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I.  Introduction


It seems reasonable to assume that, given the enormity of the environmental crisis, it is important to develop new ways of thinking about nature which promote its care and protection.  This project will be successful if it addresses all facets of human experience, including what is known of science, philosophy, and religious beliefs.  Any approach to solving the problem must be multi-disciplinary, as no one field can address it alone. 

For Christians, a starting point could be the Biblical texts, their interpretation and Church tradition.  The analysis could possibly begin with the Creation accounts and proceed to the various ways of explaining the relationship between people and nature throughout history.  The Creation accounts are considered myth by most mainstream theologians and are believed to be legends that, although, not an actual event in history, present an ethical statement and many possible applications for an environmental ethic.  First, that the supposed first parents were created of the earth symbolically shows the connection between humans and nature.  Second, the understanding that God created and shaped nature to God’s satisfaction demonstrates that nature is not benign but a living thing.  Within the Christian tradition, one of the most culturally available beliefs is that of stewardship of nature.  

However, there are significant problems associated with accepting either creation or stewardship as a source for Christian environmental ethics.  To begin, the Biblical texts were written over centuries by many different authors, each one bringing his/her life and historical circumstances into them, also they were written in response to different issues altogether.  In the Bible stewardship was only used in reference to wealth and material possessions, and never in the context of nature.  This understanding developed later in Church tradition.  Envisioning nature as a possession or instrument can easily lead to its exploitation, and therefore must be addressed if one wishes to use the model stewardship of nature. 

Stewardship is considered anthropocentric by some; this could negate its status as an environmental ethic.  Granted, there are ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ forms of anthropocentrism, of which stewardship represents the weaker form.  Weak anthropocentrism is defined as the satisfaction of a felt preference; that is any need that can be satisfied.
  Weak forms of anthropocentrism focus on human needs but also benefit the natural environment.  An example of weak anthropocentrism could be that of a person who uses public transportation to reduce air pollutants, with the intention of helping people living with a medical condition that intensifies with poor air quality.  In this case the reason may be to benefit specific people; it also can positively affect the environment.  This demonstrates that the goals of a weakly anthropocentric approach do not necessarily contradict ecosystem-centered systems.  For Christians, anthropocentrism can be justified by the understanding that humans have been created in God’s image.  

Stewardship is also used in non-religious contexts by governments and business organizations that recognize the need to be responsible to the public for their treatment of nature.  These groups use the term to suggest their responsibility to other people, to the ecosystem, and to the future of the world.  In this sense, stewardship bears a resemblance to democracy whereby officials are elected by the public to protect or maintain a certain service.  


Stewardship has two facts, the theoretical and the practical.  Stewardship can be seen in controlled burning, subsistence agriculture, and sustainable management of resources.  I have chosen controlled or prescribed burning as an example of how stewardship is practiced.  Prescribed burning is a controversial issue, since fire is a dangerous tool, but it can be used to protect forests against larger and more severe fires, to promote new growth, and to remove pests which threaten a forest.  Controlled burning also relies on human knowledge and decision-making skills to determine when, and where, and for what reason, it is appropriate to burn.  As controlled burning addresses the needs of humans and the environment, it can also be viewed as a form of weak anthropocentrism.

Prescribed burning has also been used for the removal of over-abundant non-native species and to protect the ecosystem by promoting the welfare of the biotic community.
  When controlled burning is used to remove pests or non-native species from an ecosystem, it bears a resemblance to culling.  


After looking at stewardship in practice and in theory and addressing some of the criticism against it, I hope to demonstrate that it can still be modified and used as a basis for a Christian environmental ethic.  

II.  Definition of Stewardship


In the Western world, the relationship between humans and the rest of nature is most often referred to by the term, Stewardship.  A very general definition of this term is the duty given to humans manage the Earth, which implies that that are responsible to a Higher Power or to future generations for their treatment of nature.  Rosemary Radford Ruether, an ecofeminist theologian, has written extensively on Christian ecology.  She believes that stewardship should be defined as such "...if the diverse biota of earth are to be protected and preserved, it will only be by the human community asserting enlightened guardianship over it..." essentially humans must become caregivers of nature in order for it to survive.
  Traditionally, stewardship was understood as caring for the Earth in order to maintain it.  Radford-Ruether has reversed this, presumably to acknowledge the depth of the environmental crisis at hand.


Stewardship is not dominion of nature, even though this understanding has also been partially developed using Biblical texts.  The word dominion is taken directly from the first Genesis creation account, in which God tells the first humans to “…have dominion over the fish of the sea, over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth on Earth.”
  This interpretation of the priestly creation account shows that humans are required by God to subdue and dominate the Earth.  Applying this text literally could lead to a justification for exploiting natural resources.  It also contradicts the passage directly ahead of it which states that after creating nature, God “…saw that it was good…” a passage that has been interpreted as God acknowledging the intrinsic worth of nature.

It is generally thought that Stewardship is a Biblical concept.  Historically, though, stewardship has very little connection with the scriptures.  Stewardship itself is thought to be derived from the second creation story, when “Yahweh God took the man and settled him in the Garden of Eden to cultivate and take care of it.”
  In the story, humans were created in the image of God, which implied “…not only special rights and privileges on human beings but also special duties and responsibilities...” to the rest of nature.
  

Some believe that the stewardship of nature was first employed in the 17th Century to define the “…proper human relationship to the rest of creation.”
  Before this time stewardship was only used in relation to economic resources.  Stewardship is used in non-religious contexts, as well, in which case it is re-defined as “…practice of carefully managing land usage to ensure natural systems are maintained or enhanced for future generations.”
  Either way, stewardship is something that humans must achieve, whether this is by preservation of the Earth or by enhancing what exists already.  

J. Baird Callicott has outlined three possible environmental ethics derived from Genesis creation accounts.  These are 

“(1) an indirect, human interest/human rights environmental ethic associated with the ‘despotic’ reading [or the domination of nature]; (2) a more direct, ecocentric environmental ethic associated with ‘stewardship’; and (3) an uncompromising ecocentric environmental ethic associated with ‘citizenship’-a radical biblical biotic communitarianism.”

While clearly he prefers the third, a holistic theory that he called citizenship, Callicott was aware that stewardship was the most practical theory.  In fact, stewardship “…provides a simple and direct solution to the most vexing problem of contemporary secular nonanthropocentric environmental ethics….” that is, it proposes the intrinsic worth of nature.
  Stewardship also addresses the issue of moral reciprocity, the understanding that animals should be subject to the same ethical obligations as humans.  In stewardship, since humans are created differently from the rest of nature (that is in the image of God), they “…are burdened with duties to them [the rest of creation], from which they [again, creation] are correspondingly exempted.”
  Stewardship is non-reciprocal; it does not require that nature follow the same standards as are required from humans.  


Callicott did acknowledge a major problem with stewardship.  Stewardship requires that one “…either literally or liberally, credit its associated claims, or can at least remain culturally sympathetic with the general contours of the Judeo-Christian worldview…” including, belief in God.
  Stewardship could be interpreted as a teleological or consequence-oriented theory, in which right relationship with God is achieved by caring for the environment.  However, it could be also be considered deontological, that is rooted in human obligation to God to care for the Earth.

The term stewardship does not necessarily imply care of the environment.  In fact, older usages of the term were not ecological.  One can have stewardship over a home, over money, or any other possession.  

II. a.  Environmental Ethics and Stewardship


The field of environmental ethics embodies countless theories that guide human interaction with nature.  Environmental ethics are divided into two main categories; individualistic and holistic.  Holism represents those theories that are ecosystem-based, such as Aldo Leopold’s Land Ethic.  Individualist theories incorporate such philosophers as Peter Singer and Paul Taylor.  


Peter Singer, a utilitarian philosopher, developed one of the earliest non-anthropocentric ethical theories based on an animal’s ability to feel pain.  This is in line with other utilitarian approaches that expect that people to act in a way that increases pleasure and decreases felt pain.  Singer called the ability to experience pain sentience, and he considered this to be the basis for ethical consideration.  He also argued that humans should put aside attitudes that reflect anthropocentrism and recognize the non-instrumental value of animals.  Singer proposed that this could be achieved in part by vegetarianism and by ending senseless experiments on animals.  In order to illustrate his version of non-anthropocentrism, Singer cites this question: assuming that the only distinguishing characteristic between animals and people is intelligence, then people with lower intellectual capabilities, could in effect be treated by humans in the same manner as animals.  Since all humans possess intrinsic worth regardless of their intellect, Singer feels that the same consideration should also be extended to animals.
  


Paul Taylor’s ‘Ethic of Respect for Nature’, although also an individualist theory, is very different from Singer’s account.  Taylor also rejected anthropocentrism.  He called his theory ‘life-centered’ arguing that it was “…the good (well-being, welfare) of individual organisms, considered as entities having inherent worth, that determines our moral relations with the Earth’s wild communities of life.”
  Taylor’s ‘biocentric outlook on nature’ was characterized by understanding of the ecological fact that “…the interdependence of all living things in an organically unified order whose balance and stability are necessary conditions for the realization of the good of its constituent biotic communities.”
  Essentially, Taylor believed that the health of each organism in a biotic community would contribute to the wellbeing of the whole system.  


Aldo Leopold, a scientist, wrote the ‘Land Ethic’ as an ecosystem-based approach to land management.  Essentially, the land ethic extended the idea of community, from a group of people, to include plants, animals, and the land itself.
  This required a shift, whereby humans would recognize their citizenship of the Earth, rather than a role of conqueror.
  Citizenship of the biotic community requires that one conserve and protect nature.


Although these theories could be expanded on, it is more important to demonstrate how they relate to the stewardship of nature.  Even though stewardship includes animals and plants, it is weakly anthropocentric and therefore shows divergence with each of the approaches listed above.  Stewardship does agree with the goals of classical utilitarianism, to increase pleasure, understood as the well being of the human race and, by extension, the ecosystem, and decrease suffering.  Stewardship is more inclusive than sentience-based theories, as it calls for the care of entire ecosystem.  It also resembles Taylor’s ‘biocentric outlook’, in that it requires that organisms (humans in this case) look after their own interests, such as the sustainability of the environment in which they live.  Stewardship, like the land ethic, is also concerned with conservation, but unlike the land ethic, it views conservation as a requirement for the survival of humanity.

The reason for having an environmental ethic is different for each theorist.  The utilitarian approaches seem to seek fairness, as it is concerned with decreasing suffering.  Biocentrism is rooted in the survival of a species, recognizing that each member of a species has inherent worth.  For the land ethic, an environmental philosophy is considered a part of evolution, whereby species must learn to coexist.  The land ethic shows conservation is a sign of the existence of a proper relationship between humans and nature.  Stewardship is concerned with the care of nature, which requires human action and leads to harmony between humans and their God, harmony between people, and harmony with nature.

III.   Is the Stewardship of Nature a Biblical Concept?


Even if stewardship can be traced to Biblical texts, it is important to remember that the meaning has evolved through time.  The term collected various other interpretations throughout history which added or deleted to the original concept.  At present, there is an unprecedented ecological crisis which could not have been foreseen by the authors of the Bible.  Our concept of who God is (that is, if we are to acknowledge faith in God) and as a result who we are as a people is entirely different now from what was understood at the time that the religious texts were penned.  These considerations impact greatly on the definition of stewardship.  

Most people automatically link stewardship with the Biblical creation stories.  Although these accounts may resemble stewardship, the term was not used in the texts.  The creation accounts are mythology; they are stories that contain an ethical statement that addresses the relationships: between the first parents and their God, between Adam, Eve and their children, and Adam (and Eve, although not implicitly stated) and nature.  One message that can be drawn from Genesis 1-2 is that humans are equal with or part of, the creation as they were formed from earth and bone.  As a result, “…human power over nature [is] to be exercised responsibly, not exploitively, [and with recognition of the] intrinsic value in non-human creation other than its usefulness to humans.”
  Similarly, stewardship recognizes that humans are different from other animals while, at the same time, equal with the rest of creation.
  However, these views on equality are not universally even amongst Christian proponents of stewardship.


In the essay, “Stewardship a Case Study in Environmental Ethics”, Clare Palmer has produced a framework for deciding whether mention of stewardship in the Bible demonstrates that the concept is rooted therein.  More importantly, she asked whether the Bible prescribed this or any approach to our relationship with nature.  Her criteria included a) the use of the term, b) whether the word stewardship actually appeared in the Biblical texts, and c) if it is found consistently throughout the Bible.
  She concluded that a) the term is used at times to refer to “… ‘the man over the house’, with responsibility to the master for the affairs of the household and his possessions.”
  This usage is seen many times in the King James Version of the Old Testament (Genesis 15: 2, Genesis 43: 19, Genesis 44:1,4, I Kings 16:9), in the parables of Jesus (Matthew 20:8, Luke 8:3, Luke 12:42, Luke 16: 1,2,3,8), and is also used to describe the role of a bishop in the book of Titus (1:7).  Although, it is possible to take this domestic meaning of stewardship and apply it to the environment, there is no “…biblical concept of stewardship over nature.”
  That being said, b) since the Bible was written over a period of hundreds of years by many different people, there can be no uniform definition of stewardship (or, for that matter, of any other Biblical model, such as, grace).
  In addition, c) there are texts within the Bible that have a similar meaning to stewardship but lack some essential characteristics.
  One can conclude that there is no direct Biblical basis for the stewardship of nature, and that any link established with the Bible requires a subjective interpretation of the texts.  


In order to accept that stewardship has a Biblical basis, as many Christians do, requires that a person acknowledge God as the master and human beings as servants.
  This image of God has had the effect of justifying the role of dictators and the necessity for slavery throughout history.  If stewardship is to be used as a basis for developing a Christian environmental ethic then it is important to address these implications.

III. a.  Stewardship:  Tradition and History


A distinction must be made between what is found in the Biblical texts and what is the practice of the Church.  Though stewardship may not be a Biblical concept, as such, it certainly has been accepted in Church tradition.  Tradition is a difficult concept to define academically, since it represents every facet of Christian life.  Theologians are careful to demonstrate the difference between ‘traditions’ and ‘Tradition’.  The latter of which “…constitutes the self-identity of the Church through the ages and is the organic and visible expression of the life of the Spirit in the Church…”, whereas the former is “…often creative and positive, sometimes sinful, and always relative accumulation of human traditions in the historical Church.”
  These definitions of tradition are drawn from the Eastern Christian Church, but are also accepted by the Roman Catholic Church.  The Tradition that informs the Christian self-identity encompasses the following elements of Church history and culture: writings of the Church leaders (especially of the ‘Patristic’ era), the rulings of the Councils, the sacraments, Scripture, worship or liturgy, and homilies. 


Stewardship was probably adopted by one Christian community and the concept was thereafter accepted by a larger body of the Church becoming tradition.  Most likely the concept was originally extrapolated from Biblical texts that portrayed the role of a servant who is charged with the management of his owner’s many possessions.  This text may have been linked metaphorically to the role of the Church, here viewed as a servant, to God, their King.  Stewardship may have been defined as humans responding dutifully to God by taking responsibility for creation.  This understanding would have then been related to the second creation account that shows God giving Adam responsibility for the care of the garden.  The writers of Genesis 2 most likely did not intend to write about stewardship, but the accounts appear to demonstrate a similar view.  It would have seemed reasonable from this perspective that God would require humans to care for the Earth as Adam did, and as the Master required of the servant. 

Since the Bible only infers stewardship of nature, it seems important to begin by examining how the model arose in history.  Although it is popularly believed that history represents ‘the truth’ of past events, it becomes very apparent that history is not value-free.  Advocates of stewardship may try to find roots of stewardship further into history than is warranted, or may even use the term interchangeably for another environmental worldview.  For example, some sources cite that the concept of stewardship of nature was first employed in the 17th Century while others as late as 1950.  This contradiction is most likely the result of differing definitions for what constitutes stewardship of nature and what differentiates it from the term conservation.  For the purpose of this study, I accept the later date is more appropriate.

The roots of the domination of nature, its roots can be traced to some forms of Greek philosophy, in which “…the rest of creation [existed] for human benefit.”
  Certainly, there were other philosophical theories at the time that viewed nature differently.  The domination of nature may have been adopted by early Christians (who were presumably encouraged by the creation accounts) and some elements of the tradition remain within Christianity, to this day.  As noted earlier, there are other Biblical passages that reject domination and that tend towards holism.
  

There are currents within theology that view spirituality and nature as incompatible; an example of such would be asceticism, where a person renounces a natural desire (food, for instance) in order to achieve deeper religious experience.  In fact, nature and the divine are only one of many hierarchical dualisms that are present within Christianity, others are God over humanity, and humanity over nature.  Then nature itself is divided: animals being greater in importance than plants, larger animals are more significant than smaller ones.  This is known as the Great Chain of Being, in which every species of animals are arranged “...in a single graded scala naturae according to their degree of perfection...” an understanding partially developed in Plato, but realized in the work of Aristotle and thereafter imported into Christianity.

Belief in an afterlife may be a barrier to an environmental ethic, in cases where Christian communities view Earth as a temporary home.  Taken very literally, this could lead to the belief that such ‘trials’ as environmental degradation and poverty, will be reversed in the future ‘perfect’ world.  This is a source of comfort for those that suffer.  However, universally in Christianity there is a belief in the immortal soul survives after leaving the temporal world.  This has been used to justify careless attitudes towards nature.  By adopting a stewardship approach that recognizes the intrinsic worth of creation, Christians are forced to refocus on the present.  

Some believe that the British Royal Society reversed the renaissance view of stewardship aligning it more closely to the Biblical definition.  The Royal Society viewed people as “…stewards responsible to the divine king, [and they believed] humans must administer the Earth justly and without cruelty…” and stewardship was also considered good for nature as “…human control improves nature.”
  Of course, encouraging stewardship was important as it was a cost effective method of caring for the land.

In 1950-1960 a different form of stewardship became popular with the belief that all possessions come from God.
  This required that Christians be “…responsible to God to make the best of…” all that was given and especially financial resources.
  When people began to realize the extent of the environmental crisis, this definition of stewardship was applied to nature.
  Certainly the association between natural and financial resources is not beneficial to the environment, as there should be a difference in the way that the loss of money and the loss natural areas is viewed.  Humans are unable to re-create nature, though it can be restored in a sense, whereas, financial resources can be replaced.  Also, considering nature from a monetary perspective only serves to obscure its non-economic values.  Natural areas should be regarded as places of recreation, habitat for animals, and for humans.

As seen above, the definition of stewardship has changed through history with the various social and religious climates of the day.  Stewardship, applied to nature in such practices as sustainable development, conservation methods, and forest management but it has also had numerous critics.   

III. b.  Criticism of Stewardship and Christian Environmentalism

It is impossible to discuss the environmental impact of Christianity without also presenting the criticism of Lynn White.  White was the first of many academic writers to place the blame for the ecological crisis squarely on Christianity.  However he never explicitly used the term stewardship in his criticism.  For White, the environmental crisis is found in a perceptual change that started with humans believing that they were a part of the environment, to their desire to control and exploit it.  This change came about with the development of agriculture: more specifically, with the move from farming practices based on subsistence, to those based on technology and power.
  White completed his argument by locating human ecological thought in religious faith and practice, thus linking agriculture to the Christian faith.  White viewed Christianity as an anthropocentric religion and explained that “…it is God’s will that man [sic…humanity] exploit nature for his [sic…their] proper ends.”
  He did acknowledge that not all Christians exploited nature, nor did that exploitation occur in all historical time periods.  In fact, the early Greek Church viewed nature as a symbol of God’s revelation leading to its proper care.
  That nature could reveal God, was taken to the extreme in the Western Church.  This is seen in the scientific method, where people believed that by dissecting nature, they would obtain a greater knowledge of who God is.
  White concluded that since Christianity is so obviously at fault for the environmental crisis, the problem should be resolved within the religious system.
  


White actually foresaw the problems within his text and prepared an explanation for them.  To begin with, he acknowledged that Christianity is a “…complex faith, and its consequences differ in differing contexts…”
  He also viewed Christianity as anthropocentric.  However, anthropocentrism in Christianity is most likely to have developed within certain communities, but is not necessarily universal.  Again here, it is important to understand the differing degrees of anthropocentrism.  In history, as Christianity became more institutionalized and aligned with political leaders, strong anthropocentrism was the reigning theory.  Not all Christians could be considered anthropocentric, as White himself acknowledges in his respect for St. Francis who “…proposed what he thought was an alternative Christian view of nature and man’s [sic…humanity’s] relation to it…”
  

III. c.  Non-Religious Uses of the Term Stewardship


The words ‘stewardship’ and ‘trusteeship’ have been used almost interchangeably by government organizations.  Stewardship, in this context is equal to conservation.  Stewardship is a measure that the government or other large associations take on behalf of their constituents or the general public.  

David Wasserman spoke of this form of stewardship in his essay “Consumption, Appropriation and Stewardship”.  He believes that stewardship requires appropriation, which is “…the act of asserting or establishing ownership of a resource…”
  The idea of ownership of resources is problematic to an environmental ethic it only recognizes human values and is therefore strongly anthropocentric.  However, Wasserman later restated his definition in a way that would be more appropriate for an environmental ethic by stating that “…each person can be regarded as holding the world’s resources as a trustee for each other or as steward for all people.”
  Here stewardship is defined as care for, rather than ownership of, the Earth.  Even in a non-religious context, stewardship requires that humans be responsible for their use or abuse of resources to other people, and to the entire ecosystem.

There has been considerable argument over whether or not future generations of humans should be acknowledged in any valid philosophical argument.  This question is important to stewardship since it is sometimes seen as a way to preserve the Earth for as-of-yet unborn people.  Although this argument is anthropocentric, it is representative of a weaker form of anthropocentrism.  In this case weak anthropocentrism require that the environment be protected in order for it to support future human life.  At this point, it is important to differentiate between volitionally possible and those that are epistemologically possible future people.
  The later refers to those people who have a high probability of being born in the future, whereas the former denotes one’s own children.
  

Although there are different lines of reasoning that consider the needs of future people, the argument that is relevant to a discussion on stewardship is considered philosophically acceptable.  For example, if one has a choice of utilizing a chemical that is helpful to people in the present, but would be harmful in the future, should it be used?
  Since the question does not require a decision to be made of whether or not there will be future people, but it does ask whether it is legitimate to risk harming future people, then it is “…natural and correct to take account of the interests of non-existent, but possible people.”
  In moral decision-making, it is permissible to proceed if one considers the “…harm or benefit it is likely to bring to those who exist or who are likely to exist, where in the latter case the probability of their existing is largely independent…” of whether or not one chooses to act.
  Stewardship requires that people care for the Earth at present in view of sustaining it for future generations.

  
Non-religious stewardship is sometimes referred to as land-management.  This association is not necessarily beneficial in defining stewardship, as land-management is also used to indicate approaches to land use that exploit natural resources.  Stewardship should be understood as responsibility to care for, and not exploit nature.  Resource-based land management was first seen when Aboriginal people started “…setting fires at the right times and in the right places…” to improve their ability to hunt.
  In this case, controlled burning is closer to management than care of the environment.  It seems reasonable that it is the motive for burning; not burning itself that demonstrates stewardship. 

The use of stewardship, as an environmental ethic, helps to steer away from merely economic approaches to land use.  Stewardship of natural resources is “…the practice of carefully managing land usage to ensure natural systems are maintained or enhanced for future generations.”
  The reward of stewardship should be caring for land and passing it on as a heritage.  This does not suggest that a land steward cannot use the natural resources, only that he or she is required to do so in a sustainable way: one that promotes the health of the ecosystem.  Stewardship also requires that society build cultural and ethical values regarding nature and that they enact conservation policies.  The greatest obstacles to land stewardship exist when individual landowners are more interested in deriving profit from the land.  A better approach would be, as demonstrated in stewardship, to recognize the intrinsic worth of nature.  Although, land may be undeveloped it is nonetheless a place for recreation, home to animals, and forests are helpful in the reduction of air pollutants.  Each of these examples is reason enough to protect the land.

III. d.  Problems With Non-Religious Stewardship


As addressed earlier, those opposed to the land stewardship model are critical of its underlying anthropocentrism.  It is thought that stewardship is responsible for the overuse of resources as it ranks humans hierarchically above nature.  To this list should be added the fear that stewardship leads to human appropriation of nature.  Appropriation of nature requires one to question whether or not a person can really own land.  Stewardship answers this question in the negative, as land should not be owned since it is merely entrusted to humans for a limited period of time.

III. e.  Summary of Stewardship


Stewardship has been interpreted differently throughout its history.  In the Bible, stewardship is used only to explain the relationship between a master, a servant, and the master’s resources.  This understanding of stewardship requires interpretation in order to be applied to nature.  It is only possible to trace the stewardship of nature back to the middle of the 20th Century.  Some proponents of stewardship have attempted to trace its roots to Biblical times, and on through to the present.  Stewardship has been understood by some as the domination of nature, though this interpretation is not rooted in stewardship itself.  The equating of stewardship to resource management has also lead to the misunderstanding that it is an economic approach and therefore exploitive.  Although, there is a definite economic value to natural resources, it is more important to regard its intrinsic worth.  Stewardship is best defined as responsibility to God, to other people, and to possible future people for the way that humans care for nature. Taking responsibility for nature requires that humans act to promote its protection, such as the practice of prescribed burning in forests.  Controlled burning resembles stewardship most when used to protect a forest from wildfire and from pests.

IV.  The History of Controlled Burns


Controlled burning, the act of applying fire to a specific area within a forest in order to prevent forest fires or promote growth, has been practiced for thousands of years.  In North America, recorded history only began with the arrival of Europeans to the continent, but is known that at that time, some indigenous groups were conducting prescribed burns.  They “…burned parts of the ecosystems in which they lived to promote a diversity of habitats…”
  The Native peoples did not base this practice in scientific knowledge, but in the experience of knowing what a forest required for its survival, in their traditions.  Controlled burns were also carried out by Australia’s Aboriginal peoples.  The reasons for controlled burning in Australia were highly developed and included the need to clear camp sites and trails, to dry grass, to allow the growth of new grasses and to  “…prepare the bush for the onset of rain and to bring the rain itself.”
  In Australia, it is believed that prescribed fire has been practiced for 40,000 years.

IV.a.  Controlled Burns in North America


The arrival of European colonists had devastating effects on North America’s Aboriginal people.  Especially damaging, were the breakdown in their traditional culture and experience-based knowledge.  Europeans brought new technology aimed at ‘civilizing’ the native peoples.  The Europeans brought with them new technologies aimed at civilizing the natives this was done by the introduction of “… (iron and firearms), change in economy (to fur trading and sheep grazing), different food sources (farming and federal handouts), and treaties (restricting and removing natives from traditional lands)…” all of which changed Aboriginal culture and way of life.
  Luckily, some of their practices survived this time in history in the collective memory of the people.

The use of prescribed fire demonstrates that the North-American Aboriginal peoples were skilled in ethnobotany.  Their understanding of the forests was remarkable especially considering that it was based on pre-scientific methods, such as trial and error and oral tradition.  When native people caused a burn, they carefully considered the weather conditions in order to insure that it was safe.  They avoided the practice at times when the conditions were too dry.
  Fire was used to aid in “…hunting, crop management, improvements in growth and yields, to protect medicinal plants, to collect insects, to manage pests, for war, to protect their livelihood (fur trade) against Europeans, for travel, to fell trees and to clear areas for their prey.”
  Unfortunately records were only compiled post-colonization and it is impossible to ascertain the original intent of the practice.  However, it appears that like in stewardship, the burns were practiced with the intent to preserve the land for present and future generations.   In Aboriginal controlled burning, “A variety of factors including worldview, values, traditional knowledge, and population size combine to produce ranching, farming, and resource extraction methods that, in concept as well as practice fit well with ideas of conservation, restoration and stewardship.”

IV. b.  Controlled Burns in Australia


Australian Aboriginal people used the ‘fire-stick method’ of controlled burning.  The method and goals of prescribed burns were different from those of North American First Nations.  This can be attributed to differences in the landscape, culture, and religion, all of which have an impact on the criteria for burning.  For the most part, Australia’s native people burned to prevent uncontrolled fires, to manage wildlife, and to obtain food sources from the land.
  Fire was also used to remove a particular resin that causes illness in kangaroos, which demonstrated their knowledge of the environment.
  

Australian Aboriginal people had a very strong connection to the land, which was drawn from their experience and tradition.  Despite the very functional reasons for burning, it was also a cultural practice.  In fact, it seemed that ecology, religion, and culture were not as separable in their society as they were in the Western World.    Aboriginal people developed an ethical code that dictated how to respond to the privilege of caring for the fire.
  They believed that resources were to be shared by all a fact that is echoed in their religious practices.
  Fire, to the Australian Aboriginal people, was used as a tool in their ‘clean-up’ ethic, which dictated their responsibility for the care and maintenance of nature.
  This ‘clean-up’ ethic strongly resembles stewardship and other Western environmental philosophies which require human responsibility for, and participation in, the care of nature.  Ironically, Western science has been able to confirm, in recent years, what Aboriginal peoples knew by instinctive knowledge and tradition.  


When the European settlers attempted controlled burning, they obtained such poor results, based on their own lack of experience that they decided to outlaw the practice.  Native people were often blamed for the ensuing damage.
  It must be noted that forest fires became more frequent and severe after the ban.
  More recently, though, controlled burning has been resurrected by forest managers and people around the world are benefiting from the environmental insights of the Aboriginal peoples.  Their familiarity with nature is being regarded as a source for contemporary conservation efforts.    

V.  Definition of Controlled or Prescribed Burning 


Children often learn about the importance of preventing forest fires through their first camping experience.  This includes regulations about setting campfires, the necessity to have water nearby for emergency use, and when conditions are dry, prohibitions against any open flame in the forest.  These rules have been created to protect people, infrastructure, animals and the entire forest environment.  

Forest floors are covered by dried leaves and needles from trees, twigs and branches, small or felled trees and tree stumps, which can easily ignite in dry conditions.  Any spark or even lightening can cause the entire forest to erupt in a devastating and uncontrollable fire.  Forest fires not only damage trees and wildlife, but also endangers homes, businesses, and other infrastructure.  Our fear of fire is a healthy one, as it can have overwhelming effects when it is uncontrolled.  Paradoxically, fire is the actual tool used by professional foresters to prevent large, out-of-control fires.  This method is known as prescribed burning.  Prescribed burning requires human interaction with, and responsibility for, nature, and could therefore be called land-stewardship. 

Perhaps the best definition of controlled burning is found in the British Columbia Ministry of Forests Policy Manual.  This definition follows…

Prescribed fires are controlled fires that burn forest of range fuels to achieve the objectives of land and resource management prescriptions.  A prescription is an area analysis of site conditions which prescribes the most suitable treatment based on those conditions and the land management objectives.

This definition is left open-ended for the purpose of allowing ecologists and other forestry professionals to determine the need and prescription of fire.  Prescribed burning has forced humans and their governments to identify the value of the forests and to question why they should be saved from fire, leading to the creation of forest management policies.  It is important to note that prescribed fires are conducted by specialists.  It is a practice that has become institutionalized, and is not something that is undertaken without consideration of all the factors affecting the individual forest.  This recognizes the danger of using fire indiscriminately.  Prescribed burning is practiced only by those who have been given a charge to do so, and therefore closely relates to stewardship.  

When deciding whether or not to conduct a controlled burn, governments and forestry professionals must also weigh the economic and non-economic consequences of the burn.  A stewardship approach involves determining what effects the fire would have on the ecosystem and if it would be a practical solution to the overall health of a forest.  An economic approach, however, only considers the financial benefits in the short term, with no or little regard to the sustainability of the forest.

Controlled or prescribed burning is employed to prevent forest fires but has countless other applications, such as insect control.  Philosophically, the practice of controlled burns is similar to that of culling, since it is also used to decrease the population of a species found to be out of balance, destroying the ecosystem, or leading to the decline of another species.  As with culling, controlled burns can also protect an ecosystem against pests that are overpopulated.  Culling and prescribed burns represent a holistic stewardship approach to forest management.  

V. a. Controlled Burns and Environmental Ethics


Controlled burns have not traditionally been related to Environmental ethics theories, such as, stewardship, sentience-based approaches, and the land ethic, but each, in its own way, could be linked to this practice.  As prescribed burning requires that humans take responsibility for managing the land, and to maintain it for the next generation, it fits the definition for stewardship.  Whereas, sentience-based approaches require that one consider the status of animals living in the forest.  In a prescribed burn, most small animals are able to hide, and larger animals can usually out-run a fire, which appears to make the practice acceptable to sentience-based approaches.  The classical utilitarian, who is a proponent for causing the greatest good for the greatest number, may find this approach suitable, in that, a smaller number of trees are sacrificed for the good of the entire forest.  Meanwhile, the land ethic requires the conservation of natural areas thereby allowing humans to enter into an ethical relationship with the land.  Since controlled fire is used specifically to conserve forests, land ethics would find controlled burning acceptable.  This analysis seems to indicate that prescribed burning would be favored by each of the theories.

V. b.  Out-of-Control Forest Fires  


Understanding what constitutes an out-of-control forest fire helps to distinguish it from one that is managed.  Among other things, a wildfire is higher in intensity and will “…produce firestorms in which firebands are blown upward and may be transplanted considerable distances to spot new fires.”
  Wildfires are generally so powerful that they create their own weather patterns and are extremely difficult to extinguish.  These fires devastate entire communities and ecosystems, and are an incredible economic burden, as countless kilometers of land are destroyed.  


Forest fires are a natural part of the environment.  In fact, the way that forests appear today is the result of human interaction and settlement.  In order to protect their own infrastructure, humans have tried to suppress the naturally occurring fires, resulting in the growth of smaller plants and the littering of forest floors with leaves and branches, which would have otherwise burned.  Realizing this, humans began to burn small areas of a forest with fires that were less intense than those in nature.  This also had the effect of clearing the land and making the forest more resistant to larger fires.  In a way, humans have made themselves essential to the ecosystem by manipulating forest fires. 


Forest fires are extremely detrimental to the Canadian ecology and economy.  Forests represent 45% of the land in Canada, and approximately 10% of the Earth’s total forests and 20% of the World’s fresh water supply are found therein.
  There are several forest regions in Canada, each of these is represented by different weather patterns, which lead to differences in the type of plants and animals that live in the forests.  British Columbia has five forest eco-zones making it the most ecologically diverse province in Canada.  These areas are named the boreal cordillera, boreal plains, montane cordillera, taiga plains, and the pacific maritime zones.
  

Extremely high temperatures, lack of precipitation, and lightning storms have greatly increased the incidence of fires in Western Canada, this year.  At present, there are 692 wildfires still burning in British Columbia.
  The largest fire, located in Okanagan Mountain Park, is now estimated at 22,840 hectares and is being facilitated by strong winds.
  This fire has impacted greatly on residents of the province as it is close to, and has already affected an urban center.  In Kelowna 3,000 people are presently living in emergency shelters and 15,000 more may still have to be evacuated as the fire moves closer to their homes.
  The economic impact of fighting the fires is great, estimated at $132 million dollars CDN so far this summer.
  This figure does not include the cost of rebuilding houses, places of employment, and other infrastructure.  Apart from the displaced population, and the economic burden, there have been numerous problems associated with the fire.  There have been travel restrictions in parts of the province aimed at protecting the dry land from fires caused by human error, and destruction of heritage sites located in the forests, as well as damage to the natural areas, animal habitats, and the emotional burden associated with the loss of houses and other human possessions.

Although weather conditions promote forest fires, human error has proven to be the greatest factor in starting fires.  Prescribed fire is used as a precaution for preventing forest fires and also to create a natural barrier to stop the fires.  Unfortunately, with wildfires such as those seen in British Columbia, controlled burning is counter-indicated because of the danger associated with the dry weather conditions.

V. c.  Application of Prescribed Fire

Prescribed fire is not a Western development.  In fact, as demonstrated earlier, it was, at one point, outlawed by colonial governments in North America and Australia.  This practice was employed by Aboriginal peoples for many reasons, including hunting, preventing forest fires, and controlling growth in forests.  Fire was used to maintain habitat for wildlife and to manipulate vegetation for “…improving plantability, increasing availability of light, moisture, and nutrients for newly established seedlings… [for] enhancing wildlife habitat or improving forage for domestic livestock.”
  In addition, fire was used to control the spread of pests that would normally devastate a forest. 
V. d. Culling and Prescribed Burns

Culling is a common solution to the overabundance of a species.  By way of definition, culling is not the senseless killing of the animals; rather, it is intended to reduce the population of a targeted group to benefit the entire ecosystem.  If the overabundance of one species is placing another one at risk, it is morally permissible to reduce the population of the larger genus, in order to save the one that is endangered.  Controlled burning has also been used to reduce populations of insects, such as the Spruce Beetle, in a targeted area.  Therefore it seems philosophically plausible, that the prescribed burning of plants and trees is also a form of culling (one that targets elements in a part of a forest that could cause destruction to the entire ecosystem).  

That culling and prescribed burning require human decision making, interaction with nature, and a desire to conserve or sustain nature for themselves and others, aligns the practices with stewardship.  These practices are not only representative of stewardship, but are also accepted by other holistic environmental models, like the land ethic.

In the case of the Spruce Beetle, an insect which is known to have destroyed up to 90% of the spruce trees in British Columbia in the mid-twentieth century, prescribed fire is one of many methods of controlling the population.
  Other approaches include: the use of insecticides, allowing the beetles to infest a cut tree and then removing it, and exposing the tree or logged stump to sunlight effectively killing the larvae.
  However, an easier and more effective method (especially in Northern climates) is controlled burning.  

Culling has recently come under question, especially with regards to how to determine what non-native species are.  It is recognized that a species that migrates, develops differently in the new ecosystem essentially becoming a new sub-species.  In fact, conservation biologists have “…identified free species migration as a central element in preventing species extinctions…” meaning that a threatened species may be saved in a different ecosystem.
  However, when species are considered ‘out-of-control’ and a threat to others, it is thought to be permissible to control its numbers, if possible, in ways that do not harm the invading species.
  Culling, itself, is a costly method and is slowly being replaced by mixoecology, a very new science that will “…not strive to eliminate mixing, but rather to use limited economic resources to help mixed ecosystems thrive…”
  This does not mean that culling will not occur in the future, only that it will be used less frequently.

Prescribed fire and culling are examples of stewardship, as they both require human action to protect and improve upon a natural area.  This is accomplished by taking responsibility for the land, in order to protect other people, animals, nature and to ensure that a forest remains stable into the next generation.  

V. e.  Problems with Controlled Burning

Like any other forest management method, prescribed burning is not appropriate in every situation.  In some cases, such as Canada’s boreal forests, burning can cause more damage than protection.
  The problem in this forest is with frequency, essentially “…when prescribed burns are more frequent than the natural fire regime, they can outstrip nature, species ability to recover and so lead to local extinctions.”
  To avoid destruction of the forest, it is necessary to use burns infrequently and only when beneficial.  Long term scientific research conducted on controlled burns by Feller in 1982 and Lindeburgh in 1990, concluded that less severe fires “…have a lower risk of causing site degradation than do fires of higher severity; and at any given severity of fire, drier, nutrient-poor sites have a higher risk of being degraded than moisture nutrient-rich site.”
  These reasons are also taken into consideration by forestry professionals when deciding whether or not to burn.


Unfortunately, prescribed fire usually does not help to clear diseases that affect a tree’s roots, as most are buried too deep within the soil to be touched.  However, there is some evidence that fire promotes the growth of some “…soil fungal populations that are antagonistic to some root diseases…” which, in the long run may help to eradicate the destructive fungi.
  Many plant species have adapted to fire, as it occurs naturally: these include the Ponderosa Pine, Douglass-Fir, Bunch grass, and Saskatoon bush.
  After a fire, there is new opportunity for growth in forests, as well as, habitat for new animals and insects.  Fire in British Columbia often results in re-growth of stronger forests with “…well spaced trees and [that have] a high component of mature old growth.”
  In many cases a fire is actually healthy for the forest.


Another possible problem with controlled burning is the smoke which a fire emits.  Most government ministries that practice controlled burning also have regulations with respect to the emissions of the fire.  It is obvious that a controlled burn produces less discharge and less overall damage to the environment than a wildfire.  However, there are still significant concerns especially to humans with health problems.  The Nature Conservancy reports that “The principle products of combustion on wildland fires are water vapor and carbon dioxide…” and that more toxins are produced with a less efficient fire.
  There are certain emissions associated with prescribed burning that are more dangerous for health: these are “…carbon monoxide, respirable particulates, formaldehyde, acolene [and], benzene…” however, in this case those most at risk are forestry professionals.
  There are variable factors that determine how much of these chemicals are released, these include “…type of fuel, the moisture content, the temperature of the fire, and the amount of smoldering after the fire…”, if air quality is already poor, a prescribed burn can make it worse.
  A possible solution is to wait until the air quality rating is normal to begin a burn.  If prescribed fire is being used for the prevention of a fire, and the threat is immediate, and the burn proves to be successful, there will be a decrease in the amount that is emitted due to the smaller area of the burn.


Philosophically speaking, there is a danger that controlled burning may be seen as a technological fix to the environmental crisis that humans have caused.  There is some concern that practices that restore nature lead to the creation of “…an artifact created to meet human satisfactions and interests…” and ultimately show that humans can dominate the environment as they have power to repair what they destroyed in the first place.
  Not only is this strongly anthropocentric, in that nature is being restored to suit human purposes, but it is also an example of consumerism.  Essentially, restoring nature leads to the understanding that nature can be replaced, if need be, and so meanwhile it is permissible to damage the environment.  There is also considerable doubt that a restored ecosystem is equal in value to the original.


Canadian forest managers have developed a Code of Ethics to help industry professionals in their decision-making.  Although this group represents both government and for-profit corporations, they are trying to view the land in question as the common heritage of Canadian peoples, with special consideration to Aboriginal peoples.  Here the Canadian Institute of Forestry is attempting to be mindful of the fact that they are stewards of the land and are managing it in the name of others.  

Their Code is based on:

…ecologically sound principles, which will maintain, protect and enhance the integrity, utility and value of the forest resource for the benefit of society, without compromising the opportunity for present and future generations to meet their objectives.

It requires that forestry professionals be good stewards and protect the Earth for the sake of sustainability so that the next generation can also appreciate the forests.  This document (intended as a guideline for forest practitioners) uses the term stewardship throughout, as in “…the best possible stewardship of forest land…”
  Here the term is being used as a synonym for conservation, which, in itself, does not qualify as stewardship.  However, the Code does recognize that forestry professionals are responsible to the public for their management of the forests, as they have “…ecological, economic, recreational, aesthetic, cultural and spiritual ...” value.
  This understanding is similar to the non-religious usage of stewardship of nature.

VI.  Conclusion
The stewardship model represents a religious and cultural contribution to the environmental crisis.  Although the idea of stewardship of nature can only be definitively traced to around 1950, some practices that resemble it have been applied for thousands of years.  Stewardship requires that people view themselves as different from the rest of creation or nature.  This understanding is based on the religious belief that humans have been created in God’s image, that they have been placed on Earth to clean it up, or even in the hope of passing on the gift of nature to the next generation.  Stewardship is teleological if understood as a means of returning humans to proper relationship with God and nature.  However, it can also be interpreted as deontological, as one is dutifully required to protect nature.  Although there are problems with the idea of stewardship of nature, these are not insurmountable and it remains one of the most culturally accepted environmental theories in the Western world.  

Stewardship is seen in conservation practices that require human responsibility towards the Earth.  One such practice is controlled burning in forests.  Ironically, it is only due to human interference, by way of fire suppression, that controlled burns are required.  Fires are natural, but have been suppressed throughout history to protect human infrastructure.  This has lead to an overgrowth of incendiaries in the forest, which, when left untouched, could lead to out-of-control wildfires.  By burning small portions of the forest, humans have in part returned the forests to their natural state.  


Although, both stewardship and controlled burning have been unpopular in the recent past, there are numerous environmental benefits to both approaches which should be rediscovered by contemporary scientists and philosophers.
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