, or nature religions including those of indigenous societies,
were spiritually and ethically superior to those which had come to predominate in the
Western world. This was ironic, for White thought there were currents in the Christian
tradition that could provide solid ground for environmental ethics.

Those in the monotheistic, Abrahamic traditions, who encountered such perspec-
tives, tended to respond in one of three ways: either apologetically, arguing that prop-
erly understood, their traditions were environmentally sensitive; in a confessional way,
acknowledging that there were truths to such criticisms and that internal religious
reform should be undertaken to make their religions environmentally responsible; or
with indifference, viewing the criticisms, and environmental concern, as of minor if any
importance to their religious faith. This latter response ironically provided evidence
for the critical aspects of White’s thesis.
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These types of responses came from both laypeople and scholars. Scholarly experts
in sacred texts, both those religiously committed and uncommitted to the traditions
associated with them, began investigating these texts and other evidence about their
traditions for their explicit or implicit environmental values.

Before long, the soul searching White’s thesis helped to precipitate within occidental
religions began to be taken up by devotees and scholars of religions originating in Asia.
This occurred, in part, because of certain scholarly reactions to White’s thesis. The
geographer Yi Fu Tuan, for example, pointed out in an influential article published in
1968, that deforestation was prevalent before the advent of Christianity. Moreover, he
asserted, in China there was great abuse of the land before Western civilization could
influence it.

Following Tuan, gradually, more scholars began to ask, “Why has environmental
decline been so pronounced in Asia if, as had become widely believed, Asian religions
promote environmental responsibility?” Just as White’s thesis had precipitated apolo-
getic, confessional, and indifferent reactions within the world’s Abrahamic traditions,
the diverse reactions to White’s thesis triggered similar reactions among religionists
and scholars engaged with Asian religions.

In the case of both Western and Asian religions, religious studies scholars played a
significant role in the efforts to understand the environmental strengths and weaknesses
of their traditions. Scholars of religion have often played twin roles as observers and
participants in the religions they study, of course, so it is unsurprising that, in the face
of newly perceived environmental challenges, they would play a role in rethinking the
traditions’ responsibilities in the light of them. Quite a number of them, indeed, became
directly involved in efforts to push the traditions they were analyzing toward ethics
that take environmental sustainability as a central objective. The many, diverse entries
exploring the world’s religious traditions describe in substantial detail the emergence of
efforts to turn the world’s major religious traditions green. The role of religion scholars
in these efforts is reviewed in

RELIGIOUS STUDIES AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN.

What is perhaps most remarkable about these efforts is how rapidly the environment
became a centerpiece of moral concern for substantial numbers of religious practitioners,
and scholars engaged with the world’s major religious traditions. More empirical work
is needed to understand the extent to which and in what ways environmental values
have been influencing practitioners of the world’s dominant religions. Early efforts by
social scientists to understand these trends, and the challenges they face as they seek
to do so, are assessed in SOCIAL SCIENCE ON RELIGION AND NATURE.

Nature Religions and Environmentalism

In addition to the view that Asian religions provide an antidote to the West’s en-
vironmental destructiveness, nature religions have been offered as alternatives which
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foster environmentally sensitive values and behaviors. While indigenous societies have
been foremost in mind in this regard, paganism, whether newly invented or revitalized
from what can be reconstructed of a pre-Christian past (or both), has also been con-
sidered by some to offer an environmentally sensitive alternative. In this light or sense,
a variety of new religious movements, recreational practices, scientific endeavor, and
other professional work, can also be understood as nature religions.

As was the case in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, during the age
of ecology, anthropology was a major contributor to the debates. But the tendency to
view negatively such cultures was decisively reversed as some anthropologists began
to ask questions from an evolutionary perspective. The most important of these was
whether religion in general (and the religions of indigenous societies in particular)
served to enhance the survival of the human organism. Put differently, they asked:
Does religion help the human species to adapt successfully to its natural habitats, and
if so, under what circumstances?

The answer that many came to was that the taboos, ethical mores, and rituals that
accompany religious worldviews often evolve in such a way that the religion promotes
environmental health and thus individual reproduction and group survival.

This kind of perspective can be briefly illustrated. In the mid-twentieth century,
the anthropologist Julian Steward, whose own work in “cultural ecology” was based
foremost on his analyses of the relationships between indigenous peoples of western
North America’s Great Basin, argued that human culture represents an ecological
adaptation of a group to its specific environment. He asserted that such adaptation
always involved the effort to harness and control energy. The anthropologist Leslie
White, who like Steward based his perspective on studies of North American Indians,
also considered social evolution to involve the effort to harness and control energy.
In the 1960s, MARVIN HARRIS followed their lead, especially spotlighting the role
of religion. He found, for example, that the myth of the sacred cow in India confers
on the human cultures of South Asia material and ecological advantages. The myth
functioned in an ecologically adaptive manner, he argued, by helping to maintain the
nutrient cycles necessary for India’s agro-ecosystems, thus maintaining the carrying
capacity of the land. An often cited quote from Harris conveys his perspective:

Beliefs and rituals that appear to the nonanthropological observer as wholly irra-
tional, whimsical, and even maladaptive have been shown to possess important positive
functions and to be the dependent variable of recurrent adaptive processes (1971: 556).

ROY RAPPAPORT was another anthropologist who began publishing in the mid-
1960s, including his path-breaking book, Pigs for the Ancestors: Ritual in the Ecology of
a New Guinea People (1968). His arguments had affinities with Steward and Harris, but
his focus was on how religious rituals and symbol systems can function in ecologically
adaptive ways. Indeed, for Rappaport, “Religious rituals

.. . are . .. neither more nor less than part of the behavioral repertoire employed
by an aggregate of organisms in adjusting to its environment” (Rappaport 1979: 28).
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For such theorists, religions evolve and function to help people create successful
adaptations to their diverse environmental niches. Moreover, naturalistic evolutionary
assumptions (rather than the supernaturalistic beliefs of their adherents) are sufficient
for understanding the complex relationships between religions and ecosystems. Such a
theoretical perspective, it is important to note, is the opposite of the idealistic premises
informing much of the rest of the religion-and-nature discussion, which has tended to
assume that religious ideas are the driving force behind environmental changes.

Steward, White, Harris, and Rappaport are considered pioneers of the fields var-
iously called “cultural ecology,” “ecological anthropology,” and “historical ecology.”
Sometimes dismissed as “environmental determinists” by their critics, in their own
distinct ways, they brought evolution forcefully back into the analysis of human/
ecosystem relationships by insisting that, while there certainly are reciprocal influ-
ences between human beings and the natural world, the ways human beings and their
religious cultures are shaped by nature and its evolutionary processes should not be
forgotten.

ETHNOBOTANY is another sub-field of anthropology that was influenced by and
contributed to analyses of ecological adaptation. Its roots can be traced to early
twentieth-century efforts to document the uses of plants by indigenous peoples. By
mid-century, however, its focus had expanded to an analysis of the ways in which
plants are used in traditional societies to promote the health of people, their cultures,
and environments. Ethnobotany has been interested in the way plants are used to
effect healing and facilitate connection and harmony with divine realities, as well as
(sometimes) in the ecosystem changes brought on by such uses.

Ethnobotany became a major tributary to a related but broader line of anthropolog-
ical inquiry into “indigenous knowledge systems” and TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL
KNOWLEDGE, which is a subset of such knowledge systems. Here the focus was on
the entire corpus of ecological knowledge gained by a people in adapting to their envi-
ronments over time. Quite often, this analysis attended to the ways in which religious
beliefs and practices become intertwined with such knowledge and inseparable from it.
Leading figures in ethnobotany and in the analysis of traditional ecological knowledge
included Harold Conklin, Richard Schultes, Darrell Posey, William Balée, Gerardo Re-
ichelDolmatoff, and Stephen Lansing. In various ways and drawing on research among
different peoples, they asserted that religious beliefs in general, including those having
to do with the spiritual importance or power of plants, animals, and sacred places,
can lead to practices that maintained the integrity of the ecosystems to which they
belonged. A large volume edited by Darrel Posey entitled Cultural and Spiritual Val-
ues of Biodiversity (1999), which was published by the United Nations Environmental
Programme, shows the growing influence of such analysis.

For many of the anthropologists investigating religion/ environment relationships
in indigenous cultures, it was irrelevant whether indigenous people accurately per-
ceived dimensions of experience outside of the powers of ordinary observation (such
as divine spirits in natural entities). Some analysts of such systems, however, based
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on experiences they had while living among indigenous peoples and participating in
their lifeways and ceremonies, became convinced that there were important spiritual
truths expressed by their worldviews and practices. For those moved spiritually by
these cultures there was value in them beyond their ability to foster environmentally
sustainable lifeways.

The preceding developments, leading to the conclusion that the worldviews of indige-
nous cultures promote environmentally sustainable lifeways, represented a remarkable
shift in the understanding of such peoples. But this change did not go unchallenged.
Critics including Shepard Kretch argued that these sorts of perspectives — which pur-
ported to find ecological sensitivity embedded in cultures living in relatively close
proximity to natural ecosystems — actually expressed an unfounded and romantic (and
often denigrating) view of indigenous people. Some such critics complained that tropes
of the “ecological Indian” perpetuate views of indigenous people as primitive and unable
to think scientifically. The use of plants and animals in traditional medicines, which
has contributed significantly to the dramatic decline of some species, was used as ev-
idence to question assertions that indigenous, nature-oriented religions are adaptive,
rather than maladaptive, with regard to ecosystem viability.

This introduction to the lively debates about indigenous societies and their nature
religions can be followed up in a number of entries (and the cross-references in them),
including AMERICAN INDIANS AS “FIRST ECOLOGISTS,” ANTHROPOLOGY,
ANTHROPOLOGY AS A SOURCE OF NATURE RELIGION, ECOLOGY AND RE-
LIGION, ECOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY, ETHNOBOTANY, RELIGIOUS EN-
VIRONMENTALIST PARADIGM, and TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWL-
EDGE.

PAGANISM, including WICCA, HEATHENRY, and DRUIDRY, to name a few
types, is another form of nature religion that has also enjoyed a positive reappraisal
during the age of ecology. Contemporary Paganism is now often labeled “neo-paganism”
to contrast current forms with Classical ones, or to indicate that such spirituality has
been undergoing a process that involves (depending on the analysis) either revitaliza-
tion (based on formerly underground and suppressed knowledge), or imaginative re-
construction (based on what can be surmised about pre-monotheistic religions through
archeological and historical research). Much of this new religious production draws di-
rectly on (sometimes discredited) scholarly work. James Frazer’s belief that remnants
of pagan worldviews and lifeways can be discerned in the folk customs of Europe pro-
vided pagans a sourcebook in folk culture for the construction of their religions. The
poet and literary figure ROBERT VON RANKE GRAVES in The White Goddess
(1948) offered an influential work subsequently used by many pagans to construct
their own goddess-centered, Earth-revering spirituality. And the archeologist Marija
Gimbutas — who controversially claimed in the 1980s and 1990s that a goddess-centered
culture, which honored women and the Earth, existed in much of Eastern Europe prior
to the invasion of a bellicose and patriarchal Indo-European society — provided what
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for many pagans was an inspiring vision of the potential to reestablish egalitarian,
Earth-revering, pagan culture.

Indeed, toward the end of the twentieth century, a growing number of scholars who
identified themselves as pagan were involved in the diverse efforts to make viable reli-
gious options out of these traditions. A part of this endeavor has involved assertions
that paganism holds nature sacred and therefore has inherent reason to promote its
protection and reverent care. This kind of perspective proliferated as did the num-
ber of tabloids, magazines, journals, and books devoted to analyzing, and promoting,
contemporary paganism.

Paganism thus became an attractive religious alternative for some non-indigenous
moderns, perhaps especially environmentally concerned ones, who value indigenous re-
ligious cultures for their environmental values, but either found them largely inaccessi-
ble, or chose not to borrow from them because of the often strongly asserted view that
efforts to “borrow” from indigenous peoples actually constitute cultural theft. (Various
perspectives in this regard are discussed in INDIGENOUS RELIGIONS AND CUL-
TURAL BORROWING.) Paganism also sometimes shares ideas and members, and cer-
tainly has some affinities, with those environmental movements that expressly consider
nature to be sacred, such as BIOREGIONALISM, DEEP ECOLOGY, ECOFEMI-
NISM, ECOPSYCHOLOGY, and RADICAL ENVIRONMENTALISM. Partici- pants
in these movements usually view both indigenous and pagan religions as environmen-
tally salutary and often link their own identity to such spirituality.

A growing number of scientists, including those pioneering the fields of CONSER-
VATION BIOLOGY and RESTORATION ECOLOGY, and those promoting RELI-
GIOUS NATURALISM, share a central, common denominator belief in nature reli-
gions regarding the sacredness of life. Unlike many of the other forms of nature religion,
they tend to stress the sacrality of the evolutionary processes that produce biological
diversity. Participants in such scientific professions often view their work as a spiritual
practice. Some of these have been influenced by those who, like the religion scholar

THOMAS BERRY, believe that science-grounded cosmological and evolutionary
narratives should be understood as sacred narratives, and that so understood, they
will promote reverence-for-life ethics. The entomologist EDWARD O. WILSON’s apt
phase for the grandeur of the evolutionary process, which he called the “EPIC OF EVO-
LUTION”; the “GATA” theory, which was developed by atmospheric scientist JAMES
LOVELOCK and conceives of the biosphere as a selfregulating organism; as well as
CHAOS and COMPLEXITY THEORY, which draw on advanced cosmological science
and reinforce metaphysics of interdependence, have all been used to express this kind
of spirituality.

Such science has contributed, through EVOLUTIONARY EVANGELISM and rit-
ual processes such as the COUNCIL OF ALL BEINGS, to efforts to resacralize the
human perception of the Earth. Indeed, scientific narratives reverencing cosmological
and biological evolution are increasingly being grafted onto existing world religions.
They are also emerging as new religious forms, independent of the longstanding reli-
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gious traditions. Some such scientific nature religion, while relying on metaphors of the
sacred to describe feelings of belonging and attachment to the biosphere, sometimes
also self-consciously express a nonsupernaturalistic worldview.

Whether they retain or eschew supernaturalism, sacralized evolutionary narratives
are proving influential in international venues — perhaps most significantly through the
EARTH CHARTER initiative and during the UNITED NATION’s “EARTH SUM-
MITS” — in which belief in evolution and a reverence for life are increasingly affirmed.
These sorts of religious developments suggest some of the directions that nature religion
may continue to move in the future.

Many NEW RELIGIOUS MOVEMENTS and forms of NEW AGE spirituality also
qualify as nature religions, including religiosity related to ASTROLOGY, CROP CIR-
CLES, DOLPHINS, SATANISM, THE COUNCIL OF ALL BEINGS, THE HAR-
MONIC CONVERGENCE, THE MEN’S MOVEMENT, and UFOs and EXTRA TER-
RESTRIALS. A wide variety of recreational and other practices that might not seem
at first glance to have anything to do with nature spirituality can on close observation
also qualify, such as

MOUNTAINEERING, ROCK CLIMBING, SURFING, FLY FISHING, HUNT-
ING,

GARDENING, and even attendance at MOTION PICTURES and THEME
PARKS. As was the case with PAGANISM, during the environmental age, these
diverse practices and forms of spirituality have increasingly taken on green char-
acteristics, which are then, to an uncertain degree, integrated into worldviews and
ethics.

The New Age movement has contributed significantly to the spiritualities and ritu-
alizing of other nature religions, including paganism and radical environmentalism, to
name just two. The reciprocal influences among nonmainstream religious subcultures
have begun to draw more scholarly attention, as for example in The Cultic Milieu: Op-
positional Subcultures in an Age of Globaliza- tion (Kaplan and Lo6w 2002). Such an
analysis is pertinent to the examination of much nature-related religious production, as
can be seen in PAGAN FESTIVALS, NEW AGE, and the CELESTINE PROPHESY,
among other entries.

Like most religions, nature religions carve out their religious identity in contrast
(indeed often in selfconscious opposition) to other religious perspectives and interests.
Participants in nature religions tend especially to criticize other religions for their
environmental failings. Nature religions themselves, as we have seen, have long been
criticized as misguided, primitive, and dangerous. Beginning in the 1980s they have
also sometimes been charged with being violence-prone and criticized for promoting
ethnic nationalism, and even racism and Fascism. (See also NEO-PAGANISM AND
ETHNIC NATIONALISM IN EASTERN EUROPE.)

In the age of ecology, then, it is clear that nature religions received a mixed recep-
tion, both denigrated as regressive and lauded for promoting environmental sensitivity.
While scholars and laypeople continued to express both points of view and the issue
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may have become more polarized, it is also true that significant growth toward more
positive views occurred. Indeed, as illustrated in RELIGIOUS ENVIRONMENTAL-
IST PARADIGM, an increasing number of scholars express a Rousseau-like belief in
the superiority of those societies that can be characterized as having intimate spiritual
relationships with nature; especially when such societies are compared to those with
otherworldly cosmologies and/or which privilege science-based epistemologies.

Theories on the Natural Origins and Persistence of
Religion

A third important area of discussion regarding the relationships between religion
and nature intensified during the age of ecology. It reprised the effort to uncover the
origins and persistence of religious and ethical systems, by examining both biological
and cultural evolution.

Like James Frazer, who viewed religion as a product of evolution grounded in an
anthropomorphism that personifies natural phenomena, these newer theories continued
to be reductionistic; they implicitly or explicitly discounted what believers consider to
be the “truths” involved. While such evolutionary theories were inevitably speculative
in nature, the newer ones had the advantage of being able to draw on new fields such as
evolutionary psychology and cognitive science, as well as on a much more sophisticated
and critical body of ethnographic data.

Edward Wilson began his career as an entomologist and became, by the end of the
twentieth century, one of America’s best-known scientists, in part due to his work on
biological diversity and because of the growing concern about losses to it. But in 1984
he published Biophilia: The Human Bond with Other Species, in which he articulated
an important theory that purported to explain the origins of the human love for nature.
His thinking along these lines was an outgrowth of his broader theory on the origins
of ethical systems, published as Sociobiology (in 1975). This theory asserted that af-
fective, spiritual, and moral sentiments all evolve from evolutionary processes because
they favor individual and collective survival. Ethics in general and environmental val-
ues in particular, therefore, are the natural result of human organisms finding their
ecological niche and adapting to their environment. Wilson’s ideas stimulated much
of the subsequent discussion over the possibility of an evolutionary root of religion,
ethics, and environmental concern.

Among the most important works to follow were Stewart Guthrie’s Faces in The
Clouds: A New Theory of Religion (1993), Pascal Boyer’s The Naturalness of Re-
ligious Ideas: A Cognitive Theory of Religion (1994) and Religion FExplained: The
Evolutionary Origins of Religious Thought (2002), Walter Burkert’s Creation of the
Sacred: Tracks of Biology in Early Religions (1996), V.S. Ramachandran and Sandra
Blakeslee’s Phantoms in the Brain (1998), David Sloan Wilson’s Darwin’s Cathedral:
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Evolution, Religion, and the Nature of Society (2002), and Scott Atran’s In Gods We
Trust: The Evolutionary Landscape of Religion (2002).

Guthrie sounded much like Frazer, drawing on cognitive science and psychology
to argue that religion is, essentially, anthropomorphism, resulting from the human
penchant to explain realities by attributing them to something other than human
agency. According to Guthrie, humans opt for such beliefs unconsciously, for the most
part, but they do so for what are ultimately rational reasons, for if the belief is correct,
then there is much to gain from it and little to lose if the belief is unfounded.

Boyer, Burkert, and Atran agreed with much of Guthrie’s analysis, tracing religios-
ity, at least in part, to the existential challenges that come with the uncertainties of
life, and a corresponding tendency to anthropomorphize natural entities and forces.
Boyer lucidly explained the logic behind such human cognitive tendencies. Boyer ar-
gued, in summarizing a number of studies including a doctoral dissertation by Justin
Barrett, that it is natural to invent agent-like . . . gods and spirits [because| our agency
detection systems are biased toward over-detection. Our evolutionary heritage is that
of organisms that must deal with both predators and prey. In either situation, it is far
more advantageous to overdetect agency than to underdetect it. The expense of false
positives (seeing agents where there are none) is minimal, if we can abandon these mis-
guided intuitions. In contrast, the cost of not detecting agents when they are actually
around (either predator or prey) could be very high (Boyer 2001: 145; [See also

HUNTING AND THE ORIGINS OF RELIGION.|).

David Sloan Wilson takes a similar approach to these theorists, drawing on evolu-
tionary and cognitive science, agreeing that religion is a product of evolution and that
the religious beliefs of its practitioners are fallacious. Like them, he sees survival value
in the tendencies that spur religion. He concluded, however, in a way that seemed to
echo Edward O. Wilson’s arguably more positive view of religion: religion promotes in-
dividual and collective fitness by providing values that promote cooperative behaviors
that in turn enhance the prospects for survival. This point of view resembles that of
Edward Wilson’s later work, in which he expressed hope that new religious forms and
values would evolve that would be grounded in science and promote environmental
conservation.

The theorists introduced here agree that nature plays a major, if not the decisive role
in shaping human culture, religion, and survival strategies. But they disagree about
many of the particulars — for example, about whether religion is ecologically adaptive,
maladaptive, both, or neither. Moreover, they face strong criticisms from scholars who
believe they overemphasize the influence of nature on people and their societies, and
neglect the importance of human agency and the power of culture. The archeologist
Jacques Cauvin, for one important example, disputes those who claim to have revealed
environmental or materialist causes for the shift from foraging lifeways and animistic
spiritualities to agriculture and theistic religions. In The Birth of the Gods and the
Origins of Agriculture (2000), he claimed that archeological evidence proves that belief
in gods predated the agricultural revolution. He deduced from this his conclusion
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that those who believe theistic religion is a product (or an adaptation related to) the
domestication of plants and animals, cannot muster compelling supporting evidence.

The body of research available as data for those exploring such issues has grown
rapidly. Discussion and debate will continue over the origins, persistence, or “natural
decline” of religion, as well as over its possible ecological functions. New lines of inquiry
may play increasingly important roles. Just as cognitive science exploring human con-
sciousness has spurred further debate, ethology (the study of animal cognition and
behavior) is also beginning to make some interesting if speculative suggestions. In this
encyclopedia, for example, JANE GOODALL reflects on the possibility of a kind of
nature-related PRIMATE SPIRITUALITY, based on her observations of chimpanzee
behavior near jungle waterfalls, and Mark Beckoff, in COGNITIVE ETHOLOGY, SO-
CIAL MORALITY, AND ETHICS, argues that such science may well revolutionize
human understandings of both religion and ethics, extending both beyond humankind.

While there is a robust debate under way among the various theorists and per-
spectives which is here only briefly introduced, it is critical to remember that these
perspectives are not mutually exclusive. There may be strong “natural” inclinations to
religious perception, as well as maladaptive and/or adaptive functions of such religions,
for example. With regard to the possible ecological functions of religion, it would be
wise to remember, as Gustavo Benavides suggests in ECOLOGY AND RELIGION,
that “adaptation is a process rather than a state.” Therefore, it is important to ana-
lyze both maladaptive and adaptive religious phenomena, and even more importantly
for environmental conservation, to determine the circumstances under which religion
might shift from maladaptive to adaptive forms.
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Religion and Nature and the
Future of Religion and Nature

Shortly before his death in 1975, the British historian Arnold Toynbee argued

The present threat to mankind’s survival can be removed only by a revolutionary
change of heart in individual human beings. This change of heart must be inspired by
religion in order to generate the will power needed for putting arduous new ideals into
practice (Porritt 1984: 211; for the original quote see Toynbee and Ikeda 1976: 37).

Jonathan Porritt, who paraphrased Toynbee in this quote, was a prominent member
of the International Green Party movement in the 1970s and went on to lead Friends of
the Earth (UK) in 1984. Porritt’s subsequent comment on Toynbee’s view illustrates a
common understanding about religion found within green subcultures all around the
world:

I would accept this analysis, and would argue therefore that some kind of spiritual
commitment, or religion in its true meaning (namely, the reconnection between each of
us and the source of all life), is a fundamental part of the transformation that ecologists
are talking about (Porritt 1984: 211).

Obviously, Lynn White was not the only one who was convinced that religion was a
decisive factor in the environmental past and that it could play an equally important
role in the future. For his part, Toynbee thought that humankind needed a new religion
that respected natural systems and that such a religion would resemble pantheism.
Moreover, such a religion would have more in common with Buddhism than with
historical monotheism, which he thought (again like White) was especially responsible
for environmental decline.

Such views, that religion could be both a cause and a solution to environmental
decline, precipitated much of the ferment over religion and nature throughout the en-
vironmental age. It certainly led to efforts to awaken the world’s predominant religious
traditions to an understanding that the protection of the Earth and its living systems
should be considered a “sacred trust” (as the EARTH CHARTER ecumenically put
it). This idealistic assumption, that religious ideas can shape environmental behavior,
has also inspired many efforts to revitalize or invent nature religions, all of which in
one way or another consider nature to be sacred, and deduce from this perception a
reverence-for-life ethic. It is not easy to answer whether this idealistic perspective is
correct; this introduction and many of the entries to which it points demonstrate how
complicated such an assessment can be. It may well be that those who argue that
religion is an important or decisive variable in the ways in which human beings relate
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to the Earth’s living systems are simply exaggerating the importance of religious ideas
when it comes to their influence on environment-related behavior.

If those who think that religion is a decisive or important variable in the human
impact on nature are correct, however, or even on the right track and in need only of
minor correction, then the inquiry into the relationships between people and Earth’s
living systems is not merely an intellectual exercise. The answers, however murky,
might illuminate the paths to an environmentally sustainable, and perhaps even a
socially just future. The answers might just suggest promising ways to think about
the proper relationships between people and other forms of life, and inspire actions in
concert with them. Although many engaged in the religion-and-nature field hope for
such a payoff, the diverse and contested approaches to religion and nature revealed in
this encyclopedia suggest that any consensus will be difficult to achieve.

In addition to questions about whether and to what extent religion has shaped or
might shape environments (negatively or positively), this encyclopedia introduces and
addresses a battery of additional conundrums. These include questions along a path
less often traveled during the debates over religion and ecology: especially questions
regarding the impact of nature, and different natures for that matter, on human con-
sciousness in general and on religion (and religion-inspired environmental practices) in
particular.

Perhaps these sorts of questions, while fundamentally scientific in nature, are them-
selves a reflection of new ethical forms that began to flower in the wake of Darwinian
thought. These values are quite easily deduced from an evolutionary worldview, which
promotes a sense of kinship grounded in an understanding that all life shares a com-
mon ancestor and came into existence through the same survival struggle. These values
displace human beings from an isolated place, alone at the center of moral concern.
Perhaps these scientific questions, in reciprocal production with new forms of religious
thought, will shape the religious hybrids that will come to characterize most the reli-
gious future. Perhaps these hybrids will prove adaptive, facilitating the survival not
only of the human community, but also of the wider community of life, upon which
humans depend. If so, this exceptionally interesting species, Homo sapiens sapiens,
might yet live up to its lofty (if self-designated and highly ironic) name.
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Acknowledgments and Description
of the Genesis and Evolution of the
Encyclopedia

The idea for this encyclopedia was hatched by Jeffrey Kaplan who suggested it to
me over lunch during the American Academy of Religion meeting in San Francisco
in November, 1997. He became interested in the relationships between religion and
nature when noting some interesting similarities in the nature spiritualities that could
be found within two distinct, radical subcultures in Europe and America, that of the
racist right, which he had been studying for years, and radical environmentalism, a
movement with which I had conducted extensive field work. He knew I had been
focusing broadly on “religion and nature” and thought that given his extensive work
with major reference works — including his own Encyclo- pedia of White Power (2000)
and as a graduate student assisting in the production of The Fundamentalism Project
(Marty and Appleby 1991-1995) — that we could produce a valuable reference work. I
agreed and began to work up a prospective list of entries.

It was obvious from the outset that the field was very broad and that to do it
justice we would need to reach widely across disciplinary lines. During the next two
years we brainstormed over 400 entries and contributors, began issuing invitations to
those we hoped would agree to be associate or assistant editors, secured a publisher,
and brought Sean Connors on board to develop a beautiful website for introducing and
administering the project, which was set up at www.religionandnature.com. Connors
became a web guru in the subsequent years, and I am grateful he stuck through this
project. He did so graciously despite many pressures, and moreover, has put in a
significant amount of pro bono time.

A number of scholars were invited to a November 1998 meeting in Boston, imme-
diately before the American Academy of Religion meeting, to think about the project.
The night before, during a conversation over what name would be best for the encyclo-
pedia, of many options, “religion and nature” was offered up, and it quickly appeared
to provide the broadest trope for the project, superior therefore to the more com-
mon ‘religion and ecology” appellation. The next day some twenty scholars joined in
a day-long discussion of the breadth and framing of the project, as well as its specific
entries and contributors. From there we developed lists of cooperating editors and an
additional list of entries to pursue. After the meeting the amalgamated list was dis-
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tributed to all of those then involved in the project. These scholars were then asked
what entries, contributors, and perspectives were missing. Throughout the project, I
invited newly identified contributors to consult the online lists of entries (which could
be sorted and reviewed in a number of ways) and suggest how we could strengthen it.
This encyclopedia has, therefore, been shaped by a snowball methodology. Snowball
it did, to nearly 1000 entries and over 500 contributors.

Throughout the project we sought to provide broad coverage of the subject matter,
both chronologically and with regard to religious type, geographical region, and a
number of other themes (such as science, religion, and nature). With the enthusiastic
help of the University of Tennessee’s Rosalind Hackett, who served as conference chair
for the 2000 International Association for the History of Religions in Durban, South
Africa, I convened a series of sessions on religion and nature. These sessions helped to
ensure that the African continent would not be neglected, and led to many valuable
connections. I also had many meetings and a great deal of correspondence with all of
the collaborating editors and many of the encyclopedia’s contributors. I followed up
every suggestion that seemed promising.

This is not to say that the encyclopedia succeeded at being comprehensive — there
are some regions where I failed to find able and willing contributors; North Africa west
of Egypt and Antarctica come immediately to mind as examples. We did cover more
ground than I thought would be possible at the outset, however. It turned out that
there are many scholars who, when asked, can analyze religion and nature in the regions
or traditions or periods they are most familiar with, even if they had not previously
focused their view in this direction. Nevertheless, some readers will no doubt wonder
why one subject and not another was covered. There may be justifiable criticisms
along these lines, although most of the subjects likely to be identified as missing were
probably pursued without success. More importantly, however, is the recognition that
today no reference work can be entirely comprehensive, so perhaps a better test of an
encyclopedia’s efficacy is its success at demarcating the territory to be covered and
analyzing carefully a representative sample of the phenomena in question.

One incurs many debts in orchestrating a scholarly project like this and I wish to ac-
knowledge the many and sometimes extraordinary contributions that have been made.
First, I would like to thank those I have, in agreement with Consulting Editor Jeffrey
Kaplan, designated Executive, Associate and Assistant Editors. These decisions were
based on their overall contributions to the project. Associate Editors played signifi-
cant roles in shaping a sub-area in the encyclopedia, often helping to identify entries
and recruit contributors and providing peer reviews of entries in their own areas of
expertise, as well as making substantial contributions of their own to it. Assistant
Editors provided significant assistance in recommending entries and /or recruiting con-
tributors, sometimes played a role in reviewing submissions, and usually contributed
their own entries. They are listed immediately after the title page of this encyclope-
dia. Three scholars who deserve special recognition have been designated Executive
Editors: Michael York, Adrian Ivakhiv, and Laura Hobgood-Oster. They have done
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everything the other editors have done but more of it, and always in an exceptionally
good-natured and timely manner.

Many of the 518 contributors, in addition to their own writing, provided suggestions
and leads which enriched the project significantly. I cannot remember where all such
good ideas came from, but wish to thank those who provided them. I would also like to
thank those contributors who, at one point or another, went out of their way to find a
prospective contributor, a bibliographical reference, or provided a peer review of one or
more entries. These extra efforts represented extraordinary kindness, which I will not
forget. Every standard entry in this encyclopedia was fully peer reviewed, not only by
Jeffrey Kaplan and myself, but by one or more scholars familiar with the subject under
scrutiny. I also wish to thank the fine scholars who reviewed and helped me improve
my own contributions to this encyclopedia, including Sarah McFarland Taylor, Becky
Gould, Sarah Pike, Graham Harvey, Arne Kalland, Michael York, Adrian Ivakhiv,
Michael Zimmerman, Curt Meine, Ron Engel, Les Sponsel, Stephen Humphrey, and
Anna Peterson. Having such friends and colleagues is one of the great rewards of this
kind of collaborative scholarship.

I would like to thank the pioneers of the emerging scholarly fields which have most
often been labeled “environmental ethics” and “religion and ecology.” Some of these
figures have entries about them, for their contributions have been seminal. Many oth-
ers (but not all who could have been mentioned) appear in RELIGIOUS STUDIES
AND ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERN, ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS, or other en-
tries. These scholars provided the foundational work that made this project possible,
and in some ways timely and necessary. They were the ones who raised many of the
questions that are probed in these pages.

I also need to thank a number of student assistants who have assisted in this project,
often for short periods of time, but without whom this encyclopedia would not have
been completed as promptly as it was. A number of these were involved with the
Environmental Studies program at the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh, where I was
before I moved to the University of Florida (in 2002) to help develop a graduate
program that has an emphasis in Religion and Nature. Now settled in, I have had the
able assistance of several exceptional graduate students, Todd Best, Gavin Van Horn,
Luke Johnson, and Bridgette O’Brien, who handled, with scrupulous attention to detail,
many of the production tasks. I have also, already, learned a great deal from my new
colleagues in Florida, including through their contributions to this encyclopedia; eight
faculty members and three graduate students have contributed articles to it.

As is usually the case, the greatest debts of gratitude that accumulate during a
scholarly project are to those who have suffered the most from it. I wish to underscore,
therefore, my gratitude to Jeffrey Kaplan for seeing through this project. Over its
course it more than doubled in size. Despite this unwelcome increase in workload, he
read nearly every entry (sometimes several times). With his broad, history of religion
training, he made regular and substantial contributions to its quality. I am grateful, as
well, to Jeft’s wife, Eva. She has been remarkably gracious considering the hours this
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project has consumed that might otherwise have been more family focused. Finally
to my children, Anders, Kaarin, and Kelsey, and to my wife Beth, I owe the greatest
measure of thanks, for their long forbearance and support, which affords me the luxury
of pursuing the issues engaged in these pages.

Bron Taylor, The University of Florida
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Reader’s Guide

This encyclopedia explores the conundrums addressed in the volume’s introduction
and it does so by examining a wide variety of religion-and-nature-related phenomena.
It also does so in a variety of ways, including through its three distinct entry genres.

Scholarly entries have been written in a standard encyclopedia genre in which the
premium has been to introduce a theme, historical period or event, region, tradition,
group, or individual, while analyzing its relevance to the overall discussion in a schol-
arly and balanced way. With these fully peer-reviewed entries, care has been taken
to provide readers with sufficient information and recommended readings to enable
independent follow-up and further research.

Scholarly Perspectives entries, which are demarcated and are denoted by the symbol
SP , afford prominent figures an opportunity to reflect on the religion and nature field
in a more personal and reflective way, or their authors may advance an argument in a
way that would be atypical in a standard, scholarly encyclopedia entry.

Practitioner entries, which are also demarcated by the symbol P are written by
individuals actively engaged in one or another form of nature-related spirituality. They
further illuminate the ferment over religion and nature by providing wide latitude for
religious practitioners who are interested in religion and nature to express themselves
in their own words.

Most entries are easy to find alphabetically. Some that are closely related to longer
ones are nestled adjacent to them in “sidebar” entries, which are enclosed in a lined box.
Sidebars are designed to illuminate or otherwise extend the discussion in the associated
entry.

Because website locations are notoriously ephemeral, unless direct quotes are taken
from them they have not been included in the further reading sections. The many
groups and individuals discussed in these volumes can, of course, be easily found
through internet search engines. The website associated with this project, which is
located at www.religionandnature.com, has links to many of the groups noted in the
text, as well as to supplementary information related to many of the entries. This in-
formation includes graphics, photographs, music, non-English bibliographic resources,
and bibliographic information available after the encyclopedia was published. Readers
will be able to learn more by visiting this website in the future, which is intended to
be periodically updated.

Cross-references follow most entries. These do more than point to directly related
entries; they provide contrasts and sometimes unexpected comparative reference points.
In this introduction, cross-references are indicated by SMALL CAPS in the text, as are
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the cross-references in two entries that were written to complement the introduction:
ENVIRONMENTAL ETHICS and RELIGIOUS STUDIES AND ENVIRONMENTAL
CONCERN.

Indeed, after reading the introduction most readers would do well to begin with
these two entries, adding

ECOLOGY AND RELIGION, ECOLOGICAL ANTHROPOLOGY, and SOCIAL

SCIENCE ON RELIGION AND NATURE for an overview of anthropological and
other social scientific approaches to understanding the religion/nature/culture nexus.
Combined with the adjoining encyclopedia introduction, these entries provide a broad
introduction to the religion and nature field.

Of course, some will prefer to begin immediately by paging through the volumes and
reading entries that strike their interest, then following the cross-references at the end
of each entry. Another approach would be to page through the general index and read
entries clustered there, for example, by religion or region. Alternatively, one could follow
a particular figure of interest through many entries where she or he might be mentioned,
an approach that would illuminate that individual’s contributions and influence. The
work can be read in other ways as well — regional overviews first, or all the entries on
specific traditions or themes. It could also be read chronologically, starting with our
entries on PALEOLITHIC RELIGIONS and then those exploring ancient civilizations,
for example, before moving to later periods. Another way to start would be to turn
to the volume’s list of contributors and read the entries written by writers with whom
one is already familiar. The voices in the Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature include
some of the world’s environmental, religious, and scholarly luminaries, as well as a wide
variety of scholars and religious practitioners from around the world. For many of the
contributors, English is not their first language, and their writing reflects some of the
grammatical conventions of their mother tongues. We have edited such entries lightly,
and hopefully, have retained the sense as well as the feel for the original submission.

The approaches to this work will, little doubt, be as numerous and diverse as the
contributors to it and the readers of it.
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Epigraph

The earth holds manifold treasures in secret places; wealth, jewels, and gold shall
she give to me.

She bestows wealth liberally; let that kindly goddess bestow wealth upon us! (44)

Your snowy mountain heights, and your forests, O earth, shall be kind to us!

The brown, the black, the red, the multi-colored, the firm earth that is protected
by Indra,

I have settled upon, not suppressed, not slain, not wounded. (11)

(Hymns of the Atharva Veda, tr. Maurice Bloomfield, University of Oxford Press,
1897).

The gentle Way of the universe appears to be empty, yet its usefulness is inex-
haustible . . .

It harmonizes all things

And unites them as one integral whole.

Dao Te Ching, 4

The virtue of the universe is wholeness It regards all things as equal

The virtue of the sage is wholeness He too regards all things as equal

Dao Te Ching, 5

When people lack a sense of pure spiritual piety Toward natural life, then awful
things happen in their life. Therefore, respect where you dwell.

Dao Te Ching, 72

God made wild beasts of every kind and cattle of every kind, and all kinds of
creeping things of the earth.

And God saw that this was good.

Genesis 1:25 (New Jewish Publication Society Translation, 1985)
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Abbey, Edward (1927-1989)

Edward Abbey spent many seasons in the wilderness as fire lookout, back-country
ranger, explorer, river rat, selfstyled “follower of the truth no matter where it leads.”
He was the author of twenty-one books and scores of articles that collectively express
his lifelong commitment to the principles of anarchism, and his deep, abiding love for
the flow of Nature. With the publication of his classic book of essays, Desert Solitaire
in 1967, he became recognized as both a gifted writer and an outspoken advocate for
the natural environment. And with the publication of his bestknown novel The Monkey
Wrench Gang in 1975, Abbey became the earliest and perhaps most influential voice
of the newly awakened radical environmental movement.

Abbey was born on 29 January 1927 and grew up in rural northwestern Pennsylvania
which he felt imposed upon him a sense of intellectual and spiritual myopia. He required
the vast, arid landscape of the American Southwest wherein his mind and soul were
free to soar as he explored the hidden slot canyons, climbed countless mountains,
ran exquisite rivers, and hiked the boundless Colorado Plateau and Basin and Range
provinces. He arrived in New Mexico shortly after World War II equipped with a
brilliant mind, a powerful sense of intuition, and a finely honed body well suited for
any adventure. He loved to read, write, listen to great music, make love to beautiful
women (“I never made love to a women I didn’t love, at least a little bit”), and wander
the back country alone, or with a good friend or two. He placed supreme value on
friendship, honor, and a lifetime free to explore the mysteries of nature.

While both an undergraduate and post-graduate student at the University of New
Mexico, Abbey was mentored by Professor Archie Bahm who specialized in Chinese
philosophy. Professor Bahm introduced Abbey to the works of Lao Tzu and Chuang
Tzu, Daoist philosophers in whose works Abbey was able to perceive the wellsprings
of anarchism.

In May, 1951, Abbey was invited to speak on anarchist philosophy at the University
of New Mexico by Professor Bahm. In this lecture, the notes from which I have in my
collection of Abbey papers, Abbey provided early evidence of what would become his
great philosophical contribution to Western culture, a meld of anarchism and radical
environmentalism. He went on in the lecture to define many types of anarchism and
styled himself a barefooted anarchist.

I hate cement. I have never seen a sunflower grow in cement. Nor a child.

Now even Aristotle recognized the vegetative element in man. It is that which
enables us to grow. A man is a plant, fundamentally, and if he is to grow he must
grow like a cottonwood, upward and outward, exfoliating in air and light, his head in

93



the clouds, perhaps, but his feet rooted in Mother Earth. Now if we insist on sealing
ourselves off from the Earth below by cement and asphalt and iron and other dead and
sterile substances, and from the sun above by a dense layer of smoke, soot, poisonous
gases, skyscrapers, helicopters, I do not think we will survive as human beings...

For these reasons, I must advocate bare-footed anarchism, anti-urban, anti-
industrial, anti-housing development, anti-land improvement anarchism. I look
forward to that happy day when shoes will become obsolete and all of us can run
around squelching our toes in the mud of April (Author’s lecture notes).

Ultimately, Abbey was awarded a master’s degree in philosophy. His thesis was
entitled “The Morality of Violence” and focused on the points of view of five libertarian
or anarchist thinkers including Proudhon, Bakunin, Godwin, Sorel and Kropotkin. He
remained a self-proclaimed anarchist throughout his life, an anarchist at large within
the flow of Nature.

Edward Abbey was a great outdoorsman. Much of his writing was inspired by
recollections of wandering through desert wildernesses where encounters with fellow
humans were infrequent. He told me that once, while living in Death Valley, he had
what he regarded to be a natural mystical experience wherein he perceived himself to
be integrated within the natural world around him, able to perceive an interconnective
energy between all animate and inanimate objects, all the while immersed in a level
of joy never to be repeated during his lifetime. His quest to return to this state of
consciousness is revealed on page six of the original edition of Desert Solitaire published
in 1967.

The personification of the natural is exactly the tendency I wish to suppress in
myself . . . I want to be able to look at and into a juniper tree, a piece of quartz, a
vulture, a spider, and see it as it is in itself, devoid of all humanly ascribed qualities
.. . I dream of a hard and brutal mysticism in which the naked self merges with a
non-human world and yet somehow survives still intact, individual, separate.

In 1975, Abbey delivered a lecture entitled “In Defense of Wilderness” at St. John’s
College in Santa Fe, New Mexico, which I recorded and subsequently excerpted for my
biographical memoir of Abbey entitled Adventures with Ed: A Portrait of Abbey. This
lecture includes one of Abbey’s more imaginative speculations on the nature of reality.

Is it not possible that rocks, hills and mountains, and the great physical body of the
Earth itself may enjoy a sentience, a form of consciousness which we humans cannot
perceive only because of the vastly different time scales involved? . . . Say that a
mountain takes 5,000,000 of our human or solar years to complete a single thought.
But what a grand thought that single thought must be. If only we could tune in on
it. The classic philosophers of both east and west have tried for 5,000 years more or
less to convince us that Mind is the basic reality, maybe the only reality and that our
bodies, the Earth and the entire universe is no more than a thought in the mind of
God. But consider an alternative hypothesis. That Buddha, Plato, Einstein and we
are all thoughts in the minds of mountains, or that humanity is a long, long thought
in the mind of the Earth. That we are the means by which the Earth, and perhaps the
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universe becomes conscious of itself. I tell you that God, if there is a god, may be the
end, not the origin of this process. If so, then our relationship to Earth is something
like that of our minds to our bodies. They are interdependent. We cannot exploit or
abuse our bodies without peril to our mental health and our survival . . . As mind is
to body, so is humanity to Earth. We cannot dishonor one without dishonoring and
destroying ourselves (Loeffler 2000: 127-8).

On 1 January 1983, Ed Abbey and I returned to his home in the Sonoran Desert
after a camping trip in the Superstition Mountains of southern Arizona. Abbey had
recently learned that he was afflicted with the malaise that would ultimately claim his
life. I recorded Abbey reflecting on the nature of religion in today’s technocratic world,
which is included in my book, Headed Upstream: Conversations with Iconoclasts.

I regard the invention of monotheism and the otherworldly God as a great setback
for human life . . . Once we took the gods out of nature, out of the hills and forests
around us and made all those little gods into one great god up in the sky, somewhere
in outer space, why about then human beings, particularly

Europeans, began to focus our attention on transcendental values, a transcendental
deity, which led to a corresponding contempt for nature and the world which feeds
and supports us. From that point of view, I think the (American) Indians and most
traditional cultures had a much wiser world view, in that they invested every aspect
of the world around them — all of nature — animal life, plant life, the landscape itself,
with gods, with deity. In other words, everything was divine in some way or another.
Pantheism probably led to a much wiser way of life, more capable of surviving over
long periods of time.

... Call me a pantheist. If there is such a thing as divinity . . . then it must exist
in everything, and not simply be localized in one supernatural figure beyond time and
space. Either everything is divine, or nothing is. All partake of the universal divinity
— the scorpion and the packrat, the Junebug and the pismire. Even human beings. All
or nothing, now or never, here and now (Loeffler 1989: 14-15).

Abbey thoroughly believed in living life to its fullest and confronting the truth
fearlessly. The following also appears in Headed Upstream.

An adventurous human life should be enough for anybody, and should free us from
the childish hankering for immortality . . . If this life here and now on this splendid
planet we call Earth is not good enough for us, then what possible pleasure or sat-
isfaction or happiness could we find in some sort of transcendental, eternal existence
beyond time and space? Eternity, in that sense, beyond time, could be nothing but
a moment, a flash, and we probably experience that brilliant flash of eternity at the
moment of death. Then we should get the hell out of the way, with our bodies decently
planted in the Earth to nourish other forms of life — weeds, flowers, shrubs, trees . .
. which support the ongoing human pageant — the lives of our children. That seems
good enough for me . . . I think the desire for immortality is based on . . . a terrible
fear of dying, fear of death, which comes from not having fully lived. If your life has
been wasted, then naturally you're going to hate giving it up. If you’ve led a cowardly,

95



or paltry, or tedious, or uneventful life, then as you near the end of it, you’re going to
cling like a drowning man to whatever kind of semi-life medical technology can offer
you . . . Better by far to fall off a rock while climbing a cliff, or to die in battle (Loeffler
1989: 17-18).

For Edward Abbey, sauntering through landscapes both known and especially un-
known was among life’s greatest pleasures. We sauntered together for many miles over
the course of many years, and the act of walking and musing resulted in countless hours
of boundless conversation. Often Abbey reflected on the meaning of existence. We dis-
cussed the role of the anarchist as environmentalist, and Abbey clearly revealed his
belief that every species including the human species has a right to existence, but that
the human species has no greater right than any other. He determined that the voices
of other species, indeed that of the entire biotic community, were not being heard by
humanity. Thus he concluded that humans sensitive to the miracle of life must assume
responsibility for defending habitat against encroachers from within what he called
“the military-industrial complex and their lackeys in government.”

He regarded sabotage against the tools of governmental and industrial terrorism
as a supremely ethical act. He clearly differentiated between terrorism and sabotage,
proclaiming that everything from the military strafing of villages in Vietnam to the
chaining of trees to clear land for cattle grazing were acts of terrorism against life.
Committing acts of sabotage against tools of terrorism was required if habitats were
to be defended against indiscriminate pillagers who pursued growth for the sake of
growth, a condition he regarded as the ideology of the cancer cell.

Abbey believed that causing harm to fellow humans was to be avoided unless one’s
self, family or friends were being threatened. He advocated sabotage but warned that
under no circumstances must people be harmed as a result of sabotage. In a word,
eco-terrorists are those engaged in acts of terrorism against the natural environment,
and definitely not those who are defending the environment against the onslaught of
eco-terrorism.

Abbey believed in the evidence of the five bodily senses. He believed in protecting
every freedom that allowed his intellect to soar. He regarded himself as an absolute
egalitarian. He also intuited a sense of the numinous in nature, and although he rarely
wrote about that, it was not an uncommon topic for conversation. He was not frivolous
in his speculations, but as with any intelligent philosopher, he constantly sought the
underlying meaning of existence. He experienced one episode with a hallucinogen, LSD.
It was an uncomfortable experience, not at all illuminating. He frequently reiterated
that the only time he felt close to that numinous quality was after he had been camp-
ing for a minimum of ten days, or enough time for the flow of Nature to purge the
“white noise” generated by day-to-day existence within the materialistic technocracy
of American culture.

Abbey loved the natural world, and felt himself “out of synch” with the time into
which he had been born. He told me he would have been at home in the Pleistocene as
a hunter-gatherer; or as a Plains Indian riding bareback through the early nineteenth
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century. He regarded the advent of agriculture as the beginning of serfdom and slavery.
He contended that more harm had been wrought by the plowshare than the sword.

Abbey’s great contribution to philosophy was the meld of anarchism and environ-
mentalism. These two distinct philosophic persuasions conjoined in his mind. On the
one hand, the anarchists Proudhon, Bakunin and Kropotkin defined that spirit of re-
sistance to government, human hierarchy and deadly immersion in the status quo that
Abbey practiced his life long. On the other hand, Henry David Thoreau, John Muir,
Robinson Jeffers and David Brower forwarded an environmentalist point of view that
also prevailed in Abbey’s mind from an early age. With the publication of his novel,
The Monkey Wrench Gang, he brought these two philosophic themes together. He told
me that it was in this novel that he actually found his voice, a voice that must never
be stilled.

Abbey believed that unless the current juggernaut of “growth for the sake of growth”
can be forestalled, the higher vertebrates including the human species are in grave
jeopardy of extinction. He calls for a much higher ideal wherein recognition of the
sacred quality of life within habitat sets the standard for the human endeavor. A few
days before his death, he gave a final speech before a gathering of Earth First! members,
exhorting them to keep the faith with courage and dignity.

Edward Abbey died on 14 March 1989 at the age of 62 years and 45 days in his
writing cabin in the Sonoran Desert west of Tucson. He lies buried in a desert wildness
far from any human community. His grave is marked with a single stone that bears his
name, the dates of his birth and death, and his epitaph, which reads, “No Comment.”

Jack Loeffler
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Aboriginal Art — Warlpiri

Indigenous Australians produce rich and diverse art expressive of their relationships
with the land and the cosmos. By way of example, this entry focuses on Warlpiri graphic
art of the Western Desert region of Australia.

The Dreaming is the most powerful mechanism through which Warlpiri organize and
understand the significance of places. The Dreaming has various levels of meaning: it
is the mythological realm of totemic Ancestors; it is the embodiment of metaphysical
potency in the land; it is the “Law” to which humans must conform; and it is the
spiritual identity of the individual.

The Warlpiri conceive of landscape as a manifestation of the Dreaming. Like other
Australian Aboriginal peoples, Warlpiri tell of a realm in which the Earth and animals
do not exist in their present forms. In this realm, mythological ancestors emerge from
a featureless Earth, transform it, and create the landscape. The clouds and hills, bill-
abongs, grasses, and trees are created during this period, as are animals, and kinship
patterns, taboos, and other tribal laws. When the ancestors complete their creative
wanderings they change into Spirit Beings, and they continue to dwell in special places
within the land.

The landscape is understood by Warlpiri as being criss-crossed with mythological
tracks, each with an accompanying mythic narrative, song-cycle, dance enactment, and
ritual caretakers. Each of these Dreaming tracks consists of a series of sacred sites and
the paths between these sites. The myths associated with these tracks recount the
actions of the ancestors; their subsistence activities, their fights, their love making,
their ceremonies, etc.

Warlpiri art and myth can best be understood in terms of places, for it is the land-
scape which provides the most obvious and enduring evidence of Dreaming occurrences.
But for Warlpiri, land is more than simple evidence, it is the actual transfiguration of
Ancestral Being. The Land is the Dreaming. Each myth has an accompanying graphic
map and a song, which refer to incidents and places associated with the Ancestors. To
Warlpiri, myth, graphic design, and song reinforce each other and share in the virtue
of the Dreaming.

Warlpiri art is concerned with mapping the mythological landscape. Paintings
function as Dreaming maps of important places and events; charting the travels of
totemic ancestors, and depicting sacred places they create. The paintings being done
by Warlpiri today belong to a class of Aboriginal art that has come to be known as
the Western Desert Style. The canvas paintings, executed in acrylics, are enmeshed in
the larger system of Warlpiri social, political, religious, and ecological values. Derived
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from traditional designs, they are expressive of Warlpiri emotion, purpose, and place
within the landscape.

The visual style of Warlpiri art replicates the narrative style of Warlpiri myth. Myths
recount ancestral travels through the country; paintings depict these travels and the
sites associated with them. This narrative style is evident in the interconnected circles
and lines that are so prevalent in Warlpiri paintings. The circle/line composition is
widely used to illustrate the journeys of Ancestral Beings and the places that they
create; the sites represented by circles, the paths connecting the sites represented by
lines. This site/ path structure graphically maps the Dreaming and iconically illustrates
the movements of Ancestral Beings across the land. It provides a structure that links
Dreaming events to geographical places and life experiences.

The line motif reflects Warlpiri mobility and the emphasis on movement across the
country. It illustrates travels through the landscape and depicts the tracks of Ancestral
Beings. Conversely, circles are used to depict places. The symmetry of Warlpiri art
assists in the ordering of experience and space. Through symmetrical compositions,
Warlpiri impose a structure on phenomena that may otherwise lack this quality.

Every Warlpiri graphic design represents both an identifiable locality and its mytho-
logical association, but the knowledge to interpret the design is gained only through
synthetic understanding of the Dreaming and the land. Dreaming maps, however, are
not just about farremoved myths. They signify, among other things, aspects of cul-
tural ecology around which society is organized. They are expressive of kinship rules,
rights to resources, ecological and sacred knowledge, and other elements of social and
environmental organization.

Paintings recall the ancestral landscape and map the interdependent relationship
between humans and natural systems. In “reading” paintings, Warlpiri interpret that
land and their place within it. Warlpiri paintings are rooted in specific locales, and
metaphorically relate to the ancestors who created those places. Graphic designs illus-
trate the way in which Warlpiri view themselves within the context of the world and
its origins.

Paul Faulstich
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Aboriginal Dreaming (Australia)

The concept of the “Dreaming,” or “Dreamtime,” is the great gift that Aboriginal
Australians bring to world spirituality. Dreaming celebrates the joy and plenitude of
the living world. At the heart of Dreaming is life — its emergence, its growth and
nurturance, its interactions and organization, its connections and continuities.

The power that created the world is neither dead nor confined to the past. Creation
stories vary across the continent, but hold as shared concepts of origin the travels and
actions of the great creative ancestral beings, or Dreamings, who walked the land and
sea. All through their travels, the Dreamings brought into being the differences that
matter. Foundational creation concerns that which endures.

The Australian continent is well covered with the tracks of the Dreamings: walking,
slithering, crawling, flying, swimming, chasing, hunting, weeping, dying, giving birth.
They were performing rituals, distributing the plants and marking the zones of animal
distributions, making the landforms and water, and making the relationships between
one place and another, one species and another. They were leaving parts or essences
of themselves; they would look back in sorrow; and then continue traveling, changing
languages, changing songs, changing identity. They were changing shape from animal
to human and back to animal again, and they were becoming ancestral to particular an-
imals and particular humans. Through their creative actions they demarcated a world
of difference. And they made the patterns and connections that crosscut difference.

Dreaming men and women, whatever their species, created a gendered landscape.
Land and sea do not privilege women to the exclusion of men, and while gendered
places may speak to opposition, they speak also to dialogue. Gendered place locates
women and men separately as well as together.

One side of Dreaming is that which creates and endures, and the other side is this
ephemeral world: the living things, the relationships between and among them, the
waters that support their lives, the cultural forms of action and knowledge that sustain
the created world. Aboriginal people’s daily lives, as well as their ritual and other forms
of care, unfold in an ecological poetics of connection. The work of creation continues to
happen in the world precisely through the ephemeral. Both daily and ritual work seeks
to ensure the continuous flourishing of ephemeral life. Dreaming is thus actualized in
present time; the perduring life of creation is carried in contemporary time and place
by ephemeral life forms. Aboriginal religious practice intensifies the experience of life,
placing ultimate value in the living systems and life processes that sustain this, the
created world.
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Country

Dreamings established countries. A country is small enough to accommodate face-
to-face groups of people and large enough to sustain their lives; it is politically au-
tonomous in respect of other, structurally equivalent countries, and at the same time
is interdependent with other countries. Each country is itself the focus and source
of law and life practice. To use the philosopher’s term, one’s country is a nourishing
terrain, a place that gives and receives life.

Country is multi-dimensional — it consists of people, animals, plants, Dreamings,
underground, Earth, soils, minerals and waters, surface water, and air. There is sea
country and land country; in some areas people talk about sky country. Country has
origins and a future; it exists both in and through time. I use the term “eco-place”
to speak to a locatedness that is not human-centered and that is attentive to the
complexities of life in a given place. Each country (land or sea) contains a plurality of
sites, and the sites are connected by tracks; the tracks are also ceremonies that work
across bounded countries. The system of eco-places thus situates sites within countries;
equally importantly the tracks are connectivities. Dreaming geography elaborates the
intersecting and crosscutting patterns of connection between eco-places.

Country in Aboriginal English is not only a common noun but also a proper noun.
People talk about country in the same way that they would talk about a person: they
speak to country, sing to country, visit country, worry about country, feel sorry for
country, and long for country. People say that country knows, hears, smells, takes
notice, takes care, is sorry or happy. Country is a living entity with a yesterday, today
and tomorrow, with a consciousness, and a will toward life. Because of this richness,
country is home, and peace; nourishment for body, mind, and spirit; heart’s ease.

Caring for country

My teacher Hobbles Danaiyarri, who belonged to the savanna region on the desert
fringe in the Northern Territory, offered a succinct explanation of his people’s responsi-
bilities toward land: “Before white people, Aboriginal people were just walking around
organizing the country.”

Research into how Aboriginal people organize the country is still quite new. Looking
at the continent as a whole, it is now evident that Aboriginal people’s fire ecology
is responsible for the open grasslands that covered much of the continent, for the
preservation of specific stands of fire sensitive vegetation and remnant rainforests, and
for the maintenance of a mosaic of micro-ecological niches which enable a rich diversity
of life forms to flourish. Animal and plant life was sustained through habitat diversity
and through a range of protections that include preservation of breeding sites and
refugia, and the imposition of food taboos.
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Aboriginal ecological poetics are sensual. People say that their country calls them
into action: they know the messages, they listen, smell, see, understand, and respond.
When people are away from country they know well they experience sensory depriva-
tion that feels like loss, banality, and inertness of spirit. One of my teachers, Kathy
Deveraux, whose home is in the paperbark swamps of the north, described the experi-
ence of coming home: “You see the birds, you see the country, and your senses come
back to you. You know what to do and where to go.”

Ecological poetics cluster around practices of knowledgeable care. Many people
have an encyclopedic knowledge of the plants and animals of their country, of the
habitat requirements of plants and animals, of how to interpret the tracks and other
traces of life in the land, of signs and seasons, and of the communities of symbiosis
that enable life to flourish through the generations. April Bright, another paperbark
person, explained the responsibility to burn: “The country tells you when and where
to burn . . . If we don’t burn our country every year, we are not looking after our
country” (Bright 1995: 59).

Care of country expresses two major propositions concerning the flourishing of life
in this created world. The first is that a country and its people take care of each
other. This proposition emphasizes place and proximity in the organization of care,
and asserts that relationships of care are reciprocal. To take care of one’s country is
to take care of the conditions whereby country can continue to provide sustenance
for living things, including the people who belong to (and take care of) the place.
The second proposition is that those who destroy their country ultimately destroy
themselves.

Local, fine-grained detailed knowledge is transmitted in the pedagogy of daily life,
in myth and story, in song, ceremony and the visual arts. The conventional Western di-
vision between pragmatic action and religious action falls down completely in practices
of care. One of the bestdocumented examples of the convergence of pragmatic action
and mythico-religious action is the Dreaming track of the red kangaroo (Macropus
rufus) in Central Australia. This track traverses some of the toughest desert country
in the world, and the sacred sites coincide with the most favored areas for kangaroos.
In particular, there is a strong correlation between Red Kangaroo Dreaming sites and
the permanent waters that are the sources of fresh herbage during drought. The red
kangaroo requires fresh green herbage; after rains the animals forage widely, but in
drought they must rely on localized areas. As the sites are protected, so too are the
kangaroos at these sites. These are places to which living things retreat during periods
of stress, and in which hunting is forbidden.

Totemism

There are numerous types of totemism within Australia, and all express a non-
random relationship between a particular person and particular other species or other
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aspects of the natural world. Clan totemism is widespread; it links group, ancestral/
Dreaming species, and country (sites and, often, tracks). According to Strehlow’s key
analysis of Aranda societies in the Central Australian desert, each clan is associated
with a number of totemic beings, with one of which the clan is most intimately associ-
ated and for which it bears a central responsibility. Each clan is a set of descendants
of a Dreaming ancestor.

A set of clans comprises a regional ritual community, and that regional group is
also a community of social and ecological reproduction. It is a community made up
of politically autonomous groups, each of which is responsible for the well-being of
several species and of the other groups. The system is one of interdependence — the
rain people, for example, make rain for everybody, humans and non-humans, and they
depend on others to fulfill their responsibilities. The kangaroo people depend on the
rain people for water, and take responsibilities for kangaroos. Their actions benefit
everybody, including kangaroos.

Not only in Central Australia, but across the whole continent, there are similar
structures of interdependence, restraint, control of sanctuaries, protection of permanent
waters, refugia, breeding sites, and selective burning for the preservation of certain
plant communities and other fire-sensitive areas.

Ceremony

Ceremony invigorates creation. Dreamings traveled, and they stopped, and now they
remain fixed in place, except in ceremony. The work of ceremony draws the Dreamings
into direct contact. In many parts of Australia, ceremony brings the Dreamings up
from their underground or underwater sites and brings them into the surface world
again. People sing and dance the tracks of major Dreamings, and as they do so they
charge up the fertility, patterning and connectedness of the created world.

Many of the ceremonies are “increase rituals.” These rituals aim toward the regener-
ation of a particular species, but as the ethnobotanist Peter Latz points out, people are
not attempting to initiate uncontrolled increase. The goal is to maintain the levels of
resources within their country. In his studies in Central Australia Peter Latz concludes
that increase ceremonies were carried out for each of the important food plants and
animal species utilized by desert people. To promote the well-being of animals and
plants it is necessary that the appropriate rituals be performed by the correct people
(that is, the people whose totem or Dreaming that species is or whose country it is
through other forms of relationship). Sites repeat across the landscape, so that the
well-being of any one species does not depend solely on one site but is linked to people
in many places, all of whom carry out their responsibilities. The mosaic patterning
of habitat diversity and connection is also the pattern of human groups in regional
associations.
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Land is Law

Indigenous knowledge systems and systems based on Western scientific tradition
have often been seen as the most distant poles on a continuum that ranges from
“myth” to “fact.” Recent analysis undermines this dichotomy, and research in Australia
shows that indigenous ecological knowledge on this continent is detailed, localized, and
well grounded in empirical observations. Moreover, indigenous knowledge is embedded
within a system of ethics that is oriented toward long-term productivity.

The ecological poetics of Dreaming concern life’s continuity and ability to flourish.
Dreaming thus constitutes laws of existence and guides for behavior. Both metaphysical
and ecological, Dreaming configures human life within the context of creation and
continuity.

The Aboriginal philosopher Mary Graham writes that indigenous cultures of land
and place are based on two axioms: the land is the law; and you are not alone in
the world. These two axioms can be heard as an indigenous ethic and practice of
connectivity. The second axiom — you are not alone — situates humanity as participant
in a larger living system. The first — land is law — requires humanity to work with
rather than against nature. The purpose of law is the purpose of Dreaming: to sustain
a world in which life flourishes.

29

“White people ask us . . .

One of the best Aborigional explanations of Dreaming is by Mussolini Harvey:

White people ask us all the time, what is Dreaming? This is a hard question because
Dreaming is a really big thing for Aboriginal people. The Dreamings made our Law.
This Law is the way we live, our rules. This Law is our ceremonies, our songs, our
stories; all of these things came from the Dreaming.

The Dreamings are our ancestors, no matter if they are fish, birds, men, women,
animals, wind or rain . . . All things in our country have Law, they have ceremony and
song, and they have people who are related to them...

In our ceremonies we wear marks on our bodies, they come from the Dreaming
too . . . When we wear that Dreaming mark we . . . are keeping the country and the
Dreaming alive. That is the most important thing . . . (in Bradley 1988: xi—xi).

Past and future

Mussolini Harvey’s statement that Dreaming law cannot change fits well with arche-
ological evidence. The best contemporary dating techniques indicate that Aboriginal
people have been in Australia for at least 60,000 years, and the archeological record
shows long periods of apparent stability. This was the continent of huntergatherers; it
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was the only continent inhabited solely by people whose way of life depended on “orga-
nizing the country” without domesticating plants and animals. It was thus unique, and
Aboriginal Dreaming may fairly be said to constitute one of the most deeply developed
religions emergent from this particular way of being human.

Many Aboriginal people claim that they have the oldest continuous religious tra-
dition extant on Earth. This claim rests primarily on evidence from the rock art of
Arnhem Land. In this vast body of religious art, the sequence reveals a moment at
which the Rainbow Snake is unambiguously identifiable. As the Rainbow Snake is of
continuing and extreme significance, continuity is asserted. Experts’ views on dates
vary considerably, and at this time the dating is based on inference rather than tech-
nology, so it has not yet been possible to offer objective evidence. A widely shared
view is that the Rainbow Snake images date from the period of sea-level rise following
the last glaciation, and thus could be about 8000-9000 years old. Rainbow Snakes in
this ancient art are nearly identical to those that are painted on bark and canvas in
Arnhem Land today, as prehistorian Darrell Lewis (1988) shows in his monograph on
Arnhem Land rock art.

Claims for the antiquity and continuity of Aboriginal religious traditions are bal-
anced by current evidence of the flexibility and contemporary viability of these same
traditions. In spite of nearly two centuries of predictions that Aboriginal people were
dying out, losing their culture, losing their traditions, and assimilating into “white”
society, Aboriginal Dreaming is alive and well all over Australia.

Flexibility has been demonstrated most profoundly in encounters between Dream-
ing and Christianity. While many of these encounters have been extremely painful,
particularly when missionaries were involved in breaking up families, suppressing in-
digenous culture, and forcibly requiring people to abandon their traditional religious
practices, the resilience of indigenous religion has facilitated an astonishing measure of
cultural survival. Rather than abandoning their traditions, in many parts of Australia
Aboriginal people found ways to accommodate Christian teachings within Dreaming.
In the process of accommodation they indigenized Christianity, bringing it into coun-
try, locating it in sacred sites, connecting it directly with the Dreamings and people of
each country. Australia is now marked not only with indigenous Dreaming action, but
also with exogenous activity: the footprints of Jesus, remnants of Arks, the hill where
Ned Kelly landed his boat, and similar sites offer the prospect that colonizing action
is being transformed into Dreaming geography.

In addition to indigenizing Christianity and colonial culture, Aboriginal religious
practice is, in some areas, now indigenizing “settler” Australians. Aboriginal spiritual
leaders working in contexts of decolonization open their sacred sites to non-indigenous
people, share the teachings, accede to a variety of religious practices within their sacred
sites, and seek to impart their modes of belonging to people whose roots are elsewhere.
Non-indigenous people who are welcomed into indigenous sites are themselves spiritual
seekers who are looking for less oppressive ways of settling into Australia.
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Working with the view that the violence and racism of conquest scar the oppressor
as well as the oppressed, some indigenous spiritual leaders organize intercultural events
within which they assist in healing the pain of colonization for all the participants.

The idea of caring for country has been adopted from indigenous people and has
become a national slogan directed toward developing an Australian environmental
conscience. Indigenous practices of care in upholding biological diversity are taken as
models for sustainable human life in Australia. An emergent movement of spiritual
revitalization emphasizes the land as the source of social and spiritual recovery. Abo-
riginal leaders in this movement see non-Aboriginal Australians’ alienation from the
land as a spiritual void that can be healed.

The future of Dreaming is thus predicated on the poetics of its long history: the
mutually life-affirming relationships between people and country, among people and
other living things, and between past and present. Increasingly, Dreaming Law is gener-
ating life-affirming relationships between settler and indigenous peoples and is offering
a spiritual and ecological template for the future.

Deborah Bird Rose
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Aboriginal Environmental Groups
in Canada

Indigenous peoples in Canada have been active in protecting their territories from
exploitation for centuries. Fighting to protect indigenous land rights and selfdetermi-
nation is synonymous with environmental protection for many Aboriginal people, since
the land and creation provide the foundation for their languages, spirituality, knowl-
edge systems, and traditional forms of governance. Aboriginal cultures in Canada view
the “environment” quite broadly, as a concept that encompasses relationships between
the physical and spiritual worlds, inter-relationship and interdependency between hu-
mans, plants and animals and our own internal environments. This broad view relates
issues around health and healing, decolonization, resistance, governance, language and
self-determination to the land. These issues, often viewed outside of the concept of
“environment” from a Western perspective, are included in Aboriginal environmental
perspectives.

Aboriginal nations are often on the front lines when it comes to dealing with en-
vironmental devastation and their nations have employed a diversity of strategies to
promote environmental protection including public education, legal action, engaging
in scientific research, alliance building with non-Aboriginal environmental groups, and
direct action, to name a few. The Innu nation has worked hard to protect their lands
from the impacts of mining, road building, potential forestry development and low-
level military flight-testing. The Grand Council of Crees has educated Canadians and
Americans about the devastating impacts of hydro-electric development and unsustain-
able forestry practices on Cree lands. The Interior Alliance, composed of the Southern
Carrier, St’at’imc, Secwepemec, Nlaka’pamux and Okanagan nations, has been a promi-
nent voice raising the environmental impacts of large-scale tourist development in the
Canadian media, in addition to outlining the potential impacts of recent trade agree-
ments on their rights and their lands. In Nunavut, the Inuit Tapirisat has documented
the impacts of contamination on Inuit communities and the Arctic environment in
addition to sounding alarms about startling changes in their climate and ecosystem as
a result of global warming.

Many Aboriginal people consider themselves the original caretakers of Mother Earth,
and feel they have a responsibility to work to protect and heal the land from centuries of
exploitation. At the local level, several communities have initiated local environmental
groups concerned with issues impacting the land. The Grassy Narrows Environmental
Group has worked to protect their territory in northern Ontario from industrial log-
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ging and to heal their lands from the devastating impacts of mercury contamination.
The Kanawake Environmental Program developed a successful community recycling
program on their territory near Montreal. The Pictou Landing First Nation in Nova
Scotia is operating the first Forest Stewardship Council certified woodlot in Canada.
These projects have succeeded despite numerous barriers. It is often difficult for Abo-
riginal communities in Canada to initiate these projects because they are not afforded
any core funding for environmental protection from the Department of Indian Affairs.
It is still quite difficult to attract necessary financial support from other government
departments and private foundations, leaving the economically poorest communities
in Canada with few financial resources to deal with the enormous environmental issues
they face.

One of the first Aboriginal environmental organizations in Canada formed in re-
sponse to extreme industrial contamination in the Mohawk Territory of Akwesasne.
The Akwesasne Task Force on the Environment (ATFE) was created in 1987 as a
community-based, grass-roots organization, to address the environmental problems
facing the Mohawk Nation community of Akwesasne. The “mission of the Akwesasne
Task Force on the Environment is to conserve, preserve, protect and restore the envi-
ronment, natural and cultural resources within the Mohawk Territory of Akwesasne.”
The task force founded the Kaniatarowanen’neh Research Institute to conduct envi-
ronmental research as well as launching advocacy campaigns to promote the clean-up
of toxic waste sites adjacent to the community created by industry. The ATFE is also
involved in environmental education initiatives as well as promoting the development
of sustainable economic initiatives at the community level. Similar work is carried on
at the confederacy level by the Haudenosaunee Environmental Task Force (HETF),
composed of representatives from 15 Haudenosaunee communities in Canada and the
United States (HETF, nd).

At the national level, the Assembly of First Nations (AFN) under the current lead-
ership of Matthew Coon Come has continued to emphasize the importance of the
environment despite massive government funding cuts. The AFN is currently involved
in the development of the Nuclear Fuel Waste Act, and the proposed Species at Risk
and Marine Conservation Areas Acts, in addition to participating in the development
of amendments to the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act. The Congress of Abo-
riginal peoples, representing Métis and off-reserve Aboriginal peoples, works to address
environmental issues impacting urban Aboriginal people and Métis communities.

The Centre for Indigenous Environmental Resources (CIER) is another organiza-
tion active at the national level. CIER is an Aboriginal-controlled non-profit organiza-
tion based in Winnipeg, Manitoba and is dedicated to the protection, preservation
and renewal of Mother Earth. Founded in 1994, CIER was created to implement
environmental-capacity-building initiatives in First Nations by developing necessary
research, education and technical resources to enable communities to address the en-
vironmental issues facing their communities. To this end, CIER operates the First Na-
tions Environment and Education Program for Aboriginal youth from across Canada
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educating their youth in indigenous and western scientific environmental perspectives.
CIER also operates Winds and Voices Environmental Services, offering Aboriginal
environmental consulting to organizations from across Canada. In addition to advo-
cating for Aboriginal peoples and the environment at national and international levels,
CIER has also created an innovative green office space demonstrating that it is possi-
ble to promote indigenous environmental values in contemporary times and in urban
environments.

Aboriginal environmental organizations are also committed to sharing information
and building alliances with other environmental and social justice groups. The First
Nations Environmental Network (FNEN), affiliated with the Canadian Environmental
Network, is a national organization of indigenous nations, individuals, and nonprofit
groups working on environmental issues. They are committed to protecting, defending,
and restoring the balance of all life by respecting and honoring traditional indigenous
values. They operate as a network, linking grassroots indigenous peoples nationally and
internationally to lend support to the variety of environmental issues facing indigenous
peoples.

The Boreal Forest Network (BFN), the North American Affiliate of the Taiga Res-
cue Network, is a network of environmental groups, indigenous peoples and individ-
uals working together to protect, restore and promote the sustainable use of North
America’s remaining boreal forest, in addition to ensuring that indigenous rights are
respected and there is local control of forest resources. Given that 80 percent of the peo-
ple living in North America’s boreal forests are indigenous peoples, the participation
of indigenous nations within the network has been an important force facing policy
and decision making within the network.

Leanne Simpson (Anishinaabe Kwe)
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Aboriginal Spirituality and the
New Age in Australia

Australian Aboriginal religious traditions are the focus of some interest in the in-
ternational alternative health and spirituality movement, better known as the “New
Age.” This interest emerges from and reflects a wider pattern in “Western” thought that
imagines contemporary indigenous peoples as embodying a primal human relationship
to the natural world. Within this framework, the “West” tends to be associated with a
set of cultural attitudes that reduce natural landscapes to mere resources for economic
exploitation, while indigenous peoples are characterized as the guardians of true eco-
logical and, therefore, spiritual wisdom. This link between spirituality and knowledge
of the natural world can be traced throughout the history of European thought. It is
clearly evident, for example, in the eighteenth-century work of Jean Jacques Rousseau,
who wrote about the “Noble Savage,” and in nineteenthcentury Romanticism, which
celebrated all that was “natural” in the face of ever-increasing industrialization.

Although many Aboriginal people live in cities and rural towns, and although the
Australian continent is environmentally diverse, New Age representations of Aboriginal
culture tend to focus on spiritual connections with the central desert region. One of the
most well-known New Age accounts of Aboriginal spirituality is Marlo Morgan’s novel,
Mutant Message Down Under. This popular story, originally published as non-fiction,
introduces a group whom Morgan refers to as the “Real People.” The members of this
central Australian “tribe” have had no contact with non-Aboriginal Australians and
embody, according to Morgan, all that is wise and good in human- kind. Her narrative
explains that the Real People have chosen to “leave Planet Earth” because damage to
the environment is making it increasingly uninhabitable for them (1994: 148). Before
they disappear, however, the Real People decide to pass their ecological and spiritual
wisdom on to a white American woman (Morgan) so that she can carry their “message”
to the rest of the world; the message being that non-indigenous people (mutants)
must become more spiritually aware and less destructive of the natural environment.
Similarly Lynn Andrews’ book, Crystal Woman, tells of the author’s spiritual journey
to central Australia where she meets an elderly Aboriginal woman, a “shamaness,” who
shares her wisdom with the white, American “apprentice.” In Andrews’ story, however,
the American heroine heals the Aboriginal community she visits and paves the way
for its members to join forces with indigenous peoples throughout the world. Although
Andrews and Morgan both claim that their stories are true, their accounts are more
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representative of the themes that inform New Age discourses than of the experiences
and concerns commonly reported by Aboriginal people themselves.

Other well-known New Age texts that focus on Aboriginal spirituality are Robert
Lawlor’s Voices of the First Day and the collection of books by James Cowan, most
especially The Elements of the Aborigine Tradition. Unlike the volumes by Morgan and
Andrews, these are clearly presented as non-fiction and offer seemingly authoritative
descriptions of Aboriginal culture. However, like Morgan and Andrews, their interpre-
tations are idiosyncratic and highly contested outside of the New Age community.

It is possible to argue that there has been a greater curiosity about Aboriginal spir-
ituality in European and American New Age communities, especially in the healing
powers attributed to didjeridu music, than in the Australian context, where interest in
the spiritual traditions of indigenous North Americans has often been more visible. Re-
search on the alternative health and spirituality movement in Australia, however, does
indicate that Aboriginal imagery is occasionally incorporated into New Age workshops
and rituals, often in combination with images from other indigenous cultures. There
have also been several Australian versions of New Age vision quests, based on Native
American models. These have focused on stories, images and places associated with
Aboriginal cultures and have tended to take the form of pilgrimages, for nonAborigi-
nal people, to places of spiritual significance to Aboriginal communities. These “quests”
often start in a capital city and involve an overland journey into Central Australia.

Aboriginal sacred sites, most especially Uluru in the center of Australia, are com-
monly believed, by many New Age thinkers, to constitute important components of a
magnetic energy grid that spans the entire planet. Many New Age believers gathered
at Uluru on 16 August 1987 to participate in the Harmonic Convergence, a global
event that involved thousands of people traveling to sacred sites around the world
to meditate on universal peace. The traditional Aboriginal owners later discouraged
New Age gatherings at Uluru, claiming that New Age visitors failed to respect their
requests for privacy and sensitivity.

Aboriginal reactions to New Age interest in their religious beliefs and practices, like
those of other indigenous peoples, vary widely. It is possible to identify three general
overlapping categories of response. Some Aboriginal people actively accommodate the
New Age. These individuals believe that there is potential for the Aboriginal com-
munity to benefit from such attention. The HarperCollins edition of Marlo Morgan’s
book, for example, originally included a written endorsement by Burnam Burnam,
an Aboriginal man who felt that the story rightfully represented Aboriginal people
as “regal and majestic.” Other Aboriginal elders have also argued that sharing their
spiritual traditions with non-Aboriginal people is a way of encouraging greater levels
of understanding and appreciation of their cultures, thus furthering Aboriginal strug-
gles for land rights and social justice. Another category includes Aboriginal people
who themselves adopt New Age beliefs and practices and merge them with traditional
Aboriginal spirituality. Some of these people, such as Tjanara Goreng-Goreng, an
Aboriginal woman from Queensland, have run workshops in Australia and overseas for
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non-Aboriginal people interested in Aboriginal spirituality and New Age philosophies.
While Goreng-Goreng clearly asserts that there are many things she would never share
with non-Aboriginal people, she also feels that it is important to build spiritual and
social bridges between indigenous and non-indigenous groups in Australia and around
the world.

A third category of response includes those who are strongly opposed to New
Age “appropriations” of Aboriginal cultural imagery and actively protest against them.
Robert Eggington, the Chairman of an Aboriginal arts advisory committee based in
Western Australia, has promoted a “declaration against the continued spiritual colo-
nization” of Aboriginal people and has led a long-term campaign against Marlo Morgan
for what many believe are her blatant misrepresentations of Aboriginal cultures.

Commentators and indigenous activists worldwide argue, along similar lines to
Eggington, that New Age interest in and use of indigenous spiritual and cultural im-
agery represents the ongoing colonization of indigenous peoples. Aboriginal lawyer,
Larissa Behrendt (1998) draws attention to the ways in which romantic representa-
tions of indigenous people, such as those favored by the alternative health and spiritu-
ality movement, can have real disadvantages for Aboriginal people in their daily lives.
She suggests that those Aboriginal individuals and groups who do not fit New Age
stereotypes of “traditional” indigenous culture can suffer discrimination resulting from
accusations that they are not “authentic” or “real.” Such challenges to individual and
group identity can have serious political consequences for indigenous minorities.

One of the criticisms often directed, by Aboriginal people and their supporters, at
participants in the New Age movement who profess an interest in Aboriginal spir-
ituality, is that this interest often fails to acknowledge the links between religious
beliefs and other less esoteric cultural traditions. For example, in an interview with
researchers Denise Cuthbert and Michelle Grossman, Helena Gulash, an Aboriginal
woman from Queensland, drew attention to Aboriginal attitudes to the restriction of
religious knowledge. She explained that Aboriginal culture was not “an open book” and
that there were certain things that were only appropriate for people to learn at specific
times in their lives (1997: 51-2). Gulash pointed out that many New Age believers were
unwilling to accept or respect such restrictions. She also indicated that while people
involved in the New Age movement were often very eager for Aboriginal people to
“share” their spiritual wisdom they tended to be less interested in learning about “the
human level of things,” or in “developing connections” with the Aboriginal community
(1997: 61). Gulash also claimed that there had been “very little practical help forth-
coming or offered from the New Age movement to actually help [Aboriginal people| get
[their| land back” (1997: 56), a struggle that is constantly identified as being essential
to the ongoing survival of Aboriginal communities and cultures. There is, however,
enormous diversity within the alternative health and spirituality movement, and de-
grees of individual commitment to matching spiritual “rhetoric” with lifestyle change
and political and environmental activism vary considerably. While some people want
to “honor” indigenous people without supporting them, others are eager to become
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more involved in indigenous issues. Occasionally this desire may even result in a move
away from some of the assumptions promoted in mainstream New Age discourses.

New Age interests in indigenous belief systems sometimes overlap with those of
people involved in the environmentalist movement. Jane Jacobs, a lecturer in geogra-
phy and environmental studies, explained that “the spiritualism and holistic visions
associated with land-based indigenous cultures have an obvious appeal” (1994: 305)
to ecofeminists and deep ecologists. She argued that although these “Western” groups
tend to emphasize the seemingly universal values of Aboriginal cultures at the expense
of the particular characteristics that make them unique and valuable to their places
of origin, opportunities also exist for Aboriginal people to benefit from such interest.
Jacobs told the story of a group of Aboriginal women (Arrernte) from Australia’s
Northern Territory who managed to gain crucial financial and political support from
feminist and environmentalist groups around the world for their campaign against
the destruction of a sacred women’s site by government developers. Their cause was
successful partly because the traditional Aboriginal owners promoted the site as a
place of importance for all Australian women, not just for Aboriginal women — even
if non-Aboriginal people were unaware of it. Jacobs believed that by universalizing
the value of their site these Aboriginal women were able to gain the active support of
non-Aboriginal “counter-cultural” groups.

The New Age movement is especially vulnerable to accusations of cultural appro-
priation because of its emphasis on “picking and mixing” elements of many different
spiritual traditions to create belief systems tailored to the interests and concerns of
individual participants. However, New Age use of indigenous imagery cannot be under-
stood apart from the currency that same imagery has in the wider society. Although
the borrowing of cultural imagery, ideas or behaviors always has the potential to cause
harm or offense to some groups, it is also a takenfor-granted practice in both indigenous
and nonindigenous societies. New Age representations of and interests in Aboriginal
people must be understood within the cultural context from which they emerge. How-
ever, they must also be understood within their political contexts and due consideration
must be given to their possible consequences for ‘“real-life” communities.

Jane Mulcock
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Abortion

Almost all environmental problems — pollution, overconsumption of limited re-
sources, global climate change, destruction of non-human species, habitat, and land —
are results of humans exceeding the carrying capacity of the planet. While part of the
solution to these problems involves changing behaviors so that we might “walk more
lightly” on the Earth, a central strategy to saving the Earth involves curbing population
growth. Although education, increased rights of women, and a more just distribution
of economic resources are essential to long-term population control, family planning
has been an important policy with regard to short-term efforts to curb population
growth. And effective family planning practices have almost always included inexpen-
sive access to abortion, particularly where access to and effectiveness of other forms of
contraception are limited. Consequently, the religious and ethical issues surrounding
abortion become important in the religious and ethical discussion of environmental
sustainability.

Daniel Maguire observes that when it comes to overpopulation, “Religion has been
part of the problem” (2001: 149). Whether it is the biblical injunction to be fruitful and
multiply, the Vedic view that a woman should marry before puberty so as not to waste
any opportunity to become pregnant, or the Confucian ideal that status comes from
numerous offspring, virtually all the traditional religions of the world have promoted
increased fertility rather than limited family size. Concomitant to the promotion of fer-
tility, many traditional religions are associated with teachings that explicitly condemn
abortion. Of the world’s religions, Christianity, in particular, especially in its Roman
Catholic and conservative evangelical Protestant forms, has taken the strongest stand
against abortion, not only by teaching the view in its churches, but also by promot-
ing political activism to make abortion illegal for anyone, Christian or not. Hindu,
Buddhist, and Islamic religious bodies have often spoken out against abortion, though
they have been less likely to promote the view as social policy. However, conservative
Islamic nations allied themselves with the Vatican to oppose United Nations initia-
tives supportive of family planning and abortion at conferences in Rio de Janeiro in
1992 and Cairo in 1994 (Maguire 2001: 31). A survey of the teachings of these tradi-
tional religions, (see Steffan 1996), suggests that opposition — or at least resistance —
to abortion, is rooted in a common conviction, namely, that all life, even fetal life, is
sacred.

Ironically, the very concern with the sacredness of all life found in the world’s
traditional religions, has increasingly been recognized by various environmentalists
as an important resource for supporting environmentalism, even deep ecology and
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ecofeminism (see Barnhill and Gottlieb, Deep Ecology and World Religions). Put simply,
the recognition that all life is sacred, whether that is understood in terms of the
intrinsic goodness of all creatures who are valued by their creator or in terms of a
divine aspect present in every thing, supports the conviction of biocentric ethics that
recognizes all living creatures have value in themselves apart from human use. However,
if various forms of environmentalism share the view that all life is sacred or intrinsically
valuable, then does this imply that deep ecologists and ecofeminists, among others,
should oppose abortion for the same reasons that many traditional religions have
apparently opposed abortion? Indeed, some critics have asserted as much. Janet Biehl
has argued that for ecofeminists to be consistent, they must “oppose abortion on the
grounds that it is destructive to ‘life’ ”(Biehl in Clausen 1991: 346). Even though
Clausen dismisses Biehl’s claim as “indiscriminate” and not a view held by ecofeminists,
there does seem to be a moral ambiguity about abortion that warrants examination.
After all, the biocentric affirmation of the intrinsic value (or sacred status) of non-
human life, by implication, raises the intrinsic value or sacred status of incipient human
life or fetal life as well. Indeed, it does not appear to matter whether the fetus is
understood as human or less than human, for if all living things are sacred, then
fetuses count as sacred too. While Biehl’s assertion may not represent the de facto
views of ecofeminists and other biocentric environmentalists, it would seem that if we
ignore or dismiss the intrinsic value or sacredness of fetal life, that we run the risk of
trivializing the intrinsic value of nonhuman life. Is there, then, a way to talk about the
intrinsic value or sacred worth of fetal life that still allows for the practice of abortion
as one means of family planning, or does a consistent biocentrism ultimately lead to
opposition to abortion? At this point, Daniel Maguire suggests that religion might “be
part of the solution” (2001: 149).

Maguire points out that in spite of the stereotype that traditional religions are
anti-abortion, a more careful survey indicates that the major world religions have ac-
tually had a more nuanced assessment of the practice of abortion. Even in the Roman
Catholic expression of Christianity, the strong anti-abortion stance of the Church is
a relatively new development, and it is not universally affirmed by theologians. The
official theologian of the Catholic Church, Thomas Aquinas, did not consider the fetus
to have a human soul for at least forty days after conception (if male — ninety days if
female). The fifteenthcentury Saint Antoninus and seventeenth-century Jesuit theolo-
gian Thomas Sanchez allowed that abortions were permissible to save the life of the
mother (Maguire 2001: 37-8). As late as the first half of the nineteenth century, the
Vatican distinguished between abortions that were homicides (when the fetus was fully
formed) and those that were not. Of course, Maguire is not arguing that the Catholic
Church has ever been supportive of abortion on demand, but he is pointing out that
the Church’s teaching has reflected an ambiguity about the nature of the fetus; even
when abortion was condemned in the earlier tradition, it was not usually viewed as
homicide. Although, current papal teaching does condemn all abortion as homicide,
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there is, nonetheless, among today’s Catholic theologians, a wide range of perspectives
on abortion that can claim to be rooted in the tradition.

Maguire and others provide parallel analyses of nonChristian religions that indicate
that abortion, even where it was seen as undesirable, was also viewed as permissible
under certain circumstances, ranging from health of the mother to the psychological
and economic well-being of the family and the sustainability of the community. Perhaps
the most interesting example of how a traditional religion has dealt with the moral
ambiguity surrounding abortion is found in Japanese Buddhism. In spite of the “First
Precept of Buddhism,” namely, “Do not kill, but rather preserve and cherish all life,”
which for many Buddhists entails vegetarianism, abortion is a fairly important means of
birth control among Japanese Buddhists. Indeed, many have credited Japan’s liberal
laws on abortion as the major reason for Japan’s success in curbing its population
growth. There is an obvious tension between Buddhist principle and practice here.

One way that Japanese Buddhists have dealt with this tension is through a ritual
called mizuko kuyo , a term which has been translated as “water child” or “liquid
life” ritual. In this ritual, a person who has had an abortion (or miscarriage or still-
birth) performs a ceremony similar to that of honoring one’s ancestors, but along with
memorializing the aborted fetus, the person in effect apologizes to the mizuko or “water
child” for not having the opportunity to be born (see LaFleur 1996: 218-25 for a fuller
description of various forms of mizuko kuyo™ ). The ritual provides a means to assuage
guilt, or more positively, to maintain one’s sense of humanity. According to LaFleur,
the ritual is a pivotal way that Japanese Buddhists have dealt with the morality of
aborting a life with sacred value: “through this ritual their moral options are not lim-
ited to either categorically forbidding abortion or, at the exact opposite pole, treating
the fetus as so much inert matter to be dispensed with guiltlessly” (LaFleur 1996: 224).
Elsewhere,

LaFleur argues that mizuko kuyo™ provides another option [to viewing the fetus
as either fully human or as entirely non-human|, however, one which may be both
more accurate and more useful, namely that of seeing the fetus as an ambiguous
entity, neither exactly human nor adequately rendered as a mere thing. What interests
many of us in the Japanese case is that in Japan, at least by persons wanting to
bring religious values into the equation, the fetus is described largely in terms of this
ambiguity (LaFleur 1998: 388).

In short, the sacredness of human life is honored without being absolutized.

These examples from traditional religions demonstrate that while it is wrong to say
that these religions unequivocally oppose family planning efforts that include abortion,
it is true that they see abortion as morally problematic. Even Maguire’s liberal reading
of Roman Catholic tradition acknowledges that a newly developed fetus has some value,
and the rite of mizuko reminds the practitioner that the death of the fetus is a real
loss. Although recognizing that abortion is morally problematic might seem to point
back to anthropocentricism, that very recognition also affirms that there is something
sacred at stake. What is implied for a biocentric ethics is that while the affirmation of
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the intrinsic value of all life does not preclude abortion as one means of family planning
and population control, it does encourage us to seek less harmful alternatives wherever
those are feasible.

Paul Custodio Bube
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Adams, Ansel (1902-1984)

A renowned American photographer and conservationist, Adams fused his passions
for photography and nature into stunning black-and-white images of the American
West, and in the process became one of the best-known and most honored lensmen in
the world.

Unchurched, yet deeply religious, Adams viewed nature as sacred and California’s
Sierra Nevada Mountains as his cathedral. According to photography scholar John

Stzarkowski, “The thing that Adams most wanted to do as an artist was to photo-
graph his mountains as a holy place” (Starkowski in Adams 1994: 26).

Adams’ belief in the sanctity of nature derived from several sources. His father
introduced him to Walt Whitman, Henry David Thoreau, and Ralph Waldo Emerson.
Whitman’s pantheism, Thoreau’s faith in nature, and Emerson’s transcendental view
of God in nature set well with him.

On a mountain outing in 1925, Adams carried a copy of English poet Edward
Carpenter’s Toward Democracy. The book extolled nature as the ultimate source of
spiritual insight.

When Ansel Adams read Carpenter among the granite peaks of the Sierra Nevada,
it was the perfect combination of a time and a place, a set of ideas and a receptive
mind. Reading Carpenter helped to confirm his growing sense of the spiritual power
of nature and its potential for the redemption of society (Spaulding 1995: 50).

The following year, Adams met the pantheist poet Robinson Jeffers and his wife
Una at their home in Carmel. They became friends. Jeffers regarded the universe as
divine, a vibrant whole, with all of its parts expressions of the same creative energy.
Jeffers’ poetry deeply affected the photographer. Adams considered Jeffers a genius
who “produced much of America’s greatest poetry . . . Jeffers was a prophet of our
age” (Adams 1985: 86-7).

Intellectual debts aside, Adams’ greatest inspiration sprang from wild nature. He
experienced natural wonders as symbols of spiritual life. Adams “stressed that people
have a profoundly spiritual need for nature. It was this spiritual connection between the
Earth and its inhabitants that Adams sought to express in his photographs” (Adams
1995: 8).

To make the connection, Adams consciously tried to convey the equivalent of what
he saw and felt at the moment he released the shutter. He spent countless hours in
his darkroom perfecting his images. Adams devised a “Zone System” to gain maximum
tonal range from blackand-white film. He defined it as “a framework for understanding
exposure and development, and visualizing their effect in advance” (Adams 1985: 311).
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He called negatives “the score” and prints “the performance.” Adams altered the
“straight reality” of his negatives by intensifying or subduing the dramatic play of light
and shadow in his prints, thereby attaining his vision of nature’s grandeur.

Adams’ compositions drew criticism from some quarters because they excluded
human beings and ignored environmental deterioration. He responded that his pictures
always included two persons, the photographer and the viewer, and he chose to accent
the positive in his work. Through his photography, Adams sought to lift people’s
thoughts above material concerns:

We are now sufficiently advanced to consider resources other than materialistic, but
they are tenuous, intangible, and vulnerable to misapplication. They are, in fact, the
symbols of spiritual life — a vast impersonal pantheism — transcending the confused
myths and prescriptions that are presumed to clarify ethical and moral conduct . . . In
contemplation of the eternal incarnations of the spirit which vibrate in every mountain,
leaf, and particle of Earth, in every cloud, stone, and flash of sunlight, we make new
discoveries on the planes of ethical and humane discernment, approaching the new
society at last, proportionate to nature . . . (Adams 1950: 50).

His ability to give viewers a sense of “the metaphysical implied by the physical”
informs his best work, says art authority David Robertson. By evoking immanent
divinity in his natural landscapes, Adams captures a transforming vision of a cosmic
order that contains and maintains our world . . . No artist in Yosemite history has so
effectively as Ansel Adams let us glimpse the majesty of this order; no other artist has
so enabled us to sense its glory and partake of its power (Robertson 1984: 124).

To commemorate his legacy, Congress named a wilderness area south of Yosemite in
his honor, and the U.S. Geological Survey demarked an 11,760 foot peak “Mount Ansel
Adams.” His ashes were scattered on its slopes, becoming one with the mountains he
loved and photographed so stunningly.

His images live on to stir deeper appreciation for wildlands and greater reverence
for the natural world.

Garry Suttle

Further Reading

Adams, Ansel. “Seeing Nature with an Inner Eye.” Inter- national Wildlife 50 (Oc-
tober 1997). (Reprinted text from My Camera in the National Parks, 1950.)

Adams, Ansel. Ansel Adams: The National Park Service Photographs. Introduction
by Alice Grey. New York: Artabras, Abbeville Press, 1995.

Adams, Ansel. Yosemite and the High Sierra. Andrea G. Stillman, ed. Introduction
by John Stzarkowski. Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1994.

Adams, Ansel (with Mary Street Alinder). An Autobiography. Boston: Little, Brown
and Company, 1985.

123



Robertson, David. West of Eden: A History of the Art and Literature of Yosemite.
Berkeley: Yosemite Natural History Association and Wilderness Press, 1984.

Spaulding, Jonathan. Ansel Adams and the American Landscape: A Biography.
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995.

See also: Jeffers, John Robinson; Thoreau, Henry David; Sierra Club; Whitman,
Walt.

124



Adams, Carol (1950-)

Carol Adams has been the primary voice linking animal rights with feminism, par-
ticularly focusing on the religious dimensions of these issues. Her seemingly obvious yet
incredibly controversial statement that “people with power have always eaten meat”
points to the inherent sexism, racism, speciesism and violence of patriarchal culture.
Adams has published close to 100 books and articles on issues of ecofeminism, domestic
violence and the spirituality of vegetarianism. In addition, her work has been featured
in the documentary “A Cow at My Table.”

Since the 1970s Adams has been an activist addressing issues of poverty, racism,
sexism and animal rights. She received her Master of Divinity from Yale University
Divinity School in 1976 and is an adjunct professor at Perkins School of Theology,
Southern Methodist University, in Dallas.

Adams’ seminal work, The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist- Vegetarian Critical
Theory (1990), suggests that animals are the absent referent in the act of meat eating.
They also become the absent referent in images of women butchered, fragmented, or
consumable. Thus a structure of overlapping but absent referents links violence against
women and animals. Through the structure of the absent referent, patriarchal values
become institutionalized. Presentations of this book are often accompanied by her
widely acclaimed “Sexual Politics of Meat Slide Show” in which Adams visualizes the
links between women and meat.

She also edited the volume Ecofeminism and the Sacred (1993), the first anthology to
focus on ecofeminism and spirituality. Adams deliberately included essays that embody
the diverse manifestations of ecofeminist spirituality. In various essays she analyzes
the construction of bodies in feminism. She posits that self/other dualisms central to
patriarchal thought lead to a feminizing or animalizing of all “others.” Thus all “others”
can ‘“naturally” be dominated.

She elaborates on the themes of compassionate spiritual practice in Meditations
on the Inner Art of Vegetarianism: Spiritual Practices for the Body and Soul (2001).
Central to her ecofeminist work is the shared embodiedness of all beings. Carol
Adams’ provocative, ground-breaking insights into the interconnections between
violence against human and nonhuman animals provides a powerful lens through
which patriarchal culture can be viewed and critiqued.

Laura Hobgood-Oster
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Aesthetics and Nature in China
and Japan

Chinese Aesthetics

Chinese aesthetics, influenced strongly by Daoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism,
manifests a distinctive and complex view of nature. The basic assumption is that
the world of phenomena manifests the Dao, the way of nature. The Dao is not a
separate reality but rather the patterned processes of the natural world, or perhaps
the disposition of the universe to act in a patterned, harmoniously interactive way. The
human ideal is to understand the Dao and act in harmony with it.

This view of nature can appropriately be called “organic” for various reasons. First,
all of reality is included. There is no separate, transcendent realm; heaven, Earth,
and humans (the “Triad”) are all fully part of nature. Second, nature is self-creative.
Rather than a separate creator who made the world in the past, nature by itself displays
ongoing creation. Zaohua, the “Creative,” acts in spontaneous and unpredictable ways
but is always skillful in creating the beauty and harmony of the natural world.

Third, all things — including rocks and water — have vitality, called in Chinese gz,
literally the “breath” of life. Fourth, each phenomenon has an individual nature, and
this consists not of some essence but of a distinctive power (de), spirit (shen), and
pattern of growth. And finally, all phenomena are organically interrelated. The world
is one continuous field of ¢i, with each phenomenon not a separate thing but rather a
temporary form within it, like a whirlpool in a stream.

Art is the evocation of the spirit of phenomena, rather than a depiction of surface
reality. Painters, for instance, are supposed to capture the specific ¢i or “spirit reso-
nance” of things. If the artist does, then the painting itself will exhibit ¢i and be an
instance of zaohua. The artist participates in nature’s creativity.

In order to accomplish this, the artist or poet must go through meditative practices
that consist fundamentally of two things: removing the delusion of a separate self and
the desires it produces, and concentrating upon the subject until there is a direct
communion with it. That communion is described metaphorically in various ways, for
instance, as “entering into” the rock or tree, or as allowing the phenomenon to enter
into the artist, resulting in the “complete bamboo in the breast.” Literary treatises
such as the The Poetic Ezposition on Literature (Wen fu) by Lu Ji (261-303) and the
The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons (Wenzin diaolong, ca. 523) by Liu Xie
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(465-522) spoke of a “spirit journey” in which the poet’s inner spirit roamed out into
the world. Such communing with nature is possible because we are within nature’s
field of ¢i and thus ontologically continuous with all other things.

Thus a major aesthetic concern was the relationship between self and nature, inner
and outer. The Chinese saw nature as an ongoing dynamic of stimulus and response
among all things, and humans were included in this. Emotions arise in reaction to cir-
cumstance, and from the earliest statement of poetics, the “Great Preface” to the Book
of Song (Shi jing) |ca. first century|, poetry was seen as a voicing of that response. It
was assumed that there was a strong correlation between “scene” (jing) and “emotional
response” (ging), and the great poet achieved a unity of the two.

Because humans are a part of nature, human culture is not seen as something
separate from nature or unnatural. This was particularly stressed in the first chapter
of The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons. The term for both literature and
culture is wen. Originally the term meant the pattern a phenomenon makes (e.g., the
particular sound a pine makes in the wind, the colors of a tiger, the shapes of a cloud).
Human culture — literature and art in particular — is the wen of humans. The words
written by a poet are essentially no different from the tracks a bird makes in sand.
Culture is, thus, natural, but that naturalness is realized only if the person acts as
nature does, with spontaneity according to one’s true inner nature rather than based
on the desires of the ego-self.

This view gives humans a paradoxical status within nature. We are the only phe-
nomena that fail to exhibit naturalness. However, humans also are given an exalted
status within nature, for if an artist creates in a natural way, then the “mind of nature’
is revealed and the transformations of nature are brought to “completion.” Thus we
have a responsibility to act in a natural way. If we act on the basis of our personal de-
sires or if we delude ourselves into thinking we are separate from nature, then nature’s
transformations cannot reach fulfillment and disharmony results.

The notion of nature at work here is different from what we are used to in the West.
Although there are numerous different meanings of our word “nature,” two meanings
have been particularly influential. One we could call “dualistic”: nature is whatever
humans have not created or manipulated. The opposite of this notion of nature would
be “culture” or “human,” and a skyscraper or toxic waste would be considered unnatural.
The second notion of nature we could call “monistic”: nature is whatever exists in our
world. A skyscraper or toxic waste are in this sense natural, and the “natural” sciences
can study them. Here the opposite of nature would be the “supernatural.” Chinese
aesthetics is based on a third, “adverbial” notion of nature. As in the monistic notion
of nature, humans are “essentially” a part of nature. However, existentially humans
may act unnaturally if they don’t act spontaneously according to their nature. The
opposite of this sense of the natural is the artificial, the forced, and inevitably the
disharmonious. Thus human culture may or may not manifest the mind of nature.
Essentially humans are natural, but existentially the natural is only a possibility. We
must work to realize it.

Y
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Japanese Aesthetics

Japanese literary aesthetics are rooted in both Shinto and Buddhism. In Shinto,
nature is characterized by places of spiritual power, mystery, and beauty. Moreover,
the agricultural year is ritualized according to seasons, with special religious festivals
celebrating the particular character of the season. Thus nature has places ritually set-
off as divine and also involves a natural process of seasonal change that we are actively
enmeshed in.

Buddhism offered a view of nature that emphasized impermanence and interrela-
tionship. All things are transient and unstable, and they are radically interdependent.
Reality is “empty” of the permanence and self-subsistent independence we normally as-
sociate with it. But as the Heart Sutra states, “emptiness is form and form is emptiness”
the phenomenal world is also ultimate reality, a vast dynamic field of interrelationships.
The problem is that our delusion about permanence and discreteness involves a sense
of separation from the world and leads to desires and attachments and thus suffering.
The ideal is an experience of oneness with the world, a realization of its sacred nature,
deep contentment, and a spontaneous way of acting devoid of desires.

The first major statement of Japanese poetics is the introduction to the Collection of
Poems Ancient and Modern (Kokinwakshu ™, ca. 920). It reflects the sense of intimate
connection between humans and nature found in

Shinto and Chinese aesthetics. Poetry is a natural reaction to what is emotionally
moving in a particular moment, with nature and love being the two main contexts for
deep feeling. To be human is to be moved by nature’s beauty and to express one’s
emotions, and thus poetry is as natural as a bird’s song. Artistic expression of emotion
arose as a refinement and fulfillment of our natural movements.

A focus on nature, recognition of the transience of all things of beauty, and the
ideal of tranquility formed the basis of many Japanese aesthetic ideals. The most
fundamental aesthetic idea may be mono-no-aware, the “pathos of things.” It involves
an exquisite sensitivity to impermanence, whether it is the falling of leaves or one’s
own process of aging. A kind of sweet sorrow arises from the simultaneous affirmation
of beauty and a recognition of its passing away. Included is a sense of acceptance,
resulting in a tranquil sorrow that comes from seeing and conforming to the essential
quality of life. Thus aware refers to both an objective condition of reality and an
emotional state of mind.

Yu~ gen (“mysterious depth”) is an ideal that was particularly prominent in the
medieval period (1186-1603) when aesthetics were particularly influenced by Zen Bud-
dhism. Although yu ~ gen was interpreted in various ways over the centuries, it generally
refers to the inexhaustible richness of reality that defies human conception. The world
has a dimension of mystery that we can only indirectly feel or intuit. Because of this
sense of wonder and depth, yu  gen often is characterized by a feeling of sorrowful,
calm yearning for a beauty that cannot be fully grasped. As the poet Fujiwara no Shun-
zei (1114-1204) stated, a deep intuition into yu ~ gen can be attained through shikan,
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“tranquility and insight,” a Buddhist form of meditation on the vast and ever-changing
net of interrelationships that characterize the world. It is suggested in poetry by im-
ages that have reverberations of meaning that create an indefinable atmosphere. For
Kamo no Cho™ mei (1155— 1216), the profound subtlety of yu ~ gen can be found in an
autumn evening when, looking up at a limitless sky empty of color, we are inexplicably
moved to tears.

A different type of poetic idea that is relevant to the Japanese view of nature is hon’i
(“poetic essences”). Plants and animals as well as famous scenes in nature tended to
be associated with particular qualities. A tree, a bird, and a particular landscape were
thought to have a kind of “true nature” that poets were expected to grasp and then
suggest in their poetry. In most cases, these qualities were also linked to particular
seasons. The poetic essence of the bird chidori (plover), for instance, is melancholy.
This correlation stemmed from the sorrowful sound of its call and from being found
along the coast, which was considered a place distant from the capital, thus suggesting
loneliness. Because of its association with sadness and its tendency to flock during the
desolation of winter, it is a “winter” image

(despite being a year-round resident of Japan). While those in the modern West
might feel that this aesthetic puts artificial limitations on our responses to nature, to
the traditional Japanese it is a way of recognizing the essential nature of things and
cultivating a sensitivity that responds to their depth and subtlety.

David Landis Barnhaill
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Aesthetics of Nature and the
Sacred

1. Natural Archetypes

Confronting nature one experiences archetypes of the world — sun and sky, wind
and rain, rivers and Earth, the everlasting hills, shores, seas, forests and grasslands,
the fauna and flora. These represent — more literally represent, present again — the
elemental forces of nature. They bear the signature of time and eternity, with an aura
of ancient past subliminally there, processes timelessly recurring. A living landscape
couples dynamism with antiquity and demands an order of aesthetic interpretation
that one is unlikely to find in art and its artifacts.

The phenomenon of forests, for example, is so widespread, persistent, and diverse,
spontaneously appearing almost wherever moisture and climatic conditions permit,
that forests cannot be accidents or anomalies but rather must be a characteristic
expression of the creative process. There is also the steppe and the veldt, the tundra
and the sea, and these too have their power to arouse a sense of antiquity and of
ongoing life.

Aesthetic experience of nature moves beholders with how the central goods of the
biosphere — hydrologic cycles, photosynthesis, soil fertility, food chains, genetic codes,
speciation, reproduction, succession — were in place long before humans arrived. Aes-
thetics is something that goes on in experiences of the human mind, but the dynamics
and structures organizing natural history do not come out of the mind. Immersed in
a nonhuman frame of reference, subjective though aesthetic experience may be, one
makes contact with the natural certainties. At more depth, these are the timeless
natural givens that support everything else.

On these scales humans are a late-coming novelty, and yet the only species that can
behold and ponder this genesis, and that awareness too is aesthetically demanding. The
challenge is to complement the natural dynamics, which have been ongoing over the
millennia, with this novel emergent that comes into being when persons arrive, enjoy
their unique presence, and search for the significance of life. “I went to the woods,”
remarked Thoreau, “because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential
facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to
die, discover that I had not lived” (Thoreau 1966: 61).
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No one can live in bare woods alone; civilization too is, for humans, an essential
fact of life. The town, however, is not so aboriginally archetypal. Were civilization to
collapse, the Earth would revert to wildness, because this is the foundational ground.
Such aesthetic power of nature stands in strong contrast to classical experience of
art forms, religious though these arts often are. The creations of sculptors, painters,
musicians, and craftsmen always betoken civilization. In nature, one is not dealing
with art, artifact, artist; one has penetrated to the foundational ground.

In the heavens, there are stars, galaxies, celestial beauties, which are also required
(as astronomers have discovered) for the construction of all but the simplest elements,
and thus they are required for Earth and life. There are inanimate earthen kinds that
nature generates over the epochs: mountains, canyons, rivers, estuaries, also stimulating
aesthetically. But the miracle of Earth is that nature decorates this geomorphology with
life. There are trees rising toward the sky, birds on the wing and beasts on the run,
age after age, impelled by a genetic language two billion years old. There is struggle
and adaptive fitness, energy and evolution inventing fertility and prowess. There is
succession and speciation, muscle and fat, smell and appetite, law and form, structure
and process. There is light and dark, life and death, the mystery of existence.

Once this was Eden with its tree of life, or the shoot growing out of the stump
of Jesse, or the cedars of Lebanon clapping their hands in joy; today the experience
is more science-based. Some aestheticians caution whether one should require much
science here, since being moved by natural beauty is perennial and multi-cultural.
Still, when the science is added, the science only intensifies this sense of life’s transient
beauty sustained over chaos, life persisting in the midst of its perpetual perishing. A
visit to these wilds contributes to the human sense of place in space and time, of
duration, antiquity, continuity, to the human mystery of being the sole aesthetician
in a kaleidoscopic universe. There one encounters “the types and symbols of Eternity”
(William Wordsworth in Selincourt 1965: 536).

2. Sublime Nature

Encountering these outdoor archetypes humans reach the sense of the sublime. By
contrast, few persons get goose pimples indoors; maybe in church, but infrequently
in art museums, in shopping centers, or at the city park. The sublime invokes a cate-
gory that was, in centuries past, important in aesthetics, but today many think it to
have lapsed. Still, although the category is not currently fashionable, the sublime is
perennial in encounter with nature because wherever people step to the edge of the
familiar, everyday world, they risk encounter with grander, more provocative forces
that touch heights and depths beyond normal experience, forces that transcend daily
life and which both attract and threaten. Mountains, forests, canyons, seas — these are
never very modern or postmodern, or even classical or pre-modern. They explode such
categories and move beholders outside culture into fundamental nature.
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Almost by definition, the sublime runs off scale. There is vertigo before vastness,
magnitude, antiquity, power, elemental forces austere and fierce, enormously more
beyond our limits. The forest’s roots, its radical origins, plunge down to depths one
knows not where. The trees point upward along the mountain slope, which rises to join
the sky, and the scene soars off to heights unknown. The frames and pedestals familiar
to cultured aesthetic experience are gone. There is no choir, no organist seated at the
console, no artist signature at the bottom of the painting, no gardener planting the
oncoming season’s flowers. One encounters what was aboriginally there in its present
incarnation.

In some realms of nature — awe-struck before the midnight sky, or watching a sunset
over arctic ice, or deep in the Vishnu schist of the Grand Canyon in the Southwestern
United States — beauty and power are yet lifeless. In a forest, however, the sublime
and the beautiful are bound up with the struggle for life — windswept bristlecone pines
along a ridge in California’s Sierra Nevada. The aesthetic challenge is conflict and
resolution presented on these awesome scales. In the intensity of this conflict, there
can often be religious yearning for life in another world, where the hunger, thirst, death
of this one is transcended. But the earthen beauty remains nevertheless. The ancient
Hebrews found green pastures in the valley of the shadow of death (Psalm 23). The
desert languished, but sooner, later, always, there was rain: “The desert shall rejoice
and blossom; like the crocus it shall blossom abundantly” (Isa. 35:1-2).

Clouds, seashores, mountains, forests, even deserts are never ugly; they are only
more or less beautiful; the scale runs from zero upward with no negative domain.
Destroyed forests can be ugly — a burned, windthrown, or diseased forest. But even
the ruined forest, regenerating itself, still has positive aesthetic properties. Trees rise
to fill the empty place against the sky. A forest is filled with organisms that are marred
and ragged — oaks with broken limbs, a crushed violet, the carcass of an elk. But these
are only penultimately ugly; ultimately these are presence and symbol of life forever
renewed before the winds that blast it. Consider the “flower of the field; for the wind
passes over it, and it is gone, and its place knows it no more” (Ps. 103:15-16). “Consider
the lilies of the field, how they grow; . . . I tell you, even Solomon in all his glory was
not arrayed like one of these” (Matt. 6:28-29).

Forests are full of shadows, and this is metaphorically as well as literally true. The
darkness shadowing life is as much the source of beauty as is light or life. In some moods,
nature is ugly, even evil (“fallen”), and the problem of justifying nature’s harshness has
much troubled religious thought. Still, there are streams in the desert. Light shines in
the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it. Yes, giants have fallen, and rotting
logs fill the forest floor. See these cones: there is power in them enough to regenerate
the forest for millennia. Put your hand in this humus from which the present forest
rises — “the immeasurable height of woods decaying, never to be decayed” (William
Wordsworth in Selincourt 1965: 536). The ugliness softens and is reset in somber beauty.
When one remembers this regeneration of new life out of old on a scale of centuries
and millennia, one knows the sense of the sublime.
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3. Sacred Nature

When beauty transforms into the sublime, the aesthetic is elevated into the nu-
minous. “Break forth into singing, O mountains, O forest, and every tree in it!” (Isa.
44:23). “The trees of the Lord are watered abundantly; the cedars of Lebanon which he
planted” (Ps. 104:16). “The groves were God’s first temples” (William Cullen Bryant
in Frazer 1994: 82-97). The forest is a kind of church. Trees pierce the sky, like cathe-
dral spires. Light filters down, as through stained glass. The forest canopy is lofty, far
above our heads. Forests, like sea and sky, invite transcending the human world and
experiencing a comprehensive, embracing realm. Encounters with primordial nature
often prove more provocative, perennial signs of this than many of the traditional, of-
ten outworn, symbols devised by the churches. Life regenerated is out there in nature;
on such an Earth we may hope in beauty forever.

Parallel experiences are found in Asian faiths:

As T come along the mountain path, What a heart-warming surprise,

This cluster of dainty violets! (Basho™)

Full moon, and under the trees Patterned shadows — how beautiful Alongside mine!
(Baishitsu)

As with Christian longing for heaven beyond Earth and its struggles, the Asian
faiths can also dwell on the dukkha, suffering, and unsatisfactoriness of this life, at
times casting this aesthetic experience into doubt.

Aestheticians may protest that their experiences need not be religious (as some
protested before that these experiences need not be scientific). Nevertheless, the line
between aesthetic respect and reverence for nature is often crossed unawares, some-
where in the region of the sublime. Mountaintop experiences, the wind in the pines, a
howling storm, a quiet snowfall in wintry woods, solitude in a grove of towering spruce,
an overflight of honking geese — these generate “a sense sublime of something far more
deeply interfused . . . a motion and spirit that impels . . . and rolls through all things.
Therefore I am still a lover of the meadows and the woods, and mountains” (William
Wordsworth in Selincourt 1965: 105). John Muir exclaimed, “The clearest way into the
Universe is through a forest wilderness” (in Wolfe 1938: 313).

Science secularizes nature, although historians will notice that Christian monothe-
ism had already disenchanted nature. That might be thought to make secular nature
less provocative of religious experience. But primordial nature has proved strangely
resistant to being secularized in the etymological sense of that term, being reduced
to “this present age” (Latin saeculum), or reduced to the merely “profane” (common,
ordinary) either. Some features of nature mechanize well (planets in orbit; tectonic
plates). But elsewhere there is too much that is organic, or, better, too much that is
vital, or, better still, too much that is valuable.

When value is discovered there, as with the forest as spontaneously self-organizing,
as generator of life, not merely as resource, but as Source of being, the forest starts
to become a sacrament of something beyond, something ultimate in, with, and under
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these cathedral groves. Vital nature has a way of spontaneously reenchanting itself
— a vast scene of sprouting, budding, leafing out, flowering, fruiting, passing away,
passing life on. Forests are not haunted, but that does not mean that there is nothing
haunting about forests. Perhaps the supernatural is gone, but here the natural can be
supercharged with mystery. Science removes the little mysteries (how acorns make oaks
which make acorns) to replace them with bigger ones (how the acorn-oak-acorn loop
got established in the first place). Thanks to the biochemists, molecular biologists,
geneticists, botanists, and ecologists, modern beholders know about how this green
world works. But is this an account that demystifies what is going on?

Moses thought that the burning bush, not consumed, was quite a miracle. Modern
naturalists hardly believe any more in that sort of supernatural miracle; science has
made such stories incredible. What has it left instead? A self-organizing photosynthe-
sis driving a life synthesis that has burned for millennia, life as a strange fire that
outlasts the sticks that feed it. This is rather spirited behavior on the part of secular
matter, “spirited” in the animated, root sense of a “breath” or “wind” that energizes this
mysterious, vital metabolism. The bushes in the Sinai desert, the cedars of Lebanon —
all such woody flora are hardly phenomena less marvelous even if one no longer wants
to say that this is miraculous.

Indeed, in the original sense of “miracle” — a wondrous event, without regard to the
question whether natural or supernatural — the phenomenon of photosynthesis with
the continuing floral life it supports is the secular equivalent of the burning bush. The
bush that Moses watched was an individual in a species line that had perpetuated itself
for millennia, coping by the coding in its DNA, fueled by the sun, using cytochrome ¢
molecules several billion years old, and surviving without being consumed.

To go back to the miracle that Moses saw, a bush that burned briefly without
being consumed, would be to return to something several orders of magnitude less
spectacular.

The current account from science is a naturalistic account, but this nature is quite
spectacular stuff. The forest wilderness, Muir insisted, is a window into the universe.
Science traces out some causes, which disappear rearward in deep time, and carry on a
continuing genesis, and leave the beholder stuttering for meanings. The forest remains
a kind of wonderland, a land that provokes wonder. The empirical phenomena about
which there is absolutely no doubt need more explanation than the secular categories
seem able to give.

Loren Eiseley, surveying evolutionary history, exclaims, “Nature itself is one vast
miracle transcending the reality of night and nothingness” (1960: 71). Ernst Mayr,
one of the most celebrated living biologists, impressed by the creativity in natural
history, says, “Virtually all biologists are religious, in the deeper sense of this word,
even though it may be a religion without revelation . . . The unknown and maybe
unknowable instills in us a sense of humility and awe” (Mayr 1982: 81). The sublime
is never really far from the religious. If anything at all on Earth is sacred, it must
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be this enthralling creativity that characterizes our home planet. Here an appropriate
aesthetics becomes spiritually demanding.
Holmes Rolston, II11
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African Earthkeeping Churches —
Association of (Zimbabwe)

During his study of religious factors in Zimbabwe’s political liberation struggle
(chimurenga), Professor M.L. Daneel became aware of a widespread need in African
grassroots society in the Masvingo Province for effective engagement in the preserva-
tion of a fast deteriorating environment. After initial discussions with rural tradition-
alists and Christians it was decided to engage in a new liberation struggle, this time
on behalf of God’s creation. Thus the “war of the trees” was declared; a war which
targeted three environmental concerns: tree planting, wildlife conservation, and the
protection of water resources; a war, moreover, which was to draw on similar sources
of religious inspiration, as did the prelndependence chimurenga.

The “green army” of earthkeepers which came into being was composed of two sister
organizations: AZTREC, the “Association of Zimbabwean Traditionalist Ecologists,”
and the AAEC, “Association of African Earthkeeping Churches.” The former comprises
traditionalist chiefs, clan elders, and spirit mediums who engage in environmental
reform at the behest of the senior guardian ancestors of the land (varidzi venyika) and
the oracular high-god cult at the Matopo hills. The latter is made up of some 150 to
180 African Initiated Churches (AICs), mainly of the prophetic or pentecostal type
(i.e., Zionists and Apostles) that represent an estimated total of two million adherents
throughout Zimbabwe.

Together the two sister organizations belong to a financially and tactically empow-
ering agency called ZIRRCON (Zimbabwean Institute of Religious Research and Eco-
logical Conservation) — an expanded version of Professor Daneel’s original empirical
research unit. This body today represents the largest NGO for environmental reform at
the rural grassroots of Zimbabwe. Some eight million trees have already been planted
in several thousand woodlots since the inception of the movement in the period 1986
to 1988. Twelve main nurseries in various districts of the Masvingo Province each
cultivate between 50,000 and 100,000 seedlings annually. Through AZTREC and the
AAEC peasant communities are mobilized on a massive scale to establish their own
woodlots near stable water points. Satellite nurseries for seedlings are also developed
by women’s clubs, youth groups at schools, and AIC theological training centers. A
great variety of trees are planted for commercial, religious, aesthetic, and ecologically-
protective purposes. ZIRRCON and its sister organizations cultivate larger numbers
of indigenous tree seedlings than any other institute in Zimbabwe.
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The main “weapon” used by the AAEC in its quest for a liberated, rejuvenated cre-
ation is a eucharist of tree planting, popularly and aptly referred to by AIC participants
as the maporesanyika (i.e., “Earth-healing”) ceremony. As a thoroughly contextualized
sacrament in the African context, this ceremony represents a compelling challenge to
African churches and the world Church, as regards Christian stewardship in creation.

The ceremony is always ecumenical in nature. Green fighters of numerous churches
attend to provide momentum from a united platform. In addition, a contingent of
traditionalist AZTREC members are invited to participate, in recognition of religious
pluriformity in the struggle, as well as the concern for all of life, the entire Earth
community. The liturgical sequence of the eucharist starts with the digging of holes
and related preparations (e.g., fencing in the new woodlot, called “the Lord’s Acre”).
The preparation of the Holy Communion table, with tree seedlings and sacramental
elements standing side by side, is followed by song and dance in celebration of the re-
newal of God’s Earth. Leading AIC earthkeepers preach rousing sermons, the contents
of which profile the emergence of an intuitive grassroots theology of the environment.

The sacrament itself is introduced by public confessions of ecological sins, such as
random tree felling, causing soil erosion through riverbank cultivation and the use of
sledges, etc., under the guidance of Spirit-filled prophets. Communicants then proceed
to the communion table, seedling in hand, as if to draw creation symbolically into the
inner circle of Christ, the Redeemer of all creation. As they move from the communion
table to “the Lord’s Acre” the communicants further enact the ritual incorporation of
Earth community in sacramental celebration by addressing the seedlings to be planted,
as follows:

You, tree, my brother . . . my sister Today I plant you in this soil

I shall give water for your growth

Have good roots to keep the soil from eroding Have many branches and leaves so
that we can sit in your shade breathe fresh air and find firewood.

Personalizing humans’ relations with nature in this manner fosters new attitudes
of respect for the inanimate members of Earth-community and promotes sound after-
care of the trees planted. In conclusion, a healing ceremony for afflicted earthkeepers
is performed with laying-on of hands, sprinkling of holy water, and prayers to the tune
of rhythmic dance and song. Thus the treeplanting sacrament integrates the healing
of Earth and humans as witness of Christ’s good news to the world.

The AAEC’s tree-planting eucharist represents ecclesiological reorientation and
change. Through repeated implementation of this sacrament the Church’s mission ob-
tains a more comprehensive liberationist and ecological thrust. Whereas the Zionists
and Apostles have always used the annual Paschal celebrations with their climac-
tic eucharistic ceremonies as “launching pads” for wideranging missionary campaigns,
the earthkeeping eucharist itself, in this instance, becomes the witnessing event, the
proclamation of good news to all creation. It is enacted in nature and in the presence
of non-Christian fellow fighters
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(of AZTREC) in “the war of the trees.” The implication here is not that the classical
mission mandate of Matthew 28:19, with its call for repentance, conversion, human
salvation, and church formation is overridden. But mission in this context derives from
and reenacts the healing ministry of Christ. It relates to the believer’s stewardship in
service of all creation, as required in the Genesis story, and is strengthened by faith in
Christ “in whom all things hang together” (Col. 1:17).

During a tree-planting eucharist Bishop Wapendama, leader of the “Signs of the
Apostles Church,” preached about the church’s environmental mission as follows:

We are now deliverers of the stricken land . . . Deliverance, God says, lies in the
trees. The task that Jesus has left us is the one of healing. We, the followers of Jesus
have to continue with his healing ministry . . . So, let us all fight, clothing, healing

the Earth with trees! It is our task to strengthen this mission with our [large] numbers
of people. If all of us work with enthusiasm, we shall heal and clothe the entire land
(Wapendama sermon, Signs of the Apostles Church headquarters in Masvingo district,
November 1991).

In his call for engagement in the earthkeeping mission, Wapendama shows awareness
of the fact that God is the one who initiates deliverance and restoration of the ravaged
Earth. But he emphasizes that the responsibility to deliver the stricken Earth here
and now lies with the Christian body of believers (i.e., the Church). Wapendama’s
insights also reflect the understanding of African earthkeeping Christians that the
Church’s mission involves much more than mere soul-saving. Through their Earthcare
commitments they share a vision similar to the one held by Bishop Anastasios of
Androussa, that “the whole world, not only humankind but the entire universe, has
been called to share in the restoration that was accomplished by the redeeming work
of Christ” (Androussa in Messer 1992: 69-70).

How then does the “green mission” affect the life and shape of an earthkeeping
church? First, there is a noticeable shift of the healing focus at AIC church headquar-
ters. The black “Jerusalems” of Zion are still healing colonies where the afflicted, the
marginalized, and the poor can feel at home. But the concept hospitara now includes
the connotation of “environmental hospital” to care for the wounded Earth. The “pa-
tient” is the denuded land; the “dispensary” becomes the nursery with its assortment
of medicines (i.e., exotic, indigenous, and fruit-tree seedlings); and the entire church
community becomes the healing agent under the guidance of the church’s principal
Earth-healer. Second, in the context of the AAEC a new generation of iconic church
leaders is emerging. They replace the first-generation icons, such as Bishop Mutendi
of the Zion Christian Church and Prophet Johane Maranke of the vaPostori who fea-
tured as “black Messiahs” to their followers. Now, instead of a single leader mirroring
the presence of the biblical Messiah in Africa’s rural society, the mode of operation
is shifted to an entire group of “Jerusalems” enacting and proclaiming the grace and
salvation implicit in Christ’s presence in the Creator’s neglected and abused world.
Thereby the entire oikos is declared God’s “holy city.” Third, the AAEC’s afforesta-
tion programs have stimulated a need for the formulation and implementation of new
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ethical codes. Leading earthkeepers increasingly insist that the Church is an institu-
tion with legislative and disciplinary powers, the vehicle of uncompromising struggle
as it discerns and opposes evil forces that feed on mindless exploitation of the limited
resources of the Earth. In this mission the militant Church is at risk, prepared to be
controversial, to suffer and sacrifice whatever discipleship in this realm requires.

The AAEC’s message of and struggle for liberation is holistic in nature. By virtually
standing in embrace with trees at the communion table the earthkeeping communicants
acknowledge Christ’s Lordship over all the Earth (Matt. 28:18). In this demonstration
of respect to all “members” of Earth community the AICs substitute exploitive percep-
tions of human dominion over nature with a service of humble stewardship. At the same
time this form of Earth-care underscores the empowerment of poor and marginalized
people to make a contribution of such significance that it captures, for once, the imagi-
nation of the nation, the recognition of the government. It incorporates quality of being
for the earthkeepers, their liberation from obscurity in remote rural areas of Zimbabwe,
their overcoming of marginality and futility as news media repeatedly report on their
work, and their liberation from the hopelessness of poverty as salaried nursery keep-
ers and office workers; budding woodlots and smallscale income-generating projects at
least revive some hope for a better future. Hence, the dehumanizing shackles of decades
of colonial rule and the desecration of nature, caused largely by disproportionate land
apportionment, are both shaken off in the quest for salvific healing for all life on Earth.

Inus (M.L.) Daneel
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African Independent Churches
(South Africa)

The multitude and variety of churches that have arisen since the advent of Chris-
tianity in South Africa are commonly referred to in literature as African Independent
Churches (AIC). Political correctness insists on the substitution of “indigenous” or
“initiated” for “independent,” since the carving out of independence would imply an
original dependence on missionary Christianity, whose parental claims might still be
exercised. Neither one of the alternatives is, however, historically accurate. Whatever
the label, an AIC more neutrally describes a religious association, exclusively African
in membership, that is free from white administration and tutelage. First appearing
at the close of the nineteenth century, these churches have historical roots that can be
traced to developments early in the century, when white expansion northward from the
Cape Colony began to overwhelm with its superior technology predominantly pastoral
societies, turning them into vassals deprived of their land. Foremost in African expe-
rience of this invasion were the inroads of foreign missionary societies into indigenous
culture and religious beliefs. It was in the gradual conversion of these societies into a
Christian proletariat that the seeds of religious independence were planted.

The AICs in South Africa took two divergent forms arising from different sets
of circumstances in the experience of the colonized: missionary discrimination and
the repression of workers. The discriminatory practices of the missionaries produced
churches called Ethiopian, the first of their kind appearing in 1892. Although they
preached a Christian creed of egalitarianism, the missionaries were reluctant to promote
black pastors to positions of responsibility and refused to interact with them as equals.
The educated lower clergy eventually rebelled by establishing separate African churches
in Johannesburg that were free from white control, but in all other respects were
replicas of the parent bodies. Ethiopia was chosen as a rallying point because it was
the biblical prototype of Africa and because contemporary Ethiopia embodied the
ideal of political independence. In 1904, the first charismatic Zionist Church appeared
among exploited farm workers in a remote rural area. As a response to conditions of
near enslavement, the workers adopted a Pentecostal strain, imported from working-
class America by a white missionary, which empowered them with the Holy Spirit to
provide a novel form of healing that was neither scientific nor African.

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, the AICs have grown phenomenally
and have spread geographically throughout southern Africa, following the migrant
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routes from the South African mines to present-day Zimbabwe, Zambia, Malawi and
Congo. Within South Africa alone, according to the official enumeration in 1990, AIC
members constitute 30 percent of the total African population. Since they are most
numerous in northeastern South Africa and heavily concentrated in the densely popu-
lated urban areas around Johannesburg and Durban, their proportional representation
in these cities is in the region of 40 percent or beyond. There is an unmistakable corre-
lation between AIC expansion and the transformation of rural migrants into a settled
urban population. Although no exact figures are available, there is every indication that
this development has favored the growth of Zionist rather than Ethiopian churches.

While retaining the doctrine and organization of their missionary forebears, the
“Ethiopians” strive to project an image of Christian autonomy under black leader-
ship. Typically, the ministry is moderately educated with some scriptural training,
often by correspondence and ironically from Bible colleges established by the churches
from which they originally seceded. Once strongly committed to African emancipation
through alignment with nationalist movements, “Ethiopians” are now politically qui-
escent, respectable Christians with middle-class aspirations. They have not attracted
much in the way of recent scholarly attention, but the available evidence suggests that
they are in decline, with nothing distinctive to offer and unable to recruit replacements
for their largely aging membership. A few of their leaders have achieved some promi-
nence by claiming to be spokesmen for AICs in general, but without the support of
the Zionist majority.

There are several thousand Zionist churches in existence at any time, some expand-
ing while others decline, and new ones arising at a rate faster than those dying out.
Nobody can claim to speak for Zionists in general because, lacking a semblance of
central organization or an agreed canon of orthodoxy, they are characterized by wide
variation of belief and by obsessive disunity. Many retain a sense of authenticity and
orthodoxy by tracing historical links to the first Zionist foundation and by preserv-
ing certain tenets of the early founders. These groups take pride in calling themselves
“Christian” Zionists and distance themselves from “new” Zionists, whose pretensions
they disparage. “New” Zionists, some old in years of existence, are undoubtedly in the
majority, if only because anyone inspired by a spiritual vision and prophetic message
can set up a church and woo followers by borrowing selected elements of Zionism, mix-
ing them with features of African religion and reconstructing these to fit the founder’s
own esoteric design. Still other charismatic churches are not Zionist in any sense. Also
of prophetic origin, these churches are attempts to adapt traditional religion to modern
needs and are often led by several generations of a particular family. Some — for exam-
ple the Zion Christian Church near Pietersburg, under the leadership of Lekyanyane,
and the Nazareth Baptist Church outside of Durban, identified with Shembe — are
spectacularly large, even though both churches exaggerate the size of their followings.
Most Zionist churches are of very modest size because of an inherent tendency to
segment and subdivide, to which even the large “traditionals” are not entirely immune.
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While the range of differences expressed in Zionism defies generalization, some
salient features may be singled out for comment, predominantly in connection with
“Christian” Zionists. Most Zionist churches seek to ameliorate/alleviate the condition
of the poor, with varying success. The two main strategies are economic uplift and
healing. The first is an economic package blending a disciplined way of life, sobriety,
abstemiousness, hard work, saving and mutual support. The maintenance of discipline
is entrusted to a preaching hierarchy of preacher, who preaches to a local congregation
and may recruit converts; an evangelist, who in addition to preaching has the right
to baptize and process entry into full membership; a minister who has charge of one
or more congregations; and a bishop, who oversees several ministers. These positions
can be embellished at will by the addition of contingent offices. The preaching func-
tion draws on the Bible as a source of moral precept and exemplary precedent. At
the “Christian” end of the Zionist spectrum, the preaching ranks are monopolized by
married men; “newer” Zionists admit women to the ministry and there are even female
bishops. The ministry, however, is unspecialized. Unwaged and without formal train-
ing, incumbents must work for a living and, since leaders are seldom more than barely
literate, education is not a qualification for office. Apart from founding a church of
one’s own, entitlement to office rests upon experience, endurance and an ability to
recruit followers.

Healing draws on a different kind of expertise, that of the prophet; and here the dif-
ference between “Christian” and “new” becomes more manifest. Later strains of Zionism
restored ancestors to their healing role, commonly in some form of partnership with
the Holy Spirit, and prophets in their healing work derived their insights into the na-
ture of illness and remedy from these twin sources. With this goes a marked tendency
for prophetic healing to become the dominant or sole concern of these

“newer” churches, to the virtual exclusion of Biblecentered preaching. Prophet leader-
ship then becomes the norm, with corresponding female ascendancy. The more conser-
vative “Christian” Zionists recognize both male and female prophets, but male prophets
are given a better hearing and all prophets are subordinate to the male preaching hi-
erarchy. Healing power and prophetic insight are derived from the Holy Spirit alone
and healing power is not divorced from preaching. Preachers are charged with drawing
on the Bible to stir up the enthusiasm of the congregation and arouse the Holy Spirit
among them, in such a way as to build up a wave of spiritual power that can be used
by the prophet to heal the sick. A major concern is to alleviate the damage done to
individuals by sorcery and to equip them with symbolic protective devices suffused
with the power of communal prayer.

Zionists eschew the pharmacopoeia of traditional African healing specialists, who
rely on potions and powders made from plant and animal ingredients, while equally
rejecting the medicines available at modern pharmacies and other commercial outlets.
Christian Zionists in particular rely almost exclusively on the healing properties of wa-
ter, often fortified with the impress of a communal blessing. Water is ritually employed
to regenerate, to renew and to purify in the motions both of external washing and of in-
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ternal purging. The first major washing that a Zionist undergoes is that of baptism by
triune immersion, ideally in ocean breakers or in a strong river current, performed by
a minister or evangelist in the name of the Christian trinity. On numerous subsequent
occasions during their lifetime, Zionists submit to repeated dunking by a prophet, in-
voking the Holy Spirit, for purposes of purification and renewal. The point about these
exercises is that the water should be in motion, turbulent or surging, and charged with
natural energy; an indication that the Spirit is active in these events. Less orthodox
Zionists may credit ancestors with secondary influence on such occasions. All Zionists
have recourse to water as an emetic and as a purgative to expel evil from a body in
distress, for sorcery is manifest in its corporeal effects. Saltwater, to which a blessing
is imparted, is used for this purpose, often with the addition of ashes. Zionist healers
who lapse into the usage of traditional medicines are quietly cut off from Christian
fellowship. The other natural agent in Zionist healing is wood. The staff that each
Zionist carries is cut from trees growing close to water and is a conductor of personal
spiritual vitality and healing power. The staff is explicitly referred to as a “weapon,”
to be used in the unremitting battle with sorcery.

The Zionist AICs are churches of the poor and uneducated, seeking to meet the
needs of the hard-pressed, for whom the primary appeal is the healing service. The
attraction is greater for women, who outnumber men among members by at least two
to one. They gain not only from healing attention and communal support, but also
from marriage to a disciplined frugal breadwinner or, failing that, the possibility of
converting a spouse into a reliable Zionist provider. Zionism, therefore, values and
promotes the stability of the family unit in an urban environment not conducive to it,
and it rewards good family men with status and office. The insistence on monogamous
marriage and on premarital sexual abstinence, however much some individuals may
succeed in slipping its constraints, means that Zionists are particularly well placed to
survive the worst of the rampant AIDS epidemic. In general, Zionists do not confront
AIDS as such. In common with many other Africans, they are prone to consider any
such insidious wasting disease to be the outcome of sorcery, a malady that is mystically
transmitted by malicious others, and to be treated on those terms. Should a church
member contract the disease, he or she is assured of the compassionate support of a
small caring community and will not be abandoned. Where Zionists really hold the ad-
vantage over AIDS is in their preventative measures, derived from their overall morally
driven restrictive pattern of living. Their closed disciplined communities, within which
faithfulness to a single marriage partner is enjoined and premarital sexual activity is
proscribed, are consciously maintained to exclude spiritual contamination, but have
the unintended consequence of erecting a cordon sanitaire against sexually transmit-
ted diseases. While some of the youth may rebel against the restrictions and take their
chances outside the fold, the majority who remain within are morally armed against
the epidemic.

Economically, morally and therapeutically, for men and women alike, Zionist
churches provide havens of safety and order in the perceived chaos of urban society.
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Set apart by their chosen lifestyle, Zionists are separated from normal patterns of
association and, accordingly, behave as isolates in the workplace and other public
spaces. Part of their refusal to participate fully in relations with outsiders, with whom
they have little in common, is their consistent avoidance of any political activity. This
apolitical stance did not endear them to the activists of the liberation struggle and
it left them doubly exposed to the bitter street fighting between rival contenders for
power in the preelection period. Paradoxically, it ultimately earned them a kind of
political respectability, as party leaders went in search of votes among this very large
constituency.
James P. Kiernan
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African Religions and Nature
Conservation

Religions originating in Africa traditionally held an integrated cosmogony between
the gods and nature. Indeed, although most African Traditional Religion(s) contain
various aetiologies (the investigation in philosophical terms of causes and origins), the
notion of a disjunction between the spiritual life and nature is entirely antithetical to
African thought. While wariness of generalizations and parodying is important, it is
nevertheless the case that it was with the advent of colonialism, and the concurrent
importation of religions from outside the continent, that a breach between religion and
nature first crept, then sped, and finally hurtled, into Africa. Traditionally, Africans,
especially outside of the cities, were conscious of their natural environment. Nature
conservation thus found its “natural” home in the beliefs and practices of African
Religions.

Many African Traditional Religions (ATRs) contain myths about the creation of
the world, and in most there is a belief in a creator God/god or gods. Such stories
serve to explain why societies are the way they are; why the world around looks and
functions the way it does; and often give an acknowledgement of the presence of good
and evil. Almost without exception nature provides the centerpiece for such stories.
Traditionally, the gods are all around: present in the nature of which people are a part.
Therefore to respect the spiritual is to respect nature. The converse is equally true.
The rape of the land is traditionally seen as a violation of the spirit world, and only
to be undertaken at peril.

The inseparable link between religion and nature pervades traditional African reli-
gious life, and is therefore important in conservation. Where there are rivers we often
find a god described in terms of water. Spiritual beliefs and practices thereby reflect
the close link with water. Rain is vital and valued in all African societies, and occa-
sionally the gods share the same name as, or cognate derivatives of, water itself. Thus
the Didinga name for God is Tamukujen, and for rain tamu. Likewise, the Idowu use
Owo, and the Maasai En-kai, for both God and rain. Sometimes rain is personified
as a divinity or deity, for example, among the Elgeyo, Igbo, Suk, and Tonga peoples.
Sometimes, as in the Akamba and the Tiv peoples, rain is seen as God’s saliva. All over
Africa God is seen as rain giver, and everywhere there are thus rain makers. Bodies
of water such as rivers, lakes, streams, and waterfalls are often associated with major
deities or spirits and are thus held in great respect and revered. A good example of
this is the famous Mami Water (Mother of Water) of West Africa.
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For some peoples, such as the Lugbara and Langi, rocks are a manifestation of God.
The Luvedu claim that God left his footprints on certain rocks that are still soft and
visible. For the Akamba the first people came out of a rock that can still be seen
today. Where the sky is readily visible, the gods may be described by celestial objects.
The same is true of mountains, forests, plains, and rocks: examples of this may be
seen among the Banyarwanda, Bari, Bavenda, Ingassana, Madi, and Sonjo. Sometimes
God is described in terms of pastoralists, other times of cultivators. For example, for
the Batammaliba of Togo and Benin, Kuiye is the God who lives in the mountains
and savannah: a religious reflection of the immediate surrounding environment. Thus
for the Ngombe peoples the dense rainforest is associated with God, and his name
means “the everlasting One of the forest” or “the One who clears the forest” or “the
One who began the forest.” Words associated with the gods thus reflect this link with
nature. The creator God is variously described as “He of the big rainbow” (Chiuta);
“Of the Water” (Chisumphi); “Of the Sky” (Mulungu). For the Galla of Ethiopia the
sun is God’s eye; whilst for the Balese the sun is God’s right eye and the moon his left.
Amongst the Ila of Zambia the sun signifies God’s eternity; and for the Fon of Ghana
the moon has special significance in their rituals — and babies are brought out to be
bathed in its light.

Thunder is likewise something spiritual: usually it is heard as God’s voice. For some,
such as the Zulu and Gikuyu, it is the movement of God. For the Yoruba and Tiv it
is an expression of God’s anger. Among the Banunu, Bateke, Batende, and Basengoli
of the Congo thunder is traditionally seen as a fight between the sky giants. Amongst
the Akan of Ghana, thunderbolts are God’s axes; but in many other ATRs the storms
are governed by deities of the sky rather than the so-called high-God. Lightning is
similarly spectacular in much of Africa. For the Gikuyu it is God’s weapon for clearing
the way when moving from one sacred place to another. For many African peoples,
lightning is a form of punishment.

Thus sacred sites, whether of water, rocks, trees, or mountains, exist in many African
societies. This provides a natural cradle for conservation. Nature is both respected and
revered. But this is not to say that Africans traditionally view the relationship between
life and nature as perfect: far from it. Almost all understand the world around them
to be disordered in some way. Nature is by no means perfect. Signs of slippage and
decay are all around. One of the most common myths, with slight regional variations,
describes the separation of Earth and sky. In the beginning, the sky and the Earth
were close together, and people went back and forth to the sky by means of a rope
ladder. When people died, the creator God brought them back to life again. In those
times a woman needed to pound only one kernel of corn in her mortar to feed everyone.
But once, a newly married woman, in a moment of impulsive greed, put more than
a single kernel of corn into her mortar so that she could make more than the normal
quantity of flour. Because of the extra corn in the mortar she had to lift her pestle
higher to pound the extra corn. As she raised her pestle higher she hit God in the sky.
God became angry and said, “Before you were always satisfied with a little food, but
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from now on you will always know hunger, even if you cultivate a great deal.” Then a
sparrow flew by and cut the rope, and later a man died. People grieved because they
had never before known a person to die, so they threw ashes on themselves as a sign
of mourning.

There are many other similar myths that describe a state of disorder in the natural
world. In all cases, however, it is important to remember that humans are seen as a part
of nature, and also, therefore, as part of the disorder. ATRs do not place humans on
a particular pedestal. Rather, spiritual well-being depends on a harmonic relationship
with the gods and with the environment. Life is a unity, a web of relationships extending
outwards with all that is around: humans, flora, fauna, and gods. Indeed, even to
separate those terms, as if distinct categories, is to miss the point that in African
religious life everything is interconnected. As such, if one part suffers, all do. South
Africa’s independence movement leader, Archbishop Desmond Tutu, had a famous
aphorism that African epistemology may be summarized as “I think, therefore we are”
and is not to be limited to Homo sapiens, but applies to the entirety of nature.

Neither, therefore, are such beliefs in the origin of life and the place of the gods to be
confined to the past. Indeed, their importance lies in their presence in everyday life. The
stories live on, in part because they provide explanations for the current relationship
between African religions and nature. In all these cases the essential element is the
requirement to remain in harmony with nature and the spirits. There is no place
here for a naive liberal hermeneutic, however. Africans kill animals as much in their
everyday life for food as they do in their traditional rituals. But in traditional thought
such actions were always characterized by mutual respect between human being and
environment, by a deep sense of one’s own fragility, and by thanksgiving. Not only do
Africans traditionally live in the present, but there is also an awareness that today’s
hunter may become tomorrow’s prey. In the cycle of life nothing can be taken for
granted, and every day is a day more than might be expected.

Many taboos exist in order to preserve this delicate balance between humans and
nature: a balance believed to be in the hands of the gods and departed spirits who,
therefore, need to be placated. In the Bandundu region of the Congo the spirits require
a day of rest every fourth day, known as Mpika. No hunting is allowed on Mpika
for it gives the forest a rest, allows animals a chance to hide, and acknowledges the
dependence of all human beings on the gods for material well-being. A similar notion
can be found in many African societies. Another example can be seen among Ghanaian
fisherman who must also rest every fourth day to allow the sea a chance to rest alike.
To break such a taboo would be to incur the wrath of the sea-god. In this we also find
an example of the deep respect for the hunter’s prey. Nothing is taken for granted in
the link with nature. To catch and kill, just as to cultivate, traditionally requires skill,
cunning, and the blessing of the gods.

Taboos that have been generated by folkloric myths about animals have also in the
past helped to preserve them. For example, there have been long-held taboos against
the killing of bonobos. The Mondangu people of Wamba in the Democratic Republic
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of the Congo have a story that humans and bonobos once lived alongside each other in
the forest, with both species going about their daily lives naked. Cloth was introduced
into the village one day, but no bonobo was present. Consequently, the cloth was
divided among those there. When the bonobo returned he asked for a piece of the
cloth but there was none left. The bonobo sped off into the forest shouting that he
hadn’t wanted to live in the village anyway, nor wear the cloth. But such stories of the
“brotherly” heritage humans and bonobos share have been discounted as antiquated by
many people, and the hunting of bonobos in this area has increased drastically over
the last twenty years.

This breaking-down of taboos can be seen throughout Africa. Whilst there are com-
plex reasons for taboo alteration, at least part of the reason for it can be attributed to
the increasing loss of control Africans have over their environment. With the crippling
dependency of African nations on other countries, natural conservation practices were
at first marginalized, and then frequently discarded. The economic and population
pressures facing most African countries severely limit the choice over which animal to
hunt, or not to hunt. Without natural resources to turn to, there is little room for
taboos to restrict killing, let alone for nature conservation.

Nowhere is the breaking of the link between religion and nature in traditional
African life seen more than in the sense of place. Prior to the arrival of colonialists
Africans saw themselves more as lodgers in the land than possessors. The notion of
owning land was felt to run counter to the delicate balance between humans and the
environ- ment which pervades ATRs. How, after all, can one “own” nature? In this
traditionally held cosmogony, nature is seen as humanity’s neighbor, and the spirit
world as its custodian who must be placated. But the God of Christianity and Islam
who was brought to Africa by outsiders was theologically a God who was distinct
from nature. Notwithstanding the desire of some African theologians to demonstrate
monotheism retrospectively, the God brought by missionaries was, in some important
respects, the opposite of the deities of ATRs: and it does traditional African beliefs
an ill-service to pretend otherwise. For, although it is true that the creator God of
many ATRs is distant and remote, less accessible than the spirits and intermediaries,
nevertheless this God is still connected with the natural world — be it the sky, the
fields, the forest, or the water. The God of Christianity and Islam imported to Africa
was, crucially, ontologically different from the created order. The latent dualism of the
Fall-redemption model inherent in both Western Christianity and Islam was alien to
Africa. In ATRs the creator God is connected with, and a part of, the natural order.
It is highly significant that the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo is absent from ATRs. In
this sense God unconnected from the natural world is inconceivable. The implications
for nature conservation in Africa have been marked. In much Christian theology, hu-
mans are seen as the custodian of the animal kingdom, which is a far cry from the
“within nature” perspective of ATRs. Animals are no longer to be admired or, when
hunted, revered and thanked, but clinically killed, processed and sold in a never-ending
conveyor belt of consumerism.
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Alongside the arrival of the imported religions came the now-relentless assault of
modernity. In addition, the Christianity brought to the continent by missionaries came
hand in glove with Western medicine and Western progress. Rather than a holistic view
of human nature came an allopathic approach. The traditional African belief of an inex-
tricable link between religion and nature now teeters on the verge of collapse. African
Traditional Religions, once the bedrock of nature conservation, hewn out from the
surrounds over hundreds of years, are undergoing dynamic, and occasionally terminal,
change.

There is a bitter irony in that “nature conservation” is much promoted in the West
when the main culprit of the depletion of the rainforests is unequivocally Western
logging and mining companies. These mainly French, British and German companies,
having exhausted the more accessible forests of Africa, now turn upon the remote
regions of Central Africa to pillage the timber, making great gashes through the virgin
forests, opening them up to wide-scale hunting. Consequently the bushmeat trade is
booming. For example, by 1986, 80 percent of the rainforests of the Ivory Coast had
been decimated by logging. African traditional beliefs and practices are no match for
multinational companies in terms of power and influence.

In face of the onslaught, there seems little choice but to jump on the bandwagon
and embrace commercialization. The lure of the lifestyle of the West, and its portrayal
on television, has also taken its toll on religious beliefs and practices, which in turn
has had consequences for attitudes to nature. There is such an imbalance in material
wealth between the West and Africa that many Africans have been lured into assimi-
lating Western values for their own. Traditional religious values replaced with Western
values include new belief systems and ways of dealing with nature. In countries from
the Democratic Republic of the Congo to Liberia, hunting parties en masse are ran-
sacking the forests of their animals, with no animal safe from the droves into trade or
medicine. This has led to the phenomenon of so-called “silent forests,” where trees may
be increasingly protected from the chainsaw but the forests are emptied of their fauna.
Although Westernization can be partly attributable as a cause, the growing numbers
of people are having an impact on wildlife, as is the opening of roads for logging and
the huge monetary rewards people have found in the medicinal trade. The results for

nature conservation on the continent are potentially catastrophic.
Faith Warner Richard Hoskins
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Afrikaner Theology

In 1652, Dutch, German, and French colonists began arriving at the Cape of Good
Hope to find a new place for themselves under the African sun. In the words of
Afrikaans lyricist Johannes Kerkorrel: they came to ask for food and water and stayed
for so much more. These groups of colonists later blended into the Afrikaner people,
with its own history, language (Afrikaans), internal tensions, cultures and subcultures.
The history of the Afrikaner people is filled with ambiguities. It is inseparable from
the legacy of colonialism and slavery. As elsewhere in the world, European colonists
subjugated the indigenous peoples with military and economic power. They conquered
the land with determination, sweat, tears, blood and a Calvinist sense of calling. And
then they fell in love with the land. Traditionally, Afrikaner people have a deep sense
of rootedness in the land. Many Afrikaners are able to trace their ancestors back for up
to twelve generations. Afrikaans poets such as Leipoldt and Boerneef express a deep
love for the land in beautiful and humorous nature poetry.

After 1806, the colonial conquests of the Afrikaner people were overshadowed by
those of the British. This led to a quest for political independence and further colonial
conquests. The evils of British imperialism blinded most Afrikaner people to the evils
of their own colonial conquests. The “Great Trek” of 1832, the formation of two Boer
republics, the discovery of diamonds and gold and the Anglo-Boer war (1899-1902)
followed. Together with the rise of Afrikaner nationalism, the apartheid era (1948-1994)
represents a brief but tragic episode when Afrikaners managed to exercise political
power yet again. The notion of “Afrikaners” is a highly contested one.

It is not necessarily the preferred self-description of all Afrikaans-speaking people of
European descent. This category would also have to include many Afrikaansspeaking
“colored” people who trace their complex biological and historical roots to the indige-
nous Khoi and San, Malay slaves, European colonists and Nguni tribes. The term
“Afrikaner” is often used in a narrower sense to refer to those who maintain Afrikaner
nationalist sentiments, or even more narrowly, to those who strive for political indepen-
dence. It will be used here, somewhat imprecisely, in a broader sense (i.e., to refer to all
people who were classified as “white” under apartheid rule and whose home language
is Afrikaans).

Most Afrikaners belong to, or used to belong to, reformed churches of Dutch origin.
The notion of “Afrikaner theology” is more complex though. In an important article on
“The Roots and Fruits of Afrikaner Civil Religion,” David Bosch identified three domi-
nant influences on the religious beliefs of Afrikaners. This includes the staunch Dutch
Calvinism of Abraham Kuyper (who asserted that every inch of society must come
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under God’s reign), the deep pietism of Scottish and Dutch evangelicalism, and neo-
Fichtean romantic nationalism. These streams were blended into what Bosch labeled
“Afrikaner civil religion.”

Afrikaner theology should not be equated with apartheid theology that emerged in
the 1930s in an attempt to legitimize the emerging socio-political dispensation at that
time. The latter should be understood as one somewhat esoteric manifestation of the
former. Apartheid theology was based on the notion of the divine orders of creation in
the neo-Calvinist cosmology of Dooyeweerd and Stoker. It assumed that each order of
creation was sovereign within its own context. The existence of different racial groups
was treated as one of these orders of creation. The different races were ordained by
God to be

“apart” from one another from the very beginning. They are not only distinct from
one another; they should also be kept apart, hence the socio-political dispensation of
apartheid /apartness.

Afrikaner theology, especially in its more recent forms, should be understood as
a broad spectrum of reformed and often deeply evangelical theologies that emerged
from these historical roots. In religion and in politics, Afrikaners have seldom been a
homogeneous people.

What, then, is the relationship between Afrikaner theology and nature? A few com-
ments will illustrate the moral ambiguities in this regard.

In many ways, the history of the Afrikaner people forms a trajectory in the interpre-
tation of Genesis 1:28. The command to “subdue” and to “rule” over the Earth provided
them with a strong sense of calling. Afrikaners became fruitful and multiplied and they
literally subdued the land, its indigenous peoples, the slaves, and the oftenharsh agri-
cultural conditions. They built dams to “tame” the rivers and to provide water for
agriculture and new towns in a water-scarce country. They hunted the wildlife, some
to the point of extinction. They felled indigenous trees (especially yellowwood and
stinkwood) to provide timber for building material and furniture. They built roads
and railways to gain access to remote areas. They planted crops in areas that were not
suitable for agriculture. They occupied the land and marginalized the land claims of
other peoples and of other living species. The way in which they ruled the land was
not always compatible with their love for the land.

The disastrous environmental legacy of the apartheid period has been well docu-
mented. The creation of squalid urban townships has led to air and water pollution,
a lack of sanitation and waste removal, contagious diseases and localized overpopula-
tion. These conditions still affect the living conditions and health of millions of South
Africans. Forced removals under apartheid led to a very high population density in
former “homelands” or Bantustans. This created a vicious circle of poverty and mal-
nutrition, overgrazing, deforestation, soil erosion, the disruption of river systems and
further poverty. In addition, indigenous peoples were marginalized on land that was
earmarked for nature conservation, game parks and eco-tourism (for the wealthy). The

154



ideology and theology of apartheid allowed these conditions to deteriorate unabatedly
for decades.

The command to rule over the Earth in Genesis 1:28 is indeed ambiguous. For many
Afrikaners it has the more positive connotations of stewardship, of being the land’s
caretakers, of “tending the garden,” of earthkeeping (Gen. 2:15). This has fostered an
environmental ethos among Afrikaners where emphasis is placed on using resources
wisely and frugally. Accordingly, the environmental “track record” of Afrikaner people,
on the land that they have occupied, is quite satisfactory. This applies to the pru-
dent use of farmland, numerous exemplary nature conservation projects and to urban
landscaping. Indeed, Afrikaner people are rooted in the land and many are deeply
committed to the land that they inhabit.

Traditionally, the self-understanding of Afrikaner people was expressed in the stereo-
type of a rugged but honest farmer who lives close to nature in a harsh environment.
This sense of being close to “nature out there” has been retained in an urbanized con-
text. Many Afrikaners families and the youth (who can afford it) spend their holidays
and weekends closer to nature (e.g., at pristine beaches, on mountain and hiking trails,
touring the countryside, on game safaris, on hunting and fishing expeditions, or on
outstretched farms). The irony is that the environmental consequences of this quest
to experience nature “out there” are seldom recognized. The longing for tranquility is
also undermined by the quest for ever-greater adventure and excitement. As a result,
this longing for nature does not manage to counter an increasingly consumerist culture
but actually reinforces it.

The quest for experience and adventure has a religious parallel. Since 1994, many
Afrikaner Christians have opted for an apolitical form of Christianity. Many, including
those who remain within reformed churches, are lured toward more experiential forms
of religious expression that are more and more influenced by Pentecostal spiritualities.
This does not offer much hope to counter the greedy and vulgar forms of consumerism
than seem to possess many Afrikaners and that can only alienate people from nature.

Ernst M. Conradie
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Ahimsa

Ahimsa, a Sanskrit word meaning “non-injury” and often known in the English
language as “non-violence,” is a significant concept in several of the religions originating
in South Asia. Ahimsa implies both not causing injuries to other living beings and not
adopting an aggressive attitude. The early protagonists of ahimsa in ancient India, who
probably lived in Bihar and the eastern part of Uttar Pradesh, directed their critique
toward animal sacrifice.

The principle of non-injury, therefore, became generally recognized not so much as
a critique of war but as an opposition to the institutionalized killing of animals. Hence
in South Asia, ahimsa has especially been understood to regulate the relationship
between humans and the living beings of nature and the discussions of ahimsa in the
religious texts often concern the human—nature relationship.

In South Asian religions the borders between humans and other species are not
absolute. Humans are reborn as animals and plants, animals and plants are reborn as
humans. Other living beings are therefore in a fundamental way similar to humans. The
religious foundation of ahimsa is the idea that the same life or consciousness principle
(atman, purusha, jiva) is present in all living beings, that this life principle does not die
when the body dies but is reborn in a new body, and that the new body in principle
can belong to any species. Killing living beings, or causing others to kill them, stains
the individual with moral impurities and will be punished after death. What kind of
rebirth an individual gets, that is, if she is reborn as a human, an animal, as a plant,
in hell, etc., is determined by karma, that is, the sum total of her acts, and by the
rituals performed on her behalf.

Two classical traditions of ahimsa are found in South Asia; one considers ahimsa as
an absolute value, the other considers ahimsa as the foremost duty (ahimsa paramod
harma) but accepts justified violence. The first tradition is tied up with renunciation,
asceticism and monasticism and is an ideal for monks and nuns in Jainism, Buddhism
and Hinduism. The second has dominated Hinduism (with the exception of its renun-
ciant traditions).

Ahimsa is the religious motivation for vegetarianism, a custom more popular in India
than in any other part of the world. Ahimsa problematized the human relationship
to nature as food. Eating, a fundamental necessity in order to stay alive, is mainly
based on killing other living beings (animals or plants) or having them killed for us
by someone else. Most Jains, therefore, are vegetarians. Most Buddhists of the world
are not vegetarians since Buddhism identifies karma strictly with intention (cetana).
Hence eating meat not intentionally killed for oneself is not a moral fault, according to
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Buddhism. Western converts to Buddhism, however, are often vegetarians. Less than
half of the Hindus are vegetarians, and although some Hindus would be disgusted by
even the thought of eating meat, many consider eating meat a minor offence.

Because it is impossible to live without killing other living beings, the ultimate
act of ahimsa is to avoid being reborn, that is, to attain moksha, ultimate salvation.
Ahimsa is therefore not attainable in this world but is an ideal and a distant goal
toward which one can progress. A sign that a person has progressed far in perfection
of ahimsa is, according to the Yoga tradition, that his presence generates an absence
of enmity ( Yogasutra 2.35).

In the classical texts, examples of a lack of enmity in animals are used to illustrate
the power of ahimsa of such a person. Wild animals become peaceful in the presence
of such a yogin and the enmity between animals such as cat and mouse ceases.

Mahatma Gandhi believed in the dogma of Yoga that perfection in ahimsa begets
a suspension of enmity in one’s surroundings. He expanded the meaning of ahimsa by
having it include not only non-injury toward all living beings, but also service, love
and humility. He also reformed ahimsa by transforming it into a political method of
nonviolent resistance. Gandhi further interpreted ahimsa as the complete, and in fact
as the only method, to realize God. Ahimsa for Gandhi meant a humble acceptance of
the right of all life forms to flourish. He wrote: “So long as man does not of his own free
will put himself last among his fellow creatures, there is no salvation for him. Ahimsa
is the farthest limit of humility” (1957: 505).

A reinterpretation of the Gandhian tradition of ahimsa is at the foundation of the
Deep Ecology tradition of contemporary environmentalism. Here ahimsa means an
acceptance of the right of all living beings to flourish, and a willingness to defend with
nonviolent means parts of nature such as rivers, waterfalls, forests and wilderness areas
which by themselves are defenseless against human violence.

Knut A. Jacobsen
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Albert the Great (ca. 1206—1280)

Best known as one of the first medieval philosophertheologians to clarify Christian
teachings through the appropriation of Aristotelian philosophy, and as the teacher of
Thomas Aquinas, Albert the Great (Albertus Magnus) was also a pioneering natural
scientist. During the Middle Ages he gained a reputation on a par with Aristotle’s in
physics, astronomy, chemistry, mineralogy, geography, human and animal physiology,
zoology, and botany.

Albert was born near the river Danube, in Swabia (now Germany). While a student
in Padua, he joined the Dominicans. His order assigned him numerous tasks that
required travel, especially between Cologne, Paris, and Rome. As a mendicant priest,
“Father Albert” traveled by foot and relied on the hospitality of farmers and villagers.
Through observation and local inquiry he thoroughly familiarized himself with the
flora and fauna of Western Europe, including its mountain ranges. (Once he arranged
to have himself lowered over a cliff’s edge to check whether eagles indeed lay only one
egg per season, as was the common belief.) His illustrated descriptions, classifications,
and explanations (still largely untranslated from the Latin), form the first encyclopedic
overview of European natural history.

Albert’s scientific work led contemporaries to object that he spent his time on
matters irrelevant to salvation — or worse, on sorcery. However, Albert insisted that
reason will not contradict revelation. Familiar with the parallel view of contemporary
Muslim scholars, he had come to see the rational exploration of experiential data as
an important avenue to knowing and serving the Creator.

Louke van Wensveen
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Alchemy

Alchemy in the West is chiefly understood as a European search, possibly from
the first century developing initially in Hellenistic Egypt, for the philosopher’s stone
(lapis philosophorum) or elixir of immortality. As the endeavor to transform chemicals
and particularly base metals into gold, medieval alchemy became the springboard for
modern chemistry. Alchemy itself underlies much religious development in general and
is especially to be found in Daoism, Hinduism, Buddhism and Hermetic Christianity.
Comprising both the more mundane effort to develop precious substances and the more
esoteric concern of spiritual transformation, alchemy flourished in Greece during the
second and third centuries and in the Arab world of the seventh and eighth centuries. It
reentered Europe with the Moors of Spain in the tenth century where it was combined
with various kabbalistic understandings.

Its peak occurred during the Renaissance in the works of Theophrastus Paracel-
sus (1493-1541), Giordano Bruno (1548-1600), John Dee (1527-1608), Jacob Boehme
(1575-1624) and Robert Fludd (1574-1637). As a spiritual pursuit, alchemy became
superseded by the development of chemistry as a physical science. It suffered not only
through ecclesiastical opposition — even persecution — but also with the growth of ra-
tionalism as well as the replacement of its theory of the four elements (water, Earth,
fire and air) as the building blocks of all tangible reality.

European alchemy traces its origins to Hermes Trismegistus, the legendary magi-
cian and astrologer. A product of the Platonic/Neoplatonic tradition, the hermetic
arts adhered to the understanding of correspondence: as above, so below. Alchemy’s
“Great Work,” accordingly, seeks to reconcile opposites and augment the divine har-
mony between heaven and Earth. As part of this pursuit, the alchemist attempts not
only to transform something from lesser to greater value but also to find the panacea
for disease and the ability to prolong life indefinitely. Consequently, in its heyday, the
art of alchemy was both a medieval chemical science and a speculative philosophy. It
consisted of three parts — each paralleling the supposed fundamental principles of all
existence, namely, sal, sulphur and mercury. Sal, or what Fulcanelli termed “spagyrik,”
Paracelsus’ spao (“I separate”) plus ageiro (“I combine”), concerns the preparation of
remedies. Mercury refers to the alchemist’s spiritual development and his or her con-
sequent ability to manipulate the physical realm. For Jung, this is the area that corre-
sponds to depth psychology. Sulphur is correlated to the third phase of alchemy that
seeks, through the Philosopher’s Stone, to rectify nature’s part in the Fall as Christ
was able to redeem humanity. When all metals are changed into gold, the construction
of the golden Jerusalem will be possible.
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Despite its decline, the medieval understanding of alchemy has been transformed by
Carl Jung (1875-1961) into a spiritual understanding that has come to permeate much
of today’s magical and New Age practice. Recognizing alchemy as a projective system
in which psychic configurations of the unconscious become understandable once mir-
rored in outer reality, Jung stressed the study of alchemy and astrology as vehicles for
discovering archetypal components of the human psyche. Jung referred to individua-
tion as the result of psychological insight and spiritual development that arise through
understanding the magical qualities of matter and celestial bodies as unconscious psy-
chical projections. In traditional alchemical drawings of Alchymya, the personification
of alchemy, the figure is depicted holding the “Hermetic Vessel” that allegedly contains
the key or “philosopher’s stone” to all mysteries. It is within this vessel that the “Great
Work” is undertaken. For Jung, distinguishing between the prima material (primal
substance) and the massa confusa (unconscious), the allegorical attempt to liberate
gold represents the differentiation of the primal Self into consciousness. In other words,
it is symbolic of bringing the Self to full realization and completion. Following the al-
chemical trajectory and rationalization, Jung felt that the perfected transmutation of
the soul is achieved by the total union of opposites — a coming together that engenders
the soul’s own metamorphosis. The emerald vessel and tablet belonging to Hermes
Trismegistus have come to be identified with the Holy Grail which, in turn, has tended
to fuse Arthurian legend with the art of alchemy. Apart from the modern esoteric and
psychological interpretations of alchemy by Jung and others, it is important to recog-
nize the fundamental contrast between alchemy and science. The former is religious to
the extent that it proceeds from certain assumptions about nature. Modern sciences
work instead, at least theoretically, with no intrinsic assumptions about nature but
rather from verified laws and hypotheses based on these laws. But for alchemy, the
“law of correspondence” upon which it traditionally operates presupposes an analogy
between the macrocosm and microcosm, between the cosmos and the human being.
From this, it follows that coordination exists between the planets, plants, metals and
various regions within the human body. According to Paracelsus, certain gifted peo-
ple who are in the “light of nature” are capable of discerning the signatures or signs
that signify the synchronization between the different cosmic levels. The underlying
assumption of alchemy is that the whole of nature is alive — including the metals which
are believed to be growing within the womb of Mother Earth. For Basilius Valentinus,
metals themselves desire to become gold and their transmutation by the alchemist
through the Philosopher’s Stone is simply an acceleration of natural healing processes.

Alchemy has made a further comeback beyond Jung’s work with psychological
archetypes. In its contemporary form there is a return to the correlation between
physical processes of transformation and psychological /spiritual states of mind, but
this is currently understood more in psychonautic terms, that is, the exploration of
consciousness through ingestion, even combinations, of entheogens, hallucinogens or
psychedelics. The basic assumption upon which the psychotropic community proceeds
is the interconnectedness of all life and the universe. James Lovelock’s Gaia Hypoth-

161



esis that considers the world to be a single living organism is one articulation of this
assumption. Exploring the depths and the inner recesses of the mind is believed to
be the corollary of cosmological reflection and philosophy — one that is supported and
even encouraged by the “gifts” of nature. If contemporary alchemists no longer hold the
world to be in a fallen state requiring redemption or transmutation, they nevertheless
consider nature to be alive and intrinsically sacrosanct.

Michael York
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Allen, Paula Gunn (1939-)

Paula Gunn Allen is a writer and literary critic. With a Laguna Pueblo/Sioux/
Scotch mother and a LebaneseAmerican father, Allen focuses much of her writing and
analyses on issues of identity. She is particularly engaged with the theme of recovering
American Indian spiritual identity and values of harmony, peace, and cooperation.

The cosmology of the Laguna Pueblo is womancentered and Earth-affirming. The
Great Goddess, sometimes called Grandmother Spider or Thought Woman, is the
creator of all things — material and immaterial. The female-centered traditions of her
mother’s cultural group, as well as the goddess-centered strands of Lebanese and Celtic
Scots that make up the rest of her heritage, permeate Allen’s writing. In her novel, The
Woman Who Owned the Shadows (1983), the “half-breed” protagonist finds a spiritual
identity or home in the god-women traditions. Allen’s other writings continue this
theme of the recovery of spiritual identity and renewed harmony.

In Spider Woman’s Granddaughters (1989), Allen recovers women-centered tradi-
tions by collecting the stories of various native women. Their stories, like her own,
articulate the threats of colonizing patriarchal European culture, as well as the persis-
tent hope for healing and enduring power of tribal understandings of reciprocity and
right relationship — human, ecological, and spiritual.

Storytelling for Allen serves as a ritual map, or guide, in the recovery of native
spiritual traditions. The spiritual recovery entails a renewed harmony with one’s body
and with the rest of nature. In her brief essay “The Woman I Love is a Planet; the
Planet I Love is a Tree” reprinted in Off the Reservation (1998), Allen describes spiritual
harmony as honoring the gifts of the Earth and cherishing of bodies. She explains that
the body “is not the dwelling place of the spirit — it is the spirit . . . it is life itself”
(1998: 122).

Molly Jensen

Further Reading

Allen, Paula Gunn. Off the Reservation: Reflections on Boundary-Busting, Border-
Crossing Loose Canons. Boston: Beacon Press, 1998.

Allen, Paula Gunn. Life is a Fatal Disease: Collected Poems 1962-1995. Albu-
querque, NM: West End Press, 1997. Allen, Paula Gunn. Song of the Turtle: American
Indian

163



Literature, 197/-199/. New York: Ballantine, 1996. Allen, Paula Gunn. Voice of the
Turtle: American Indian

Literature, 1900-1970. New York: Ballantine Books, 1994.

Allen, Paula Gunn. Grandmothers of the Light: A Medicine Woman’s Sourcebook.
Boston: Beacon Press, 1991.

Allen, Paula Gunn. Spider Woman’s Granddaughters: Traditional Tales and Con-
temporary Writing by Native American Women. New York: Fawcett Columbine, 1989.

Allen, Paula Gunn. Skins and Bones: Poems 1979-1988.

Albuquerque, NM: West End Press, 1988.

Allen, Paula Gunn. The Woman Who Owned the Shadows.

San Francisco: Spinsters/Aunt Lute, 1983.

Allen, Paula Gunn. The Sacred Hoop: Recovering the Feminine in American Indian
Traditions. Boston: Beacon Press, 1986.

Allen, Paula Gunn. Shadow Country. Los Angeles: American Indian Studies Center,
University of California, 1982.

Allen, Paula Gunn. Coyote’s Daylight Trip. Albuquerque, NM: La Confluencia,
1978.

Allen, Paula Gunn. The Blind Lion: Poems. Berkeley, CA: Thorp Springs Press,
1974.

Allen, Paula Gunn and Carolyn Dunn Anderson, eds. Hozho Walking in Beauty:
Native American Stories of Inspiration, Humor and Life. New York: Contemporary
Books, 2001.

164



Alliance of Religion and
Conservation (ARC)

One day in 1953 two men stood on the summit of Mt. Everest, Sir Edmund Hillary,
a Western scientist, and Sherpa Tenzing, a Himalayan Buddhist. Separated as they
were by culture and beliefs, they had together scaled the highest mountain in the
world and had, for the first time in history, reached its summit. What they did speaks
volumes for the real differences between them and their cultures. Edmund Hillary stuck
a Union Jack, the flag of Great Britain, in the snow and claimed to have “conquered”
Mt. Everest. Sherpa Tenzing sank to his knees and asked forgiveness of the gods of the
mountain for having disturbed them.

This story told by Martin Palmer catches much of the spirit and rationale of The
Alliance of Religion and Conservation (ARC), which in 1995 succeeded the WWF
(World Wide Fund for Nature) Network on Conservation and Religion, and extended
the emphasis of the Network to support and develop practical projects.

The Network, launched in 1986 in Assisi, started out with representatives from five
major religious traditions (Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Judaism).
By 1995, when ARC took over from the Network, groups from four more religious tra-
ditions (Baha'i, Sikh, Jainism, and Daoism) had joined. By 2001 the members of ARC
numbered eleven (Shintoism and Zoroastrianism having been added) and according to
its latest newsletter ARC currently works with 41 different faith traditions within the
mentioned major religious traditions. ARC’s aims are to assist and encourage evolution
of practical, educational projects furthering the involvement of religions in caring for
the natural environment, to assist and encourage the development of religious and eth-
ical programs within conservation bodies, to assist and encourage events which bring
together religion and conservation groups, to raise funds for these aims and to publish
and promote materials exploring the links between religions and conservation.

Examples of projects are: reforestation and education programs to preserve the
ancient pilgrimage sites of Vrindavan and Sri Jgannath Forests in India, programs
of preservation of Huichol Indian sacred landscape and pilgrimage routes in Mexico,
environmental surveys and educational programs to manage the needs of increased
tourism of Daoist and Buddhist sacred mountains in China, a churchyard conservation
project and a sacred land project in the UK, a Muslim environmental management of
Misali Islan in Tanzania, protection (with the Maronite Church) of the Harisa forest in
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Lebanon, and projects for restoring the biodiversities of monasteries of Mount Athos
(Greece), of Solan (France), and of Petrovka (Russia).

In addition to this, ARC supports a development dialogue between representatives
of the member religious traditions and the World Bank, and like its predecessor, the
Network on Religion and Conservation, ARC supports conferences and the issuing and
evaluation of declarations on nature and conservation by the members.

In November 2000 another project, the Sacred Gifts, in which faith groups are
invited to pledge, as Sacred Gifts, projects ranging from issues of climate change to
marine conservation, was formally presented and celebrated in

Nepal. Climate change, ethical investments, toxics, forests, and sacred land have
been identified as key areas for ARC-supported projects.

ARC is an independent foundation, a registered charity, sponsored by WWF-UK,
WWFE-International, MOA International and the Pilkington Foundation. The admin-
istration of ARC is headed by Martin Palmer, International Consultancy on Religion,
Education & Culture (ICOREC).

Tim Jensen
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Alpha Farm

Located in the coastal range of central Oregon, the intentional community of Alpha
Farm was founded in 1972. The community grows a substantial amount of its own
food using completely organic growing methods, and attained certified organic status
in January 2001. Income is shared collectively, and the community owns the land and
buildings. Although Alpha members are occasionally employed at “outside” jobs or
freelance work, most community work centers on the farm and communally owned
enterprises such as Alpha-Bit, a cafe/bookstore/gift shop in nearby Mapleton.

Alpha community members claim a non-specific, nature-based spiritual self-identity.
While the early days of Alpha were infused by language reflecting interest in a variety
of spiritual influences, contemporary discourse implies an increasing unwillingness to
paint themselves a particular religious color. Members emphasize a quest for harmony
with a generalized “spirit,” choosing not to express this harmony through “god talk” or
specific religious symbols, but instead utilizing nature-religionoriented themes.

Many residents of Alpha Farm claim the presence of “nature devas” on community
land, an appropriation of a concept often credited to the Findhorn community. The
land at Alpha functions both as a physical setting for the daily life of community
members and as a spiritual context through acknowledgment of devic life. Nature devas
are believed to be the architectural blueprints for the varieties of plant life on Earth,
determinants of physical characteristics such as shape, smell, medicinal potential, etc.
Nature spirits are the individualized conscious essence of particular plants, manifesting
the archetypal blueprints in local environments. Both nature devas and nature spirits
are open to communication with “sensitive” humans sharing the land. In exchange
for the guidance and wisdom of nature devas and spirits, Alpha Farm has designated
an isolated section of community land offlimits to humans, creating an undisturbed
sanctuary for the nature intelligences. The prohibition on human intrusion into this
area is considered an act of respect, a gift of isolation.

Nature religion as practiced at Alpha Farm is a practical strategy responding to
what sociologists term the “chaos of modernity.” The creed is environmentalism, the
rejection is not of worldly pleasures but the pressure of the modern world, the dogma is
simplicity. This brand of nature religion is rooted in a feeling of activism, less theoretical
than practical, less theological than lived.

Alpha Farm’s self-identified values include pacifism, feminism, voluntary simplicity,
and the power of group process. Maintenance of the farm and community represents
a strategy for the expression and manifestation of one’s individual spirituality in a
communal context. The aphorism “work is love made visible,” utilized by the Bruderhof
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and other intentional communities, serves to self-identify Alpha Farm as part of the
lineage of intentional communities in the United States.

Intentional communities like Alpha Farm represent the manifestation of a larger
dissatisfaction with modern society. Communal life at Alpha Farm is practiced in
a context of shared meaning: a lived response to materialism and consumerism; a
consciousness of place catalyzed by a belief in conscious, sacred nature intelligences;
and the embracing of a meaningful and sustainable alternative lifestyle.

John Baumann
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Altars and Shrines

Altars and shrines are sacred spaces where the everyday world touches on and inter-
acts with the divine. There, individuals and groups establish, negotiate and maintain
relationships to the sacred. An altar is a surface where acts of worship are performed,
while a shrine is a natural or human-made place made sacred by its associations with a
holy personage or quality. Altars and shrines may be located in either public or private
spaces. They have been important in many religions for thousands of years.

The earliest shrines were located in natural places such as caves and springs. Arche-
ologists have found objects and paintings at these locations that suggest Paleolithic
hunters were leaving offerings there. While we know little about the beliefs and prac-
tices of our early human ancestors, the leaving of offerings and sacrifices presupposes
the existence of a reciprocal relationship between the devotee and the powers being
worshipped or appeased: devotees assume that spirits feel and behave much like hu-
man beings, returning gifts with special favors such as good hunting and plentiful
game. This aspect of religious behavior seems to be nearly universal, and is central to
the development of shrines and altars.

Because early humans were completely dependent on the natural environment for
survival, they considered natural forces, such as those associated with Earth and water,
sacred, and made shrines in natural locations to maintain good relations with those
forces. A number of religions have maintained this practice.

The Japanese ancestral religion known as Shinto, or “the way of the gods,” preserves
this traditional relationship between humans and the natural world. In Shinto, the gods,
or kami, which range from Amaterasu, the goddess of the sun, to local and ancestral
spirits, are believed to dwell in remote natural places such as mountains, streams and
forests. Early Japanese agriculturalists observed that water, which was necessary for
rice cultivation, came down from the mountains in form of streams. They deduced
that mountains and streams were sacred forces animated by kami; in order to ensure
a successful rice harvest, the farmers needed to maintain good relations with the kami.
Since the kami lived far away from the villages, the farmers built shrines so they could
visit once a year during their festivals and receive offerings from their worshippers.

Today, each village and town has its Shinto shrine. Shrines are constructed to sug-
gest a forest so that the visiting kami will feel more at home. Many Japanese visit these
shrines at times of important transition — before a job interview, a significant exam,
or upon the birth of a child — to ensure good luck. They purify themselves with water,
then leave an offering, usually a coin, for the kami. Sometimes offerings of incense,
food or flowers are left for the kami at natural shrines in the mountains or forests.
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Some Japanese also keep home altars for ancestral kami that protect the patriline.
While Japan has become an urban, industrialized culture, the shrines symbolize the
continuing connection between humans and natural world, and a recognition of human
dependence on nature. Anthropologist Conrad Arensberg, working in Ireland, discov-
ered a connection between natural shrines and folk beliefs that served to maintain a
clean environment and good community relations. Local farmers believed that certain
trees, hills and streams belonged to the fairies, spiritual beings associated with specific
locations. They told Arensberg that very bad luck would come to those who violated
fairy sites by cutting down trees, planting or building on fairy land, or fouling water
sources; such actions, they said, would offend the fairies, who would then punish the
offender with misfortune. Arensberg reasoned that these beliefs kept farmers from over-
farming the land and polluting their environment. The prohibition against dumping
waste into streams also kept community relations harmonious. Much like some ritu-
als, certain shrines and the practices associated with them can function to regulate
relations between human com- munities and their environments.

Some new religious movements in North America and Europe use altars to reconnect
with the sacred in nature. Neo-pagans often keep altars in their homes that serve to
hold tools for rituals. Tools may include natural objects that reinforce the connection
between practitioners and the sacred and symbolize aspects of the divine. For example,
a neo-pagan altar usually holds natural objects to represent the elements air, fire, water
and Earth, which are thought to correspond to the four cardinal directions and to be
the principal elements of life. Neo-pagans may conceive of the Earth itself as a goddess;
their altars often hold representations of her as well. For neo-pagans, the presence of
these sacred objects represents their connection to the immanent divine in nature,
and their respect and reverence for the planet and all life on it. In many cases, this
translates into political and environmental activism.

Not all religions with natural shrines use them to preserve an ecologically friendly
relationship between humans and their environment. A case in point is Hinduism. In
rural India, many natural places and objects are considered dwelling places of the gods,
and are treated as shrines. Local deities called yaksas and nagas are associated with
trees and pools. Stones and Earth mounds are thought to contain the essence of Shiva,
the lord of death and rebirth. Villagers may sprinkle these objects with water or smear
them with kumkum, a red powder thought to convey blessings. They leave offerings
of food, flowers, incense, and statues at these sites to propitiate the deities, which
are considered both beneficent and potentially dangerous. However, after the puja, or
celebration honoring a deity, is over, worshippers dump the offerings, including clay
and plaster representations of the deities, into lakes, streams and rivers. Toxins from
the decomposing garbage can cause the death of fish and other organisms that live in
the water. Thus existence of natural altars and shrines within a culture is not always
an indicator of increased environmental consciousness.

Sabina Magliocco
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Altner, Giinter (1936-)

German biologist and theologian Giinter Altner was a pioneer in Europe for his
interpretation of the environmental crisis as a radical challenge to change the under-
standing and praxis of (natural) science and to change the cultural self-understanding
of our civilization and Christianity. He also founded the Institute for Applied Ecology
in Freiburg.

Since 1974 Altner has argued for the need of an alternative epistemology for the
perception and understanding of nature, and he has profiled such an alternative in
dialogue with an impressive manifold of concepts such as ecological evolution theory,
open-system-physics, nature philosophy, zoology semiotics and creation theology. One
of Altner’s studies proposes the thesis that the European culture is characterized by
an obvious “Verdrangung” of the fear of death. Technical progress gives humans the
illusion of being able to escape from death. Love of life necessarily needs a consciousness
of dying, he claims.

As environmental ethicist, Altner has drawn on Albert Schweitzer and developed
a holistic ethics of respect for life. Schweitzer’s sentence “I want to live among others
who want to live” was given a central significance for ethics by Altner in his solution
of the conflict between anthropocentrism and bio/ecocentrism. The conflict between
creatures struggling for their survival is real and serious. Creatures have to enter a
discourse about their singular and common conditions of survival. Every one of them
has to be given the chance to participate and to be heard. Common interests have to be
identified. Nonhuman creatures have to be represented in the discourse. Life can never
be qualified in a quantative hierarchy, as for example in utilitarian ethics, but: “All life
is worth to live.” As a Christian theologian Altner interpreted the ecological challenge
in light of the Cross, where nature revealed a civilization in crisis. The contribution
of Christians and churches is to motivate a new integration of ecological, scientific,
ethical, and religious concepts in the openness of the encounter of humanity and nature.
“Creation” is understood by Altner as “an event of emergence in time” of which human
beings are a part. Altner’s God is present in the midst of the suffering of creation
where s/he acts as a Savior of life in its wholeness.

Altner has been influenced philosophically by Martin Heidegger, Georg Picht and
Carl von Weizsécker; ethically by A. Schweitzer; and theologically by Ernst Wolf,

J. Moltmann, and later by Teilhard de Chardin. One of his most interesting contri-
butions to environmental ethics is the adaptation of the theory of “the semiotic circle”
of life that has been developed by zoologist Jakob von Uexkiill. Altner’s many contri-
butions have strongly influenced environmental debates in German-speaking countries.
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To these he has contributed with humility and respect for the mystery of life and an

open-minded anti-reductionist reflexivity with phenomenological, ethical, and ecothe-
ological significance.
Sigurd Bergmann
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Amazonia

Because traditionally most indigenous societies in Amazonia think in monistic rather
than dualistic terms, their biological, cultural, and spiritual ecologies coincide in many
ways. Of course indigenes distinguish between ordinary and extraordinary phenomena.
However, indigenes usually nurture a holistic view of their place in relation to nature
and the supernatural. Most consider the human body to be the residence for several
spirits. Many more spirits are thought to dwell in the mountains, forests, waters, and
rocks of the local landscape which are often considered to be sacred places. Accordingly,
the Amazon forest as habitat is a source of spiritual as well as physical sustenance.

The geographical region called Amazonia encompasses the Amazon river basin and
adjacent areas such as the Orinoco. The largest portion of Amazonia is in Brazil, but
it also extends into adjacent Bolivia, Peru, Colombia, Venezuela, Guyana, Suriname,
and French Guiana. Amazonia contains about 40 percent of the world’s rainforests,
and within this natural cathedral many indigenes still practice their own religion.

A major consideration for understanding nature, culture, and religion in Amazonia
is diversity within and between different environments and through space and time.
Some 30,000 species of vascular plants occur in the various environments. Many types
of forests are found, from wet, semi-deciduous, and dry; lowland, hill, and mountain;
and seasonally flooded (varzea, igapo, or pirizal, depending on water conditions) to
areas never inundated (terra firme). Other types of forest are characterized by distinc-
tive concentrations of a special plant form like lianas, or a particular taxa like bamboo
or babassu palms. Mangroves grow along muddy coasts where tides infuse saltwater.
There are also many other types of environments, including savannahs (grasslands)
and aquatic ecosystems (rivers, streams, lakes, and swamps). Distinctive ecosystems
occur in northern Brazil and the Guayana Highlands on island-like land forms such as
sandstone table mountains (tepuis) and granite outcrops or domes (inselbergs). These
are often believed to be sacred places by locals with the result that the use of resources
in and around them is greatly reduced, avoided, or even prohibited, thus in effect
creating wildlife sanctuaries.

In Amagzonia neither environments nor societies are primeval, pristine, static, and
uniform. The initial colonization and subsequent economic development of Amazonia
by indigenes themselves may extend back 10,000 years or more. Estimates vary, but in
1500, when Europeans started to explore the Amazon, there may have been one to six
million people living in several hundred different cultures with distinctive languages.
The first Europeans observed large population concentrations with hierarchical chief-
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doms on Marajo Island in the mouth of the Amazon River and extending up stream
along its floodplains and those of its major tributaries.

FEuropean contact devastated native societies along the major rivers through war-
fare, economic exploitation, slavery, new diseases and massive epidemics, Christian
missionization, and so on. Massive depopulation as the result of introduced epidemics
and other contact agencies reduced many populations by up to 90 percent or more.
The systemic repercussions of depopulation throughout indigenous cultures must have
severely challenged their worldviews and rendered them more susceptible to colonial
forces such as missionaries. Those indigenes along the major rivers who survived, usu-
ally became caboclos, a mixture of indigenous, African, and European elements, bio-
logically as well as culturally and religiously. Indigenes deep in the interior, especially
in watersheds of distant tributaries above a series of rapids and falls where navigation
was extremely difficult, were usually more likely to survive and retain their culture
and religion, but did not completely escape external influences.

Recent scholarship tends to view prehistoric and historic societies in Amazonia as
qualitatively different in culture, religion, demography, ecology, and environmental im-
pact. Massive depopulation of indigenes with initial contact processes relieved economic
pressure on the environment and nature rapidly recovered. Thus, subsequent Western
explorers and colonists encountered something they imagined to be “wilderness” or an
underpopulated and underexploited frontier.

Current intellectual fashions in anthropology, ecology, and related fields, debate
the extent to which the forests of Amazonia are natural and/or anthropogenic. This
reflects the dualistic thinking of most Westerners which constructs and imposes binary
oppositions on phenomena such as nature/culture, animal /human, wild /domesticated,
wilderness/garden, primitive/civilized, and natural/supernatural. However, many in-
digenous cultures challenge such dualisms. If indigenes are an integral and inseparable
part of nature, then forest is garden and garden is forest. Of course, indigenes can
distinguish between garden and forest, but most do not do so in terms of unnatural
versus natural. An indigenous garden is no less natural than the massive underground
chambers of leaf-cutter ants where they cultivate fungi from leaves as food. It is not
that much different from a gap in the forest created by a tree fall from senility, a
storm, landslide, river shift, or other natural cause. Indeed, human technology (ax,
bush knife, and fire) is used to create the slash-and-burn garden or swidden, and plant
species which local people consider useful are concentrated in it. However, fire is a nat-
ural force when it occurs from lightning or a volcano, and is not necessarily unnatural
just because a human ignites and uses it. The plants in a swidden are not plastic, but
natural, no matter to what degree they are domesticated, cultivated, and managed.
In traditional swidden horticulture, the space in the forest is used only temporarily
as a garden, and then gradually over a few decades nature recovers until it becomes
indistinguishable from the surrounding forest.

Indigenous environmental impact is usually negligible to moderate, unless popula-
tion and/or market pressures exceed the regenerative capacity of the forest, thereby
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creating patches of savanna in the forest or even contributing to local or regional defor-
estation. Swiddens are sustainable under traditional conditions — low population den-
sity, subsistence economy, and large reserves of forest for future gardens while old ones
turn to fallow and eventually into forest. This is utterly unlike Western clear-cutting
for conversion to pasture for cattle ranching, or flooding by dams for hydro-electric
power, both to supply luxuries for distant cities at the expense of the local environment
and people. However, the difference is not merely ecological and economic, it is also the
difference between worldviews and associated attitudes and values. For most indigenes
and many caboclos, nature is respected and revered as inhabited by spirits. For most
other people entering Amazonia, nature is treated as merely object and commodity for
economic exploitation.

When the indigenous hunter leaves his village or camp to go hunting in the forest,
he believes that he experiences not only the ordinary plants and animals, but also the
extraordinary. He thinks that the spirit guardians of the animals may allow him to kill
certain prey for food, or even facilitate this by placing them in his path. As long as he
enacts appropriate respect, reciprocity, and rituals, then he and his relatives will eat
meat. However, if he or someone else disrupts the spiritual world of the forest, then
the indigenes believe that there will be negative repercussions, the hunter or a member
of his family or community will become sick or even die. Then the local shaman,
a parttime religious specialist, attempts to restore balance and harmony to nature
and society. He monitors the condition of the interpenetrating ecological, human, and
spiritual communities, and tries to make adjustments through contacting helper spirits
to mediate, usually with the assistance of tobacco or hallucinogenic plant substances
like ayahuasca. Indigeneous Amazonians try to promote the survival and well-being of
their community through an elaborate system of taboos, rituals, ceremonies, symbols,
and associated oral traditions.

There is a tendency, for instance, among traditional indigenous societies in Amazo-
nia to avoid or prohibit killing animals like the harpy eagle, jaguar, anaconda snake,
river otter, and freshwater dolphin. In effect, even if only inadvertently, this recognizes
the ecological role of these keystone species as top carnivores crucial in the regulation
of prey populations. However, various combinations of carnivore and herbivore species
are avoided or taboo among indigenous cultures. This may have a conservation effect,
even if unintentional, by creating a mosaic of reserves freeing a somewhat different
combination of species from predation pressure in each. Also among some societies,
faunal taboos may channel hunting away from the less accessible and more vulnera-
ble herbivore species, like tapir or deer, to those which provide a better cost/benefit
ratio together with a more sustained yield, such as large rodents like the paca or capy-
bara. Special places in the forest and in water bodies may be considered sacred, or
the haunts of dangerous spirits, and avoided accordingly, thus, in effect, creating game
sanctuaries.

Indigenous practices comprise no less of a system of land and natural resource
use, management, conservation, and development than their Western counterparts, if
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racist and ethnocentric thinking is rejected. Furthermore, most traditional indigenous
societies are usually sustainable and green in their beliefs, values, and practices. They
have not only been tested, developed, and refined over many centuries or even millennia,
but they are grounded religiously as well as pragmatically.

In 1500, Amazonia was not an endangered region, but it has progressively become
so under the influences of colonialism, neocolonialism, industrialization, and globaliza-
tion, especially in recent decades. By now change is simply unprecedented in its rate,
scale, and repercussions. Today Amazonia is one of the world’s most endangered places
in every respect, including ecologically, demographically, epidemiologically, technolog-
ically, economically, socially, culturally, and spiritually. It is as if industrial society
were out to destroy one of the very things that might save it. Amazonia is generally
viewed by industrial nations as one of the last frontiers on the planet with an untapped
wealth of natural resources such as gold, minerals, oil, timber, and medicinal plants
awaiting discovery and extraction to distant markets for quick profit. The myth of El
Dorado persists, although in twentyfirst century form. Meanwhile, indigenous systems
that have proven adaptive for centuries to millennia are being threatened, degraded,
and even destroyed by maladaptive alien systems.

Leslie E. Sponsel
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Amazonian Folktales

In addition to the immense lore produced by indigenous groups in the Amazon,
there also exists a large body of oral and written narratives produced by mestizo de-
scendants of natives and multi-ethnic newcomers to the region who live in the forest
and small settlements throughout Amazonia. While a few of the tales contain themes
and characters related to life in an urban setting, the large majority articulate plot
developments involving humans, supernatural animals and entities inhabiting the deep
forest, rivers and lakes. These stories combine elements of the ecological cosmologies
of native Amazonians, JudeoChristian and other Western themes, and historical trans-
formations enacted by old and new inhabitants coming into the region since the arrival
of colonialism.

While vividly manifesting and illustrating many aspects of Amazonian life, expecta-
tions, desires, and negotiations with the immediate environment, these oral narratives
incorporate the presence of an array of magical plants and animals, enchanted places,
spiritual beings living in the forests, and underwater and celestial realms. Voiced within
notions of conservation and a socialized nature, these tales convey beliefs of regional
indigenous cultures that perceive the human realm to be part of the environment,
related to animals, trees and sacred places. The supernatural animals and magical en-
tities play important roles in the tales by providing people with advice and knowledge
of the forest. They have the power to reward or penalize humans according to their
interaction with others and natural beings.

Many of the tales which illustrate such mythological importance of reciprocity and
balance with nature are constructed with the fabric of direct experiences of fishermen,
loggers, rubber tappers, hunters, intruders, and other forest dwellers. In accordance
with the indigenous ecological cosmologies, central characters who make their living
hunting or fishing may experience punishment from the guardian of the forest or from
supernatural animals dwelling in the waters when they kill animals who are too young
or when they slay too many. Plots also convey a prescribed visit to a shaman who
serves as the mediator between human and supernatural domains. Many times he is
a mestizo who lives in and serves the small settlements. Often the shaman advises a
special penance to repair damage done by a careless individual. Charms and prayers
from the shaman during a hallucinatory state, accompanied by tobacco smoke, may
help to appease the spirit of the forest who is angry with the hunter or fisherman
daring to disrupt the balance. It is not unusual to see the tales end with intruders
dying from a spirit-sent disease that the shaman is unable to cure.
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Among the lore surrounding entities who dwell in the rainforest, there are stories
about those who serve as guardians. Plants and animals are believed to have mothers
or spirits to defend them. The most feared by hunters, and known by many Amazoni-
ans, is a protean figure called Curupira in the Brazilian and Colombian Amazon and
Chullachaqui or Shapshico in Peru. Chullachaqui means uneven foot and is frequently
depicted in this manner. He is the protector of animals, frequently known to kidnap
his victims or cause them to become lost in the forest. In order to find a lost hunter,
relatives and friends must seek help from a shaman. With the help of tobacco or in
many cases a hallucinogenic vine called Yagé, the shaman can locate the person. Many
times he must explain that the hunter has been taken and punished for his disrespect-
ful behavior or for disobeying the Curupira’s warning given directly or in the hunter’s
dreams asking him not to kill young animals, go hunting during certain times, or enter
forbidden realms.

Involving a composite of cultural themes, these tales also feature Christian morality
and observances of certain sacred days. One example is the tale of the Mapinguari, a
one-eyed hideous giant forest monkey and a greedy hunter who disobeys the sacred
principle of resting on the Sabbath day to keep it holy. Disregarding advice, the hunter
pushed into the forest to hunt on Sunday anyway claiming that “one must also eat on
Sundays.” For this disobedience, he is punished with death. While gnawing the limbs
of the hunter the Mapinguari affirms, “one must also eat on Sundays.”

These codes of conduct and attitudes of respect for nature show the powerful pres-
ence of indigenous cosmologies that view nature as a living being rather than an
expendable commodity. Spirits, supernatural animals and characters who populate
the air, rivers and lakes watch over behavior, and give power and advice to healers
and shamans who constitute an integral part of this lore. Freshwater dolphins are con-
sidered extraordinary beings that live in modern and sophisticated underwater cities.
They are believed to be able to turn into handsome men and sneak into riverbank
settlements and charm women. Killing a dolphin and eating its meat is considered
taboo by most Amazonian tribes. Characters in the tales who commit such actions are
severely punished. Dolphins are able to grant good luck to fishermen and reveal places
for good fishing. They also reprimand avaricious behavior when people overexploit
certain fish in the lakes and rivers.

Riverine inhabitants tell countless stories about other animals whose guardians
and “mothers” safeguard them by punishing abusive practices. Turtles, for example,
whose eggs and meat are sought during the dry season are protected by Charapamama.
The Anaconda, who along with the dolphins could be regarded as one of the most
important mythological figures in all folk narratives in the region, undergoes a variety
of transformations in the Amazonian imagination and plays important roles in the
notion of respect for the landscape. In many tales the Anaconda also gives advice
and healing powers and grants permission for fishing in certain areas. However the
Anaconda can become furious and take the form of a Yacumama, a fantastic snake with
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eyes like the headlights of a truck, and produce an array of atmospheric phenomena
tilting boats of greedy fisherman and people who trespass into her realm.

Amazonian folktales, with notions of natural beings who are sometimes rewarding
and often vindictive, reflect influences of European and African traditions, as well as
native Amazonian lore. Although Christian missionary work has altered Amazonian
cultures, the overriding themes of a social relationship with nature continue. These
ideas persist in the minds of natives, mestizos, loggers, fishermen and ordinary peo-
ple in small settlements who articulate their daily lives, needs and expectations within
frameworks of respect for nature. With deforestation and increasing need for commodi-
ties, new ideologies that seek to demystify nature have emerged.

As a result traditional lore is losing influence in some regions. Time is of the essence
in the gathering, studying, recasting, and preservation of Amazonian folktales. Locals,
anthropologists, scholars and writers are playing a key role in working with storytellers
who are the keepers of the mythologized world. Amazonian populations have become
more urban, with the presence of electric lamps, radio, TV, and vehicles even in the
most remote areas. These new technologies and the ideas associated with them have
in many ways disconnected people from trees, rivers, night and stars in the sky. Thus
modern life and rational accounts are transforming imaginative explanations based on
interactions with nature. Such factors draw the young from this lore which has served
Amagzonians not only as entertainment but also as a moral code which maintains the
social balance between humankind and nature.

Juan Carlos Galeano

Breakout Box: Mapinguari

Near Tefé, on the banks of the Amazon river, there was a man who loved hunting
so much that he’d go almost every day of the year. One Sunday he told his wife, “I'm
going to a place where there is good hunting.”

“It would be better to wait until tomorrow,” his wife said. “It’s not good to hunt on
Sunday.”

“One must also eat on Sundays,” the man said as he grabbed his rifle and left.

On his way to the forest, the man stopped by a neighbor’s house to invite him. The
neighbor didn’t want to go and also told him, “It’s not good to hunt on Sundays.”

The hunter persuaded his neighbor by saying, “One must also eat on Sundays.”

The two men crossed a small river and walked for some time through the bush
without finding anything. It was as if the animals had disappeared. Toward the end of
the afternoon they were frightened by some terrifying screams followed by noise and
footsteps. They thought it was a big man, but it was an animal, a black haired apelike
creature with a turtle’s shell and one big green eye in the middle of its forehead. The
men were afraid and the hunter started to shoot, but the bullets could not penetrate
the shell. He kept shooting but to no avail.
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The animal walked toward the hunter, grabbed him, and threw him to the ground
with one of its enormous arms. The other man climbed a tree and watched in horror
as the animal tore his friend apart. As it gnawed his friend’s arm it said, “One must
also eat on Sundays.” Then gnawing a leg it repeated,

“One must also eat on Sundays.” After the creature devoured the hunter and walked
away yawning, the man ran to the town and gave an account of his friend’s death. Some
people tried to guess what kind of an animal could have eaten the hunter. “If it has
only one green eye and its feet are as big as a pestle, it has to be the Mapinguari,” said
the dead hunter’s cousin.

“Surely it didn’t eat you, don Luis, because you didn’t have a rifle,” added the others.
One of the men, who knew a great deal, said the hunter could have saved his life if
he had shot the creature in the belly button, “because that is where its heart is.” The
people from the town were so outraged that they organized a search party and went
hunting for the creature. They didn’t have to look too hard, because the Mapinguari
had come back to lick and chew the bones of the hunter.

As soon as it saw the group of men, it attacked, wanting to eat them too. The men
fired, not as their friend had done, but straight into its belly button to hit it in the
heart. The Mapinguari, shrieking with rage, took off running and disappeared into the
forest. Then the men gathered the uneaten bones of the hunter, put them in a sack,
and took them back to town. His wife put the bones in a small coffin, and after she
and her children mourned him for two nights, she took them to the cemetery. “If only
he had heeded my warning,” sobbed the poor woman. They say that later she took her
children to Manaus where the rest of her family lived.

Text taken from unpublished manuscript Amazonian Folktales, by Juan Carlos
Galeano. Translated from the Spanish by Rebecca Ann Morgan and Kenneth Watson
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American Indians as “First
Ecologists”

The image of North American Indians as first ecologists, conservationists, and en-
vironmentalists, which can be called the Ecological Indian, became dominant in the
1960s. Today, many, including American Indians, accept it as an accurate representa-
tion of Indian behavior through time. Yet the image has deep intellectual roots and has
gone through various iterations, from a generalized nature-dwelling noble indigenous-
ness, through one emphasizing pragmatic skill in the environment, to today’s full-blown
Ecological Indian.

The Noble Indian in Nature

From the moment they encountered indigenous people in the Western hemisphere,
Europeans classified them in order to make them sensible. They made the exotic com-
prehensible with familiar categories. In the process they reduced men and women to
stereotypes, to caricatures, noble or ignoble, benign or malignant, rational or irrational,
human or cannibal — savages all. For centuries two polar images of Indians in the New
World — noble and ignoble — have clashed. Until recently, the Ignoble Indian ruled;
a menacing, malignant image construing the Indian in the extreme as a bloodthirsty,
inhuman cannibal akin to the Wild Man of European folklore. In contrast, the Noble
Indian (or Noble Savage), never entirely absent — the peaceful, carefree, unshackled
human; the wise, dignified elder; the nostalgic romantic; the spiritual guide; the pol-
ished orator — was and is a benign, often romantic, image of people living innocent,
vigorous, clean lives in a golden world of nature.

Columbus was first to ennoble the inhabitants of the New World when, on his
second voyage, he wrote that he had found the Islands of the Blessed and its natural
inhabitants — a place and people in the European imagination. His readers were not
surprised — at least not those for whom several mythic places originating in pagan or
Christian tradition were linked in the imagination and collectively expressed ideas of
earthly paradise, eternal spring, or innocent life removed in space or time. An imagery
traceable to these understandings remained potent long after Columbus as writers
invoked ancients like Tacitus or various classical analogs like the Scythians to render
intelligible the native people of the New World.
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Over two centuries, the French were without peer in developing an imagery of
nobleness. Best known was Jean-Jacques Rousseau, who presented savage life as simple,
communal, happy, free, equal, and pure, and ensured that Noble Indians would rule the
second half of the eighteenth century as allegorical America or in other genres. He and
others mined the classics for ennobling thoughts that they applied unhesitatingly to the
native people of the New World, and quickly linked the development of favorable virtues
to “la pure Nature.” Many still considered their own (French) civilization superior to
any developed by the children of nature in the New World; indigenous people came up
wanting in faith, laws, and kings (ni foi, ni loi, ni roi). Ni foi meant, of course, that
religion was barely worthy of the name (as had also been so for Columbus, who depicted
Caribs as lacking in religion). Yet while they denigrated these aspects of indigenous
culture and institutions they also seized on liberty and equal access to basic resources
as characteristic of savage life and important virtues to emulate. Thus, contained in
their observations of the New World was a critique of their home society. For example,
Michel de Montaigne and Baron de Lahontan set the stage for Rousseau by lauding
natural New Worlders and in the next breath condemning French society. Lahontan
even invented a Huron Indian named Adario to critique the European scene and those
who had stripped him of property. As one historian remarked, many used the New
World as a stick with which to beat the Old.

The Skilled Woodcrafter

The nineteenth-century inheritors of the tradition of the Noble Indian in nature
include not simply Romantic nature poets but James Fenimore Cooper, the best-selling
author from the 1820s through the 1840s and arguably the most important figure in
the nineteenth century for further development of such imagery. All manner of Indians
can be found in Cooper’s works, especially the Leather-

-family:"Bookman Old Style”;mso-font-width:95%’>stocking series, of which Last of
the Mohicans is best known today. The most famous are dignified, firm, faultless, wise,
graceful, sympathetic, intelligent, and reminiscent of classical sculpture in their bodily
proportions. In his portrayal of Noble Indians, Cooper was strongly influenced by John
Heckewelder, the Moravian missionary and relativist sympathetic to the Lenape and
their history; indeed some criticized Cooper for unrealistically noble portraits “in the
school of Heckewelder.”

Whereas for writers of an earlier day it was enough that Indians’ lives unfolded
in “nature,” for Cooper what was weighty were Indian actions in nature; specifically,
their skill in the forests and prairies. Cooper’s Indians demonstrated competence and
even transcendent skill in nature. In contrast, non-Indians (except the protagonist
Natty Bumpo) generally lacked such skills. Moreover, white men (except Natty) often
wasted what they killed or otherwise were greedy. It is Natty, the conservationist, not
some
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Indian, who has something to say about the gluttony of whites and remarks, “Use,
but don’t waste.” There is one notable exception: in forceful remarks in Last of the
Mohicans, Magua, a Wyandotte Huron lumped with Mohawks and other Iroquois as
“Mingoes,” states passionately that the Great Spirit gave Indians North America (“this
island”), forested and full of game, but then he also granted whites “the nature of the
pigeon” — that is, exploding numbers, tirelessness, and insatiable appetites suited to
control over the Earth.

Magua, no Noble Indian, is one of the most infamous of Cooper’s arch-demons,
which substantially muddied reception of his message about the Great Spirit or white
people’s avarice. For authority one needed Natty himself, the protagonist of heroic
proportions (in part from taking on the anti-conservationists of the frontier) and nature
herself, heroine of unsurpassed dimensions. Cooper cast nature as sacred for Natty (not
Magua), its sacramental quality deriving from God not indigenous animism. There are
no such complications, however, when it comes to Cooper’s highly pragmatic image of
indigenous skill and craft in nature, which in the mid-nineteenth century was shared
even by writers who seldom had anything positive to say about Indians.

When he set out, at the turn of the twentieth century, to reproduce Cooper’s im-
age of skill and craft in nature, Ernest Thompson Seton, a founder of the Boy Scout
movement and first chief scout in America, ensured that the image did not die. Charis-
matic, a riveting speaker and fluid writer whose words reached millions, Seton placed
the utmost emphasis on this aspect of Cooperian nobility — Indian skill in nature,
which became known as woodcraft. In the 1890s, Seton formed the Woodcraft Indians,
a boys’ group that spread and contained the seeds of the Boy Scouts. In time, Seton
sought to combat degeneracy and build character and manhood in boys through pro-
ficiency in camping, hunting, fishing, mountaineering, boating, signaling, sports, and
nature study. He sought to instill in each boy his version of Cooper’s Ideal Indian —
a person who was kind, hospitable, cheerful, obedient, chaste, brave, honest, sober,
thrifty, and provident; who held land, animals, and all property in common thereby
checking greed and the accumulation of wealth (and division between rich and poor);
and who condemned waste and those who took delight in slaughtering animals.

Seton’s appropriation of Cooper resulted in the domination, for almost one century,
of an image of the Indian as the Skilled Woodcrafter (who increasingly practiced his
craft safely in the past). This image flowered in the wake of sharp declines in numbers
of buffaloes, white-tailed deer, turkeys, and beaver, and the extinction of the passenger
pigeon; deforestation and the western creep of population and industrialization; and
the birth of national parks and promotion of conservation through new organizations.

It flourished at the time of — and was in tune with — the progressive conservation
movement.

Some traits of Seton’s Skilled Woodcrafter characteristic of Natty Bumpo rather
than Cooper’s Indians — thriftiness, condemnation of waste — can probably be traced
to the influence of Charles Eastman (also know as Ohiyesa), who was active in scout-
ing circles at Seton’s time and consulted by Seton before the latter published his Ideal
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Indian character traits. Eastman was a Sioux Indian who took his maternal grandfa-
ther’s (the soldier-artist, Captain Seth Eastman) White Man’s Road to college and
medical school, and for nearly forty years (1900-1940) was the most visible Native
American writer and public speaker, producing best-selling books on his own life and
Indian ways. Betraying the complexity in the origin of his ideas, he paid homage not
just to his Dakota grandparents but to the nature poet Coleridge, and ceased publish-
ing books after he became estranged from his wife, a skilled non-Indian writer from
Boston and New York.

Eastman’s works (like Seton’s) ennobled Indians both by resurrecting romantic
visions of lives long past and by emphasizing woodcraft. In the autobiographical Indian
Boyhood, Eastman spoke about Indians as wild, free, students and children of nature,
and masters of woodcraft, and about animals as friends who offered their bodies for
sustenance. His relatives, he remarked, taught him to be a close observer of nature and
a skilled hunter. He extolled their “spiritual communion” with brother-like animals. He
depicted his early life with Indian relatives as natural, altruistic and reverent, and
his current life in the company of whites as artificial, selfish, and materialistic. He
sought to train Scouts in what he called the “School of Savagery” emulating Indian
training in the “natural way.” One refrain in Eastman’s books — and found in Seton as
well — contrasts conservation among Indians and whites: Eastman wrote that Indians
killed animals from necessity while white people killed them wantonly for amusement
or greedily until none remained. Lastly, Eastman, far more than anyone who preceded
him, emphasized the sacral qualities of nature. Even though Eastman considered the
Sun Dance barbaric, he extolled the “spiritual communion” that Indians established
with animals that possess childlike (innocent) souls. He wrote about every act being a
religious act and about sublime nature. A transitional figure, his influence cannot be
overstated.

The Ecological Indian from Earth Day to Today

In both Seton and Eastman can be found the germ for the image of the Ecological
Indian, which, in the late 1960searly 1970s, became the latest in a 500-year history of
images ennobling the relationship between North American Indians and nature. The
Ecological Indian is the original ecologist, conservationist, and environmentalist, who
has always possessed an intuitive, natural attitude toward the living world. Its most
famous rendition appeared in 1971: the Crying Indian (Iron Eyes Cody, a self-ascribed
Cherokee actor) enlisted by Keep America Beautiful in an anti-litter campaign; an
American Indian weeping because pollution is “a crying shame,” his direct gaze riveting
viewers and shortly making, to use the language of advertising, over 15 billion people-
impressions.

The Crying Indian is structurally reminiscent of Lahontan’s Adario in that he stands
not alone but against
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— against the non-ecological whiteman. The Crying Indian wept for history, for
America shattered by European settlers and their successors, for animals hunted to
extinction by people of European descent, for trashed, even burning, rivers, littered
and scarred and even desecrated landscapes, oil-slicked and tarred seas, and other en-
vironmental horrors. The Crying Indian, an American Indian, was free from blame
but non-Indians in his gaze were not. As Iron Eyes became iconic, American Indians
henceforth became widespread symbols for environmental attitudes and the conserva-
tion cause.

Like the preceding images — the Noble Indian in Nature and the Skilled Woodcrafter
— the Ecological Indian was the image for the times: an era of violent anti-war and civil
rights protest, and of assassination and societal upheaval, but also unprecedented for
bitter battles over environmental issues. In this period the language and science of
ecology broke into public consciousness (and were conflated with environmentalism),
environmental prophets like Rachel Carson gained fame and notoriety, as books ap-
peared with titles speaking to America raped, explosive population growth, or Earth
as a sinking ark. The first Earth Day (April 1970) drew the largest demonstration in
American history, environmental problems were Time’s “Issue of the Year” in 1971,
and the 1970s were the socalled Environmental Decade.

And as the deployment of the Crying Indian makes clear, Ecological Indians were
marshaled to the support of environmental causes. Many in the countercultural move-
ment moved back to the land in communal groups, seeking to reverse their alienation
from nature. They turned their backs on Judeo-Christian anthropocentrism and bibli-
cal injunctions of dominion and rule over nature (even if one could find almost anything
one looks for on humans and nature in the Old and New Testaments, or if adherents
to these faiths have behaved in almost every conceivable way toward nature). Many
consciously looked to American Indian lives for community, new aesthetics, and per-
sonal freedom; they wore beads, lived in tepees, and used tribal metaphors; they mined
American Indian religions (and Zen Buddhism) for insight on sacramental qualities in
nature. Theirs was a conscious critique of society; in them Lahontan and Rousseau
were reborn.

One of the most important environmental organizations to emerge in this era, Green-
peace, was also the most visible for the convergence of environmentalism, critique of
the social order, and the Ecological Indian. One Green- peace founder considered that
its aim was to fulfill an American Indian prophecy of a time when people of different
ethnic backgrounds would join forces to defend the Earth. They were Warriors of the
Rainbow — the name was from a book on American Indian prophecy — who would stop
the desecration of the Earth and, like Ecological Indians, preach love for animals and
use only what is required for food or clothing. Greenpeace activists wore Red Power
buttons, adopted a Northwest Coast killerwhale crest as a symbol, and were blessed by
the Kwakwaka’wakw en route to protest in the Aleutians. Greenpeace was supported
by the most famous Indian actor, Chief Dan George, and cursed by the most famous
Indian fighter on the screen, John Wayne.
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American Indians embraced the new shift in perception and actively helped con-
struct the new image of themselves. In 1969, Indians who occupied Alcatraz Island
not only sought justice on a number of issues but aimed (among other things) to form
an Indian Center of Ecology in order to halt environmental destruction. The Iroquois,
through the White Roots of Peace, advocated environmental education, and the Hopi
spoke of the need to clean up the Earth else it would again be destroyed.

In Indian writing, a new canon emerged in which nature and the environment figured
significantly and which contained an explicit critique of people of European descent
and their culture. A concern for sacredness, beauty and harmony, and place and com-
munity is manifest in this literature. Among the most widely read works were Black
Elk Speaks (originally published in 1932), in which Black Elk’s reminiscences were fil-
tered (and sometimes created) by John Neihardt, whose goal was to live decently on
Earth. Chief Seattle’s lament on environmental destruction became gospel for Indians
and environmentalists. These and other works in the new canon, by Scott Momaday
and others, were replete with images of nature, animism, and harmony in Indian rela-
tionships to the environment in contrast to the destructiveness of non-Indians. All this
provided fertile soil for the image of the Ecological Indian. This imagery has remained
virtually unchanged in the last forty years — but so has concern for the mounting hu-
man impact on the environment. The 20th Earth Day in 1990 was considered by some
as the largest global demonstration ever, with over 100 million people marking the day
in some way. First ozone depletion and now global warming have become worldwide
concerns. Today there is worldwide concern over the role the United States will play
in solving global environmental problems that to a large extent are of its own making.

Indigenous people generally and American Indians in particular continue to serve
as symbols of a time when the human impact on the environment is perceived to have
been negligible. In 1992, indigenous people participated critically in the Rio Earth
Conference and today they loom large in discussions of the rainforest. Ecological Indi-
ans can be found in best-selling books, in film, and on television and video, on global
Earth Summit stages, in the writings of historians, native people, ecofeminists, deep
ecologists, and others. Most key texts in the new canon remain authoritative although
Chief Seattle’s speech has deservedly lost its luster. The imagery that fell into place
decades ago after centuries of rootedness in ennobling soil has proven to be remark-
ably resilient. And for many Indian people today, the Ecological Indian is an important
aspect of their identity as Indian.

But is the fit, through time, between image and behavior a good one in North
America? This important question, especially in a day when neither the enormous
scale of transformation in the modern global environment nor the antiquity of the
human role in environmental change, in North America or the world, should be in
doubt, has been scrutinized elsewhere (for example, in human environmental impact).
With respect to the two principal components of the image of the Ecological Indian,
ecology and conservation, I have argued in The Ecological Indian: Myth and History
that while ecological or systemic thought was surely widespread if always culturally

188



framed, conservation was not. In fact, for the many indigenous people in North America
who believed that if respected in proper fashion (respect having nothing to do with
Western conservation biology), their prey would later be reborn or reincarnated so
that they might again be killed, conservation as it came to be defined in the West
was foreign and even senseless. Moreover, no matter what people’s beliefs or attitudes
might have been, there were surely too few American Indians too thinly spread out
to have made much of a lasting difference on lands and resources. The story, in other
words, is far more complicated than simple stereotypes suggest.
Shepard Krech II1
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Ammons, A.R. (1926-2001)

For the American poet A.R. Ammons, divinity was an omnipresent force that flowed
through everything in existence. In retracing the spiritual journeys of his verse, one
finds elements of Christian asceticism, Buddhist renunciation, and Daoist affirmation —
but it might be most accurate to describe the religious dimension of Ammons’ work as
pantheistic. This poet’s world is aflame with a divine spark that appears “everywhere
partial and entire . . . on the inside of everything and on the outside” (“Hymn”) (1986:
9), from the darkest depths of space to the teeming sub-layers of soil. Though such a
universe might seem godless and uncaring, this would rest on a limited understanding
of divinity. For Ammons, the whole world pulsates with power, its spirit dispersed
across air, water, and Earth rather than withheld on a shadowy plane.

Like Emerson and Whitman, Ammons senses a primal, primary energy permeating
and connecting everything — including the poet. “My nature singing in me is your
nature singing,” his glorious ode “Singing & Doubling Together” proclaims (1986: 114).
Each created form partakes of an original grace: “I know / there is / perfection in
the being / of my being, / that I am / holy in amness / as stars or / paperclips”
(“Come Prima”) (1971: 52). All life stems from a cosmic point of beginning, what
ancient civilizations called the godhead. The interpenetration of matter is beautifully
expressed in Ammons’ early poem “Interval”

The world is bright after rain for rain washes death out of the land and hides it
far beneath the soil and it returns again cleansed with life and so all is a circle and
nothing is separable (1971: 36).

This ceaseless cycling is embodied (and disembodied) by the maggot, which “spurs
the rate of change,” transfiguring organic matter so that it will someday return to live
again (“Catalyst”) (1971: 110). Though every thing must pass away, the irreducible
unity of the larger field is preserved: “Earth brings to grief / much in an hour that
sang, leaped, swirled, / yet keeps a round / quiet turning, / beyond loss or gain, /
beyond concern for the separate reach” (“Saliences”) (1986: 50).

The state of things is transience and flux — this is forever brought home to Ammons
by his Virgil, the wind: vehicle of mere caprice, but also capable, through its powers
of erosion and conveyance, of resisting fixity and hastening change. And so the poet’s
efforts “to gather the stones of Earth / into one place” — a suitable metaphor for all our
Sisyphean strivings for certitude — are constantly scattered by a wind which has “sown
loose dreams / in my eyes / and telling unknown tongues / drawn me out beyond the
land’s end” (“In the Wind My Rescue Is”) (1986: 5).
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Yet, as one of Rilke’s Sonnets to Orpheus puts it, “Song is reality” (1986: 231). Even
in foreknowledge of its evanescence, poetry follows its way ever onward. The writerly
task, for Ammons, is to accept the world through language, rather than create it anew.
Wallace Stevens placed his jar upon a hill in Tennessee and emphasized the heroic
aspect of poetry, its refashioning of reality from raw materials. But the “Poetics” of
Ammons “look for the forms / things want to come as” instead of shaping things into
forms (1986: 61). His late book-length poem Garbage (1993) is an encomium to found
treasures, gold gleaned from the cast-offs of civilization — and dedicated to “bacteria,
tumblebugs, scavengers, wordsmiths,” all of whom busily rejigger the infinite forms of
existence.

“New religions are surfaces,” Ammons writes in Garbage, “beliefs the shadows / of
images trying to construe what needs no / belief . . .” (1993: 27). His poetry does not
offer explanations for the mystery of life, but recapitulations of it. “Poems / are fingers,
methods, / nets,

/ not what is or / was” (“Motion”) (1971: 146), a Zen-like approach that supplants
explication with experience, however enigmatic. Accepting the world as a continuum
carves out the space for affirmation, however difficult it is to affirm that “to be / you
have to stop not-being and break / off from is to flowing” (“Guide”) (1986: 23).

For Ammons is no tranquil sage sitting cross-legged beneath a tree; at times he quails
at the infinite breadth of a universe not actively ordered by a benevolent deity, but
imbued with an ambiguous and often violent energy. There are, as Harold Bloom points
out, moments of terror in this poetry. But, as spring succeeds each difficult winter in
upstate New York, where Ammons taught for many years, affirmation emerges through
these reckonings with mortality. In a long poem called “Hibernaculum,” Ammons cites
a saying of St. Francis (If you give up everything, it’s all yours) and opines that
nothingness, far from being failure’s puzzlement, is really the point of lovely liberation,
when gloriously every object in and on Earth becomes just itself, total and marvelous
in its exact scope able to exist without compromise out to the precise skin-limit of
itself: it allows freedom to fall back from the thrust to the absolute into the world so
manifold with things and beings . . . (1971: 379-80).

Even as it embraces life — “I want to get / around to where I can say I'm glad I was
here, / even if I must go” (1993: 83) — Ammons’ poetry renounces egotism and the grand
gesture. Emptying leads to fulfillment, affirmation comes from renunciation; “being is
born of not being,” in the words of the Tao te Ching. “I have reached no conclusions,
have erected no boundaries,” Ammons writes in “Corsons Inlet,” “no arranged terror:
no forcing of image, plan, / or thought: / no propaganda, no humbling of reality to
precept” (1986: 44). Coming to enjoy the autonomy of a given moment, the poet gives
up any vain hope of freezing life’s procession at a standstill.

Ammons is a crucial poet for a spiritually hungry and environmentally impover-
ished era because his work places Homo sapiens not alone on a pedestal, but as one
vessel of life force among countless others. In “Corsons Inlet,” he watches a flock of
swallows preparing for fall migration and calls them “a congregation / rich with en-
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tropy” (1986: 45). The religious connotation is not unintentional. For Ammons, we are

all “instruments of miracle” — participants in a great cosmic rite of life, death, and
eternal change.

Jonathan Cook
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Amte, Baba (1914-)

Baba Amte is one of India’s most inspiring advocates for the rights of the oppressed,
a champion of social justice and environmental awareness. His most recognizable ac-
complishment is Anandwan, a center for the treatment and rehabilitation of lepers and
other disabled people in Chandrapur District in the state of Maharashtra. He is also
widely known for his leadership in the protest against the

Narmada Valley Project, the most expensive hydroelectric and irrigation venture
ever attempted in India. Amte’s vision for India’s future was inspired by, among others,
Mohandas K. Gandhi, Rabinbranath Tagore, and Sane Guruji, and by the life and
teachings of Jesus.

Born Murlidar Devidas Amte on 26 December 1914, in Hinganghat, Wardha District
in Maharashtra, the eldest son of a wealthy Brahmin family, his high school studies
at a Christian institution in Nagpur acquainted him with the Bible. Later in his life
he was to say, “I am a Hindu Brahmin, and a follower of Christ.” He states that to be
a follower of Christ is not to be affiliated with particular religious institutions but to
walk in the shadow of the cross, to follow the example of Jesus in crucifying one’s own
life for the sake of others. This ideal together with the Hindu concepts of nishkana
karma yoga, or selfless service without the expectation of reward, and the ideal of loka
sangrahya, or responsibility for the uplift of the world, produced in him the strong
motivation to address issues of moral gravity in the present world.

His commitment to walk in the shadow of the cross was challenged in his early
thirties when, after rejecting a lucrative career in law, he served as President of the
Worora Municipality. When the local sweepers union went on strike, he identified with
their cause by collecting night soil from the town’s latrines for a period of nine months.
On a rainy night while carrying a basket of night soil on his head, his frightful encounter
with a forsaken man suffering through the final stages of leprosy put his life’s purpose
into focus. After studying at the Calcutta School of Tropical Medicine he set up clinics
in villages, providing treatment for over 4000 patients. In 1949 Amte founded a society
called the Maharogi Sewa Samity, centered at the place he called Anandwan (the forest
of joy). With heroic effort and a government grant of 50 acres of degraded land (later
expanded by the grant of another 200 acres), the society, comprised mostly of leprosy
patients, constructed a residential facility for the treatment and rehabilitation of lepers
and a farm to support its activities. Eventually, Anandwan became a ministry by lepers
to other disabled persons, and to the community at large.

In 1964 Baba Amte contracted spondylitis, a condition that has resulted in the pro-
gressive degeneration of his spine. During long periods of convalescence he formulated
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his vision of a new India, for which Anandwan was the inspiration and model. His
vision is of the India advocated by Gandhi in which arrangements are set up not to
address the greed of the few but the needs of all, where needs are met by working
with nature rather than working to destroy it. He believed that if outcast people on
outcast land could develop a self-sufficient community that could benefit others, then
a healthy people should be able to do the same for India.

The most visible cause for which Baba Amte has been known in recent years is the
Narmada Bachao Andolan

(Save the Narmada Movement). In 1987 he invited a gathering of the most distin-
guished environmentalists in India to discuss the Narmada Valley Project. At their
meeting at Anandwan they concluded that this plan for the construction of 30 major,
15 medium, and 3000 minor dams on the Narmada River and its tributaries would
benefit only a few people at the cost of the environment upon which 300,000 local,
mostly tribal people, depended. For Amte, who from an early age had been impressed
with the traditions of the tribal people of India, and especially for their reverence for
nature, this was a morally intolerable undertaking. In 1989 he helped organize and, in
spite of failing health, participated in a highly visible protest rally at Harsud, a town
in the Narmada Valley to be submerged by the project. In Cry, The Beloved Narmada
(1989), and other publications, Baba Amte argued that the result of the project would
be ethnocide. On 6 March 1990, Baba Amte joined 10,000 protesters who blocked the
national highway at Khalghat bridge over the Narmada for 28 hours. Here, with his
wife, he resolved to settle among the tribal people in the Narmada Valley, where de-
spite injuries from confrontations with police and repeated arrests he remains a tireless
advocate for the poor and for environmental awareness.

For his work with lepers, with the disabled, with tribal people, and for the protection
of the environment, Baba Amte has been the recipient of numerous awards both in
India and abroad, including the Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion. In the speech
he wrote for his son to deliver at the Templeton Award ceremony in London, he stated
that his religion is his work and described his work as grounded in sraddha or faith
and inspired by karuna or compassion.

George A. James
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Ananda Marga’s Tantric
Neo-Humanism

Ananda Marga is a contemporary Hindu Tantric sect with an international following
of several million people. Their animaland plant-rights philosophy, called

Neo-Humanism, is based on a book of the same name written by P.R. Sarkar (1921-
1990). He was the organization’s founder and wrote spiritual philosophy under the
name of Shrii Shrii Anandamurti. The ideology of NeoHumanism is derived from a
monistic religious belief that everything is a manifestation of Supreme Consciousness
and should be treated as sacred. Sarkar said that the sentiment human beings share
toward one another should be extended to include all animate and inanimate entities.
He claimed that adopting this point of view would be an aid toward self-realization
and establish its practitioners in universalism.

Neo-Humanism emphasizes intensive intellectual analysis and rationality. It encour-
ages people to channel their limited social sentiments into an inclusive ideal termed
Sama-samaja Tattva, the principle of Social Equality. Simultaneously, Sarkar encour-
aged people to fight against the social exploitation and dogmas linked to environmental
degradation. He decried the destruction of the ecological balance between the human,
plant and animal worlds as a result of deforestation. One of NeoHumanism’s princi-
ple tenets is that all entities have both “existential value” and “utility value.” Sarkar
pointed out that many people fail to understand this and only work to preserve those
entities that have some immediate utility value for them. He considered this both
immoral and foolish, not to mention a direct result of human ignorance. One of his
controversial assertions, which he elaborated on at length in his book, was the demo-
nization of hypocritical and manipulative exploiters who were engaged in socially and
spiritually destructive activities. He literally referred to them as “demons in human
form.” Sarkar advised that such people be identified and reeducated, essentially along
spiritual lines. But in other books of his, such as Problems of the Day and PROUT
in a Nutshell — Part VIII, he stated that force might be necessary in order to control
them. Because he approved the use of force in certain circumstances, some members
of his organization interpreted that as a call to direct action.

Sarkar’s humanistic and environmental concerns are fully integrated into his socio-
economic and political platform called the Progressive Utilization Theory, or PROUT.
PROUT is concerned with a more equitable distribution of global wealth and the
proper utilization of the physical, mental, and spiritual potential of every living being.
Therefore, noted Liberation Theologian Leonardo Boff has supported Ananda Marga’s
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socio-economic ideas. But the organization has made many wary by calling for a polit-
ical dictatorship of the self-realized or spiritually evolved.

Ananda Marga is not an apocalyptic sect; therefore its environmental concerns are
not connected to a belief in our collective, impending doom. Its spirituality is based on
a Hindu type of Tantrism. Despite this, Sarkar’s protectiveness with regard to animal
and plant life did not hinge on the idea that human beings might be reincarnated into
animal or plant bodies. He was a supporter of reincarnation theory, but he was of the
opinion that once an entity achieved a human birth, it was, from an evolutionary point
of view, very unlikely that such a being would once again return to an animal or plant
form. His central concerns were the issues of a spiritually monistic philosophy and the
social justice such a philosophy demanded.

Based on Sarkar’s writings, organizational members feel that time is of the essence
in the fight to establish social justice. They believe that in many parts of the world
today, exploited human beings are being crushed under the weight of capitalism and
that it may very well be necessary to use force in order to check that trend. It is
perhaps with a combined sense of that perceived injustice and a devotional concern for
animal life that in the 1980s some of its members in northern England decided in favor
of direct action. They planned and allegedly executed the release of animals involved
in scientific experiments.

When the news of this direct action was written up in the newspapers, it sparked
a debate within the organization about the policy of direct action compared to the
slower process of reeducating the general public. Those in favor of the latter had some
of Sarkar’s writings on their side and they also had hard practical experience. During
the 1970s a radical faction of PROUT called the Universal PROUTists Revolutionary
Federation engaged in acts of international political terrorism that were contrary to
the official policy of both Ananda Marga and PROUT. In the most infamous act a
member was jailed for a 1978 bombing of a Hilton Hotel in Sydney, Australia that
killed three people.

During this time, Sarkar was imprisoned by Indira Gandhi’s government on charges
that Ananda Margiis say were purely politically motivated. He was held for seven
years and eventually exonerated by the Indian High Court. It seems the bombing was
an agitation that aimed to secure his release from jail. The acts of terrorism had a
negative impact on all branches of the organization. In the United States, Ananda
Marga lost the support of federal financial funding in the form of CETA grants. “Com-
munity Education Technical Advocates” grants had been given to the workers of their
permanent social service projects. Throughout the world, an organizational reputation
for terrorism hampered both the propagation of their spiritual ideals as well as the
establishment of their social service projects.

It is noteworthy that while the ideology of NeoHumanism originated on the Indian
subcontinent those who elected to engage in direct action based on it were born in
England. The vast majority of the organization’s spiritual practitioners express their
Neo-Humanistic environmentalism in quieter ways. On a daily basis they personally

197



perform bhuta yajina, service to the created universe. Ideally, this consists of services
to plants and animals, but services to lesser-evolved, inanimate objects are also under-
taken.

As part of an effort to introduce Neo-Humanism into society, Sarkar advocated
that Ananda Margiis maintain a series of agrarian communities called Master Units.
He placed a special emphasis on them during the last ten years of this life. By the early
twenty-first century such communities had been established in India, Australia, Europe,
South America, and the United States, although at that time, some entailed little more
than land held in the organization’s name. In many of these communities, the ideals
of Neo-Humanism, such as rural self-empowerment and economic self-sufficiency, have
been practically implemented. The premier example among them was established at
Ananda Nagar in the Purulia District of West Bengal. It showcases integrated farming
techniques, water conservation projects, soil erosion counter measures, a two-phased
afforestation program, alternative energy ideas, and a variety of related projects, all
spearheaded by Sarkar.

It seems to have been Sarkar’s hope that the Master Units would serve as an example
of alternative socioeconomic organization that would ultimately have political ramifi-
cations. In this regard he spoke about a type of bioregionalism tied to cultural and
linguistic factors. He named those regions Samayj, which literally means “society.” They
would be decentralized socio-economic areas. Dividing the world into Samaj, along
natural ecological, cultural, and linguistic lines, was a visionary system. Sarkar viewed
such bioregional politics to be more beneficial than today’s modern nation states.

Clearly the organization’s socio-spiritual doctrines have fostered environmentally
sustainable behavior. But their association with violence and occasional acts of ter-
rorism continues in the minds of many people. The crux of the matter is their stated
willingness to use force against society’s “demons” in an effort to establish their concept
of social justice. During his lifetime, Sarkar was not silent on the issue of terrorism.
He stated that those who engaged in it had no understanding of his ideology. In the
continuing debate over whether Hindu spiritual traditions promote or detract from
ecological awareness and activism Ananda Marga represents affirmative evidence. The
extent to which it will effectively promote its socio-economic and political objectives
remains an open question.

Helen Crovetto
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Anarchism

The anarchist tradition has been sharply divided in its relationship to religion,
spirituality and nature. On the one hand, the mainstream of Western anarchism has in
general been atheist, anti-religious and anti-clerical, and has looked upon religion as a
supernaturalist negation of the natural world. On the other hand, there is a long history
of anarchistic thought and practice having strong spiritual or religious dimensions, and
very often these have taken the form of nature spirituality. The following discussion will
examine first the more familiar anti-religious perspective of modern Western anarchism,
then various anarchist tendencies across history that have held a spiritual view of
reality, and finally, some contemporary anarchist views that exhibit both standpoints.

Almost all the major European classical anarchist theorists opposed religion and
defended a secularist, scientific and sometimes positivistic view of nature against what
they saw as religious obscurantism and other-worldliness. Max Stirner (1806-1856), the
major individualist anarchist theorist, dismissed religion as a belief in illusory “spooks”
that undermined the individuality and selfdetermination of the individual. Pierre-
Joseph Proudhon (1809-1865), the first important social anarchist theorist, stated
that the concept of God was contradictory to rational thought and to human freedom,
and that social progress is proportional to the degree to which the concept is elimi-
nated. The anarchist anti-religious viewpoint is perhaps most widely associated with
political theorist and revolutionary Mikhail Bakunin (1813-1876), who proclaimed, “I
reverse the phrase of Voltaire, and say that, if God really existed, it would be necessary
to abolish him” (Bakunin 1970: 79-80).

For Bakunin, religion denigrates human nature and the world, and is a means of op-
pressing humanity. In his view, it is a negation of nature, since it exalts a supernatural
and transcendent reality and devalues the material and natural. He claims that there is
an objective naturalistic basis for religion: it arises essentially out of the human being’s
feeling of absolute dependence on an eternal and omnipotent nature and out of prim-
itive fear of its awe-inspiring powers. He contends that it begins with the attribution
of this power to fetishes and ends with its concentration in an all-powerful God, which
he sees as the reversal and magnification of the human image itself. Religion is thus
essentially a misunderstanding of nature. The system of social domination makes use
of this confusion to keep people in a state of subjection and submissiveness through
the alliance between the coercive power of the state and the ideological power of the
Church.

The large anarchist movements of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
in general shared the atheism and anti-clericalism of its theoretical founders. The
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Bakuninists of the First International (International Working Men’s Association, 1864—
1876) fought to make the workers’ movement officially anti-religious, and the large
anarcho-syndicalist movements in southern Europe and Latin America defined them-
selves in part through their strong opposition to a generally reactionary and hierar-
chical Church and clergy. The Spanish Revolution (1936-1939), the most important
event in the history of the anarchist movement, was marked by fierce opposition to the
Church, to the extent of the desecration and burning of churches and harsh treatment
of clergy. The Spanish anarchists largely shared Bakunin’s view that religion was based
on a denial of the natural world. Yet a kind of nature spirituality emerged even within
their milieu. This tendency was expressed in a cult of the natural, the romanticizing of
nature, and practices such as health-consciousness, nudism and vegetarianism. In this
regard, the movement was influenced by the anarchist philosopher-geographer Elisée
Reclus (1830-1905), who developed a non-theistic but holistic and spiritual view of
nature, advocated animal rights, and wrote of the sublime and inspirational qualities
of the natural world.

When one turns to the positive relationship between anarchism and spirituality, one
finds a wealth of evidence in many cultures of the world. Some have found one of the
earliest anarchist philosophies of nature and human nature in the ancient Chinese clas-
sic, the Tao te Ching of Lao Tzu (ca. fourth century B.C.E). Daoism is the philosophy
of the tao, or way, a term that refers both to the source of all being, and to the path
of self-realization of all beings when they are allowed to act freely and spontaneously
according to their nature. Lao Tzu presents a vision of nature and human society as
an organic unityin-diversity in which the uniqueness and creative activity of each part
of the whole are valued. The natural world is seen as a dynamic balance (symbolized
through the complementary polarities of yin and yang) that produces order and har-
mony when not disrupted by human aggression and domination. Lao Tzu describes
this natural harmony in poetic terms: “Heaven and Earth unite to drip sweet dew.
Without the command of men, it drips evenly over all” (Lao Tzu 1963: 156). Coercive
and authoritarian social institutions are shown to destroy natural balance and the gen-
erosity of nature and produce disaster not only for the surrounding natural world, but
also within human society itself. The ideal society is depicted as a decentralized, egal-
itarian community in which all value the “Three Treasures” of compassion, simplicity,
and humility. Lao Tzu was a harsh critic of the violent, hierarchical society of his own
day, and laments the injustices and inequities that are created in human society by
the pursuit of political and economic power. He declares that “[t|he Way of Heaven re-
duces whatever is excessive and supplements whatever is insufficient. The Way of Man
is different. It reduces the insufficient to offer to the excessive” (Lao Tzu 1963: 174).
For Lao Tzu, the pursuit of wealth, power and egoistic gratification must be rejected
in favor of a way of life based on “non-action” or “actionless action” (wu-wei), by which
is meant activity that is in accord with one’s own Tao or way, but which respects the
ways of all others.
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Despite these apparently anarchistic or libertarian tendencies in Lao Tzu’s thought,
some have interpreted him as a defender of the traditional system of rule and even
as an advocate of manipulation of the people for authoritarian purposes. For example,
the eminent Chinese scholar D.C. Lau interprets the Tao te Ching as a rather eclectic
collection of writings that has a primarily ethical rather than mystical or philosoph-
ical import, and which does not question the concept of political rule. In his view,
passages concerning the sage or ruler apply to any follower of the Tao, but are also
specific references to an enlightened and skillful “ruler,” in a quite literal sense. Social
ecologists Murray Bookchin and Janet Biehl have contended that ancient Daoism is
merely a form of regressive mysticism. They attacked the idea that the Tao te Ching
has any anarchistic implications and contend that all references to rulership should be
interpreted in an entirely literal sense.

The second great ancient Taoist philosopher, Chuang Tzu, has sometimes been seen
as even more radically anarchistic than Lao Tzu and equally ecological in outlook.
Chuang Tzu warned against the impulse to eliminate chaos and impose order on the
world, which in his view leads ultimately to great destruction. He took a perspectivist
position on knowledge and truth, and emphasized, often through humorous or ironic
anecdotes, the fact that each being has its own good and perceives reality from its own
ultimately incomparable point of view. He rejected human-centered views of reality and
the tendency to project human meanings and values onto the natural world. Though
the specifically political implications of Chuang Tzu’s thought are far from clear, his
Daoism has been interpreted as one of the most consistently anarchistic critiques of
the domination of humanity and nature and of the egocentric and anthropocentric
mentality that underlies domination.

Some have also found a deeply anarchistic dimension in both ancient Buddhism and
also in various schools in later Buddhist history. Original Buddhism as established by
the founder Shakyamuni Buddha (ca. 563-463 B.C.E.) came out of a questioning of
both the social order (the caste system) and the ideological basis (the authority of
the Vedic scriptures) of ancient India. It also rejected the idea that any authority,
whether a person or written document, could lead one to truth, and that it must in-
stead be reached through direct personal experience. The central Buddhist idea of non-
attachment can be given an anarchistic interpretation. Although historical Buddhism
has been to varying degrees influenced by inegalitarian social institutions, its goal of
non-attachment can be seen as an attack on the foundation of political, economic and
patriarchal domination in the desire to aggrandize an illusory ego-self. According to
such an interpretation, the ideal of the sangha or spiritual community is seen as an
anarchistic concept of association based on compassion and recognition of true need,
rather than on economic and political power and coercive force. Similarly, Buddhist
mindfulness, an awakened awareness of present experience, is seen as implying a sensi-
tivity to the realities of nature and human experience, as opposed to appropriating and
objectifying forms of consciousness. The Buddhist tradition is vast, and has been devel-
oped in many directions, but it is not difficult to discover in the Buddhist concepts of
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awakened mind, non-attachment, and compassion an implicit critique of material con-
sumption and accumulation, coercive laws, and bureaucratic and technocratic forms
of social organization.

Nagarjuna (ca. second century) is often considered the most important Buddhist
philosopher since Shakyamuni Buddha. Indeed, he can plausibly be interpreted as the
most theoretically anarchistic thinker in the history of philosophy. His radically de-
structive or deconstructive dialectic reveals the contradictions in any formulation of
truth or attribution of substantiality to any being. The only “truth” for Nagarjuna
consists not in ideas or propositions, all of which lead to contradiction, but rather in
the practice of universal compassion and nonattachment. His rejection of the imposi-
tion of dualistic and objectifying categories on an internally related and “dependently
arising” reality can be seen as an affirmation of the non-objectifiable wholeness and
self-creativity of being and nature.

The anarchist tendencies in Buddhism were developed furthest and synthesized
with certain aspects of Daoism in the Chinese Ch’an (meditation) School of Buddhism
and in its Japanese version, Zen. Zen questions all authorities, including political, in-
tellectual and spiritual ones, and insists on the absolute priority of direct personal
experience. Lin-Chi (Rinzai) (d. 866) the founder of Ch’an, is known for his shocking
admonition, “Whether you’re facing inward or facing outward, whatever you meet up
with, just kill it! If you meet a Buddha, kill the Buddha. If you meet a patriarch, kill
the patriarch!” This iconoclastic maxim is a classic Zen statement of the radically anar-
chistic view that none of our concepts of substantial realities (including even our most
exalted concepts) can capture the nature of an ever-changing reality that constantly
surpasses all categories and preconceptions. Inherent in this outlook is a deep respect
for the integrity of nature and a desire to allow nature to express itself without human
domination. Zen painting and poetry (much in the tradition of Daoist art) are noted
for their focus on nature and on the numinous power of things themselves.

Anarchistic forms of spirituality have not been limited to Asian traditions, but have
also emerged periodically through the history of Western religion. The Joachimite ten-
dency in medieval Christianity is perhaps the most striking example. Joachim of Fiore
spoke of the “Third Age” of world history, the Age of the Holy Spirit, which would
supersede the rule of law and authority and usher in the reign of universal freedom
and love. The Movement of the Free Spirit, which emerged out of the Joachimite
and millenarian traditions, is often considered the most anarchistic tendency within
medieval and early modern Christianity. The movement originated in the thirteenth
century and spread widely across central and Western Europe during the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries. Its most radical tendencies rejected the established Church,
the state, law, private property and marriage. Its social outlook was at times a rather
curious combination of a radically anarchistic quest for freedom and an elitism that
justified an instrumental view of non-members and of things in nature, and a ruthless
destructiveness toward all who stood in its way. Nevertheless, it often strongly affirmed
nature and the natural. The Adamite tendency in particular saw believers as existing
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in a “natural,” prefallen condition, and others spoke of exercising “natural freedom”
and following “natural desires.” They practiced nudism and free love, held property in
common, and waged relentless war against their surrounding enemies. The anarchistic
interpretation of the Free Spirit is best known from Norman Cohn’s classic work, The
Pursuit of the Millennium. The Free Spirit also plays an important role in anarchist the-
orist Fredy Perlman’s critique of civilization, Against History, and Situationist Raoul
Vaneigem devoted an entire book to the movement.

A more recent expression of an anarchistic spirituality within the Christian tradi-
tion is the radical religious vision of Romantic poet William Blake (1757-1827). Blake
stressed the sacredness of nature, its organic qualities, and the need for humane treat-
ment of other beings. He was one of the most important early rebels against the
mechanistic, objectivist, reductionist worldview that came out of Newtonian science.
His rejection of the dominant mechanistic worldview is encapsulated in his well-known
plea, “may God us keep / From Single vision and Newton’s sleep!” (Blake 1988: 722).
His attack on the patriarchal authoritarian God and a spiritually degraded world, and
his creation of a new radically utopian mythology can be interpreted as an anarchistic
critique of the state, early capitalism, and any ideology or social imaginary based on
hierarchy, domination, and the repression of desire, the body, and nature.

Although nineteenthand early twentieth-century European anarchism was generally
anti-religious, even there one finds a more overt religious tendency, primarily under
the influence of the famous novelist and pacifist anarchist Leo Tolstoy (1828-1910).
Tolstoy’s conception of God was not the naively anthropomorphic image that other
anarchists attacked, but referred rather to the whole of reality and truth. Furthermore,
he believed that the true essence of Christianity is found not in a transcendent Supreme
Being or an afterlife with rewards and punishments, but rather in Jesus’ teaching of
universal love. For Tolstoy, an acceptance of this teaching satisfies the human longing
for meaning in purpose in life, and has farreaching implications for one’s relationship
to both society and nature. First, it results in a dedication to complete nonviolence
in society, including an absolute anarchistic rejection of participation in the state,
which Tolstoy saw as the most monstrous form of organized violence and coercion.
Furthermore, it requires a nonviolent stance toward the whole of nature, a refusal to
inflict suffering on sentient beings, and a practice of ethical vegetarianism.

Another important nineteenth-century literary figure in whose work anarchist
themes intersect with a spirituality of nature is Henry David Thoreau (1817-1862).
In his essay “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau proclaimed the priority of individual con-
science over political authority, asserting his view that “that government is best which
governs least” and consequently “that government is best which governs not at all.”
He refused to pay his taxes to the state on the anarchist secessionist principle that he
could not recognize as his own government one that was also the slave’s government.
Although Thoreau’s philosophical and religious perspective is usually associated
with American “Transcendentalism,” it can also be seen as an anarchistic spirituality
with affinities to aspects of Daoist, Buddhist and indigenous traditions. Thoreau is
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best known for his eloquent expression in Walden of such themes as the love of and
communion with nature, the affirmation of life, compassion for all living beings, and
the ills of a materialistic society that is alienated from the natural world and enslaved
by its own possessions. His spirituality is perhaps best expressed in the essay on
“Walking,” which contains his famous statement that “in Wildness is the preservation
of the world.” Thoreau links wildness, freedom, sacredness, and “the gospel according
to this moment,” an idea much in the spirit of Buddhist mindfulness. His concern for
and celebration of the particularities of place link him to later bioregional thought,
and contain an implicit critique of political and economistic conceptions of reality.

The renowned anarchist geographer Peter Kropotkin has often been looked to as the
major source of ecological ideas among the classical anarchist theorists. His concepts of
the importance of mutual aid, spontaneity and diversity in both the natural world and
in human society have been important in introducing ecological concepts into social
thought. However, Kropotkin was in many ways carrying on the work of his predecessor,
the nineteenth-century French geographer and revolutionary Elisée Reclus, who had
already developed a profoundly ecological philosophy and social theory. Reclus is one of
the most important figures in the development of an anarchistic ecological philosophy
and spirituality.

Reclus came out of a tradition of radical Protestant religious dissent, his father
having been a minister of a socalled “free church” that broke with the Reformed Church.
Though he rejected theism, his anarchism can in some ways be seen as a continuation
of his religious tradition. Central to his philosophy was a belief in universal love, which
in his view must be extended to all human beings, to other sentient beings, and to
nature as a whole. His deep respect for the natural world sometimes reaches a level of
awe that verges on a kind of nature mysticism. For Reclus, social organization must
be based on this love and solidarity, expressed through a voluntary commitment to the
good of the community and the Earth itself. In such a system, each individual would
be guided to the greatest degree possible by a free conscience rather than by coercion
or centralized authority.

Reclus’ outlook toward nature is at once scientific, moral, aesthetic, and spiritual. In
his monumental 16,000page New Universal Geography, and his magnum opus of social
theory, Man and the Farth, he offers a holistic, evolutionary vision of humanity and
nature. Like later ecological thinkers, Reclus finds a harmony and balance in nature,
in addition to a tendency toward discord and imbalance. His investigation of the inti-
mate relationship between humanity and the Earth’s regional and local particularities
anticipates later bioregional thought. He emphasizes the moral and spiritual aspects
of humanity’s relationship to nature, condemns the growing devastation produced by
industry and economic exploitation, and argues that whenever humanity degrades the
natural world, it degrades itself. A vehement advocate of the humane treatment of
animals and of ethical vegetarianism, Reclus wrote several widely reprinted pamphlets
on these topics.
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An important though relatively neglected figure in early twentieth-century anarchist
spirituality is the German political theorist and non-violent revolutionary Gustav Lan-
dauer (1870-1919). Landauer is best known as a martyr killed for his leadership in
the Munich Council Republic of 1919 and as the mentor of the Jewish libertarian and
communitarian religious philosopher Martin Buber (1878-1965). Landauer’s philoso-
phy is rooted in German Romanticist thought and is often described as having mystical
and pantheistic tendencies. His major concepts are Spirit (Geist), People (Volk), and
Nation (Nation), and his central focus is on the place of the individual in the larger
human community, in nature, and in a greater spiritual reality. Landauer associates
Spirit with the search for wholeness and universality, and interprets it as an immanent,
living reality, the underlying unity of all beings that encompasses both humanity and
nature. For Landauer, the great conflict in history is between Spirit and the state. In
his famous formulation, the state is above all a relationship between human beings
and it can be replaced by creating new relationships based on cooperation rather than
domination. Socialism, which is what he called the free, cooperative society, is not a
utopian ideal in the future, but rather something that is already present in all coop-
erative, loving human relationships and which can expand to encompass the whole of
society as more non-coercive, non-exploitative relationships are established. Landauer
believed that the cooperative society would be achieved when people left the increas-
ingly dominant corrupt and alienated urban society and returned to the land. The
new society was to be based on village communities rooted in their natural regions,
in which fair exchange would replace economic exploitation, and in which agriculture
and industry would be integrated.

Undoubtedly, one of the most important influences on modern anarchist spiritual-
ity throughout the world is Mohandas Gandhi (1869-1948), who is widely known for
his principles of nonviolence, cooperation, decentralization, and local self-sufficiency.
Gandhi summarized his religious outlook as the belief that God is Truth, or more
accurately, that Truth is God, and that the way to this Truth is through love. He
also states that God is “the sum-total of all life” (Gandhi 1963: 316). At the roots of
Gandhian spirituality is the concept of ahimsa, which is often translated as ‘“nonvio-
lence” (paralleling the original Sanskrit), but is actually for Gandhi a more positive
conception of replacing force and coercion with love and cooperation. Similarly, he
is sometimes called an advocate of “civil disobedience,” but he defined his approach,
satyagraha, as a more positive conception of “nonviolent resistance” to evil, including
the injustices of the state.

Although Gandhi did not absolutely reject all participation in the existing state, he
rejected the state as a legitimate form of social organization, advocated its eventual
elimination, and strongly opposed its increasing power. He warned against looking to
the state to reduce exploitation, arguing that its concentrated power and vast coercive
force necessarily does great harm and destroys individuality. In place of the centralized
state, he proposed village autonomy or self-government, community selfreliance, and
local production based on human-scale technologies, ideas that have been enormously
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influential on twentieth-century eco-anarchism. Gandhi was also a critic of Western
medicine, which he saw as dependent on concentrated wealth and sophisticated tech-
nologies, and advocated instead “nature cure” in which the cheapest, simplest and most
accessible treatments are used.

For Gandhi, the principle of ahimsa was to be extended throughout the natural
world. Humans should make an effort to avoid inflicting physical or mental injury to
any living being to the greatest possible degree. Accordingly, Gandhi advocated ethical
vegetarianism and had a deeply held belief that the Indian tradition of cow protection
was of great moral and spiritual value. One of his most oftenquoted statements is that
the greatness and moral progress of a nation can be judged by its treatment of animals.
Although his concern was often expressed in terms of the welfare of individual beings,
he sometimes expressed more strongly ecological concepts, as when he warned of the
dangers of human abuse of nature using the image of nature’s ledger book in which
the debits and credits must always be equal.

After Gandhi’s death, Sarvodaya, a movement based on his spiritual, ethical and
political principles emerged. Vinoba Bhave (1895-1982), the leading figure in the move-
ment for many years, taught absolute nonviolence, social organization based on univer-
sal love, decision making by consensus, the replacement of coercion by the recognition
of moral authority, and the minimization and eventual abolition of state power. Vi-
noba’s social philosophy was fundamentally anarchist and communitarian. In pursuit
of the movement’s goals he pursued a policy of asking landowners to donate land to
the poor (Bhoodan, or “gift of land”) and of establishing village cooperative agriculture
(Gramdan or “village gift”). Over a decade, Vinoba walked 25,000 miles across India
and accepted eight million acres of Bhoodan land. The history of the Sarvodaya move-
ment is recounted in Geoffrey Ostergaard and Melville Currell’s study, The Gentle
Anarchists.

Among contemporary thinkers, the celebrated poet and essayist Gary Snyder has
probably had the greatest influence in linking anarchism, spirituality and nature. He
has also been a major influence on the contemporary ecology movement in showing
the ecological implications of Buddhist, Daoist and indigenous traditions. Snyder has
connected the concepts of “the wild,” “wild nature” and “wilderness” with the Tao of
ancient Chinese philosophy and the dharma of Buddhism. For Snyder, the concept of
“the wild” implies a freedom and spontaneity that are found not only in undomesticated
nature, but also in the imagination of the poet and in the mind of the spiritually
attuned person. He expresses the anarchic nature of the Zen mind in his statement:
“the power of no-power; this is in the practice of Zen” (Snyder 1980: 4).

For Snyder, such concepts have farreaching political implications. By the early 1970s
he had already outlined a bioregional anarchist position that would replace the state
and its artificial political boundaries with a regionalism based on lived experience and
a knowledge of the particularities of place. Snyder links the spirituality of place with
“reinhabitation,” the development of an intimate acquaintance with one’s locality and
region, and the achievement of a larger sense of community that incorporates other
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life forms. Snyder finds the roots of such a social vision in the Neolithic community,
with its emphasis on productive work, the sharing of goods, and the self-determination
of local village communities. From the standpoint of such decentralized, egalitarian
communities, the state, social hierarchy, and centralized power are not only illegitimate
and oppressive, but also a source of disorder and destruction in both society and the
natural world. The wisdom of traditional societies has been a widespread theme in
contemporary anarchist thought. This is exemplified by a significant “neo-primitivist”
current in ecological anarchism that has identified very strongly with many of the
values and institutions of tribal societies. Its proponents argue that for 99 percent of
human history human beings lived in stateless societies in which nature spirituality
was central to their culture. The nonhierarchical, cooperative, symbiotic and ecological
spiritualities of these societies have been taken as an inspiration for a future post-
civilized anarchist society.

A strong influence on this current is anarchist theorist Fredy Perlman (1934-1985),
who in his influential work Against His-story, Against Leviathan depicts (in a kind of
radicalized version of the “Myth of the Machine” of social critic Lewis Mumford [1895—
1990]) the millennia-long history of the assault of the technological megamachine on
humanity and the Earth. Perlman describes early tribal spirituality as a celebration
of human existence and nature, and depicts the rise of the ancient despotism that de-
stroyed these societies and replaced their spirituality with a repressive, patriarchal and
authoritarian monotheism. He interprets the emergence of such spiritual movements
as ancient Daoism, Buddhism and Zoroastrianism as a rebellion against social hierar-
chy and the domination of nature, and describes the processes through which these
spiritualities of freedom were transformed in religions of domination. He also outlines
the history of anarchistic spiritual movements, including such striking examples as the
Taoist Yellow Turbans, a revolutionary, egalitarian movement of the second century.

Similar themes are developed by David Watson, a leading contemporary critic of
the technological megamachine. Watson contends in Against the Megamachine that
in modern societies an aura of sacredness is concentrated in the ego, in the system of
technology, and in economic and political power, whereas primal societies have seen the
sacred as pervading the self, the community and the world of nature. Primal spirituality
was, he argues, an integral part of a system of egalitarian, libertarian and ecological
social values. Furthermore, the participating consciousness of primal peoples conceives
of humans as inseparable from larger natural and transhuman realities. Thus, primal
peoples have had an anarchistic, nonhierarchical view of both society and nature that
constitutes a powerful critique of modern industrial society and offers inspiration for
future non-dominating ecological communities.

Ideas similar to those of Perlman and Watson inspire a rather large, vigorous and
growing anarcho-primitivist or anti-civilization movement. The best-known theoretical
spokesperson for this movement is John Zerzan, who presents a withering critique of
civilization, industrialism, technology, the state, and even language and community.
Anarcho-primitivist ideas often appear in such publications as Green Anarchy, Live
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Free or Die, Anarchy: A Journal of Desire Armed and The Fifth Estate. Anarchoprimi-
tivism plays an important role in the Earth Liberation Front, which practices sabotage
in defense of nature, and in the much larger Earth First!, which is the most important
direct action environmental organization. It is also a significant undercurrent in the
anti-globalization movement.

Anarcho-primitivists see an inextricable relationship between civilization and the
domination of humanity and nature. One of their central themes is the inevitability
of the collapse of industrial society, an event that is often looked forward to with an-
ticipation. Primitivists value all that remains free from the domination of civilization,
including remaining wilderness areas and autonomous, spontaneous human activity.
They look to tribal traditions and hunter-gatherer economies for examples of an eco-
logical sensibility, a balanced relationship to nature, and an ethos of sharing and gen-
erosity. However, they do not in general propose a simple reversion to such previous
social formations, which are sometimes criticized for alienated social practices. Many
primitivists find inspiration in various nature-affirming spiritual traditions as an alter-
native to the narrow technical rationality of civilization. These include the spirituality
of tribal people, various forms of nature mysticism, a general reverence for life and
nature, pantheism, and neo-paganism.

Indeed, one finds a continuous and strong anarchist current in neo-paganism in
general in both Britain and the United States in recent decades. In Britain there are
important anarchist and neo-pagan tendencies within the large marginal subculture
that centers around the antiroads movement and defends sites that are of natural, cul-
tural and spiritual significance. Both anti-roads activists and neo-pagans often form
decentralized, non-hierarchical organizations practicing such anarchist principles as
direct action and consensus decision making. Starhawk, one of the best-known neo-
pagan theorists and writers, and an important figure in ecofeminism, has emphasized
the connection between the nonviolent, egalitarian, cooperative, anti-patriarchal, anti-
hierarchical, and nature-affirming values of anarchism and the pagan worldview and
sensibility. The pioneering ecofeminist writer Susan Griffin has inspired thinking about
these interconnections since her wide-ranging landmark work Woman and Nature, pub-
lished in 1978. Even earlier, the well-known short-story writer and poet Grace Paley
had incorporated feminist, anarchist and ecological themes in her works, which also
expresses a deep but subtle spirituality of everyday life.

Hakim Bey, one of the most widely read contemporary anarchist writers, has devel-
oped an “ontological anarchism” that finds inspiration in esoteric spiritual traditions of
many cultures, including Islamic mysticism, sorcery, shamanism, alchemy, and primor-
dial myths of chaos. Bey’s anarchic sensibility and spirituality encompass everything
related to joy, eros, creativity, play, and “the marvelous.” His concept of the Temporary
Autonomous Zone (TAZ) as a sphere in which such realities can be experienced is one
of the most influential ideas in contemporary anarchism and has stimulated interest
in heretical, dissident and exotic anarchistic spiritualities.
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There has also been considerable theoretical discussion of anarchism, nature and
spirituality in the context of debates within social ecology. Such well-known exponents
of social ecology as Murray Bookchin and Janet Biehl have attacked spiritual ecologies
as forms of irrational mysticism that often produce social passivity and sometimes are
linked to reactionary or fascist politics. On the other hand, proponents of the value of
spiritual ecologies (such as David Watson, John Clark and Peter Marshall) have argued
for the importance to an anarchist social ecology of spiritual values that are ecological,
holistic, communitarian and socially emancipatory. It has been argued that some social
ecologists have uncritically adopted a modernist, Promethean, and naively rationalistic
view of the self and its relationship to the world, and that spiritual ecologies derived
from Asian philosophies and indigenous worldviews, among other sources, can con-
tribute to a more critical, dialectical, and implicitly anarchistic view of selthood and the
place of humanity in nature. This brief survey is far from comprehensive, and a fuller
account would encompass such topics as Quakerism and other forms of radical Protes-
tantism, the Catholic Worker movement and other tendencies within the Catholic Left,
the spirituality of anarchist intentional communities, and the many literary and artistic
figures (including such notable examples as poet Allen Ginsberg and novelist Ursula
LeGuin) who have had important insights relating to anarchism, spirituality and na-
ture. However, from the examples discussed, it should be clear that anarchist thought
and practice have encompassed a wide diversity of approaches to religion, spirituality,
and nature. This multiplicity and divergence continues today. Many contemporary
anarchists (especially in Europe and in organizations in the anarcho-syndicalist and
anarchocommunist traditions) carry on the atheist, anti-religious, anti-clerical outlook
of the classical anarchist movement. Others, including many of the young people who
have been drawn to contemporary anarchism through direct action movements, have
neither great interest in nor particular antipathy to religion and spirituality. However,
an increasing number of political and cultural anarchists are developing an interest in
spirituality, and many others have been drawn to anarchist political movements and
social tendencies through an initial interest in anarchistic spirituality. Consequently,
spirituality, and more particularly the nature-affirming spiritualities of Daoism, Bud-
dhism, neo-Paganism, indigenous traditions, and various radical undercurrents within
Western religion, play a significant role in anarchism today and can be expected to do
so in the future.

John Clark
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Anarcho-Primitivism and the Bible

“Anarcho-primitivism” (hereafter AP) is an important current of contemporary deep
ecological thought which responds to contemporary environmental and social crises
with a radical revisionism of the history of civilization. Though there have been few
vigorous engagements between Christian theologians and these radical philosophical
currents (exceptions include Jacques Ellul and Vernard Eller), this entry reflects upon
possible points of contact between AP ideas and certain trajectories found in the Bible.

The trenchant AP critique of civilization finds surprising resonance in the Hebrew-
Christian scriptures — if, that is, they are read as documents of Israelite resistance
to Ancient Near Eastern empires from Egypt to Rome, rather than as a legitimating
ideology for Christendom. The following eight “talking points” (appearing below in ital-
ics), representing salient aspects of the AP perspective as articulated by, for example,
John Zerzan, are here correlated with minor and major biblical themes. i) Civilization
represents for AP a pathological regression, rather than an ingenuous progression, of
human consciousness. Although mainstream theology has largely bought into the dom-
inant evolutionary narrative of “Progress,” the Bible’s perspective on historical origins
is quite contrary — which is perhaps why it has been increasingly marginalized since
the Enlightenment. The “primeval history” of Gen. 1-11, for example, portrays civiliza-
tion as the “fruit” not of human genius, but of alienation from the symbiotic lifeways
of the “Garden.” Its narrative of the “Fall” is one of hard labor, murder, violence and
predatory urbanism, culminating in the symbol of Babel’s tower as the zenith of hu-
man rebellion against God and nature. It can be read not only as a polemic against
the Ancient Near Eastern empires that surrounded Israel, but also as an archetypal
diagnosis of civilization-as-pathology. Throughout the rest of the biblical literature this
strong strand of skepticism prevails, summarized perhaps best by

Jesus’ trope that “Solomon in all his glory” (an allusion to the Davidic Temple-State,
the zenith of Israel’s civilizational power) was less intrinsically valuable than a single
wildflower (Lk. 12:27). ii) AP’s perspective on “pre-history” arques that the late Ne-
olithic domestication of plants and animals led to the domestication of human beings.
Agriculture inexorably gave rise to concentrated populations and increasingly central-
ized and hierarchical societies in built urban environments. These in turn developed
into oppressive city-states, an aggressively colonizing civilization that exerted a pow-
erful centripetal force upon the hinterlands. Thus agriculture is portrayed in Genesis
not as a gift of the gods — as in other Ancient Near Eastern myths — but as a curse, the
result of human rejection of the old symbiotic lifeways of the “Garden” (Gen. 3:17-19).
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While pastoralism is more sympathetically depicted in the biblical literature, we should
keep in mind that during the period herders were socially marginalized fringe-dwellers.

From the Babel story on, the walled city and its architecture of domination is
denounced regularly, as Ellul argues, including the Egyptian “store cities” built by
Hebrew forced labor (Ex. 1:11-14) and the Canaanite fortress of Jericho (Josh. 6:26).
And while much literature of the post-Davidic era romanticizes Jerusalem as the “city
of God,” the prophetic voice continued to call those who “weigh tribute and count
towers” agents of terror — including Israelite rulers (Isa. 33:18; Fzek. 26:3-9; Zeph.
1:16; 3:6). This urban antipathy is best captured by the Psalmist’s lament: “Truly I
would flee to the wilderness . . . for I see violence and strife in the city . . . oppression
and fraud on its streets” (Ps. 55:7, 9, 11). In the New Testament, John’s vision of
the New Jerusalem portends a radical “greening” of the city: gates always open and
a river running down Main Street on whose banks grow Eden’s Trees of Life (Rev.
21-22). iii) AP endorses revisionist anthropological studies that offer a more sympa-
thetic assessment of hunter-gatherer social and economic organization, emphasizing
what Marshall Sahlins called the “original affluence” of stoneage cultures. Up until the
last quarter-century, modern anthropologists tended to share Thomas Hobbes’ bias
that the lives of “uncivilized” humans were “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.”
Since Sahlins, the consensus (as reflected in, for example, John Gowdy’s collection)
has shifted almost 180 degrees; hunter-gatherer cultures tend now to be portrayed as
healthier, more leisurely, freer, more materially satisfied, less anxious and infinitely
more ecologically sustainable than modern industrial ones. In particular, indigenous
practices of subsistence and gift exchange are now being appreciated (particularly by
Hyde) as a viable, if radically different, economic paradigm.

This encourages a reassessment of the economic cosmology of the Bible. For example,
the story of the manna in the wilderness instructs Israel (newly liberated from slavery
in Egypt) about material sustenance as a divine gift (Ex. 16:4). The narrative stresses
principles of “just gathering”: only take what is needed, don’t accumulate, and make
sure each member of the community has enough

— but not too much (16:16-25)! The Bible emphasizes providential natural abun-
dance, community selflimitation and just sharing. Sabbath year programs of debt-
release and wealth redistribution — most notably in the Levitical Jubilee (Lev. 25) —
were a hedge against the intense stratification that characterized the slaveand tribute-
based economies of ancient Egypt, Assyria and Babylon. The Gift cosmology is reiter-
ated by the prophets: “Come, you who have no money, come buy and eat; come buy
wine and milk without money and without cost” (Isa. 55:1). It also makes better sense
of New Testament texts that have been anathema to capitalist religion, such as Jesus’
teachings about giving up possessions (Lk. 12:13— 34), the economic sharing in the
Acts community (Acts 2:42ff.), and even Paul’s practice of inter-church mutual aid (2
Cor. 8). These suggest that biblical writers may have been trying to rehabilitate the
economic ethos of “precivilized” indigenous cultures as a better way. iv) For AP the
ecological crisis necessitates a radical critique of advanced toolmaking and all forms
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of industrial technology, in the belief that when we use tools they use us back in a
way that dehumanizes us and destroys our more natural competences. The Bible, as an
ancient text, has relatively little to say about “technology” per se, but two texts from
the earliest strata of Torah are germane. One is the prohibition of domestic fires on
the Sabbath (Ex. 35:3), thus circumscribing what clearly was the most ancient human
tool. The other reflects a primal suspicion of tools as instruments of domination in re-
lation to nature: “If you make an altar of stones for Me, do not construct it from hewn
stone; if you use a tool on it you will defile it” (Ex. 20:25). Scripture has plenty to say
about the danger of manufactured objects, particularly in the well-known prohibitions
on image-making. But this taboo is more anti-fetishistic than anti-iconic, recognizing
that “made objects” inevitably become mystified and sacralized, thus taking on more
value than their makers (a classic statement is found in Isa. 43:9-20). This insight
was later resurrected in Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism in capitalism, as Guy
Debord has shown. Moreover, James Kennedy has also argued that Israel’s rejection of
idols was a socioeconomic strategy of resistance to the public symbolism of tributary
imperialism in Canaan (Ex. 32; Judg. 6; Deut. 4:19f.). v) Work for wages and hierar-
chical divisions of labor, the sine qua non of toxic civilization, are inherently alienating.
We have seen that agricultural labor is portrayed as antithetical to the divine will in
the Fall story (Gen. 3:19). More generally, the Sabbath codes, which grounded in God’s
own Self-limiting character (Gen. 2:2f.), sought to constrain the compulsive-addictive
potential of all work by circumscribing it. Keeping the Sabbath is the first (Ex. 16:23)
and last (Ex. 35:1-3) commandment in the Covenant Code, regularly interrupting the
rhythm of the Israel agricultural year by ritual “work stoppages” (Lev. 23). The Law
and prophets relentlessly criticize how the rich exploit the labor of the poor (e.g., Lev.
19:13; Am. 5:11). Jesus spins stories that undermine the sanctity of wage-labor (Matt.
20:1-16), and that pit rebellious peasants against wealthy landowners (Mk. 12:1-10).
He advocates the right of the hungry to steal food (Mk. 2:23ff.) and invokes the cos-
mology of divine gift: “Consider the ravens: They do not sow or reap . . . yet God
feeds them” (Lk. 12:24). Despite the captivity of modern Christian theology to the
Protestant work ethic, the Bible’s Sabbath ethos (including Paul’s theology of grace)
privileges being over doing, celebration over work, and gift over possession — again
resonating with indigenous wisdom concerning personal, social and physical ecology.
vi) For some AP theorists, symbolic representation (including language itself) lies at
the heart of the “descent” into civilization, becoming a substitute for direct sensory
experience of nature and engendering social differentiation. While a radical critique of
language finds no echo in the Bible (indeed, John speculates that “in the beginning was
the Word,” Jn. 1:1), the suspicion of “representation” does. Israel’s covenant is sealed
not only in the words of Torah, but also by the “witness” of a large stone under an oak
tree (Josh. 24:27). It is idolatry (i.e., overrepresentationalism) that is the problem for
biblical writers, not nature. Indeed the prophets recognize that even Israel’s own cultic
apparatus can become a vehicle of oppression (Amos 5:21-24; Jer. 7:9-14, a text that
inspired Jesus’ direct action in the Temple, Mk. 11:15:f.).
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Thus the story of early Israel is full of wild and often magical landscapes that
directly reveal God (Ps. 104 and Job 38-41). These include remote deserts (Ex. 17:1)
and spring-flooded streams (Josh. 3); lowlands springs (Gen. 26:19-22) and highlands
caves (Gen. 19:30; Judg. 6:2;

1 Kgs. 19:9); singing forests and hills (Isa. 44:23; 55:12). YHWH appears under oak
trees (Gen. 12:6f.; 18:1; Judg. 6:11; 1 Kgs. 19:4) and the divine voice is encountered in a
burning bush (Ex. 3) and on a clouded mountain peak (Ex. 19; see Mk. 9:7). Heroes of
the community are “born” in rivers (Ex. 2:3; see Mk. 1:9-11), buried under trees (Gen.
35:8; 1 Sam. 31:13) and walk on the sea (Mk. 4:35-41). Jacob’s ecstatic vision of the azis
mundi comes in desert wildlands, his head on a dreaming stone: “How awesome is this
place! This is none other than the House of God, the gate of heaven!” (Gen. 28:16-17).
YHWH is imagined — but never imaged — as a roaring lion (Hos. 11:10), a nursing eagle
(Deut. 32:11) and an angry mother bear (Hos. 13:8). As in all tribal societies, there
are tales of dangerous adventures with wild animals, from Jonah’s whale to Daniel’s
lions. And Israel’s ritual life is in tune with the seasons (Lev. 23) and the cycles of the
moon (Ps. 81:3). Jesus prefers the solitude of the wilderness (Mk. 1:35), and invites his
disciples to learn from seeds (Mk. 4), trees (13:28), birds (Lk. 12:24) and rain (Mt. 5:45).
There are also some eschatological hints that primal, unmediated communion between
God, nature and humans will one day be restored (Jer. 24:7; 31:33; Ezek. 36:26), which
are intensified in John’s metaphors of existential unity (Jn. 6:35); in Paul’s notion of
being “in Christ” (Rom. 8:35-39); and in the Temple-less New Jerusalem in which
God dwells directly (Rev. 21:22). vii) AP advocates a variety of individual and group
strategies of “going feral,” both skirmishing with the dominant system and “re-inhabiting”
natural spaces for their protection and our “detoxification.” Two distinctive features of
biblical theology are worth noting here. One is the way in which YHWH inhabits the
undomesticated spaces outside of civilization, and is encountered only by humans who
journey into the wilderness. This becomes the master metaphor of liberation in the
Exodus story, and continues in the life of the prophets who go “feral” such as Elijah
(1 Kgs. 19:3ff.), John the Baptist (Lk. 3) and Jesus, who begins his ministry with a
wilderness “vision-quest” (Matt. 4:1-11). The writer of Hebrews invites believers to
solidarity with Christ “outside the gates” of civilization (Heb. 13:12f.), and calls to
mind the heroes of the faith who resisted empire by going feral, “wandering in deserts
and mountains and living in caves” (Heb. 11:38). The Church is portrayed fleeing the
imperial Beast into the desert in John’s Apocalypse (Rev. 12:6).

The other feature is the way nature is portrayed in “opposition” to imperial civi-
lization. Egypt buckles under a siege of natural disasters (the “plagues” of Ex. 7-10).
Prophetic oracles denounce the logging practices of Assyria (1 Kgs. 19:20ff.) and the
river-polluting cattle ranches of Pharaoh (Ezek. 32:13f.), and long for the day when wild
animals will re-inhabit the spaces that citystates have colonized (Isa. 13:19-22; 34:8-15;
Ezek. 31): “I will give you as food to the wild birds and animals” (Ezek. 39:4). There is
a fascinating story of people returning (if incompetently) to older food-gathering ways
during famine (2 Kgs. 4:38-44), a parable of divine abundance vs. imperial scarcity
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that Jesus re-enacts in his wilderness feedings (Mk. 6:35ff.). And the apostle Paul —
who did his own time in the desert (Gal. 3:17) — calls for radical non-conformity to
the dominant cultural codes of Roman civilization (Rom 12:1-2). viii) The goal of AP
15 not to “go back to the Neolithic,” which is recognized to be impossible, but rather to
(re)discover “future primitivity.” The Bible agrees that since the Fall the natural world
has been increasingly wrenched out of balance by the violence and greed of civilization.
It proposes Torah as a code of alternative communal practices having to do with self-
limitation. In it we find several interesting attempts to constrain ecocidal tendencies,
such as the taboo against eating both mother and young game birds (Deut. 22:6) and
the remarkable prohibition on destroying nature during war: “Are trees in the field
human beings that they should come under siege from you?” (Deut. 20:19-20). The
gospels seem to call for the re-opening of older ways (Mk. 1:2), and Jesus is called
the archetypal “Human One” (Mk. 2:28) and the “eschatological Adam” (1 Cor. 15:45).
Stories of his healing power suggest an ancient capacity renewed, not just for “shamans”
but for all disciples (Mk. 6:12; Acts 3:1ff.). His oppositional stance led the representa-
tives of civilization in Roman Palestine to execute Jesus as a heretic/dissident. The NT
thus speaks candidly of the “cost of discipleship” and of faith as “being sure of what we
hope for and certain of what we do not see; this is what the ancients were commended
for” (Heb. 11:1). The same divine power that created the world is believed able to
renew it, and biblical eschatalogy envisions the restoration of “original peacableness”
(Isa. 11:6-9), insisting that a “new heaven and Earth” will ultimately eclipse the dreary
reality of empire. This alternative consciousness is not escapist fantasy; it empowers
practices of both renewal and resistance (2 Cor. 10:4; Eph. 6:10ff.). As Paul puts it,
nature is groaning under its state of captivity, awaiting humans who will cooperate
with the divine plan for the liberation of every living thing (Rom. 8:20f.).

Admittedly, few of the interpretations sketched above have been advanced by the
theologies of Christendom, nor by contemporary mainstream biblical scholarship —
quite the contrary. And there are, to be sure, certain strands of biblical literature
that celebrate Israel-as-civilization, which have been used to promote everything AP
deplores. But while the Judeo-Christian scriptures may not agree with all AP perspec-
tives, what is surprising is to discover the degree of resonance. As is always the case,
new questions open up new hermeneutical vistas. The above suggests that a conver-
sation between biblical theology and radical green anarchism is not only possible, but
also key to our exploration of the intersection between religion and nature.
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Andean Traditions

W’aka — The Pre-Colombian Andean Concept of
the Sacred

In 1609 the Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, a converted Christian, provided the first
Native Andean definition of the term w’aka, the pre-Colombian Quechua word used
to describe the sacred. According to Inca Garcilaso, w’aka not only meant a “sacred
thing” such as “idols, rocks, great stones or trees which the enemy (i.e., Satan) entered
to make the people believe he was a god” but in addition, Andeans

. . . also give the name huaca to things they have offered to the Sun, such as figures
of men, birds, and animals . . . Huaca is applied to any temple, large or small, to the
sepulchers set up in the fields, and to the corners in their houses where the Devil spoke
to their priests . . . The same name is given to all those things which for their beauty
or excellence stand above other things of the same kind, such as a rose, an apple, or
a pippin, or any other fruit that is better or more beautiful than the rest . . . On
the other hand they give the name huaca to ugly and monstrous things . . . the great
serpents of the Antis [Andes| . . . [any| eerie thing that is out of the usual course of
nature, as a woman who gives birth to twins . . . double-yolked eggs are huaca . . .
They use the word huaca of the great range of the Sierra Nevada . . . The same name is
given to very high hills that stand above the rest as high towers stand above ordinary
houses, and to steep mountain slopes . . . (Vega 1966: 76-7).

In other words, w’aka could be used to describe primordial beings, objects of worship,
sacred spaces, temples, ritual gifts, sacrifices and extraordinary phenomenon of nature.
The fluid character of this category reflects the

fluidity of religious forms in the Andes where the sacred emerged directly out of
daily encounters with nature — in a basket of harvested fruit might lie a w’aka apple.

Andean Creation Myths

Myths about w’aka ancestors emphasized the way that nature evolved by adapting
to conflict and change. Written in Quechua sometime between 1598 and 1608, the
Peruvian Huarochiri manuscript is the oldest Native Andean document that relates
local religious traditions and provides detailed accounts of the myths of two of the
w’aka ancestors, Viracocha and Paria Caca. The manuscript relates how these w’akas
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created and transformed the world as they traveled through it. As Viracocha or Paria
Caca met up with other people, animals, plants or land forms, they would strategically
change these creatures through blessings or curses depending on whether the creatures
were helpful or hostile to the wanderers. Plant and animal characteristics and features
of the Earth and sky all served as proof of the w’akas’ travels. In the altiplanos of Peru
these myths still resonate with contemporary ayllus, or lineage groups, who say, for
example, that the Milky Way is the trail of Viracocha’s sperm seeding the night.

In part, the structure of these Andean creation myths responded to a richly varied
topography where the combined effect of the equator with extreme changes in altitude
gives rise to radical shifts in landscape, flora, and fauna across relatively short dis-
tances. Intrinsically, the rugged Andean terrain highlights movement and change. Like
the Huarochiri manuscript, oral narratives throughout the region incorporate these
themes in creation stories, which illustrate how the world came into being through the
interaction of travelers with the environment, other people, plants, animals, elements,
and land forms. This understanding of the creation of the world inherently incorporates
the experience of migration and immigration, the arrival of the foreign and encounters
with the strange. Evolutionary in structure, these narratives address how the familiar
world was transformed in these encounters.

Pacarinas — The Dawning Places of Andean People

Unlike the Judeo-Christian creation story, which posits a world that springs into
being through verbal command and in a kind of immediate and orderly progression,
Andean creation stories insist on many creations always in motion. Out of each valley,
from each mountain ridge, arise a new people. The Huarochiri myths, for example
relate how Viracocha and Paria Caca served as the progenitors and founders of separate
ayllus around the region. After a time, often after a difficult battle, these w’akas were
transformed into stones or prominent features of the landscape. Thus, the Andean
people descended both from the w’aka as superhuman creature and the

w’aka as specific site of land whether hill, rock, river, spring, cave, tree or stone.
This ayllu place of origin was known as pacarina or “dawning place.”

For Andeans, pacarinas created the possibility of multiple, contradictory and yet,
non-competitive cosmological truths which could coexist within an extended social
space. They served as the primary explanation for differences between people. This
informing notion of identity continues in the contemporary Andean world where com-
munities develop differences in dress, agricultural products, and professional special-
ization in response to the resources available on their home mountain or valley. In
Bolivia, for example, the Aymara who were born from and continue to live on Mount
Kaata “become the mountain and the mountain becomes them. Wearing symbols of
the mountain, they dress like the mountain that gives them their clothes — and the
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design for their clothes. Their oneness with the mountain is their integrity” (Bastien
1978: xxiv).

For Andeans, this profound identification with their home place served to sustain
and protect Andean belief, culture and community in the face of radical change. Ac-
cording to Christian colonial authorities, for example, pacarinas served as the major
intrinsic obstacle blocking Andeans from converting to Christianity. In 1621 Pablo
José de Arriaga, the infamous Jesuit extirpator, wrote

It is this ignorance which is the cause of [the Andean’s| errors, which they believe
deeply, and which has taken root in all of them. They do not know that we all proceed
from our first Parents [Adam and Eve| and instead they are persuaded not only that
the Spaniards originate from one place, the blacks from another, but that every ayllu
and groupings of Indians have their own origin and Pacarina, which is their own and
they name it and adore and offer sacrifices to it. They call it Camac which means
Creator and everyone says that they have their own Creator and some say that it is
such and such a Mountain, others that it is a Spring and others tell many fables and
old wives tales about their Pacarina (Arriaga 1920: 69).

As Arriaga confirmed in the seventeenth century, at the heart of the Spanish
Catholic encounter with Andeans lay a radical difference in interpretations of the
sacred and nature.

Andeans and the Living World

For Andeans, the divine permeated everyday life and like nature itself, the sacred
expressed its character in multiple and often contradictory ways. This understanding
of the sentient, responsive nature of the world yielded up a religious experience that
required interacting with and continually acknowledging the spirit character of objects
and land. Andean traditions honored the living nature of Inti the sun, Quilla the moon,
specific stars and distinct weather phenomenon like white fog, red fog, rainbows, tor-
nadoes and lightning. They honored Mamacocha, the sea and Mamapacha, the Earth.
Lakes, rivers, the poquios or springs, the cerros, or high mountains, large rock for-
mations and the rocks themselves all have names and personalities. More specifically,
Andeans honored their pacarinas, their individual place of origin — the mountains,
springs, rivers and lakes out of which the First Man and the First Woman of the ayllus
were born.

As historian Kenneth Mills argues, what to Arriaga and other “seventeenth-century
Europeans seemed a vain cult of stone was in fact a present embodiment — albeit often
in natural, petrified forms — and reinterpretation of a long cultural past” (Mills 1997:
43). This “embodiment” and “reinterpretation of a long cultural past” took additional
form in the Andean religious practice that focused on the veneration of preserved
ancestors, or malquis, who were said to be the sons and daughters of the w’akas. The
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malquis were kept in ancient houses or sepulchers called machays. Like the w’akas,
malquis had their own priests, possessions and feast days.

Within their homes, Andeans kept chances — lineage gods that were passed down
through family lines and served to guard the welfare of the family — and conopas,
personal fertility gods. The conopas were small natural stones or stones carved to
represent llamas, coca, corn, potatoes, etc. These conopas served to attract health
and bounty to the crop or herd that they represented. While w’akas were recognized
as sacred sites within the larger ayllu or sometimes throughout an entire mountain
region, chancas and conopas offered guidance and protection within the smaller family
realm.

Andean Strategies for Engaging Difference

Because the greater Andean cosmological system took into account the specific
variance of religious beliefs, sacred sites, and ritual practice that shifted from valley to
valley and mountain to mountain, Andeans retained a strong capacity for accepting and
acknowledging a range of cultural, mythological, and ritual differences. The “morphing”
ability of the w’akas themselves, which enabled them to shape-shift from superhuman
creature to human ancestor, to land form, to animal or bird, served as pedagogical
lessons for engaging di