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Is Christianity the Source of our Attempts to  
Dominate Nature?

‘Disaster is never far away when man assumes

He has control over everything’.

Abstract: In this essay I will examine the influence Christianity from its adoption by the Roman Empire has had on our attitude towards nature and whether it has contributed to our attempts to dominate nature.  The argument put forward by Ecofeminists that there is a link between the domination of nature and the suppression of the feminine will be explored.  I will argue that whilst there may be a link between the two, that the masculine element was in the process also suppressed and that any environmental ethic must consider the whole.  I will compare the attitudes and beliefs of nature based religions to the model of stewardship or dominion of nature as advocated by Christianity.  
I. Introduction

The mountaineer Bear Grylls broke his back in a parachute jump as a young man. Less than three years later he successfully climbed to the summit of Mount Everest. (Sagarmartha, Goddess of the sky
).  During his expedition and ordeal he placed his trust and hope in God.  Throughout his book ‘Facing Up’ he gives a number of examples of his prayers and thoughts to God and the strength he found in his relationship with God.  He was aware of man’s limitations in the face of Everest, and the precarious odds of achieving a successful summit and survival.

His relationship with God reflects the needs and beliefs of many people across cultures, societies, and throughout history that there is a creator, a divine power, or universal energy not only greater than us but one that can help and protect us or destroy us.  The different attitudes and beliefs about who or what ‘God’ is has at best resulted in a loving and reassuring existence and at worst disagreements, torture, wars and deaths.

Grylls knew that to be successful he must work with the mountain on its terms and not assume it would be his right to succeed.  The mountain was not something to attempt to master or control, those who tried often did so at their peril: man against nature or man and nature. 

The quotation at the start of this dissertation is taken from Grylls book and reflects an essential theme of this work, that of ‘control’. This work explores whether the monotheistic Christian religion may have been used as a patriarchal tool to assume control and mastery over our environment, allegedly legitimised by God.  

We live in a world with a diversity of religions and cultures.  Whilst here in the west we are still living in a predominantly Christian culture with our holidays and sabbats based around the Christian festivals
 many people are no longer afraid to follow their beliefs for fear of persecution.  Druidism and paganism for example are rapidly growing religions; throughout this work I will examine the ecological influences of both Christianity and paganism and whether these have influenced our attitude to nature.
Whilst not everyone embraces it, religion still has a major role to play in shaping our attitude to the environment.  Western society today is in a position where it is possible to be more discerning and demanding.  Individuals have the right to question, challenge and opt out of anything which they feel is detrimental to their overall well being.   As we gain more understanding of our environment and the detrimental effect of some of the actions of both current and previous generations, an increasing proportion of society is becoming more active in green issues and concerned with our eco-systems.  
We are linked to nature because we are part of nature and we are reliant on it.  But, nature can and has survived without human intervention, it is self-renewing and has proved itself capable of compensating for any changes inflicted or imposed.  Whilst we have attempted to manipulate and control it ultimately we are dependent on nature for our survival and ‘it’ holds the power not us.

But what is the basis of our relationship? Is it as Christianity informs us in Genesis (1:28) one of ‘dominion’?  In this piece of work I will examine the role Christianity has had in shaping our relationship with nature.  I will consider the arguments for stewardship and dominion as advocated by early Christianity and compare this with some of the nature based religions.  
The question of whether there is a link between the domination of nature and suppression of the feminine as advocated by ecofeminists will be explored not from a feminist viewpoint but a holistic one by seeing the feminine as the growth, nurturing and intuitive side of humans and nature: (Gaia, Mother Earth). I will argue that any spiritual or religious beliefs must embrace a holistic balanced approach in its teachings and influence over society to be effective, as any suppression of masculine or feminine will adversely affect the natural balance and ultimately the whole.

I will put forward the argument that the development of a sustainable environmental ethic is reliant on embracing and accepting both masculine and feminine elements and rejecting dominance and control either patriarchal or matriarchal.  The acceptance of humans as part of nature and not in control of nature is a fundamental aspect of ensuring the success of such an ethic.  To support this work I will consider the arguments put forward by White, Primavesi, Eisler, Marshall et al.
II.  Religion and Nature
Historically religion has impacted on how we view nature and our environment.    White
 argues that human ecology is conditioned by our belief system or religion; therefore our actions towards our environment are dependent on our idea of ourselves in relation to what is around us.  If non human life is considered to be under the dominion of man then our attitude will be one of master and ownership as opposed to one of partnership. If non human life is considered to be sacred then our relationship might be one of reverence.
White maps the change between seeing man as ‘part of nature’ to man being ‘master’ of nature e.g.  He states that prior to A.D. 830 illustrative calendars depicted ‘passive personifications’
 of the land; later depictions show men exploiting the land and butchering animals.  But, is White suggesting that prior to this period humans were a peace loving culture respecting and revering all non human life?   Could it be argued that violence is part of our genetic make up; that it makes up one of mans instinctive survival skills?  
Christianity has had a huge impact and influence on the western world not only for those who adhered to its practices but also for those who rejected them.  The Biblical term ‘dominion’ which will be explored later, granted humans the right to rule over the earth and all its non human inhabitants.  Nature was not seen as sacred
 by Christianity rather this theory was rejected as a pagan belief and one which must be addressed and rejected.  White refers to the victory of Christianity over paganism as “the greatest psychic revolution in the history of our culture”

The nature based religions believed that trees, plants, animals, water etc, all held within them a spirit.  The spirit of the tree or plant had to be honoured or placated before it was cut down, equally the spirit of the animal before it was killed. However, there are questions as to whether this behaviour was undertaken out of respect for nature or out of fear.  Whilst ritualistic practice was inherent many aspects of pantheism may have had a dual role.  Szerszynski, B (2004) describes the work of Calvin Martin (1978) regarding an Eastern Canadian hunter-gatherer tribe the Micmac:

‘Various taboos existed regarding the treatment of animal remains, which were elaborated in the case of bears into ‘bear ceremonialism’, including conciliatory speeches.  These taboos and ceremonies were described as being marks of respect for the dead anima, but the main motivation for their observance was the fear of supernatural reprisal by the spirit of 
the slain animal, or more likely the appropriate ‘keeper of the game’
 

Human survival was dependent on the ‘cooperation of 4the animals they hunted’
 Consequence follows action therefore pro-activism was preferable to re-activism.  The belief that their might be reprisal for their actions encouraged man to demonstrate their respect for the life they were terminating. This fits with Whites argument that our attitude to our environment is influenced by our religious beliefs.
Christianity challenged the nature based religions belief that there was an inherent spirit within non human life and inanimate objects considering this to be heretical.  Humans were considered superior to non human life: the Judeo-Christian concept of the Great Chain of Being advocated a hierarchical chain where an omnipotent God is at the top of the chain, beneath him were his angels inferior to God but superior to humans, followed by humans who were made in God’s likeness, then non human animals, plants and finally inanimate objects
.  This gave humans a status in the hierarchy and a link to God.  They could clearly determine their role above non human life and were closer to the divine. 
But there has been much debate about human status over non human life.  Whereas White (et al) implies that Christianity has attempted to ‘dominate and control nature’ the definition of the delegated role of man appears to be one of ‘stewardship’.  

‘The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it’

White emphasises that Christianity is responsible for making nature subservient to it.  He accuses Christianity of destroying pagan animism therefore making it possible for the exploitation of nature by adopting a ‘mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects’.  He argues that whilst Christianity established a dualism of man and nature, that God legitimised the exploitation of nature by man for his own needs.  Man therefore established his mastery and superiority over nature:
‘Man named all the animals, thus establishing his dominance over them.  God planned all of this explicitly for man’s benefit and rule: no item in the physical creation had any purpose save to serve man’s purposes.  And, although man’s body is made of clay, he is not simply part of nature: he is made in God’s image’

White argues that Christianity is responsible for our “ecological crisis” by desacralising and dominating nature stating that: 

“Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world has seen”

His claims have caused much controversy amongst philosophers and Christian followers.  Whilst Christianity may have played a significant part in influencing our attitude and behaviour to nature can we accuse it of being responsible for our ‘ecological crisis’?  Other cultures and religions have also played an active part in the destruction of our environment.  Historically and today our actions whether intentionally or unintentionally have caused significant and irreversible changes in the environment.     
Was Christianity, as White would have us believe at fault or do we need to consider the underlying philosophies resulting in the move from nature based religions to monotheism?  With Roman invasions and subsequent conquests by the Roman Empire, religion underwent significant change.  The Romans whilst making significant contributions to man, justice systems, technology and culture at the same time appeared to have a contradictory respect for life, human or non-human animal.  Hundreds of people and animals were killed in the Roman games.  With the exception of a minority who argued that all beings had a right to life e.g. Ovid
, the Romans held a predominantly anthropocentric belief that the earth was for mankind.  It was not made for non-human animals (who it was considered were themselves made for man):  
‘Four hundred bears in a single day were killed under Caligula, and under Nero four hundred tigers fought with bulls and elephants.  A leader during Rome’s decline would be more unpopular if he neglected the games than if he neglected the distribution of corn’. 



Their philosophy that ‘since everything on earth is for man’s use, it follows that he can alter it as he sees fit is demonstrated in Genesis:
‘the fear and dread of you will fall upon all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air, upon every creature that moves along the ground, and upon all the fish of the sea; they are given into your hands.  Everything that lives and moves will be food for you’

The birds and animals were not originally given to man for food but to rule over.  The first humans were vegetarians.
   After God had seen the ‘wickedness’ of the world he wiped out its inhabitants, with the exception of Noah and chosen inhabitants of the arc.  Noah was given dominion over all non human life but with accountability
.

“The Hebrew term translated as ‘dominion’ in the book of Genesis is ambiguous implying Kingship or authoritarian rule rather than ‘domination’.  
‘let them rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over the livestock, over all the earth and over all the creatures that move along the ground’

The Hebrew ideal of kingship was the servant-king, typified by David or Our Lord Himself”
  Has the term ‘dominion’ been confused?  Rather than ’domination’ is the correct reading of the term one of responsibility?  God ‘trusted’ man with the care of the earth: stewardship and would demand an ‘accounting’.  
Prior to the Roman Empire adopting Christianity as its official religion, its religious beliefs were polytheistic.  The Roman gods had specific roles and functions identified closely with nature and agriculture e.g. Vervactor ruled over ploughing, Insitor ruled over sowing
.  
As with other pre Christian religions statues and effigies of gods and goddesses representing nature, fertility and abundance, were common and adhered to a pagan philosophy.  Many of the polytheistic Roman gods were adopted from other societies such as Greece, and integrated in the Roman culture.  This pattern of behaviour can also be seen in their adoption of Christianity where the inclusion of elements and symbolism from other religions became considered as Christian concepts.  This assisted the Romans in making the transition from polytheism to monotheism.
Christians initially suffered greatly under the Romans. They were tortured and sacrificed in the Roman games, not only in the name of sport for the Romans but in an attempt to destroy their religion and exercise control.   However, the Romans in time adopted Christianity as their official religion rejecting their previous polytheistic beliefs in favour of the monotheistic God.
Whereas Christianity was previously ‘damned’ it was now not only accepted but adapted, to include the influence of the Roman culture and its status elevated.  Christianity had its part to play in challenging and addressing some of the Roman practices; it had after all suffered greatly at the hands of the Romans.  The Roman Empire was predominantly an anthropocentric culture and the new Roman-born Christianity appeared to retain within it many Roman values and philosophies.  
Constantine, the first “Christian Caesar was the first representative”
 of the idea of ‘theocracy’ connecting civil rights with religious rights.  This idea supposed that the 
church and the state were one, both part of one governmental process and assuming also that all subjects were Christians.
‘Constantine stands also as the type of an undiscriminating and harmful conjunction of Christianity with politics, of the holy symbol of peace with the horrors of war, of the spiritual interests of the kingdom of heaven with the earthly interests of the state.  In judging of this remarkable man and his reign, we must  by all means keep to the great historical principle, that all representative characters act, consciously or unconsciously, as the free and responsible organs of the spirit of their age’

The concern about this early Roman Philosophy is that the religious belief system Christianity was not only imposed but was integrated with the ruling powers of the time.  This made for a powerful tool which could be used to dominate and suppress its subordinates.  This being the case it is difficult to determine whether the religious philosophies advocated by the Roman Church were true Christian principles or those of the Roman governing forces.  Certainly many of the philosophies advocated seem to fit with the Roman Empires position of the time.  

‘The Romans had a high regard for public duty, but there were limits to their moral feelings.  They did not include in their moral community criminals, captives, foreigners or nonhumans’
Roman Christianity subsequently ‘superimposed’ over traditional pagan, druid and other religions as part of the transition from the polytheism to monotheism.  As it evolved Christian festivals took on the days of the previous pagan sabbats and festivals.  Whereas these sabbats were in line with the seasons and celebrated the fertility of the land and the birth, death and resurrection of nature, the new Christian 
festivals celebrated the birth, death and resurrection of the Son of God, Jesus Christ.  The facets of the god and goddess who were revered over the sabbats were condemned as false idols.  
Christianity (like Judaism in its day) took the existing symbolic language of its social environment and modified its meaning to become the symbolism of the new monotheism. For example, the halo around the Christian God was taken from sun worship.
With the adoption and growth of the patriarchal monotheistic Christianity, nature was no longer considered sacred.  “By denying that nature is sacred Christianity implies that man has no moral obligations towards it”
  (yet, God allegedly entrusted man to ‘take care’ of His creation implying a moral obligation to God).  Subsequently nature’s status was reduced and related to the sin of Eve; who was subjugated because of her fall from grace in the Garden of Eden: 

‘your desire will be for your husband and he will rule over you’,
 




 ‘Cursed is the ground because of you’

The feminine was subordinate to the masculine as was the whole of nature
, both to be under the dominion of man.  The link between the domination of nature and the suppression of the feminine will be discussed in more detail later.  
  III. Domination or Stewardship

Theodore Hierbert
 suggests that Genesis has had more influence on how we perceive ourselves in relation to God, our environment and each other, than any other Biblical text.  As with White, Hierbert refers to an age of ‘environmental crisis’ 
which he claims is brought about mainly by human intervention.  Hierbert argues that interpretations on Genesis 1:28 are generally one sided either:

‘that dominion is a terribly dangerous idea legitimising exploitation of the environment (White 1967) 
or
‘that it is a wholly admirable idea encouraging responsible care of creation (Anderson 1975)’

Whilst Hierbert suggests that whilst the word ‘dominion’ grants humans the right to rule over the rest of creation, he argues that it does not define how this rulership should be executed, i.e. humanely or non-humanely.   Hierbert points out that the Israelite king referred to dominion (from the Hebrew verb ‘radah’) over enemies and ‘reign’ (from the verb ‘malak’) for his subjects.  Furthermore, the verb ‘subdue’ (from the Hebrew verb ‘kavash’) “depicts a hierarchical relationship in which humans are positioned over the earth and are granted power and control over it”.  
This point seems to be a crucial element in determining the relationship between human and non human life; one of power and authority.  If the interpretation of ‘dominion’ was used for enemies and ‘reign’ used for subjects; the rift between humans and nature becomes even more significant.  The prevailing ethics that man is free to do what he wants with nature do not seem to take into account whether those ethics are subject to religious or environmental moral scrutiny.  Sylvan,
 (1973) gives an example on this:
“A farmer who clears the woods off a 75% slope, turns his cows into the clearing, and dumps its rainfall, rocks, and soil into the community creek, is still (if otherwise decent) a respected member of society”

The potential negative environmental consequences for the wider community extend beyond the positive outcome for the farmer and subsequently for the farmer himself as part of the wider community.  

Returning to the verb ‘subdue’ Hierbert reminds us that the Biblical society had an economy based predominantly on agriculture.  Without the assistance of the modernity’s’ machinery and technology, work on the land would have been extremely difficult and often based on rocky hill country.  This may give some insight into the context in which the term ‘subdue’ is executed.  “the human task of producing food could be regarded as overpowering the intractable ground as gaining the upper hand over it, “subduing (kavash) the earth.”
  What is becoming clear is that the words and terminology prevalent in the Bible can not be taken at face value.  Furthermore, if in order to understand the meaning behind them we need to consider not only the language of the time but the cultures of the time.
The second part of Hierberts interpretation is of man ‘caring’ for creation. 

“that humans have not a special essence but a special function or task, and if that special function is to act as Gods representative or authorized agent on earth, as some have claimed (Bird 1981), then human rule is not absolute but to be carried out in accordance with the intention and design of the divine sovereign who delegated it”
But how do we know what that intention and design is?  Our attempts both consciously and unconsciously to re-design or alter nature have often brought dire results and ecological disasters.   Therefore if we are deviating from that design whether by deliberate intention or by experimentation what will be the consequences?  
This view, one of stewardship rather than dominion gives man delegated power to manage creation.  Humans still maintain a hierarchical authority but an authority none the less.  But, the book of Genesis gives a contradictory account of humans’ required relationship with nature.  In Genesis 1:15 ‘Man’ does appear to have been given stewardship over nature, to take care of it.

‘The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and taken care of it’



However, also in Genesis man is put in a position of authority and given dominion over nature.

‘Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves on the ground’.

‘Everything that lives and moves will be food for you.  Just as I gave you the green plants, I now give you everything’
 


  
This apparently religious utilitarian viewpoint implies that everything on the planet earth is a resource for its human inhabitants, that nothing is equal to humankind and therefore has no rights other than those bestowed upon it by humans legitimised by God.  Primavesi challenges this view:  ‘Those who believe and teach that the earth has been created for man’s sake are “self ordained” to communicate God’s will to earth’
.  As non-human life cannot communicate linguistically with humankind it cannot ever challenge this alleged delegated power of dominion or stewardship of man’s relationship with nature. 

Primavesi (et al) argues that the model of stewardship is unecological; she describes God as the absent landlord having delegated power to mankind and yet never visiting the land, only reaping the profits in the way of human souls.  ‘”Good” stewards accumulate credits and are saved, “wicked” ones squander and are damned.’
  Whereas Primavesi sees this as the workers (stewards) maximising profits (souls) for themselves or their boss (God), she also relates to healers whose interests lie in restoring the land and in the process restoring their own ‘integrity as part of, not apart from the land’.
  

Either way stewards or healers have ulterior utilitarian motives both of which are considered unecological.  Whether humans are dominating and dictating changing or not changing the environment, or managing changes for ‘improvement’ or ‘healing’ nature, both approaches are anthropocentric.  Sylvan argues that both dominion and stewardship are inconsistent with an environmental ethic because both imply “substantial human interference.”
   Dominion presumes that man can do what he likes with nature, and stewardship that man cares for nature but still makes the decision regarding action to be taken.
IV. Domination of Nature and the Suppression of the Feminine - Exploring the Link

Ecofeminists argue that the domination of nature and suppression of the feminine is intrinsically linked.  Also, that the feminine is intrinsically linked with nature.  The rejection and subjugation of Eve and all her female offspring were associated by God as ‘nature’ which was to suffer the same fate – to be ever under the control of men.  Eve, all her female offsprings and the whole of nature were to hold full responsibility for her sin, Christianity advocates forgiveness:
‘if we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness’

‘’Lord, how many times shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to seven times?”.  ‘Jesus answered “I tell you, not seven times but seventy seven times”
.

Was Eve forgiven? If so why did this subjugation continue?  Did she refuse to confess her sin or was the lack of forgiveness and subsequent treatment of nature and the feminine a result of Gods doctrine or mans under the façade of Christianity?  Whatever the answer may be, the subsequent result was the continuation of the suppression of the feminine and nature.
Christianity a predominantly patriarchal religion advocates one male God.  The feminine status is significantly reduced despite the position and role played in Christianity by Mary the mother of God.  Around 3,000 years before Christianity many societies were ruled by both males and females.  They were more gender balanced with women holding positions of supreme authority.  Boudicca for instance was ruler of the Iceni, war leader of southern British tribes against the Romans 61AD.  Boudicca was not unique:

“…the ‘Law of Innocents’. Proposed by Adomnan and accepted by the Synod of Birr in 697AD emancipated Celtic women from the savage hardship of serving in battle…The law also forbade women to be warriors or military commanders”.

Archaeological findings discovered significant evidence of goddess worship with thousands of goddess images
.  Many of the wall paintings images and sculptures found, contained symbols representing nature and associated with a goddess.  These finds indicate an significant link between the religion of the time and the attitude to nature. Both nature and the feminine were seen as the mother, the giver of birth who provides nourishment and life this was also true of the Christian philosophies

‘Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all living things’

Christianity has received much criticism for the elevation of patriarchy and the suppression of matriarchy but this wasn’t a Christian concept.  Riane Eisler argues that the gradual death of these ‘peaceful loving cultures’ began when they were invaded by the Kurgans
 who were warlike nomads who worshipped only male Gods and were inherently violent, killing and destroying villages with extreme and unnecessary violence, taking women and female children as slaves and concubines, 
thus gradually reducing the status of women, rejecting the goddess and breaking down the religious / nature link.

‘The violence and domination towards women by the Kurgans brought with it a move from Goddess and women to male consorts and concubines.’

This may have been the start of the decline of goddess worship, control and power and the taking of life was afforded a higher value than that of giving life.  The stronger and more brutal men were considered the most powerful and the most able to rise to positions of power.  As they did so women were pushed further down the hierarchical structure.  This period was pre Christianity although was exacerbated with the growing acceptance of the Christian religion and the continuation of a patriarchal system.
Eisler argues that with the destruction of Crete some 2,000 years later the end of the last civilisations based on partnership fell, being replaced by patriarchal dominated cultures
.  Despite veering towards patriarchal societies, evidence identified by archaeologists show that the goddess was still worshiped albeit with a reduced status inferior to her husband and sons and the new male gods of war.   

Patriarchal systems continued to evolve as did the suppression of the feminine.  Leahy. T 
 describes the concept of essentialist feminism suggesting that it “implies a map of human history in which the invention of patriarchy is also the invention of social class and the control of nature”.

	All societies before 5,000 B.C. and stateless societies since then.
	State based societies after 5,000 B.C. 

	Women and men equal

Nature respected

A sustainable economy

No social class inequality

No state 
	Patriarchal. Men have power

Nature degraded

Ecological disasters

Social class inequality

An armed state separated from the people 


Leahy describes two versions of ecofeminism: essentialist: relating women to nature by their reproductive capabilities; and constructionist: which sees the role as socially constructed.  She refers to Connell’s description of “emphasized femininity”
 a socially constructed role which expects women to be the carers of others by empathising with their situation.  Leahy (et al) argues that this role can be extended to nature, adopting the stewardship role of taking care of nature; that women are more likely to respond sympathetically to environmental concerns and therefore more likely to defend nature.  This view takes into account that women are more likely to respond to the ill treatment of suffering of other life than men would be.  That men could take a more detached view.
The linking of nature and the feminine and the suppression of both has ultimately, I believe, contributed to the difficulty in dissolving the barriers to progress a positive and harmonious attitude to nature, one based on members of a biotic community.  

Leahy argues that that essential ecofeminists believe that ‘women are more intimately linked to the productive capacity of nature in a way that men can never be’   and that ‘women have close ties to the reproductive capacity of nature’.  The problem with this point is that it makes assumptions about men and could be argued as a matriarchal approach.  Whilst I agree there are undeniable links with reproductive capacities where does this leave men?  If we are to argue that patriarchal theologies and systems are inherently flawed because they determine and limit the rights and potential of the feminine; then we must argue the same for matriarchal theologies and systems in that there is the danger of determining and limiting the rights and potential of the masculine.  

‘An essentialist version sees the closeness of women and nature as being based on the fact that women give birth and nurture the human species, essentially natural acts that transcend different cultural arrangements’

The suppression of women by patriarchal systems resulted in the suppression of part of the whole.  Feminine and masculine elements are required in reproduction throughout nature, the contrasting and differing abilities and requirements of each are essential in their own right.  
Leahy’s example of ‘constructionist’ list ecofeminism suggests that there is no “biological inevitability about the link between women and nature”, that this is a socially constructed myth traced back to either “Judaic traditions or Greek civilisations”.
‘A constructionist version of ecofeminism sees the link between women and nature as socially constructed but nevertheless significant within contemporary culture.  In other words there is no biological inevitability about the link between women and nature’




This view argues that there is no ‘essential link unique between women and nature’, that this varies from culture to culture and is therefore socially constructed.  This viewpoint also suggests that western societies ‘do socially construct a link between women and nature and do connect patriarchy and the degradation of nature
’.  
Plumwood, V
. in advocating the constructionist theory sees the connection between suppression of the feminine and nature a western cultural product.

“Reason in the western tradition has been constructed as the privileged domain of the master, who has conceived nature as a wife or subordinate other encompassing and representing the sphere of materiality, subsistence and the feminine which the master has split off and constructed as beneath him” 

This ‘dualism’ allows the master to see the wife or nature as resource, as Plumwood puts this an “instrument of purpose”.  This purpose being a requirement of the master and having no purpose or goal in its own right.  
Whilst the essentialist system links women directly to nature, the constructionist system being determined by societies can differ from society to society dependent on the cultural or religious doctrines in place.   
Primavesi, Anne suggests that a radical re-reading of the book of Genesis is called for and argues that a paradigmatic shift is required.  ‘Christianity looks back to the day of creation and forward to the day of judgement’
. She argues that Christianity needs to share in a ‘spiritual vision of nature, called for by those committed to ecological reconstruction as a practical level’.

She continues that the emphasis of the Roman Christian Church has been one of control and suppression, that the emphasis has not been one specifically of religion but of making Christians in the way that the emphasis of capitalism has been on making money.  This is an interesting comparison particularly as the predominance of Christianity; in particular early Roman Christianity has been one of ownership.  
Genesis written by the Jews pre Roman Christianity, has had a significant impact on man and has contributed to determining acceptable and non acceptable behaviour.  In Genesis 19:8 Lot pleaded with the men from the city of Soddom not to commit ‘sin’ by partaking in homosexuality, he offered them instead his two virgin daughters who ‘had never slept with anyone’ and stating that ‘you can do what you like with them’ on the condition that the men who were under the protection of his roof were not harmed.

Homosexuality was clearly a sin punishable by God, yet rape or otherwise forced upon women and girls was acceptable to the Jews with the permission of their father, their owner.  Women and nature were damned as being forever under the ownership and control of man, where land or females were harmed in any way penalties were severe, not in sympathy with any female emotion but in sympathy for the owner of 
the ‘property’.  The ‘rape of women’, is linked by Primavesi (et al) with the ‘rape of the land’

Primavesi argues that the ‘exclusion of the feminine consciousness from patriarchal systems makes them inadequate by definition’.  She goes on to say:

‘Against an ecological paradigm, their inadequacy can be traced to the lack of sound interactive monitoring which has feedback and open pathways built into it’
.

Without mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating our behaviour, obtaining feedback and addressing the weaknesses and mistakes, we are unlikely to evolve a positive and balanced environmental ethic; rather we are likely to head for disaster.  To consider a modern technological comparison, if a car manufacturer didn’t apply rigorous tests to vehicles under construction nor did he address faults and weaknesses in road tests, the ultimate result could lead either to loss of livelihood for the manufacturer or loss of life by the driver.  Only by building in systems to monitor and amend and aiming for quality is success assured.

Primavesi (et al) argues the link between the suppression of nature and the suppression of women, predominantly from an ecofeminist viewpoint.  At this point I wish to reinforce the point that whilst women have clearly been suppressed through patriarchal monotheistic systems, this piece of work is not geared from a feminist viewpoint but from a holistic, ecological viewpoint.  

Whilst Christian ethics towards nature and towards the feminine did in the process clearly restrict women severely, the ultimate restriction was not limited to women but also to men, by the suppression of a facet of themselves and ultimately the whole.  Whilst Christianity may not have assumed responsibility for the development of patriarchy, it continued this philosophy and I believe subsequently exacerbated this suppression.
The ethics determined by men for men neglected to see the wider picture and developed an ‘ethic’ of assuming property rights over the earth and many of its 
inhabitants.   Can this ‘ethic’ based on ‘dominion’ be considered as a sustainable environmental ethic?  If we refer back to the argument on domination and stewardship we see there is significant evidence to say no.
Christianity teaches that we come from the earth and that we will return to the earth: ‘ashes to ashes, dust to dust’. The book of Genesis stresses this connection with the earth:

‘Then the Lord God formed man of dust from the ground and breathed life into his nostrils the breath of life and man became a living being’.



           
    
Primavesi suggests that this translation is not wholly accurate and to capture the essential essence the words ‘adamah and adam’ should be re-translated to enable communication of the ‘integral connection of humanity with its earthly matrix’:

‘Then God Yahweh formed an earthling of clods from the earth and breathed into its nostrils the breath of life; and the earthling became a living being. (Meyers)’

‘Then God Yahweh formed an human of clods of the humus and breathed into its nostrils the breath of life; and the human became a living being. (Meyers)’

The translation by Meyers states that ‘adamah’ is the Hebrew word for ‘ground’ or ‘earth’.  By translating this as: ‘adam as a man’ not only ‘implies a priority for male existence’, but distorts the message on which the remainder of Christianity is based.  She argues that the ‘term adam’ represents our interconnectedness and ‘organic connection’ with the earth.  

This begs the question about other translations with Christian teachings. The original texts have proved difficult to translate and consequently there have been numerous 
mistranslations and amendments throughout history.   It is difficult to identify which of these have actual credibility as many are still clearly debatable.  The later King James Version of the Bible, which contains an amendment: ‘thou shalt not suffer a witch to live’ is one example as the word ‘witch’ did not exist at the time of the original texts.  This addition enabled the persecution of witches, predominantly but not completely female, to undergo persecution, torture and death in the name of God.  This dark period in early modern Christian history known as the ‘burning times’ was sanctioned throughout Europe:

‘on the grounds that the dark side of woman, that is, her lust and wanton sexuality, were closely associated with unruly Nature’. 
 

The move from being part of nature and seeing nature as the provider of life, to seeing nature as a resource for the convenience of the human society, gradually resulted in portraying nature as lowest of the low.  How then does this influence our attitude to the environment?  Whist nature was seen in such negative terms it is hardly surprising that nature has been abused and misused by human society for so long.

I would argue that by their very definition patriarchal societies have contributed significantly to the suppression and degradation of nature; that in this process they have contributed to the move from seeing nature as sacred to seeing nature as an instrument of purpose.  We must therefore be careful in our arguments to re-elevate the feminine and nature that we do not in the process adopt a reactive position and suppress the masculine.  
The birth and rise of Christian monotheism succeeded in gaining followers world wide, perhaps because it was a more accessible religion and one that could be superimposed over any culture.  Its attitude to nature differs from the polytheistic and pantheistic cultures in that it did not appear to perceive nature as sacred but nature as a ‘commodity’.

‘Christ himself shows that to refrain from the killing of animals and the destroying of plants is the height of superstition, for the judging that there are no common rights between us and the beasts and the trees, he sent devils into a herd of swine [which caused them to throw themselves into the sea and drown] and with a curse withered the tree on which he found no fruit’

Marshall points out that Christ was not punishing the animals but pointing out that they “were not part of our moral community” consequently we can treat them as we see fit.

V. Does our belief system Influence our attitude to our environment?
As previously discussed, White argues that our religious beliefs determine how we relate to others around us and our environment.  Civilisation has progressed to the point where we no longer have to hunt or gather our own food, that it is easily accessible from an array of supermarkets can therefore only affect our attitude towards nature and our environmental ethic.  Whilst we accept that our meat will be nicely packaged for us on the shelves, we do not have to consider this was once a living animal we do not have to hunt it, kill and prepare it.  

Equally whilst we expect that our fruit and vegetables will be freshly delivered to our shops we do not have to consider the best time to plant, to sow or to ensure we have enough provisions for the long winter months. How does this influence our current environmental ethics and is this alienated from our religious beliefs?  Whilst we are not required to take responsibility for obtaining our own food from source or cutting down our own trees for fire and shelter, I believe we are in danger of neglecting the preciousness of our resources.  
Our relationship with nature appears to be confused and contradictory, is it one of dominion or of stewardship?  In our quest to explore our environment we adopt the role of dominion over nature.  We attempt to alter it for example in the development of genetically modified crops, cloning, chemically altering gender of fish etc. 
These day to day issues often do not resonate with us as environmental issues, only when a visible or tangible threat to our immediate environment is evident do we respond adopting a utilitarian stewardship role.  For example mobile phone masts by a school, building development on green sites etc.  Primavesi points out that one’s own eco system takes priority where there is a threat despite universal global issues occurring continually and that each eco-system has different priorities.  

 She argues that ‘one’s immediate awareness of any issue is always partial’ but that ‘recognition of this partiality is the first step on the road to acquiring some sense of the whole’, in seeing the consequences for the wider biotic community.
In developing an ethic that is environmentally sustainable a shift in vision is required and we must consider the ‘whole’.  We have become somewhat of a consumer led society.  For example, if the provisions we require are suddenly no longer available we do not consider the responsibility to be ours, but look to others to find new sources to provide for us.

The media and film industry show us pictures of panicking people hoarding and looting in the face of impending disasters, the fear of being unable to obtain provisions due to environmental or societal catastrophe.  In truth if provision was suddenly unavailable through our usual sources, how many of us (particularly those who have lived all their lives in city environments) would know or be capable of hunting or finding food?  How many of us know which plants are edible and which are poisonous?  

This knowledge was an essential and inherent quality in our ancestors.  Passed down from generation to generation knowledge of the seasons enabled them to stay alive by knowing what and when to hunt, what and when to sow and what and when to reap.  Whether through fear or love the fact that food and shelter was not always to hand resulted in a quite different relationship between pagan humans and their eco-systems their goddesses / gods.  Our relationship with our environment today is different reflecting the progression and technology of man and the environments in which we live.
Every action causes an effect whether positive, negative or neutral; therefore it is essential that we adopt a ‘whole systems’ approach to our environment and consider potential consequences.  The suppression and domination of one part of the whole 
has caused significant damage to our society and to our biotic community.  The question as to whether monotheism can still advocate equality between genders has not been adequately addressed in our history, the patriarchal systems have influenced positively or negatively our view of monotheism.

Both masculine and feminine qualities, whilst different, are essential components making up the whole.  Each therefore needs to be valued for its contribution.  The feminine does not need to emulate the masculine to demonstrate equal power because neither one can exist without the other.
  Therefore a monotheistic society like Christianity which embraces such a philosophy must consider the potential resulting consequences.  Arguing in favour of monotheism over polytheism or vice versa raises the question as to whether these two are in fact different concepts.  Eisler quotes the mythologist and historian Joseph Campbell in what he calls ‘syncretism’

‘The worship of the Goddess was both polytheistic and monotheistic.  It was polytheistic in the sense that she was worshipped under different names and in different forms.  But it was also monotheistic – in the sense that we can properly speak of a faith in the Goddess in the same way we speak of faith in God as a transcending entity.’

Campbell argues for a reconciliation of opposite tenets but his theory is contested by both Christians and some pagan religions who argue against his claim.  But, could his claim have standing? Could monotheism embrace both feminine and masculine?  
Religious historical texts contain contradictions; the Bible translated from difficult to read texts has proved a challenge to its translators which has resulted in numerous differing results.  The Bible is certainly male biased which set a template which would 
have lasting negative results for all creation not just the feminine and nature.  Questions about the hierarchy of the feminine are still not clear e.g. in the book of Genesis “God” states:

So God created man in his own image, in the image of God; he created him; male and female he created them.



At no point here does “God” make reference to one gender being more dominant than the other.  Therefore is this contradiction due to a mistranslation of the original texts or is it a misinterpretation by the religious translators?  Another query in Genesis is whether only God existed at the beginning of time.  Is it possible that early Judaism was not monotheistic?

Then God said ‘Let us make man in our likeness’, 

If as Christianity would have us believe that there was / is only one God and no other living creature had yet been created,  to whom did God say this and to whom was He referring as ‘us’ and ‘our’?  Religion, whether monotheistic or polytheistic, presents as many questions as it answers.

Morris Berman
 states that the ‘ecological crisis is one that ultimately is a result of our alienation from nature’.  
We cannot detract from the fact that we are part of nature, and that we are reliant on it.  If we therefore alienate ourselves from nature, what actually are we doing? What actually are we alienating ourselves from?  We cannot be ‘observers
’ in a universe on which we are reliant for survival nor can we be passive participants.   If we allow the stripping of natural resources to depletion, or the destruction of all the rain forests etc. and do not act, the consequences can only lead to disaster.  
The point Berman makes about our ‘alienation from nature’ is true also of our human nature.  Attempting to alienate the feminine in favour of the masculine we are in fact alienating ourselves from our true selves, we are denying an essential part of ourselves.  The same is true by suppressing the masculine in favour of the feminine. Freke & Gandy (2001) argue that:

‘the myth of the lost Goddess for example is not designed to tell us about women but about the human condition.  The Godman and the Goddess represent two aspects of our identity regardless of whether we are male or female’.

Both aspects are of equal importance and are part of the natural order of things.  The denial of one leads to a distorted perception of our selves and subsequently a distorted perception of our surrounding environment.  Why?  Because we are only seeing the outer environment from one aspect of ourselves, as opposed to the whole, 
For example, when we look at the river what do we see, dark water is flowing, possibly the glimmer of the sun shining on it, the ripples as it flows.  However, if we examine it more closely we can see the water is not dark but clear; it is filled with life, debris, bubbles, stones etc.  We can touch it and feel the cold or warmth, the wetness as it flows over our skin, we can taste it, hear the sound it makes as it flows, smell it, etc.  We can see that the colour is not the colour of the water but an appearance of colour from the surrounding environment, the river-bed, and the contents of the water and the reflection of the sky.  

With each aspect and sense we use to examine the water we build up a bigger and more complete picture.  If one our senses is disabled, we are provided with an incomplete picture of the whole. If we close our eyes we can hear the noise the water makes. If we are to examine a photograph of the river we will see only a one dimensional aspect of it.  Without experience of the actual river we can only rely on our visual aspect.

Therefore when considering a sustainable environmental ethic it is essential to take a holistic approach if we are to hope to succeed.  Whilst our attempting to control nature has brought environmental disasters worldwide, on a human level there is a 
personal price to pay by rejecting our place as part of nature and exacerbating our alienation from it.

‘Instead of adapting to the yearly tides, we paddle against them.  Seasonal affective disorder, depression, fatigue and hopelessness are common, and these are often connected to a loss of sense of ‘meaning’ which is part and parcel of our alienation from the natural world.’
 
VI. Conclusion
‘It is a generally received opinion that all this visible world was created for Man; that Man is the end of the Creation, as if there were no other end of any creature but some way or other to be serviceable to man…But though this be vulgarly received, yet wise men nowadays think otherwise’.








   John Ray

Christianity has received significant criticism not only for its patriarchal philosophy but also for its attitude of superiority over nature.  The models of dominion and of stewardship have been held responsible for contributing to our environmental crisis by seeing man as separate to nature either as master or caretaker.

Our religious beliefs influence how we view ourselves in relation to our environment and how we relate to the rest of creation.  If we adopt a position of ‘dominion’ then we will view ourselves as above non human life.   The influence of Christianity after the acceptance of the Roman Empire, rather than addressing inequalities legitimised them by using Christianity as a tool for power and control.  The role Constantine played in combining religion with politics supports this theory.  Whether the intentions were sincere or not, there was an exacerbation of the domination of nature. 

I believe this to be contrary to the real message of Christianity, rather that this was in keeping with the ruling forces in power at the time.  In doing so this not only caused irrevocable damage to society and the environment but also to the reputation of Christianity.  That in line with Primavesi’s argument, by adopting an ethic based on the suppression of part of the whole is by definition paradoxical and unworkable.  

Whether Christianity promotes a position of dominion or stewardship suggests an environmental ethic based on an imbalance of power.  God delegates power to man to manage creation therefore promoting him to a position of authority.  I have drawn upon the work of Hierbert, Sylvan and Primavesi in examining stewardship and suggesting that this model is unworkable as an environmental ethic as it requires interference. 

I have challenged the link between the domination of nature and the suppression of women.  Whilst I do not argue that this link exists, both masculine and feminine were suppressed by the denial of an essential part of the whole.  Whilst Christianity has exacerbated this suppression, it cannot be held totally responsible for a process which pre dates it.  

Anyone wishing to use an ecological paradigm in theology cannot escape the influence of the prevailing hierarchical one.  Basic to both ecology and feminism is an attempt to think through one’s history in the context of this paradigm so as to free one’s thoughts from its silent preconceptions and enable one to think differently.




        

Whites argument that our relationship with our environment is based on our religious belief and Primavesi’s, and Eislers argument about the suppression of the feminine has led me to conclude that our environmental ethic should not be based on a gender bias, nor should it be based on rulership but on holism.  Recognising not only our place within the biotic community but the unique value of all present within the environment.  
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