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Preface

Always I have linked Christian living with issues of power, theological
existencewithpolitics.EvenwhenIhave struggledwithmybaptism– and
Ihave struggledquite a lot! – the shapingpower ofmy religious formation
has always included a political aspect, although I have changed my mind
on the nature of that politics. This book encompasses these interests: it of-
fers a theology of livingbefore and from the triuneGodwithin thepolitics
of ecology. I do not knowwhether sufficient time remains to overcome the
injustices inour ecological relationswithnature.Yetwhile there is still life
in us, we keep on. That seems right and hopeful.
This book has been a long time in the writing. Through this process I

have accruedmany debts. I am glad to acknowledge these here.
First, I must thank my academic home through this period in the

Department of Theology and Religious Studies at the University of
Gloucestershire. I am especially grateful for the granting of several sab-
baticals and the support of Stanley Rudman and Fred Hughes (past
and present Heads of Department). The able administrative assistance of
Patricia Downes and Annie Brocklehurst has givenmemuch needed time
for this research. Library staff, including Maggie Wheel and Sue Mills,
have graciously responded to many requests for information. In the clos-
ing stages of the project, Scott Jordan and Chris Evans furnished vital
computing support. Throughout this period, I have taught courses in eco-
logical and political theology: I thank those students who studied this
material with me for their theological seriousness. Perhaps some of their
questions as to ‘what I think’ are answered here. Not least I thank mem-
bers of the Theology ReadingGroupwho remindme of the importance in
theology of learning in community.

[xi]



xii Preface

Sabbaticals in 1996 and 1998 were spent in the extraordinarily rich
and creative environment of the Center of Theological Inquiry, Princeton,
where I learned somuch. I amgrateful to theCentre’sDirector,WallaceM.
Alston, and its Senior Scholar for Research, Robert Jenson, for encour-
agement and support. Through these periods members of the Centre
made formative contributions to this project, including: Don Browning,
Torrance Kirby, Bill Lazareth, Nancy Duff, George Hunsinger, Tony
Ugolnik, Peter Ochs, Niels Henrik Gregersen, Victor Nuovo, Avihu Zakai,
David Tracy, Frank Clooney, George Newlands, Wentzel van Huyssteen,
Miroslav Volf and Rusty Reno. Our stays at the Centre were greatly en-
hanced by the active kindness ofMary Beth Lewis,MaureenMontgomery,
Linda Sheldon, Cecelio Orantes and KathiMorley.
I owe a considerable debt to those friends and colleagueswhohave read

andcommentedonvarious chapters andwhose contributionshavegreatly
improved the book.Here I thankNielsHenrikGregersen, Bill Cavanaugh,
Melissa Raphael and Elaine Graham. I am very grateful one more time to
my friend, Al McFadyen, for many arresting conversations, some of these
not immediately theological. Debts of a more general kind I also have: to
Denys Turner, who talked through with me some of my early ideas; to
Luco van den Brom for an important conversation; and to Victor Nuovo
andAvi Zakaiwhogiveme confidencewhere none exists. For theological–
moral support and timely interventions I thank Peter Selby and, once
more, Niels Gregersen.
Cambridge University Press, through Alex Wright, Ruth Parr and

Kevin Taylor, has been a wonderfully efficient publisher. I thank Paul
Northup forkindly compiling thebibliographyat shortnotice andGillian
Maude for her careful copy-editing. The series editors, Colin Gunton and
Daniel Hardy, have read the entire manuscript and I am grateful to them
for their feedback and encouragement. Special thanks must go to the
latter: years ago Dan Hardy read a brief prospectus for the book and
responded almost immediately with a strong recommendation to pursue
the ideas now presented here.
A paper written for the 1999 meeting of the Society for the Study

of Theology, published as ‘The Future of Creation: Ecology and
Eschatology,’ in David Fergusson and Marcel Sarot (eds.), The Future
as God’s Gift (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2000) represents a preliminary
version of part of the present work. Chapters 7 and 8 are revised and
greatly expanded construals of sections of this essay. I thank the Society
for the invitation to present a plenary paper. Furthermore, I am grateful
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to Celia Deane-Drummond and Paul Murray for invitations to speak
at various colloquia and conferences. Preparing for these has been the
occasion of importantmoves alongmy cognitive path.
To my wife, Amanda Pitt, I owe more than my words can say. ‘I am

asham’d: does not the stone rebuke me / For being more stone than it?’
(TheWinter’sTaleActV, Scene III). And, further, I amgrateful tomyparents,
Anne and Michael Scott, for their continued interest in my work and
touchingwillingness to read every word ofmy theological prose.
When I first began work on this project neither of our dear children,

Harry and Esther, had been born. So the book has been written through
themany changes that parenthood brings and has, I hope, been improved
by them. One of my deepest fears is that the ecological issues discussed
through this bookwill barely be addressed by their parents’ generation. If
they ever askme what I did through this period, I shall say that I brought
them to Sunday School andwrote this book. I hope that they findwisdom
in both. To them this book is dedicated, withmeasureless love.





Part I

God, nature and modernity





1

Nature in Christian theology: politics, context
and concepts

The aim of this book: political theology of nature

The motivation for writing this book lies in my belief that Christian
theology has an important contribution to make to the reinterpretation
of the human habitat demanded by ecology and the reconfiguration of
human social life demanded by the imperatives of environmental sustain-
ability. Yet I amalso convinced that anew type of theology of nature is now
required.
In theological discussions of the environment, attention has been

focused on the relation between theology and the natural sciences, on the
one hand, and the ‘value’ of nature, on the other.1 Yet the concentration
on these two areas is to construe the concerns of environmentalism too
narrowly. Environmental concern is not directed to some abstraction,
called Nature. Instead, such concern is directed towards the quality and
character of habitation, including the habitation of humanity. Questions
privileged by environmentalism include: how do life forms interact? How
might thequalityof lifebe improved?Howcan lifebe sustained in the long
term? With these questions come certain perspectives for interpretation
(global, aesthetic) and commitments to simpler, more sustainable forms
of life (recycling and decentralisation, for instance).2

Such questions, perspectives and commitments are not exhausted by
inquiries in the natural sciences or into the ‘value’ of nature. A third area
of inquiry emerges: the distortions of human sociality as enacted in the

1. These distinctions are Douglas John Hall’s, as reported in James McPherson, ‘Ecumenical
Discussion of the Environment 1966–1987’,Modern Theology 7:4 (July 1991), 363–71 (367).
2. On the contours of environmentalism, see Max Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation: An
Ecumenical Approach to the Environmental Crisis (London and New Haven: Yale University Press,
1994), p. 71.

[3]
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relations of un/natural humanity with nature. Because environmental
concerns may be traced back to a disharmony between humanity and
nature, environmental strategies are founded in and directed towards
the distorted sociality of humanity. Environmental strategies are thereby
redirective. Such strategies seek the reconstitution of human social life
towardswholeness, diversity and integrity in its transactions with its natural
conditions and away from patterns of fragmentation and disintegration. As
we know, such patterns of fragmentation and disintegration have their
own dynamics, leading to the suppression of the importance (but not the
actuality) of the natural conditions of human life; our interdependence in
the delicate and reciprocal interactions with nature which constitute our
un/natural humanity is obscured. Competition over resources (social and
natural), insecurity and distrust at all levels (international and national,
racial and ethnic, gender and familial), rapid consumption of natural
resources and reduction in biodiversity and the quality of agricultural
land are instances of such fragmentation and breakdown.3

This book sets out some of the contours of a new theological approach,
which I am calling political theology of nature. Such an approach directs the-
ological attention not to the natural sciences nor to the ‘value’ of nature
but insteadto the interactionbetweenun/naturalhumanityandsocialised
nature. The theological problematic presented here is concernedwith the
question: what theological specification can be given to the varied and
variable relations between un/natural humanity and socialised nature in
suchmanner that neither are lost? More strongly, can a political theology
of naturewithin a doctrine of creation offer a perspective inwhich human
freedom and contingent nature might be related to secure their mutual
affirmation and healing? And we should note the importance of the mat-
ter to the wider reaches of theology: if no satisfactory response to this last
question can be given, the significance of Jesus of Nazareth is put in ques-
tion. For who is Jesus Christ if not the action of God in such narrative
concentration that an embodied life of human freedom and contingent
nature is the saving presence of God?
Apolitical theology of nature is a complex inquiry given the varied and

variable relations between humanity and nature. There can be no general
construal of such variability; attention must be paid instead to particular

3. For a useful discussion of questions of global security, etc., see part 1 of Alan Race and
Roger Williamson (eds.), True to this Earth (Oxford: One World Publications, 1995).
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issues.Yet these issuesdonotoffer themselves inneutral descriptions.The
theological task is thereby twofold. First, to offer an analysis and critique
of instances of the relations between humanity and nature. Second, to
offer a theology of nature which might serve as the ‘prequel’ to the life,
cross and resurrection of Jesus Christ such that God’s engagement with
(and against) humanity in our relations with nature might be specified
more clearly. In short, how might the practices of this society, in its
relations with nature, be directed more fully towards the expansionary
presence of the triune God?
A political theology of nature is thus an exercise in theological

anthropology in a liberative key. Maurice Bloch has noted that ‘the very
enterprise of studying man [sic] is always a political exercise, and that
anthropology has always either challenged or legitimised the society in
which it occurs’.4 One of the central claims of this study is that a political
theologyofnature is oppositional: it seeks the liberative transformationof
nature’s meanings. For what is required is both the liberation of theology
and the liberation of the world: a political theology of nature invites both
the transformation of theology itself and the presentation of a theological
concept of nature which affirms the reality of the natural conditions of
human life in ways which foster unity and solidarity between creatures.
Naught for your comfort:we are right tobe suspicious of the concept of

nature in that it hasbeenused todefend thatwhich is only conventional or
artificial. Yet we are not convinced, rightly, that we are without nature. In
myview,Christian theology iswell placed to offer an oppositional reading
of nature which specifies humanity in its un/naturalness. How does
humanity relate to nature in the perspective of the triune God? – this is a
revolutionary question. What do we know of the integrity and wholeness
of un/natural humanity? How might such integrity and wholeness be
enacted?
The argument of the book is thus to be found in two related ideas

which, in theological perspective, form a single theme.
The first idea holds to the view that: ‘The origins of the contingen-

cies which are overwhelming us today lie in social contexts, and no longer

4. Maurice Bloch,Marxism and Anthropology (Oxford University Press, 1983), p. 131. In fact,
‘challenge’ does not quite cover the range of possible interactions of resistance. See my
reinterpretation of the account of alternative, oppositional and specialising modes of
resistance in the work of Raymond Williams in Peter Scott, Theology, Ideology and Liberation
(Cambridge University Press, 1994), pp. 36f.
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directly in nature.’5 The balance of this statement is important: I do not
hold to the view that nature is socially constructed simpliciter; the struc-
tures and processes of nature are real and ‘excess to thought’. The engage-
ment with that nature, through our socially formed discourses, is by a
range of social practices in our habitation: knowledge of nature is always
thereby perspectival and emerges in particular praxes.6 Which means
that the way in which social and political theory understands the natu-
ral conditions of life is central to this book. ‘Economics, politics and social
theory are reinterpreted [in ecology] from a central concern with human
relations to the physical world as the necessary basis for social and eco-
nomic policy.’7 A political theology of nature offers such reinterpretation
in theology concentrating upon human relations to the physical world in
the politics of human habitation as construed by political ecology.
This book explores the issue of the presence of the triune God to

political–ideological forms: how the core doctrines of Christian faithmay
be situated in the material processes of politics and ecology. It examines
the ‘symbolics of nature’ as these inhibit or encourage views of material
production, that is, the relations between the physical world and social
humanity. The ecological claim of the centrality of human relations to the
physical world is here privileged.8 My account of nature is therefore an
account of ecological nature as grasped within social and political the-
ory. My concern is not with the scientific – natural or life – dimensions of
nature, but instead with human relations to the physical world. What
follows acknowledges that too often nature is interpreted as an abstract
singular – my writing is an attempt in theology to make plural the
singular.9

5. Jürgen Habermas, TheNewConservatism (Cambridge: Polity Press pbk. edn, 1994), p. 204.
6. Of the four epistemologies identified by David Demeritt as ‘constructivist’ (David
Demeritt, ‘Science, Social Constructivism and Nature’, in Bruce Braun and Noel Castree
(eds.), Remaking Reality: Nature at theMillennium (London and New York: Routledge, 1998,
pp. 173–93), my ‘philosophical’ position is closest to ‘artefactual constructivism’.
7. Raymond Williams, Keywords (London: Fontana, 1976), p. 111.
8. In what follows, it will become clearer that I am less concerned with the institutional bases
of these accounts of nature. Drawing on a distinction made by Perry Anderson, I am focusing
not on the institutions which support such inquiries into nature (principally, academies) but
rather on the issue of democratic extension: in what senses do these accounts of nature
encourage greater participation by members of the polis in shaping the social and natural
conditions of their lives? See Perry Anderson, English Questions (Cambridge: Polity Press,
1992), pp. 242–3. Cf. Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation, p. 23: ‘Religious discourse . . . is one
possible way a democratic people might achieve solidarity – that is, create the political will to
elect leaders who in turn would create public policies that lead toward sustainability.’
9. For the claim that theology has, by the construal of the natural order in relation to a single
cause, tended to simplify nature, see Raymond Williams, Problems inMaterialism and Culture
(London: Verso, 1980), pp. 69–70.
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The second idea which governs this book is that the mediation of
nature by social contexts is graspable as concrete, not abstract, in
theological interpretation. Reality is the sacrament of command, writes
Dietrich Bonhoeffer.10 The difficulty, as Bonhoefferwell knew, is breaking
through in thought to reality. The central theological claim here, anal-
ogous formally to the Christological claim that in the career of Jesus of
Nazarethwe haveGod in concretion, is that through the operations of the
triune God in creation we encounter the dynamics of the interaction of
humanity and nature in concreto. In such concretion the distorted so-
ciality of humanity-in-nature will appear on the interpretative horizon
thereby allowing the issue of wholeness and integrity of un/natural
humanity to be adequately considered. The theological issue is to hold
to the presence of God as interwoven with the natural conditions of
humanity as these emerge in human social life. What may we dis-
cern of this presence? How might the humanity–nature relationship be
rethought and reconfigured towards being in the truth of the triune
God?
Concrete, specific and particular are thus, for theological reasons,

related to abstract, general and universal: it is no surprise that the core
of the book is taken upwith analyses of human–nature interaction.What
follows focuses not on general issues in the interpretation of humanity
and nature but instead on particular issues in political ecology to show
their concretely liberative or restrictive character in and through their
relations to the concept and actuality of the triune God.
Against the tendency to construe the ecological crisis as the context

for theology or to respond to complaints of Christian collusion in the
ecological crisis, I consider that attentionmustbepaid to theway inwhich
the concept of nature is present in theological theory in the context of the
distorted sociality of humanity. As a contribution to this task, the next
section seeks to locate the emergence of the modern meanings of nature
in order to frame the present inquiry. It is not sufficient, in my view, to
take the ecological crisis as evidence of the objectification of nature by
humanity without attention to historical shifts of meaning. Nature, the
most elusive term in our language, requires such circumspection.
Following that I give an account of some of the theological issues

raised for a political theology of nature which serves also to locate my
own work. Attention then moves to the relations between the terms,

10. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ‘A Theological Basis for the World Alliance’, in John de Gruchy (ed.),
Dietrich Bonhoeffer:Witness to Jesus Christ (London: Collins, 1988), pp. 98–110 (p. 103).
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‘creation’ and ‘nature’. Finally, I contend that Christian theology – in
the form of the political–ideological interpretation of nature – is well placed to
engage with its own history and contemporary debate towards the
liberation of un/natural humanity in nature.

The disgracing of nature

‘We shall continue to have a worsening ecological crisis until we reject
the Christian axiom that nature has no reason for existence save to serve
man.’ Thus Lynn White concludes on the contribution of Christianity to
the ecological crisis.11 Briefly summarised, White’s thesis is that modern
science and technology, although now international, have their origins
in the West. To this development, Christianity makes no small contribu-
tion particularly through its creation story which, according to White,
decisively introduces the notion of historical development, stresses the
transcendence of humanity over nature and, last, claims that nature has
been created byGod for the benefit of humanity. Thus Christianitymakes
an important contribution to the disgracing and subsequent mastery of
nature.
A veritable industry has grown up in theology to respond to White’s

thesis.12 The best way to join the debate is, it seems to me, to set out
Christianity’s case for the affirmation of nature across its many dimen-
sions. Such – with a focus on the interdependence of social humanity and
nature – is the purpose of this book. In this section, I want to affirm only
part of White’s thesis: the attempted mastery of nature in the West in-
volves the separation – indeed, alienation – ofhumanity fromnature, and,
further, that Christianity makes a contribution to this alienation and yet
also seeks to overcome it. Indeed, theologically, the issue of the alienation of
humanity from nature is graspable only in terms of developments in the
relation betweennature andgrace throughmodernity. It is simply not the
case that the fate of nature as the object of the dominion of humanity can
be traced to Christianity. Instead, Christianity, as the history of the rela-
tion betweennature and grace in themodern period demonstrates, has its
own difficult passage, making along the way both positive and negative

11. Lynn White, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis’, Science 155 (1967), 1203–7.
12. Whatever the merits of White’s case, it has, as James A. Nash notes, a wider public
resonance thereby placing Christianity on the defensive in the discussion of environmental
matters. See James A. Nash, Loving Nature: Ecological Integrity and Christian Responsibility
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991), p. 70.
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contributions.13 Yet, in keeping with the general thrust of the argument
of this book, I see noway beyond the alienation of humanity fromnature,
except dialectically. If the nature/grace distinction informs the alienation
of humanity from nature, the way forward is through the theological crit-
icism of the political–ideological structures and processes which support
thisdistinction inorder topresentagain the interrelationofhumanityand
nature as creatures before God.
The story of the disgracing of nature is often told as part of the his-

tory of the modern natural sciences.14 From a theological point of view,
at issue here is the failure of Christianity to incorporate the new ac-
count of nature given in the natural sciences into its own thinking. As
Louis Dupré writes: ‘Having failed to incorporate the world picture pre-
sented by modern science, theological doctrine withdrew [through the
seventeenth century] fromone bastion after anotherwithoutmaking new
intellectual conquests.’15 Moreover there is, on Dupré’s view, a more fun-
damental point: in the failure to incorporate the findings of the sciences
into Christian doctrine, ‘theology gradually withdrew from itsmillennial
task of defining the fundamentals of the world view’.16 The separation of
nature, humanity andGod (whichDupré explores in terms of the contrast
between nature and grace) is thus one formof the retreat of theology from
the contestation of and contribution to publicmeanings and concepts. As
Dietrich Bonhoeffer notes from prison, in its longmarch throughmoder-
nity Christianity eventually becomes associated with the themes of meta-
physics, partiality and inwardness.17 These three are interrelated in that
the construal of Christianity in terms of partialitymeans that Jesus Christ
is Lordnot of all of life, but only of part of it. The restrictionofChristianity
to a part of the world connects with Bonhoeffer’s assertion that religion
is to do with the individual, in his or her inwardness. The address to
the individual is validated and stabilised in terms of a metaphysical God
who ‘appears’ at the margins of the world in the form of a supernatural
realm. Bonhoeffer traces themarginalisation of the theological account of
the world partly to the failure of theology to address the issues posed by

13. See Louis Dupré, Passage toModernity: An Essay in theHermeneutics of Nature and Culture (New
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993).
14. See John Hedley Brooke, Science and Religion (Cambridge University Press, 1991).
15. Dupré, Passage toModernity, p. 247. 16. Ibid., p. 69.
17. The list of letters which gives credence to this summary is long, but see especially those,
collected in Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison (London: SCM Press, 1971), dated
30 April 1944, 5 May 1944, 29 May 1944, 8 June 1944 and 16 July 1944, and the important
sketch, ‘Outline for a Book’.
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the new cosmology of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: ‘As in the
scientific field, so in human affairs generally, “God” is being pushedmore
andmore out of life, losingmore andmore ground.’18

Thus the theologian is faced with a double difficulty: the separation
of humanity and nature and the marginalisation of God are aspects of the
same tendency. The overcoming of the displacement of God requires the
articulation of a world view. Or, better, attention to the presence of God
requires the theological reconstruction of the concepts ofGod, nature and
humanity. Paulos Mar Gregorios has suggested that the modern concep-
tion of nature as other than humanity emerged as the stress on nature as
related to God’s grace receded.19 If so, the theological response must take
the form of a public argument in favour of a common realm of God, nature
and humanity.
We may agree, as a matter of historical record, that nature, meaning

thatwhich is other thanhumanity, emerges at thebeginningof themodern
period.20 Unsurprisingly, Karl Marx captures modernity’s objectification
of nature in the hope of its mastery by humanity:

Subjection of nature’s forces to man, machinery, application of

chemistry to industry and agriculture, steam navigation, railways,

electric telegraphs, clearing of whole continents for cultivation,

canalisation of rivers, whole populations conjured out of the ground –

what earlier century had even a presentiment that such productive

forces slumbered in the lap of social labour?21

Yet the theological way forward cannot be a strategy of mere rever-
sal. If the modern period has stressed the otherness of humanity to nature
(‘the subjection of nature’s forces to humanity’), a sound strategy cannot
bea stresson theproximityofnature.For thedisplacementoreclipseofGod
remains in place for both strategies. Instead, the problem which needs to
be addressed is to overcome the separation of nature and grace in such
manner that the concept of God is constitutive of a liberative understand-
ing of nature.
The disgracing of nature thereby involves the marginalisation of the

concept of God from an account of humanity-in-nature. Thus when

18. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 326.
19. Paulos Mar Gregorios, TheHuman Presence: Ecological Spirituality and the Age of the Spirit (New
York: Amity House, 1987; orig. 1978), pp. 19–20.
20. Even so, the emergence of modern meanings of nature has been a complex affair: the
work of Keith Thomas suggests that in popular culture the divide between humanity and
non-human nature has persistently been crossed. See Keith Thomas,Man and the Natural
World (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983), pp. 80f.
21. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The CommunistManifesto (London: Verso, 1998; orig.
1848), pp. 40–1.
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Gordon D. Kaufman writes of the standard Christian metaphysical
schema as God–humanity–world, we should not agree too easily.22

Although Kaufman’s account may be a true description of the Christian
schema, it makes no reference to the interaction between these terms
towards the formulation of a theological concept of nature.
Yet it is clear, as Louis Dupré has argued, that there is an intimate re-

lation between nature, humanity and God. Indeed, Dupré contends that
from the end of the Middle Ages and through the early modern period
there is a profound alteration in the concept of nature on account of
changes in its relations to God and humanity. The direction of this ten-
dencyhas the theological accent fallingonGodandhumanity. Theorigins
of this stress are not to be found in the Reformation. Rather the Refor-
mation is a partly modern attempt to reunite nature and grace. However,
the attempt is not wholly successful, leading to a partial restriction in
Protestant theology to the theme of the-anthropology.23

Yet this restriction has been long in the preparation. Louis Dupré ar-
gues that patristic Christianity took further certain tendencies present
already in Stoic and Epicurean thought: ‘The Christian doctrine of indi-
vidual salvation further detached the person from the cosmic context in
so far as it made each individual responsible to God. Each person stood in
direct relation to God rather than to the cosmos.’24 However the cru-
cial pre-modern theological moment is late nominalism. In the four-
teenth century, the concept of nature becomes decisively detached from
its context in grace (as had been the position of Augustine and Aquinas,
for instance). What nominalism sets in train is the unravelling of our
three themes: God, nature and humanity. The distinction between the
potentia absoluta and the potentia ordinata permits an interpretation of na-
ture as given, yetwithout a specific theological context. The telosofnature,
as given in the actions of the creatorGod, is herebydenied.Although there
are a number of efforts to rejoin nature to grace – the Renaissance, the
Reformation and Jansenism – none is persuasive. The way is then open

22. Gordon D. Kaufman, ‘A Problem for Theology: The Concept of Nature’,Harvard
Theological Review 65 (1972), 337–66 (349).
23. For example, the weaknesses of Barth’s account of non-human nature are carefully
explicated by Santmire: see H. Paul Santmire, The Travail of Nature: The Ambiguous Ecological
Promise of Christian Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), pp. 148–54. A comment by the
early Bonhoeffer confirms Santmire’s reading of Protestantism: ‘The inadequacies of nature
and history are God’s cloak. But not everything corporeal, not all nature and history, is meant
to be sacramental. Nature as such does not symbolise Christ. His presence is confined to the
forms of preaching and the two sacraments.’ Christology (London: Fount, 1978), p. 54. For
Dupré, see Passage toModernity, chapters 7 and 8.
24. Ibid., p. 95.
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to the development of the notion of technically graceless natura pura in
the sixteenth century, the separation in Protestantism of philosophy and
theology and the divorce between the sciences and theology.25

A specific account of the Christian involvement in the environmental
crisis emerges. The objectification of nature, with the alienation of hu-
manity from its natural conditions, is thus supported by the attention
given in Protestant theology to grace in relation to humanity.26 The re-
sult is the steady attempt to describe grace in terms of a salvation history
from which, it seems, nature is excluded. Theological interest in nature
recedes further, especially in the ambivalence over natural theology,27

together with a steady withdrawal by theology from attention to the
institutional and social processes of natural humanity.28 Writing in 1933,
Bonhoeffer notes that ‘nature’ is not often treated in studies on Chris-
tology: ‘There has been little consideration of this question in Protestant
theology in the past.’ Later, inEthics, hewrites: ‘The concept of the natural
has fallen into discredit in Protestant ethics.’29

Given such developments, perhaps it is not surprising that LynnWhite
could write: ‘Christianity is the most anthropocentric religion the world
has seen.’30 Yet, we must also note that the modern period in the West is

25. Ibid., pp. 174–81. The emergence of ‘new’ natural theology can, according to Dupré, also
be traced to this juncture.
26. Of course, this account is intimately related to the claim that the development of the
natural sciences is permitted, at least, by the disenchantment of nature: nature is
transcended by God and yet is ordered. Nature thereby becomes available as an ‘object’ of
human inquiry and systematic classification. For two rather different accounts of the drive of
modernity towards the classification of nature, see Thomas,Man and the NaturalWorld, ch. 2;
Zygmunt Bauman,Modernity and theHolocaust (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1989; 1991 pbk.),
pp. 66–72. The emergence of the natural sciences is, in fact, not the primary and determining
moment of the separation of humanity and nature, for such emergence presupposes the
separation of humanity and nature (Dupré, Passage toModernity, ch. 3). The emergence of the
contrast humanity/nature is, arguably, a wider anthropological development.
27. As Dupré points out, the different valuations placed on natural theology by Protestant
and Catholic theology can be related to responses to the common factor of the separation of
nature and grace in the late medieval period. See Louis Dupré, ‘Nature and Grace: Fateful
Separation and Attempted Reunion’, in David L. Schindler (ed.), Catholicism and Secularization
in America (Notre Dame, IN: Communio, 1990), pp. 52–73 (p. 61). Hence, although the
rejection of natural theology reaches its greatest point of intensity in the twentieth century –
see Karl Barth, ChurchDogmatics, i i /1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1957), pp. 128–78 – such a
rejection had been a common theme in nineteenth-century Protestant theology. Indeed, such
rejection is prefigured by the separation in Protestantism of theology and philosophy: see
Dupré, Passage toModernity, pp. 215–16.
28. Political judgments were, in Protestantism, derived from an approach which
distinguished between Church and State together with an emphasis on ‘orders of creation’:
see Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Ethics (London: SCM Press, 1955), pp. 254f., 271f. The natural
conditions of human life are not important in this view.
29. Bonhoeffer, Christology, p. 64; Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 120.
30. White, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis’, 1205.
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themost anthropocentric period theworld has seen. The important ques-
tion is therefore whether or not a dialectical reading of Christianity can
be sustained: given the context (including Christianity’s contribution to
that context), is a political theology of nature possiblewhichmight offer a
liberative account of un/natural humanity?

God, nature, humanity

As a result of such a complex story, it becomes clear that the theological
way forward cannot be the straightforward affirmation of a theology of
nature as a way of correcting what is taken to be an overemphasis on the
theology of history.31 Why? First, because the relations are too complex to
admit of such a reversal. Second, because in a straight reversal,whichpriv-
ileges nature over history and space over time, the issue of the presence
of God is not attended to and thereby goes unresolved. A theology of the
common realmofGod, nature andhumanitymust rather showhow the con-
ceptofGod (re)establishes the concepts ofnature andhumanity.Overcom-
ing the displacement of God is also the affirmation of humanity and/in
nature.
Wemaynowseehowthe twoclaimsare related: theseparationofnature

fromGod and the privatisation of theology are part of the same tendency:
the eclipse of God. Thus, although Dupré speaks in Catholic terms of na-
ture, grace and transcendence, his account offers a precise history of the
changing relation between revelation and creation, salvation and nature, jus-
tification andworld that Bonhoeffer traces in Protestant theology. ‘The dis-
placement ofGod fromtheworld, and fromthepublic part of human life’,
writesBonhoeffer, ‘led to the attempt tokeephisplace secure in the sphere
of the “personal”, the “inner”, and the “private”.’32 Such privatisation of
belief can be tracked in the loss of significance attributed to nature as a
theological topic. In a description of the state of the debate on the concept
of ‘the natural’ in Protestant theology, Bonhoeffer writes: ‘For some [the
natural] was completely lost sight of in the darkness of general sinfulness,
while for others, conversely, it was lighted up by the brilliance of absolute
historicity.’33 Thus, Bonhoeffer notes a tendency in Protestant theology
to concentrate on humanity and God; nature is either obscured by sinful-
nessoroccludedby reference to the ‘historical’ act of revelation.Hence two

31. As is noted by Rosemary Radford Ruether, To Change theWorld: Christology and Cultural
Criticism (London: SCM Press, 1981), pp. 57–70.
32. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 344. 33. Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 120.



14 God, nature and modernity

theological issues emerge: first, what theological account can be given
of the activity of God in concreto to the reality of nature and humanity?
Second, the problemof the relevance of the ChristianGod is also raised: can
a theological account be given that engages with and learns from secular
description of humanity-in-nature?34

An example of the close relation between the separation of nature,
humanity and God and the privatisation of belief is technology. At first
glance this seems unlikely: what has technology to do with God? Yet that
is precisely part of the point: technology provides and supports a view of
the world which appears to make God redundant. ‘Nature was formerly
conquered by spiritual means’, Bonhoeffer writes, ‘with us by technical
organisation of all kinds.’35 Yet in fact the concept of nature which per-
mits technological development emerges in theology: only when the telos
of nature is denied (as it was in nominalism), is it possible for a new telos of
nature to be provided by humanity; nature is then available for appropri-
ation by technology. As Dupré writes: ‘But without a common teleology
that integrates humanity with nature, the mastery of nature becomes its
own end, and the purposes originally pursued by it end up becoming sec-
ondary . . . [Thereby] science was destined to give birth to the most com-
prehensive featureofmodern life,namely technology.’ 36Weseehereagain
thedouble irrelevanceof theological interpretationof theworld: theemer-
gence of technology is coterminous with the emergence of a grace-less
nature; the development of technology contributes to the ‘world come of
age’ which denies the relevance of transcendence.
In its reliance on the denial of the transcendence of nature, technology

marks an aspect of modernity’s displacement of God and the setting up
of humanity sicut deus over nature. What are the consequences of such a
denial for our understanding of humanity-in-nature? The denial of the
transcendence of nature – that is, the denial that nature might receive its
reality from outside itself and is thereby not sufficient unto itself –makes
nature infinite. As Bonhoeffer noted, ‘An infinite universe, however itmay
be conceived, is self-subsisting, etsi deus non daretur.’37 Together with this
notion of an infinite nature, comes the view that nature has to be given
a telos by human action. Thus the presence and action of God are thrust

34. Often, it is assumed that Christianity has no contribution to make: see Val Plumwood’s
excellent philosophical book, Feminism and theMastery of Nature (London: Routledge, 1993),
which offers an incisive account of the philosophical history of the dualism of (male)
humanity/nature, but omits any reference to the importance of transcendence.
35. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 380. 36. Dupré, Passage toModernity, p. 74.
37. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 360.
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outside infinite nature; the stress is now placed on a human telos that in-
corporates nature. Hence a new view of the future emerges, together with
an affirmation of ‘progress’: ‘Unlike the apocalyptic future, which would
violently interrupt the passage of time and bring history to a close, the
modern future appeared as the endlessly postponed terminus of a con-
tinuing history.’38 From the perspective of humanity–nature relations,
the future then comes to be seen as a human endeavour; further, because
ontological priority is nowgiven to the future, humanachievements are to
be secured in the shortest possible time. But the future is this-worldly, to
be secured by the actions of humanity.
With the emphasis on an immanentist future comes the separation of

humanity from nature. Paradoxically, the stress on a self-sufficient total-
ity of nature leads to the separation of humanity from that totality. Hence
there runs through modernity an increasing stress on the objectivity of
nature: the classical andmedieval onto-theological synthesis that held to-
gether nature, self and the transcendent, loses its power. Of course, differ-
ing interpretations of the synthesis have been given. Christianity secured
an especially important demotion of the cosmos: the creator is transcen-
dent over God’s creation. Yet that did not, at first, encourage the view that
cosmos and self couldbe separated. Themodernperiodmanages precisely
this feat, however:

Modern culture has detached personhood from the other two

constituents of the original ontological synthesis. For Greek and

medieval philosophers the person formed an integral part of a more

comprehensive totality, yet ruled that totality in accordance with a

teleology both immanent in its own nature and transcending it. The

image of the person which emerged in the sixteenth century became

increasingly more enclosed within itself. Eventually it narrowed its

teleology to one of self-preservation or self-fulfilment, either social or

individual. 39

The implications for theology of the new teleology, which sees humanity
as placed in an open horizon and as other than nature, are profound. For
now humanity sees itself as at the leading edge of history (which in this
temporal scheme is also the centre of the world). The theme of creatureli-
ness, which might permit an account of humanity placed in the middle of
the world as part of nature, is displaced by a view of humanity as supe-
rior to nature’s contingencies. God’s blessing, if it is appealed to at all, is

38. Dupré, Passage toModernity, p. 156. 39. Ibid., pp. 163–4.
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understood in terms not of living from themiddle, but living at the scien-
tific, technological edge.
Yet theactuality isdifferent fromthepromise: althoughall stress isnow

placed on self-directed humanity, humanity’s emancipation from nature
is not humanity’s emancipation from itself.

Our immediate environment is not nature, as formerly, but

organisation. But with this protection from nature’s menace there

arises a new one – through organisation itself. But the spiritual force is

lacking. The question is: What protects us against the menace of

organisation? Man is again thrown back on himself. He has managed

to deal with everything, only not with himself . . . In the last resort it all

turns upon man.40

Humanity is opposed tonature; nature andhumanity are opposed toGod.
The view of humanity as at the leading edge of history obscures the pres-
enceofGod,denies the ruleofGodandprivatisesbelief.Further, theworld
is left as it is: humanity remains locked into the attempt to free itself from
its own natural conditions. It is therefore no exaggeration to conclude
that: nature is the problem of modernity. In the concept of nature are to be
found the interrelated issues of a humanity which refuses to live out of
themiddle of its existence, a stress on the domestication of nature and the
displacement of God.

Human freedom, natural contingencies

The theological task emerges more clearly: not to leave the world as it
is. What might be the outline of a theological account which declines to
leave the world as it is? The contribution of a political theology of nature
is Christological: the common realm of God, nature and humanity has
Christ as its centre. ‘God isnostop-gap;hemustbe recognisedat the centre
of life . . . The ground for this lies in the revelation of God in Jesus Christ.
He is the centre of life.’41 This commitment to the Christological form of
thepresence ofGod supports thenotion of a common realm.Thepresence
of God returns humanity to die Mitte. What does this mean?
We have seen that the reduction of a stress on grace leads to the sepa-

ration of humanity from nature and the objectification of nature. I have
already noted that the attempt merely to reunite humanity and nature is
theologically insufficient: it fails to acknowledge that the concept of God

40. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 380. 41. Ibid., p. 312.
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too has been displaced in the separation of humanity and nature. Such
displacement is no small matter. At issue is whether or not some justifi-
cation can be given of the circumstance in which humanity finds itself:
as free yet within a context that resists (to some extent) that same free-
dom. Philosophers influenced by the German idealist tradition gloss this
problem in terms of freedom and necessity. So Dupré: ‘The search for an
adequate conception of transcendence appears far from finished. How
does the necessary allow genuine contingency? How does the contingent
affect the nature of necessity?’42

In line with the theological politics being advanced in this book, I
shall speak less of dependence and autonomy andmore of the hegemonic
situation in which humanity is placed as opposed to social freedom, of
the ideological forms of knowing contrasted with practical truth. Yet the
basic point remains: how are the three figures of God, nature and human-
ity to be related such that the justification of the relation between these
three can be seen? The issue is practical: without such a justification, his-
tory must bear its own burden. Hence the constant modern stress on the
improvement of humanity’s environment, the emphasis on progress and
the constantly receding Siren of the ‘good life’ and the ‘American dream’.
Here we encounter the conditions in present human society of the ‘limit-
less’ exploitation and degradation of the environment.
We are confrontedby a central problemofmodernity: human freedom,

qua freedom, cannot be dependent on any conditions. Otherwise that very
freedom is contradicted. Such freedom is only operative (and, it is hoped,
effective) in a particular context. Yet the context is given: as Marx noted,
humanity lives from the dead labour of the past. Hence the attempt by
humanity to dominate its environment in order to secure its basic needs
runs into insoluble contradictions if humanity does not see itself as placed
in that environment. Abstract freedom struggles against abstract nature.
The contours of Western life as we have them today are, then, founded
upon the distorted sociality of humanity and the destruction of the
environment.
The claim that in theological understanding such issues are properly

addressed needs to be made good. A theological account of the com-
mon realm of God, nature and humanity needs to show how, in concep-
tual form, the distortions of social humanity can be reframed towards an

42. Dupré, Passage toModernity, p. 253.
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extended account of freedom by, in and for nature. A theological inter-
pretation of nature grants finitude to nature and to humanity, thereby
placing humanity in themiddle of nature andhistory. A theological inter-
pretation offers an account of the reality of the relations between human-
ity andnature.The combinationof these twocommitments– humanity in
themiddle, the centrality of the relations between humanity and nature –

requires ontological specification.43

The theological justification of nature and humanity raises questions
about standard ways of reflecting on nature. First, postmodern emphases
which reject all ontology must themselves be rejected. Such critiques are
right to detect a problem in the relation between the freedom of the sub-
ject and the necessity of nature. Such critiques are right, in part, also to
reject thenotionof the free subject. But there remains thematter of the re-
ality of nature in its relationswithhumanitywhichneeds to be addressed.
The dispute between the freedomof humanity and the necessity of nature
cannot be resolved by eliminating nature, as some seek to do. Consider
here the following comments: ‘Wemade Nature and it just is our descrip-
tions of it and the way we treat it. Nature is a cultural product.’ ‘Nature
has come to an end.’ ‘We have deprived nature of its independence, and
that is fatal to its meaning. Nature’s independence is its meaning; with-
out it there is nothing but us.’44 It may be true, as these comments sug-
gest, that the necessity of nature is not given in the order of things. Yet it
cannot thereby be ignored. How the partial freedom of humanity relates
to nature still needs to be specified.
Second, appeals to science in the form of a new creation story which do

not explore these ontological issues are equally suspect.Resolutions to the
problemof the alienation of nature and social freedom cannot be resolved
in favourof some ‘natural’ basis (learnedeither fromecologyor thenatural
sciences).45 Simply stressingnaturewhereoncehumanitywas emphasised
does not address the vital issue: what is the relation between the social-
ity of humanity and the ecology of nature (which is after all the root of
the problem)? For theology, the attempt must be made to show how the

43. If the turn by the natural sciences towards the explanatory power of narrative offers a
clue, the boldness of my ontological endeavour is less out of step with the wider intellectual
culture than perhaps it would have been twenty years ago.
44. Don Cupitt, ‘Nature and Culture’, in Neil Spurway (ed.),Humanity, Environment andGod
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), p. 35; Anthony Giddens, Beyond Left and Right: The Future of Radical
Politics (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), p. 102; Bill McKibben, The End of Nature (New York: Random
House, 1989), p. 58.
45. Arne Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle (Cambridge University Press, 1989), p. 39.
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common realmof humanity, nature andGod establishes the reality, inter-
relations and liberation of humanity, nature and God.
Such commitments, stated briefly and baldly, hint at some of the theo-

logical principles operative in this book. In my view, the theological task
is reconstructive rather than constructive. That is, I am committed to the ba-
sic shape of Christian doctrine in the theological consideration of nature.
Such a decision involves judgments about natural theology, the doctrines
themselves and the dynamic articulated byChristianity. Yet I do not think
that some reconstructive theological proposals,which seek to reinvigorate
the motifs of human dominion of nature or stewardship, are tenable.46

Instead, the relation between humanity and nature requires fundamen-
tal reconsideration; the metaphors of dominion and stewardship are not
central tomy position. Rather, I offer here an extended attempt to specify,
in theological perspective, the natural conditions of humanity. The rele-
vance of the Christian schema is defended in and through amove into the
doctrine of creation: the liberating dynamic of Christianity is reconstrued
under the rubric, ‘Christ and creation’.47

Yet, as canbe seen fromtheopening sectionof this chapter, the theolog-
ical task undertaken here focuses on the polis. Thus there is an important
‘liberal’ emphasis in what follows thereby to incorporate a theological ac-
count of the world. In support of this incorporation, in the next chapter
I shall engage with the concept of nature by way of a philosophical theol-
ogy which enjoys certain liberal characteristics. Yet the engagement will
be thoroughly theological. For the political theology of nature presented
here needs to be differentiated from the theologies of nature which lean
more heavily upon philosophies of nature, usually derived from the natu-
ral sciences, which are alien to Christianity.With this openness to the nat-
ural sciences – often construed generally in terms of a common creation
story – there remains the danger that the content of the natural sciences

46. This way of the attempted re-presentation of the relevance of standard Christian models
of human responsibility for nature is rich and varied: see Thomas Sieger Derr, Ecology and
HumanNeed (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1975) who continues to use the language of
‘mastery’ of nature; Robert Faricy,Wind and Sea ObeyHim: Approaches to a Theology of Nature
(London: SCM Press, 1982); Douglas John Hall, Imaging God: Dominion as Stewardship (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans and New York: Friendship Press, 1986); the early Bonhoeffer: Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall: A Theological Interpretation of Genesis 1–3 (London: SCM Press, 1959;
lectures given in 1933).
47. Further examples of work in this area include Jürgen Moltmann,God in Creation (London:
SCM Press, 1985); Colin E. Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany (Cambridge University
Press, 1993); Gregorios, TheHuman Presence; Santmire, The Travail of Nature; Nash, Loving
Nature. In his stress on the ambiguity of modernity and his attempt to construct an ontology
of communion of humanity and nature, Hall’s Imaging God fits partly in this category.
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is extended – reductionistically – to specify the context of theology. On
this view, particular stress canbe laid on the incarnational presence ofGod
or the cosmic Christ in nature.48

I ammore sympathetic to those theologies which address the politics of
nature. Yet such accounts offer, often in subtleways, a substantial and far-
reaching alteration to Christianity. For instance, it is not always clear in
this approachwhether or not there is a determining place for Jesus Christ:
the incarnation is transferred from Christology to the doctrine of God in
order to account for God’s presence in and to the world.49 Furthermore,
the stress on the natural sciences does not properly address the matter
of the interaction between humanity and nature. Last, the appeal to the
natural sciences is considered to be the way in which theology secures its
credentials as a public discipline. Yet, in fact, the ‘publicness’ is specified
by the natural sciences.
A political theology of nature, as I have described it, directs theological

attention to the relations operative in the common realm of God, nature
and humanity. The rationale of this attention is Christological. Yet there
remains the important matter of the theological account of the ‘world
comeof age’ byway of a theological engagementwith the ‘secular’ politics
of nature. Setting out the contours of this double commitment – Christ
andworld – is the task of this political theology of nature.

Creation, nature

I have already advertised my commitment to the basic shape of Christian
doctrine throughout this argument. In connection with the doctrine of
creation, this involves a commitment to two rules of theological thinking.
First, that creation is the free, unconstrained act of God. Creation is to be
understood not as necessary but as contingent: traditionally, this rule has

48. Consider, for example, the work of process theologians such as John B. Cobb, Is it Too Late?
A Theology of Ecology (Beverly Hills, CA: Bruce, 1972); David Griffin,God and Religion in the
PostmodernWorld (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1989); Jay B. McDaniel,OfGods
and Pelicans: ATheology of Reverence for Life (Westminster/John Knox Press, 1989) (at least in the
area of metaphysics) and, especially, Teilhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon ofMan (New York:
Harper, 1959), and TheDivineMilieu (New York, Harper, 1960). James B. Gustafson’s A Sense of
the Divine (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994) may also fit here.
49. Examples in this area abound: see Sallie McFague,Models of God: Theology for an Ecological,
Nuclear Age (London: SCM Press, 1987) and The Body of God: An Ecological Theology (London: SCM
Press, 1993); Rosemary Radford Ruether,Gaia andGod: An Ecofeminist Theology of EarthHealing
(London: SCM Press, 1994); Matthew Fox,Original Blessing (Santa Fe: Bear & Co., 1983);
Leonardo Boff, Ecology and Liberation (New York: Orbis, 1994); Gordon D. Kaufman, Theology for
a Nuclear Age (Manchester University Press, 1985).
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been glossed as creatio ex nihilo. In other words, God creates out of God’s
freedom and will; there is no pre-existing material nor any resistance to
God’s will. Creation in its entirety is the result of God’s action. ‘God’s re-
lation to the world is like this: not a struggle with pre-existing disorder
that is thenmoulded into a shape, but a pure summons.’50 Creation is the
free decision of the social God: a gratuitous action. God has no ‘need’ of
creation; creating is rather an action of God’s love. When God wills to be
not-God, creation comes to be. Against pantheism, the world is contin-
gent, that is, not necessary; it is thereby truly other to God.
Second, the order of creation is dependent on God’s act. The act of cre-

ation is not to be understood as concerned only with a beginning but also
with the middle and the end of the world. Creation is never to be under-
stood as an immanent, creative process; the notion of natura naturans is, in
line with mainstream Christian commitments, hereby rejected. In sum,
the world is internally related to God: it exists, and continues to exist,
on account of God’s loving purposes. An account of creation that is exter-
nally related toGod, as in deism’s interpretation of creation asmachine, is
ruled out.
It is likely that this creatio ex nihilo has its source in Israel’s understand-

ing of the activity of God in the covenant. ‘The cosmic order and origin
were traced back to the God of salvation history, and thereby unlim-
ited power came to be seen in God’s historical action’, argues Wolfhart
Pannenberg.51 Similarly, RowanWilliams traces the theme of creation out
of nothing to Israel’s return fromBabylonian captivity:

This deliverance, decisive and unexpected, is like a second Exodus; and

the Exodus in turn comes to be seen as a sort of recapitulation of

creation. Out of a situation where there is no identity, where there are

no names, only the anonymity of slavery or the powerlessness of the

ghetto, God makes a human community, calls it by name (Is. 40–55),

gives it or restores to it a community. But this act is not a process by

which shape is imposed on chaos; it is a summons, a call which

establishes the very possibility of an answer.52

Moreover, in Christian tradition, there can be no discussion of covenant
or deliverance except by reference to Jesus Christ (cf. John 1.1–18). Thus
creation is always understood to be an event related to incarnation. For
incarnation has to do with the liberation and transformation of creation.

50. Rowan Williams,OnChristian Theology (Oxford: Blackwell, 2000), p. 68.
51. Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994), i i , p. 11.
52. Williams,OnChristian Theology, pp. 67–8.
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In other words, creation is understood to be a Trinitarian action; creation
is the external action of the triune God.
Why, then, do I describe this book as an inquiry into the theology of

nature rather than into the doctrine of creation? Further, what might the
relation be between the concepts, ‘nature’ and ‘creation’?
When, in conversation, I have tried to explain the thesis of this book

on ‘nature’ to others, one of the most popular questions has been: ‘what
about creation?’ How does the concept of ‘creation’ relate to the account of
‘nature’ proposed here? And interlocutors have become impatient when I
have beenunable to give thema clear answer. Yet, there are reasons, bound
up with the history of the doctrine of creation, why people pose the ques-
tionandwhy in thepast Ihavebeen stuck for ananswer.These reasons fur-
ther complicate, as Ihope to show,an inquiry into the theologyofnature.53

First, oneof the reasonswhy thequestion ‘what about creation?’ proves
difficult to answer is that one interpretation of creation has been to see it
as a context for asking questions of salvation. Such an approach is what
Dietrich Bonhoeffer called ‘methodism’: the search for every opportunity
to convict people in their sins. Thus to ask a question about creation is to
ask about the context of the drama of salvation. What is being inquired
after is the affirmation of the reality of free will, the ubiquity of sin and
meaningfulness of human action. A question about creation is, it tran-
spires, a question about the possibility of, the need for and the capacity to
respond to, grace.54 Or, in amore defensible version of the same approach,
creation is construedaspreparatory for thepurposes ofGod. ‘If theology is
primarily concernedwith theTrinitarianGodaspurposive’,DanielHardy
writes, ‘creation is the condition for the realisation of the purposes of
this God, and receives its reality from the realisation of these purposes’.55

Attention to these purposes then becomes the primary concern rather
than a direct inquiry into the conditions, possibility and potential of the
world. In response to the concept of ‘nature’, people ask after ‘creation’ in
order to draw nature within the reconciling dynamic of salvation.
Yet there is a further, none the less intimately related, use of the word

‘creation’ which has recently become popular: Max Oelschlaeger’s Caring

53. In reflecting on this matter, my thinking has been clarified by the important essay,
‘Creation and Eschatology’ by Daniel W. Hardy, inGod’sWays with theWorld: Thinking and
Practising Christian Faith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), pp. 151–70.
54. Precisely such a view of creation is operative in ‘philosophical’ forms of theodicy: see
John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (London: Macmillan, 1966).
55. Hardy, ‘Creation and Eschatology’, p. 154.
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for Creation is a good example.56 This further sense again wishes to affirm
a context. In this view, creation functions as the origin of a legitimating
narrative and thereby as a normative basis for considering the environ-
ment. As Oelschlaeger suggests, the narrative of Christianity affirms the
meaningful telos of history and offers a different story than the dominant
narrative of modernity, that of utilitarian individualism.57 But, as Daniel
Hardy notes, the reading of creation is here always indirect: the attempt to
understand thedetail of creationas thegift of the creatorGod,whichmust
involve an account of the creator and the creature and their interaction,
is here avoided by attention to the pragmatic utility or function of such
accounts. Which, we might add, in the long run harms the vitality of
Christian faith as serious questions about the truth of Christianity are
sidelinedbyconcernsas to its relevance (as if the latter canbedecidedwith-
out reference to the former).58

I do not, in the first instance, inquire into creation as the condition of
salvation nor as the origin of a legitimating narrative. In addition, I am
not dealing with nature in the sense of ‘all that is’, a ‘totality’ – although
the concept of creation does carry such ameaning.59 Hencemy description
of this book as a theology of nature. Yet even the description ‘theology of
nature’ is too general. For the reality of nature is various. My argument is
predicated upon a direct inquiry into nature by the political and social sci-
ences. I am concerned with a particular zone of creation: the interaction
between humanity and non-human nature. That is, it is possible to treat
nature in anumberofdimensions: physical, evolutionary, social. The term
‘creation’ obscures such multiplicity. I intend to focus on only one zone:
nature as it enters or impinges upon the social sphere, in political and
social description.
Last, as part of an inquiry regarding the transformation of theology

itself, we must look at the relation between creation and nature at the
metatheoretical level. The conflation of these two concepts may also be

56. Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation.
57. Rosemary Radford Ruether’sGaia andGod is a further excellent example. In her opening
chapter, Ruether summarises three accounts of different creation stories and inquires after
the normative messages (concerning hierarchical relations and so forth) which can be read off
such creation stories.
58. See, further, Wolfhart Pannenberg, Toward a Theology of Nature (Louisuille, KY:
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1993); Introduction to Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T.
Clark, 1991).
59. Hegemonically so, such that all discussion of Christianity and nature is presumed to be a
dialogue between theology and the (philosophy of the) natural sciences. This book is
intended to be a contribution to a dialogue, but in a different direction.



24 God, nature and modernity

understood as the attempt by Christian theology to get some purchase on
moderndevelopments in theadventuresof the conceptofnature (outlined
above, pp. 8–16). To ask the question: what is the relation between cre-
ation and nature? is to seek a way of drawing the concept back into the
doctrinal shape of Christianity towards the maintenance of the relevance
ofChristianity.Towork to subsume the conceptofnatureunder the rubric
of creation is to suggest that Christianity has some pertinent resources
from its long history of thinking doctrinally about creation. The problem
here, as noted above, is that – under the pressures of our decisively mod-
ern circumstances – it is not clear that Christianity enjoys easily available
resources from its own traditions.60

From this conflation of ‘creation’ and ‘nature’, significant confusions
follow. One way of interpreting the important work of Sallie McFague
would be along such lines: because the Christian God is a creator God,
Christianity must have something to offer concerning the redemption of
nature; nature and creation are convertible terms. Yet, althoughMcFague
holds to this claim, she also stresses that our circumstances are novel
(‘I believe that our time is sufficiently different and sufficiently dire
that theologians must not shrink from the task of thinking boldly and
imaginatively’61).What is the result? The character of theChristian contri-
bution is unclear. ‘Creation’ and ‘nature’, it transpires, are not convertible
terms. Christianity is thereby found, despite its emphasis on creation, to
be lacking resources in the face of the newness of our current problems in
relation to nature. The conclusion follows inexorably: newmodels of God
are required.
Furthermore, the theological imperative – based in the ancient tra-

ditions that speak of God’s world-relatedness to which Christianity is
both heir and contributor – to offer some insight into the ecological cri-
sis prompts the turn to the ‘creation stories’ allegedly told by the natural
sciences. Because such scientific explanations operate at the logical level
of the ‘universal’ of physical nature, no attention is required to be paid to
the distinctiveness of humanity. The important dimension of nature at the
social level is obscured. Hence the reasoning behind the steady empha-
sis in McFague’s work on the place of humanity in nature now becomes
clear. Thus a reductionist emphasis (legitimated, but not warranted,

60. See Pannenberg, Toward a Theology of Nature, pp. 72–3; Louis Dupré, ‘The Dissolution of
the Union of Nature and Grace at the Dawn of the Modern Age’, in Carl E. Braaten and Philip
Clayton (eds.), The Theology ofWolfhart Pannenberg (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1988), pp. 95–121.
61. McFague,Models of God, p. 29.
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theologically) correctly stresses the continuities between humanity and
non-human nature but marginalises the specification of humanity’s oth-
erness to non-humannature.Hence themeaning of humanity is underde-
termined which, in turn, eclipses what is in urgent need of specification:
the distinction between humanity and nature.62

I am thereby holding to the term ‘nature’ in order to stress that atten-
tion is here focused on direct inquiry of nature in social and political de-
scription. Nor do I wish or intend to offer a new legitimating narrative of
nature: to treat creationstories asnormativeandsubsumethe relationsbe-
tweennature andhumanity under suchnormativity.Nor do I assume that
nature and creation are convertible terms. Instead, the theology of nature
offered here, based on the assumption that theology is obliged today to
produce new concepts to speak of the relation between nature and grace,
is political–ideological, predicated upon a direct inquiry on nature.

The politics of theology: political–ideological interpretation
of nature

A political theology specifies the liberation of the concept of nature
towards the affirmation of un/natural humanity. To close this chapter, I
offer more detail on the theological style of interpretation that I am call-
ing political–ideological interpretation of nature. Such a theological style
departs from the style most commonly found in the area of ecological
theology which, in its focus on the significance of Christian symbols in
the framing of a vision towards consciousness raising (whichmay also in-
clude the reinterpretation of these symbols themselves), is best described
as ‘symbolic–hermeneutic’.63

The influentialworkof SallieMcFague is a goodexample of such anap-
proach: ‘theworld as God’s body’ is offered as the guiding idea andmodel
for reconceiving the identity of God and human ethical responsibility to-
wards nature. Especially inModels of God, McFague stresses that to speak
of the world as the body of God is a heuristic strategy offering a ‘picture’
of the relation between the world and God in order to respond to an

62. No significance can be ascribed, on these non-theological premises, to the imago Dei. See
McFague, The Body of God, p. 103: ‘The first step in theological anthropology for our time is
not to follow the clues from the Christic paradigm or even from the model of the universe as
God’s body, but to step backward and ask, Who are we in the scheme of things as pictured by
contemporary science?’
63. Peter C. Hodgson,Winds of the Spirit: A Constructive Christian Theology (London: SCM Press,
1994), p. 43.
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ecological sensibility.64 The term ‘picture’ is also to be found in the sequel,
The Body of God: ‘My project’, McFague writes, ‘is to embody the picture
of reality from postmodern science in a model that will help us to inter-
nalise its new sensibility in a way not just compatible with but enriched
by Christian faith’.65 The theological task is thereby the development of
appropriate symbols, consonant with the dominant view of reality in the
natural sciences, towards the acknowledgement of the ‘organic’ reality of
nature.
Such a concentration on symbols is, I believe, a difficulty: theological

attention is devoted to a new future yet how this future comes to us and
how it might already be present is less clear. The theological construction
seems close to a projection in that it is not firmly related to the political–
ideological dynamics of our situation. In this book, I am interested in
a political theology of nature rather than a theology of transcendent
symbols.
Why? Because the articulation of a new vision informed by transcen-

dent symbolsmay only serve to redouble the alienation of humanity from
nature. AsNormanGottwald stresses in his account of biblical hermeneu-
tics, ‘The religious symbolism for such a project [drawing on the Jewish
and Christian past] will have to grow out of an accurate scientific un-
derstanding of the material conditions we face.’ Otherwise the projected
freedom remains disconnected from contemporary circumstance (and the
original liberating message). Furthermore, contributions in the area of
practice and belief ‘will be judged by whether they clarify the range
and contours of exercisable freedom within the context of the unfolding
social process’.66 Thus any ‘symbolic–hermeneutic’ interpretation must
begin from political–ideological analysis in order to explore, in this in-
stance, the varied and variable relations between humanity and nature.
The distinction between humanity and nature is not operative only in
the realm of discourse. It has material dimensions also. The distinction
between humanity and nature is not a mere idea; it supports, and is
supported by, material processes.67

I would not wish to overstress the contrast between these two styles:
holding to a different future is important. Yet I am arguing that the trans-
formation of social relations will only be secured by way of political–
ideological analysis. Theologically, such transformation can only be

64. McFague,Models of God, p. 78. 65. McFague, The Body of God, p. 83.
66. Norman Gottwald, The Tribes of Yahweh, cited in Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation, p. 90.
67. See my Theology, Ideology and Liberation, esp. chs. 1 and 2.
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secured by thinking through the relation of humanity–nature and God.
Peter Berger captures part of thematter in the following comment on the
institutional dimension of the ecological crisis:

most of the threats to the planetary ecosystem are the results of

habitual human ways of relating to the physical world, ways dictated

by institutional arrangements. Inversely, our relations with nature –

the way we have used land, materials, and other species – both reveal

and shape the institutions through which we deal with each

other.68

Yet these exchanges between humanity and ‘nature’ are not only insti-
tutional. Other processes are involved, which incorporate institutions.
As fundamental as the concept of ‘institution’ to the study of society are
those structures and relations which form political, social and economic
processes. Hence, the task is to address those theoretical constructions
which support thematerial basis of thedistinctionbetweenhumanity and
nature. This is the task of the following chapters.
It is therefore much too simple to say, as LynnWhite does, that, ‘What

people do about their ecology depends on what they think about them-
selves in relation to the things about them.Human ecology is deeply con-
ditioned by beliefs about our nature and destiny – that is, by religion.’69

What is required is the theological criticism of those constructions which
support the distinction in order to get to the material basis of the society
(its politics, economics and technology). For what we think about ecology
is shaped by the actual social transactions between humanity and nature
which determine, and are determined by, our religious outlooks. In such
fashion, Berger’s correct emphasis on the centrality of human social life
to the interpretation of the crisis in human relations with nature may be
addressed theologically.
Such political–ideological interpretation finds the categories of

‘environment’ and ‘ecology’ to be central to a theology of nature.
‘Environment’, referring to that which needs to be conserved or pre-
served, is a recent usage and has, in its turn, been supplanted by ‘ecology’.
Thus ecology is now the more common word as the (technical and non-
technical) description for the relations between social humanity and the
physical world; it is the task of ecology to name these physical conditions.
In this sense, environmental science is replaced by ecological science.

68. Peter Berger, The Good Society, cited in Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation, p. 191.
69. White, ‘The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis’, 1205.
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Part of the reason for this development lies in the history of the term,
environment. From the early nineteenth century, ‘environment’ signified
the conditions of the setting of human action, both social and natural;
thushumanactionwasunderstood, as innaturalism, tobe conditionedby
its environment. Deliberately excludedwere accounts of context in terms
of agents and resourcesunderstood tobe ‘extra-environmental’, for exam-
ple, God. This earlier sense also implies the notion of critique: the salient
features of the environmentmust be accounted for and, implicitly at least,
their worth judged.
Thus environmental features were not to be occluded by reference to

Godor the spiritual. Precisely this senseof critique re-emerges in the 1950s
and 1960swhen environmentalism involves the criticism of the dominant
world view and its will-to-exploitation of nature. (Environment, in this
sense, cannot be studied without reference to wider cultural and political
aspects.) Such an understanding of environmental critique has been taken
over by ecology. Yet, ‘environment’ is a usefulword in that it retains some-
thing of its earlier scientific sense by drawing attention to the locality in
which an entity is placed; to specify an environment is not, except by im-
plication, to specify thewhole ofnature. Further, thehumanenvironment
is partly natural, partly social. Such reciprocal, dialectical interaction is
specified nicely by the concept of environment.70

‘Ecology’ has the etymological sense of ‘rigorous study of the house-
hold’. That is the sense in which I shall be using the term rather than the
sense of the life-science academic discipline. The ‘mission creep’ of what
C. S. Lewis calls the ‘methodological idiom’ is evident here: ecology has
come to mean, ‘that which is studied in the discipline called ecology’. Yet
this is not its onlymeaning. I shall herehold to a rathermore general read-
ing: the sense of interconnection or interrelation between humanity and
the natural order at all levels: interpretative, ontological, epistemological
and ethical.71

ToparaphraseBonhoeffer: human life isnowdisunionwith self, neigh-
bour, world and God.72 For a critical, political theology of nature the at-
tempt to overcome such disunion resides in an analysis of human–nature

70. For ‘environment’, see Cupitt, ‘Nature and Culture’, pp. 33–45 (pp. 33–6); Donald
Worster,Nature’s Economy (Cambridge University Press, 2nd pbk edn 1994).
71. For ‘ecology’, see Carolyn Merchant, Radical Ecology (New York and London: Routledge,
1992); Carolyn Merchant (ed.), Ecology: Key Concepts in Critical Theory (New Jersey: Humanities
Press, 1994); Williams, Keywords, pp. 110–11; Joseph Sittler, The Ecology of Faith (Philadelphia:
Muhlenberg Press, 1961).
72. Bonhoeffer, Ethics, p. 5.
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interactions in political–ideological interpretation. Our principal players
are in place: God, nature and humanity. The theological task is the anal-
ysis, criticism and reconstruction of humanity–nature relations which
obscure the visibility of the environment as the common realmofGod, na-
ture and humanity. A theological reading of un/natural humanity – the
nature of social humanity, its natural and cultured relations to nature,
its use of nature – is our aim. In this task, the liberation of nature, the
liberation of humanity and the liberation of the promeity of God are at
stake.



2

The common realm of God, nature
and humanity

Common realm

According to Ferruccio Rossi-Landi, there is an important relationship
betweenwhat he calls the natural sciences and the spiritual sciences: both
havea tendency toworkwitha reifiednotionof thenatural.1 Both sciences,
Rossi-Landi continues, are non-dialectical: one privileges space over time,
the second interior space over the public realm. Both are ‘static’. Here lies
the difficulty and challenge for a theology of nature. For a connection, re-
strictive and damaging, may be noted between the non-dialectical theori-
sationof space and religious interiority.A theologyofnaturemustpresent
nature as temporal as well as spatial, thereby as engaged with and other
than humanity. Likewise, the Christian faith must, through the engage-
ment with non-theological disciplines, perform a constructive argument
in the public realm towards an ontology of nature. The presentation of a
conceptuality that would support a dialectical reading of nature and the
public character of the Christian faith is the aim of this chapter.
The theological explication of the conceptuality of the common realm

of God, nature and humanity requires an account of the creaturely relations
of humanity and nature before God in engagement with other, non-
theological, accounts of the interrelations of humanity-in-nature. Such
a theological explication must consider carefully problems of definition,
hermeneutical issues, method and metaphysical matters. That is, the
way forward must be by careful attention to the definition of nature
operative at any point in the argument, the understanding of modernity
in which the argument is conducted, the relation between theology and

1. Ferruccio Rossi-Landi,Marxism and Ideology (Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 317.
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non-theological disciplines and the continuities and discontinuities
posited between humanity and nature.
The theological concept of the common realm of God, nature and

humanity specifies a particular context of relations in which to interpret
nature. First, nature here means that which is objectified and domesti-
cated inmodernity as other than humanity. The concept also makes clear
that nature and humanity are both creaturely; that is, they are other to
God. Thus the concept of the common realm permits a series of relations
to be presented to theological attention: the presence of God which
establishes – and is the source of – the reality of humanity-in-nature;
and the separation of humanity and non-human nature. The concept of
the common realm of God, nature and humanity is thereby an acknowl-
edgement of ourmodern circumstances: the understanding of nature has
become detached from humanity and God. The concept of the common
realm of God, nature and humanity is thus a concession to the modern
interpretation of nature: the physical world is usually understood as that
which is other than humanity.
Second, the concept of the common realm claims that humanity and

nature are understood properly only in mutual co-explication with the
concept of God. This co-explication is difficult to achieve because one out-
come of the modern separation of nature from God and humanity is the
presentation of nature in various sorts of scientific description. These de-
scriptions are culturally dominant, yet also somewhat indigestible theo-
logically. So the common realm carries the commitment to theological
engagement with non-theological, hegemonic interpretations of nature.
As Carol Christ has noted: ‘Because the disjunction of divinity, humanity,
and nature is deeply embedded in the words,God, humanity, and nature . . .
[t]he three terms in the triad “God, man and nature” must be rethought
together.’2 Such a process of rethinking towards the healing of humanity

2. Carol P. Christ, ‘Rethinking Theology and Nature’, in Irene Diamond and Gloria Feman
Orenstein (eds.), Reweaving theWorld: The Emergence of Ecofeminism (San Francisco: Sierra Club
Books, 1990), pp. 58–69 (p. 61). Indeed, a close analogue to the common realm is to be found
in ecofeminism: the stress on a web of life understood with reference to spirit or the sacred
presses towards a notion akin to the common realm: see, further, Paula Gunn Allen, ‘The
Woman I Love is a Planet; the Planet I Love is a Tree’, in Diamond and Orenstein (eds.),
Reweaving theWorld, pp. 52–7; Starhawk, ‘Feminist, Earth-based Spirituality and
Ecofeminism’, in Judith Plant (ed.),Healing theWounds: The Promise of Ecofeminism
(Philadelphia: New Society, 1989), pp. 174–85 (pp. 174, 182). In some cultures, human societies
are understood by analogy with certain ecosystems: ‘the forest as a community has been
viewed [in Indian civilisation] as a model for societal and civilizational evolution’, Vandana
Shiva, Staying Alive:Women, Ecology andDevelopment (London: Zed Books, 1989), p. 55.
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and nature will thereby require attention to those disciplines which treat
of nature in themodern sense.
In suchmanner, political–ideological interpretation in the theology of

nature directs attention to the society of God, nature and humanity. The
society of this common realm is the way in which God freely decides to
be with God’s creation. As co-participant in a common realm that encom-
passes the natural history of humanity, God is with and for humanity.
Hence the concept of the common realm of God, nature and humanity
embodies an important epistemological commitment: to the careful
theological specification of the ontology of humanity. For the notion of
un/natural humanity extends beyond human embodiment to theological
consideration of the material world itself. The issue of the environment
in which humanity finds itself is given its proper theological place. To
speak of the common realm of God with humanity and nature is to insist
that only through their co-explication – which, as the commitment to
creatio ex nihilo reminds us, is mutual yet asymmetrical – can we arrive at
theological judgments about natural, social humanity.
I have proposed the concept of the common realm of God, nature and

humanity in order to acknowledge yet overcome the alienation of human-
ity from nature. Hence my preferred concept notes a modern movement
towards the separation of nature and humanity and the displacement of
the concept of God from the interpretation of nature. What follows may
beunderstood as a theological attempt to overcome this double alienation
of God from the world and humanity from nature.

Contemporary dilemmas: personalism and naturalism

In the previous chapter I argued that the political–ideological interpre-
tation of nature requires a theological conceptuality to promote a direct
inquiry into the theology of nature, humanity and God. The origin,
methodological status and key words of this conceptuality are the sub-
ject of the final sections of this chapter. What dilemmas will such a direct
inquiry encounter, however?
Difficulties in the interpretation of nature emerge in two general ten-

dencies. Both theological and non-theological disciplines are caught up
in a discussion on the duality of the concept of nature: should humanity
be understood as part of nature or as other than nature? We can grasp the
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difficulty if we reflect on one of the root meanings of phusis: ‘to dwell’.3

What is the meaning of this reference to habitation? The sense could be
that of the wider context in which humanity lives, that humanity indwells
nature. Or the referencemight be to howhumanity transforms its dwelling
in order tomake it habitable.Or, to put thematter differently, does nature
ashabitat signify thatwhich is inclusiveofhumanityor thatwhich isother
than humanity?
Here etymology shades into politics: for each tendency values the

‘upper’ part of the duality more highly than the ‘lower’. For example, if
humanity is understood as other than nature, then humanity is valued
more highly with the consequent objectification and instrumentalisation
of nature. The hierarchy also has certain epicycles: for instance, if human-
ity is defined in terms of the capacity to reason, such a capacity may be
ascribed unequally between the sexes. The male is then understood to be
more rational than the female; hence the female is ‘closer’ to nature. Thus
the duality has a specific politics, natural and sexual. If, by contrast, na-
tureholds theupperplace, thenhumanity is itself ‘denatured’: for the spe-
cificprofileofun/naturalhumanity is lost throughits relocation innatural
processes. Some interpretations in sociobiology–evolutionary psychology
are good examples of this tendency. Again, we see that the duality has a
specific politics, here social.
What forms does the duality take? If we follow Val Plumwood’s

analysis,4 yet also incorporating certain modifications, we may note in
theological perspective two tendencies: I shall call them personalism and
naturalism. Thefirst stresseshumanity as other thannature, the second the
place of humanity in nature. The tendency of personalism seeks ways of
showing the difference of humanity fromnature.Within such a tendency,
two strategies are detectable: the claim of the discontinuity of humanity
from nature and the claim that nature has no proper autonomy. Thus
nature is either different from humanity or serves humanity.
Differences between these two strategies can be detected. The first

strategy of personalism – discontinuity between humanity and nature –

has the form either of the mere acknowledgement of natural conditions
of life (nature as the stage of the human drama in the theatrum mundi) or

3. C. S Lewis, Studies inWords (Cambridge University Press, 2nd edn 1967), pp. 34–5. Lewis
traces the meanings of the word ‘nature’ with reference to the Latin, natura, the Greek phusis
and the Anglo-Saxon, kind.
4. Plumwood, Feminism and theMastery of Nature, pp. 41–68.
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their radical exclusion (certain forms of post-structuralist theory take this
option, on epistemological grounds).
The second strategy in personalism seeks to deny the self-sufficiency or

autonomy of nature. Nature may be thought to lack an essential quality
(say, volition, rationality5 or developed consciousness); it thereby needs to
be ‘completed’ by humanity. Bill McKibben has proposed a new variant
of this approach: because nature is no longer independent of humanity,
it thereby lacks reality. Or nature may be primarily defined teleologically
(see, for example, the work of theologian Thomas Sieger Derr or philoso-
pher Reiner Grundmann) as that which is available for human use.6

With this stress on instrumentalisationoften comes the claimthatnon-
human nature is homogenous and thus all of nature can be treated in the
same way. An Hegelian recently made precisely this point to me: all non-
human nature is available, as lacking ‘rationality’, to humanity. In that
all of nature shares in that lack, no pertinent (moral, ontological) distinc-
tions can bemade between the suffering of the higher and lower animals.
Post-structuralist emphases on nature as ‘flux’ fit here also: nature ‘is’ a
single quality, flux, to which no permanent significance – ontological,
moral – can be ascribed. Indeed, at the epistemological level, it may be
claimed that nature cannot be known. Nature thus becomes an issue and
problem ‘within’ culture.
The tendencyofnaturalismreverses thepriorities of personalism.Here

the continuity between humanity and non-human nature is affirmed.7

Indeed, humanity is understood as part of nature. As Luco van den Brom
argues, on this view ‘Humanity is thus subordinated to nature’ and ‘our
place in the world is [understood as] monistic in the sense that it un-
derscores the unity and overall balance of our world and our participa-
tion in it’.8 Van den Brom dubs this the ‘monistic model’. At its severest,
a hard naturalism is proposed which insists that humanity must be in
some sort of conformity with the ‘laws’ of nature which may take a neo-
Stoic (as in deep ecology or Gaia, for example) form. In a series of further

5. Cf. Marti Kheel, ‘From Healing Drugs to Deadly Drugs’, in Plant (ed.),Healing theWounds,
pp. 96–111 (p. 105).
6. For the references, see McKibben, The End of Nature; Derr, Ecology andHumanNeed; Reiner
Grundmann,Marxism and Ecology (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991).
7. See the accounts of hard and soft naturalism in Holmes Rolston III, Science and Religion: A
Critical Survey (New York: Random House, 1987), ch. 6. The most sustained attempt known to
me to develop a religious reading of hard naturalism is Willem B. Drees, Religion, Science and
Naturalism (Cambridge University Press, 1996).
8. Luco van den Brom, ‘The Art of a Theo-ecological Interpretation’,Nederlands Theologisch
Tijdschrift 51:4 (1997), 298–313 (304).
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differentiations, nature lacks nothing, has value in its own right and en-
joys a diversity to which humanity makes little contribution (again, as
in the Gaia hypothesis).9 Nature is sufficient, valued and diverse simply
in its being. Furthermore, some theologians and philosophers propose a
dynamic naturalism in which a ‘resurrection of nature’ is anticipated.
In this view, nature is in bondage either to futility or to the oppressive
effects of capitalism. With the resurrection of nature comes the resurrec-
tion of humanity with hopes for a new science and technology.10 For all
these views, humanity then becomes a problem ‘within’ nature.
Thestrengthofnaturalismis that it seeks toovercomethedualismscre-

atedbypersonalism.Against thedenial ofnon-humannature,humanity’s
dependence on non-human nature is affirmed. Against the exclusion of
nature from theoretical and practical consideration, the continuity of hu-
manity with nature is maintained. Against the suggestion that nature is
incorporated to human needs on the grounds that in itself it suffers from
a lack, nature is to be understood as having its own story and identity.
Against its instrumentalisation, non-human nature is a centre of needs,
value and striving on its own account. Last, against the homogenisation
of nature, its complexity and diversitymust be affirmed.
Thedifficultywith this sort of approach, as Plumwood is quick topoint

out, is that the end result can be the affirmation of what was previously
denied: the dualism is merely reversed. Hence personalism gives way to
different sorts of naturalism.11

What is excluded from this critique is the concept of God which in
turnmeans that the basic dualistic patterns cannot be addressed fully. As I
have argued, the modern separation of humanity and nature is cotermi-
nous with the domestication of transcendence and the displacement of
God from the world. Yet Christian theology too often remains caught in

9. For the references, see Bill Devall and George Sessions,Deep Ecology: Living as if Nature
Mattered (Salt Lake City: Peregrine Smith Books, 1985); James Lovelock,Gaia: A Look at Life on
Earth (Oxford University Press, 1987).
10. For a critique, see my ‘The Resurrection of Nature? Problems in the Theology of Nature’,
Theology in Green, 4:2 (1994), 23–35.
11. In the interests of comprehensiveness, two further moves may be reported. One approach
takes the form of trying to raise the lower side of the dualism to the upper side. In debates on
ecology this takes the form of the affirmation of technological fixes, the promise of consumer
goods for all: for, if the dualism has supported the unequal appropriation of ‘nature’s goods’,
then the resolution must be to spread goods more widely which in turn means greater
reproduction. A different strategy, associated with postmodernism, dissolves all identities,
those of humanity and non-human nature alike. The displacement of the modern subject
does not yield an immutable natural order. Instead, it reminds us that all identities are
constructed.
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precisely the same dualism being outlined here. For Christianity – as we
saw in the previous chapter – has tended to stress the otherness of God to
humanity or has presented revelation as the contrast of creation, thereby
turning human–nature relations into a matter of indifference. Although
such views are correct in theirmaintenance of the transcendence,mystery
and otherness of God, these are easily deconstructed into a stress on the
continuity of humanity and nature, the value and subjectivity of nature,
the personification of nature as Mother and the ‘natural’ identity of hu-
manity in nature. However, the result is unfortunate: the affirmation of
nature at the expense of the displacement of God.
A third strategy is required: neither the uncritical affirmation nor the

dissolution of the difference of humanity, but rather the reconstruction
of the identity of humanity as un/natural. For the denial and exclusion
of nature in personalism, as we have seen, undercuts the reality of na-
ture, whereas resistance by naturalism to the incorporation, instrumen-
talisation and homogenisation of nature denies the differences between
the human and the non-human. So the theological reconstruction has to
be dialectical: to affirm continuities against the first and affirm difference
against the second. Indoingthis,Christian theologymakesa renewedcon-
tribution to the criticism and reconstruction of the overarching modern
story of the pre-eminence of humanity over nature. (Indeed, itmay be that
the reconstruction of the relation between humanity and nature requires
not a story or narrative but instead a renewed ‘economics’ founded in the
act of the creator God.) Van den Brom’s summary judgment is right: a the-
ological perspective proposes that ‘the human being is not the whole of
creation but a part of the larger system of creation’ while yet understand-
ing ‘the human agent as a responsible being occupying a special place in
the whole of creation’.12

The core theological issue here is the action of God: in what ways is
God interacting with humanity–nature towards their liberation and in-
terrelation?The concept of the common realmofGod, nature andhumanityhas
been formulated to address this issue. For we should note that the ten-
dencies reported above – which stress either the manipulable otherness
of nature or the place of humanity in nature – raise an important theo-
logical difficulty. Where you place the stress – either naturalism or per-
sonalism – has severe consequences for the doctrine of God. As Gordon

12. Van den Brom, ‘The Art of a Theo-ecological Interpretation’, 310.
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Kaufman has pointed out, once nature (including humanity) is regarded
as the action of the creating and conserving God, a problem emerges. On
the one hand, the Christian God is described in terms of a moral person-
alism. On the other hand, the realm of nature is not easily explicated in
terms of moral personalism.13 That is, modern views of nature tend to-
wards naturalism. Furthermore, inmodern ecological thinking, nature is
interpreted aswithout telos. Nature appears to name a process not best de-
scribed in terms of ‘dimensions of purpose, value and meaning’.14 Hence
there is a tension between amoral and volitional description of God and a
processive, naturalistic description of nature.15 It is not sufficient, then, to
argue that the theological problem is the separation or disaggregation of
humanity fromnatureandtheworld fromGod.Wemustalsoattend to the
descriptive discourses of personalism and naturalism as these are applied
to God and the world.
Of especial importance in this discussion is which of the descriptions

is to be applied to humanity. For Kaufman claims that, in the history of
Christianity, personalistic description has been applied to God and hu-
manity. Thereby a tendency emerges in which humanity is understood
as other than nature. God and humanity have moral, volitional capacities
(albeit they have these differently) that nature does not share. Thus nature
is that which is operated upon by God and humanity. There remains, of
course, a crucial ontological distinction between humanity and God. Yet
a secondary distinction emerges: between humanity and ‘nature’. ‘Nature
is not conceived primarily as man’s proper home and the very source and
sustenance of his being’, Kaufman concludes, ‘but rather as the context
of andmaterial for teleological activity by the (nonnatural) wills working
upon and in it’.16

I agree with Gordon Kaufman that the reductionism detected here –

of ‘nature’ having its end in humanity – must be opposed. Yet I fear that
Kaufman is proposing a reductionism in the other direction: humanity

13. Hence the far-reaching reconstruction of God in pantheism proves largely indigestible to
Christianity: the construal of nature as infinite turns upon a naturalistic metaphysics. Even
the important distinction between natura naturans and natura naturata cannot rescue
pantheism from its naturalism. On this view, the continued popularity of deism – on the
grounds of its capacity to operate within moral personalism – is at least comprehensible.
14. Thomas,Man and the NaturalWorld, p. 170.
15. Even here, matters are not simple: it is of great importance to the naturalism under
discussion from which ‘level’ of nature the naturalistic terms are derived: biology privileges
categories of life and vitality; physics privileges connection, energy and entropy.
16. Kaufman, ‘A Problem for Theology’, 353.
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as having its end in nature. Hence, I shall be arguing for, and develop-
ing a conceptualitywhich supports, the claimof the commonality, yet dis-
tinction, of humanity and nature. For reference to God does not, I shall
argue, draw humanity into a metaphysics based on categories (cognitive,
volitional, moral) derived from the description of the interhuman sphere
which has, in turn, the unhappy effect of separating humanity from
nature.

Fromnatural theology to philosophical theology

At this point it will be objected that the common realm of God, nature and hu-
manity is an exercise in neat natural theology and as such has no place in
the theology of nature. Here we need tomake some careful distinctions.
Natural theology is not a single theological approach, as Wolfhart

Pannenberg has conclusively shown.17 A form of natural theology that
is worth defending takes its cue from core theological interpretations of
the nature of God and the world. It is dedicated to that centrally im-
portant task of theology: the criticism of idolatry. Thus the following
standard statement, by George Hendry, cannot be allowed to stand as
adequate: if ‘to establish a knowledge of nature in the light of God . . .may
be taken as a roughdefinitionof a theology of nature’, then the task of nat-
ural theology is to ‘establish a knowledge of God in the light of nature’.18

If such an account is inadequate, what is ‘natural’ knowledge of God?
To begin, we may note that theological tradition makes a distinction

between cognitio acquisita and cognitio insita: that is, between knowledge
which is publicly accessible yet needs to be acquired through philosoph-
ical reasoning, and natural knowledge of God which may be known
through the conscience or some such. Inwhat follows, I shall bedefending
philosophical theology as a form of cognitio acquisita. Before that defence, I

17. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991), i , ch. 2. For my account
of natural theology, I am also drawing on Moltmann,God in Creation, pp. 57–60; David Tracy,
‘John Cobb’s Theological Method’, in David Ray Griffin and Thomas J. J. Altizer (eds.), John
Cobb’s Theology in Process (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977), pp. 25–38; Michael J.
Buckley, At the Origins ofModern Atheism (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1987);
Dupré, Passage toModernity; Karl Barth, ChurchDogmatics, i i /1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1957),
pp. 128–78.
18. George S. Hendry, Theology of Nature (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1989), p. 14. In
The Body of God, p. 73, McFague offers a similar definition. And this approach is evident in the
ecofeminist literature: see Brian Swimme, ‘How to Heal a Lobotomy’, in Diamond and
Orenstein (eds.), Reweaving theWorld, pp. 15–22 (p. 20).
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wish to acknowledge that two complaints made against natural theology
must be accepted. First, natural theology shouldnot claim to operatewith
an account of pure, objective, ahistorical reason. No such reason exists.
Second, natural theology should not offer a philosophical metaphysics as
a way of mediating between faith and the world – such a mediating po-
sition is often taken, as in the work of John Cobb, by process thought.19

Natural theology is not a buffer between the Gospel and the world; natu-
ral theology does not offer a philosophical context inwhich Christian and
modern world views are brought into conversation.20 Nor, in the anthro-
pological turn evident in somenatural theology, am Ihere concernedwith
an account of the readiness of humanity to receive revelation.21

Instead, to quote Pannenberg, natural theology is concerned with the
philosophical clarification of the word, God: for ‘God . . . makes possible
an ultimate explanation of the being of the world as a whole, namely, by
creation.’22 This typeof inquiry,which ismysubjecthere, I shall call philo-
sophical theology. Such theology is concerned with the hermeneutics of
the word, ‘God’: the protocols or rules that govern God-talk.
What is this discipline to which the theologian must adhere in the

use of the term, ‘God’, in order to avoid idolatry (the confusion of God
with some part of the world or the world itself)? How is philosophical
theology helpful in the theology of nature? A philosophical theology of-
fers not an alternative description of nature but an oppositional engage-
ment. For the concept of nature in theology can both obscure nature and
contribute to the eclipse of God. There is the danger that the attempt to
stress God’s relation to and involvement with nature legitimates nature
as a new ‘universal’. In this movement, what is lost is precisely those in-
stances of humanity–nature interaction in and through which our envi-
ronment is threatened. Such theoretical developments employ the term
‘nature’ but everywhere misunderstand it. What is obscured here are the

19. John Cobb, AChristianNatural Theology Based on the Thought of Alfred NorthWhitehead
(London: Lutterworth Press, 1966).
20. McFague’s view in The Body of God also comes close to this view: natural theology is the
detection and articulation of congruencies between scientific and theological world views.
For McFague, philosophy of science seems to provide both a world view and the context for
the conversation between world views.
21. A modern variant of natural theology, sometimes called ‘new style’ natural theology
(John Macquarrie) or fundamental theology (Gerard O’Collins) has an anthropological rather
than a cosmological reference. The transcendental Thomism of Karl Rahner or the method of
correlation of Paul Tillich can be understood as distinctly anthropological forms of natural
theology (in which nature signifies human nature).
22. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, i , p. 71.
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particular ways in which nature is a problem for us. We do not, so to
speak, assault nature all along the line. Instead, we have – to continue
the military metaphor – local skirmishes of great intensity, which con-
tribute to a general crisis. Against such a tendency, philosophical theology
makes fluid themeanings of nature and foregrounds the issue of how the
relations between humanity and nature are to be understood.
And the eclipse of God? It seems to me that toomuch ecological theol-

ogydevelops a conceptionofnaturewhich is at best atheological andoften
antitheological. In short, the ‘universal’ of nature becomes the norm and
basis for metaphysical construction of a system in which ‘God’ is named
but whose agency is occluded and identity misrecognised. The stress on
‘ecology’ becomes a newway of offering a system to which theologymust
conform.
How does philosophical theology support a political theology of na-

ture? Philosophical theology makes possible the grasping of the relation-
shipbetween theunity of thewhole and the concept ofGod. Furthermore,
what is called intoquestion, as I hope to show, is the restrictionof the stan-
dard Christian metaphysical schema to God and humanity (with nature,
as other and inferior to humanity, includedunder the notion of ‘world’).23

Philosophical theology raises the issue of theunity ofGod in its relation to
theunity of thatwhich is notGod. Inotherwords,wemustnote an impor-
tant epistemological point: the conceptofGod is conditionedby its relation
to the ‘totality of finite reality’.24

What does thismean? Central to the ‘philosophical’ problematic of the
theology of nature is a conception of the whole which circumscribes the
idea of God: an idol. How, then, for philosophical theology is the unity of
the whole to be conceived in its relation to the idea of God in such fashion
that idolatry is avoided?
In my judgment, the concept of God requires that we think of God

in terms of a differentiated unity and of the world as a differentiated
unity – although this unity and differentiation are held asymmetrically
by God and the world. For, as the unconditioned ground or source of ‘all
that is’, God is the source or ground of both differentiations and wholes,

23. For an account of the Christian metaphysical schema, see Kaufman, ‘A Problem for
Theology’, 349; H. Paul Santmire, ‘Toward a New Theology of Nature’,Dialog 25:1 (1986),
43–50; and Santmire ‘Healing the Protestant Mind: Beyond the Theology of Human
Dominion’, in Dieter T. Hessel (ed.), After Nature’s Revolt: Eco-justice and Theology (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1992), pp. 61–5.
24. Wolfhart Pannenberg,Metaphysics and the Idea of God (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1990),
p. 146.
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including the unity which comprises ‘the totality of finite reality’. In the
perspective of philosophical theology, we cannot concentrate only on the
differentiated ‘parts’ for otherwise how can we be sure that God is the
source of the unity of the world, and not only of the parts?
Or, to put thematter the other way round, how canwe be sure that the

unityof the ‘world’ doesnotescape theological control and, functioningas
an idol, become ‘God’? Answer: by understanding the differentiated parts
in terms of the unity of the whole, as a totality, in that God is the force
of the unity. As Pannenberg puts it, God is the ‘unifying unity’ who se-
cures the unified reality of the whole. In all its differences and determi-
nations, nature, understood in terms of its unity and differences, has its
source in the activity of God. The unity of God is thereby not assimilable
to the unity of the world (which does not deny the immanence of God to
theparts through thewhole).Only in thisway are theunity ofGodand the
unity of the world secured.25

Already we see that an unqualified account of the notion of the unity
of God is insufficient. In order to grasp the differentiation of the world in
terms of ‘difference’ and ‘unity’, I have been obliged, following Wolfhart
Pannenberg, to employ such terms as ‘activity’, ‘ground’ and ‘force’. Fail-
ure to use such language ensures that, in relation to the idea of God, the
particularity of the differences which form a unity cannot be thought.
Thus, in order to use the word ‘God’ correctly – without confusion with
the world and without confusion of the terms, ‘difference’ and ‘unity’ –

some form of differentiation in Godmust be accepted. The conception of
the world, Pannenberg writes, ‘must be based upon a difference within
God, one which typifies the relationship between part and whole’.26 Of
course, the difference is not that ofpart andwhole; thatwould be for inter-
pretationof theworld to control interpretationofGod. ‘Activity,’ ‘ground’
and ‘force’ emerge as important terms which show how the whole is de-
pendent upon God and yet the differences are unified by the active force
of God through the natural order. A key element of a theology of creatio ex
nihilo – the original and continuing dependence of ‘all that is’ on God – is
thereby secured.
What conception of nature is presupposed by this exercise in philo-

sophical theology? We must note the differentiated unity of all natural
processes in relation to the unity of God. We learn from this inquiry in

25. See further my ‘Ecology: Religious or Secular?’, TheHeythrop Journal 38:1 (1997), 1–14.
26. Pannenberg,Metaphysics and the Idea of God , p. 144.
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philosophical theology that extreme care will need to be exercised – on
theological grounds – to settle or fix the meaning of the term, ‘nature’.
For the differentiated unity of God raises the question of which worldly
unities and differences we are speaking. It follows that humanity’s rela-
tionship to nature is unclear and will require thinking through from the
theme of the world in relation to the concept of God. Metaphysical mat-
ters areplaced in their true, theological, perspective: antitheses suchashu-
manity and the natural, culture and nature are hereby ruled out. Instead,
the unified totality of reality is privileged. Yet theological attention is di-
rected to the differentiation of all reality and also holds to the view that, in
its totality, reality relates to God. That is, reality in its totality and differ-
entiation, is founded uponGod. The task of philosophical theology is the
explication of this claim.
Theprovocation of philosophical theology is to think through the rela-

tion of God to theworld (including humanity). Nature is not to be treated
as a new form of ‘universal’. The creator God must be understood as en-
compassing the whole. Yet the differentiation of the unity of the world
intodifferences is also tobe found in the ideaofGod. It is of the intimacyof
God’s relation that God is immanent in differences and unities, parts and
whole(s). Thereby theparts are securedasgenuinelydifferentiatedand the
wholes as true unities.
The relation between unity and differences, whole and parts presup-

poses temporality and boundaries. That is, in the denial of the false uni-
versal, ‘nature’, the totality is placed in a new perspective: as formed and
open to reformation in its relation to God. Wholes and parts must be un-
derstood in the perspective of the unity-in-difference required by the con-
cept of God: such wholes and parts are not fixed, and cannot be fixed by
thought. Only if the notion of the difference in God is denied, can such
wholes and parts be fixed. Thus the ontology operative here (and required
by the difference in God) is temporal: the organisation of differences and
unities changes through time.The correlative accountof boundariesmust
be equally critical: the reformation of parts and wholes is the reorganisa-
tion of boundaries between things.
Three important conclusions emerge. First, the differentiation of parts

and wholes is given in the concept of God. Second, such differentiations
cannot be fixed; all differentiations are temporal. Third, differentiations
are given towards a certain continuity or stability. Can further specifica-
tion be given to this claim that the unity and differences of the world are
given in the concept of God (who is difference-in-unity)?



The common realm of God, nature and humanity 43

Becoming, unity, sociality and openness of God and
creatures

In a remarkable section, ‘Creation as Benefit’, Karl Barth argues that the
philosophical counterpart to his theological account of creation would be
the concept of ‘pure becoming’.27 Theologically, creation as divine bene-
fit means, for Barth, that the connection between creation and covenant
cannot be weakened or broken. Creation cannot be known without the
covenant; the covenant cannot be known without creation. Or, as Barth
himself puts it, ‘the truth of the covenant is already the secret of cre-
ation, that the secret of the covenant includes thebenefitof creation’.28 For
notions of creation and creature are only intelligible in the light of the
Godwho creates as benefit.
No world view, Barth continues, has managed to hold to this insight

of creation as divine benefit. Yet he seems not to rule out the possibility
of such a philosophical world view: ‘The philosophical equivalent for the
theological ideaofdivine creationwouldhave tobe that of apure andbasic
becomingunderlyingandthereforeprecedingallperceptionandbeing.’29

A little later, however, he appears to take back this openness to a philoso-
phical counterpart: when formal consideration givesway tomaterialmat-
ters, the (necessary) incapacity of philosophy to acknowledge ‘creation as
benefit because it is thework of God in Jesus Christ’ is exposed. Neverthe-
less, Barth introduces an important category: becoming. Indeed,hedeclares
that the philosophical account of pure becoming will only be acceptable
to theology if ‘this pure becoming is pure divine benefit preceding all
knowledge and being and underlying all knowledge and being’.
Aswasargued in theprevious section, Iproposeacloser rapprochement

between philosophical theology and reconstructive theology than Barth
would allow. But, inmy judgment, the concept of becoming permits an im-
portant theological correction. The world and God are to be understood
in terms not of being, but of becoming: the reality in which all creatures
participate is not ‘static’ but dynamic. Indeed, with this correction, come
further corrections to transcendental categories.30 For the categories of

27. Karl Barth, ChurchDogmatics, i i i /1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1958), pp. 330–4. I thank
George Hunsinger for drawing this section and its significance to my attention.
28. Barth, ChurchDogmatics, i i i /1, p. 333. 29. Ibid., p. 340.
30. In the discussion that follows on transcendentals, I am drawing on Norman Kretzmann,
‘Trinity and Transcendentals’, in Ronald J. Feenstra and Cornelius Plantinga (eds.), Trinity,
Incarnation and Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays (University of Notre Dame Press,
1989), pp. 79–109; Daniel W. Hardy, ‘Created and Redeemed Sociality’, inGod’sWays with the
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one, true and good are replaced by unity, sociality and openness. In such a
way is becoming to be understood as divine benefit.
What are transcendentals? ‘By transcendentals’, writes Colin Gunton,

‘I mean those notions which we may suppose to embody “the necessary
notes of being”, in the pre-Kantian sense of notions which give some way
of conceivingwhat reality truly is, everywhereandalways’.31 Transcenden-
tals are therefore concepts with general reach; their aim is to give, at the
mostgeneral level, anaccountof all reality.Being is themostobvious exam-
ple of a transcendental. Attempts to interpret transcendentals require fur-
ther categories and concepts which seek to ‘draw down’ the meaning and
significance of such transcendentals; I offer some further concepts in the
next section. Yet I have already made a theological correction: becoming is
the key transcendental; it precedes all attempt at interpretation. Thereby,
as Barth notes, the transcendental, becoming, applies also to God because
thedivinegift orbenefitof creationas becomingprecedes all knowledgeand
ontology. For, as a transcendental, becoming transcends all attempts at in-
terpretation; thereby it applies also to God, who cannot be known except
in self-disclosure. Thus the ‘essence’ of God, in philosophical description,
is becoming.
Other terms have been favoured in theological tradition as transcen-

dentals. These I have already listed: one, true and good. However, I propose
a more modest set of transcendentals that coheres better with the tran-
scendental of becoming: unity, sociality and openness. Such transcendentals
are general terms which, ‘before’ knowledge and ontology, specify the
general characteristics of reality. Thus, to select any thing is to say, prior to
all other specifications, that in so far as a thing is, it is one, social, open and
becoming. I do not claim that these transcendentals are ways of making all
reality present. When John Milbank writes that ‘One cannot look at this
process [sc. of worldly reality] as a whole, but one can try to imagine what
it means, its significance’, the four transcendentals do not resist such a
claim.32 The four transcendentals proposed here do not map the entirety

World: Thinking and Practising Christian Faith (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), pp. 188–205;
Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany; Dietrich Bonhoeffer, SanctorumCommunio: ADogmatic
Inquiry into the Sociology of the Church (New York and Evanston: Harper and Row, 1960); Dietrich
Bonhoeffer, Act and Being (London: Collins, 1961); Clifford Green, The Sociality of Christ and
Humanity: Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s Early Theology 1927–1933 (Missoula, MT: The Scholars’ Press,
1972).
31. Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany, p. 136.
32. John Milbank, ‘Postmodern Critical Augustinianism’,Modern Theology 7:3 (1991), 224–37
(226).
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of reality. Rather, they specify the basic or fundamental features of that
reality ‘of which we are a part and in which we live’.33

A simple example will serve to illustrate this point. Consider the
university as an institution: in so far as it is a single legal, corporate entity
it enjoys a unity; in so far as it relies upon a series of inputs of energy (to
run the light, heat and computing systems) and interactions (between
administrators, Faculty and students) it is social; in so far that it is suscep-
tible to changed inputs and interactions immanently and in relation to
its environment, the institution is always open; as such the institution is
not in a state of being, but rather in a process of becoming. (It should be
noted that there are degrees of unity, sociality and openness: for instance,
a university which closes down, lays off all its workers and dismisses
all its students, still maintains a certain degree of openness: security,
protection of buildings, etc. Even if these services are discontinued, and
the institution is abandoned, minimal patterns of openness still occur:
the abandoned institution still occupies land and is susceptible to the
benign actions of homeless people seeking shelter and the less benign
action of vandals, wind and rain.)
It does not follow from this perspective that the entirety of the insti-

tution is amenable to conceptual analysis. As David Ford has pointed
out, following the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, there is
much social actionwhich is hard to discern.34 Support for transcendentals
therefore does not lie solely in their explanatory power but also in a
commitment to read the world in a certain way. Thus, for instance, in
a certain situation – sexual abuse, for instance – it may be difficult to
discern open and social aspects.35 Yet these features are present, even if
only counterfactually.
Why these transcendentals? First, Iwish to stress that arguments in the

theology of nature turnuponan implicit account of transcendentals. Con-
sider, as a good example, the discussion of creation and covenant in Loving
Nature by James Nash. What does the fact of God’s creation tell us about
the world? Nash presents us with the basic feature of relationality:

Since God is the source of all in the Christian doctrine of creation, all

creatures share in a common relationship . . . This affirmation of

relationality is, moreover, enhanced by the theory of evolution, which

33. Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany, p. 145.
34. David F. Ford, ‘What happens in the Eucharist?’, Scottish Journal of Theology 8:3 (1995),
359–81 (360–1).
35. See the extraordinary book, also in this series, by Alistair McFadyen, Bound to Sin: Abuse,
Holocaust and the ChristianDoctrine of Sin (Cambridge University Press, 2000).
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describes humans as related to every other form of life through our

common beginnings in one or more living cells and through our

subsequent adaptive interactions. We evolved relationally; we exist

symbiotically . . . we are interrelated parts and products of a world that

is continually being made and nurtured by God.36

Given such an affirmation, it is hard to know how to describe relational-
ity except as a transcendental. Although he himself does not explicitly say
so, Nash clearlymeans to draw to our attention themost fundamental fea-
ture of physical reality. This claim is reinforced by the appeal to evolution-
ary science and in light of the subsequent affirmation that God’s presence
to relational reality is the basis of Christian ecological ethics. Later, Nash
insists that the covenant tells us of ‘a rational order of interdependence –

which Christians also see as a moral, purposive order of relationality and
ecological integrity – that appears to be universal and that demands re-
spectful adaptability from moral agents’.37 A new word is now added –

integrity – and sharp consequences are drawn: the human task is to
adapt to its environment. And the order is rational, intelligible. As doubly
grounded – in creation and covenant – ‘relationality’ functions as a tran-
scendental. Yet because this claim is not set out in any detail, difficulties
arise. Writing later on the imago Dei, Nash opines:

The image of God (including dominion), then, is . . . a special role or

function – a vocation, calling, task, commission or assignment.

Applied ecologically, the image concept recognises a basic biological

fact: humans alone have evolved the peculiar rational, moral, and

therefore, creative capacities that enable us alone to serve as

responsible representatives of God’s interests and values, to function as

the protectors of the ecosphere and self-constrained consumers of the

world’s goods. The image is as much a responsibility as a right

ecologically.38

Ambiguities emerge: the imago Dei acknowledges a ‘biological fact’ which
in turn suggests that care of the environment byhumanity is located in bi-
ology. Thus it seems that basic biological facticity somehowundercuts the
cultural interests of humanity (which is rapacious of nature). Yet, if it is a
biological given, how is it that humanbeingsmanage to avoid this biolog-
ical imperative so successfully? Further, amidst this biological givenness,
what is the role of cultural artifice in addressing the ecological crisis?
A related difficulty can be traced in the work of Sallie McFague. In

The Body of God, there emerges a strong commitment to a rapprochement

36. Nash, Loving Nature, p. 97. 37. Ibid., p. 100. 38. Ibid., p. 105.
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between theology and the common creation story. For McFague, two
ontological characteristics of the common creation story are of interest
to theology: the ‘radical interrelatedness and interdependence of all
aspects’ together with the emphasis on the multilevelled character of
the universe with the ‘higher’, more complex, levels dependent on the
lower, ‘simpler’, levels.39 Further, McFague extends a philosophical
transcendental to encompass God: a procreative–emanationist account
of creation permits the universe to be grasped as the body of God; God is
present through all parts of the universe.40 Thus, althoughMcFague does
not say so, the transcendental of relationality applies also to God.
On what grounds should we accept such a view? McFague offers

several: clues from embodied knowing, faith traditions and compatibility
with scientific reality are all important. Yet there is also a fourth reason:
‘it helps to make things better’.41 A world view is to be adopted because
it makes a contribution to the improvement of our circumstances, for
both humankind and otherkind. Yet here McFague’s transcendental
inquiry is at its weakest: for her theology offers, in effect, a theological
legitimation of a scientific cosmology. How such a move contributes to
the humanisation of our circumstances is not clear. For what is occluded
in this account is a view of human practices which need to be redirected
into more sustainable patterns. Thus an abstract cosmology supports an
abstract anthropology. The root of the abstraction is the transcendental
of relationality which does not permit the identification, analysis and
criticism of the anti-nature configurations of social humanity.
This short excursus in two theological ecologies is directed towards

making only one point: in ecological theology, the issue of transcenden-
tals cannot be avoided. The theme of relationality in Nash and McFague,
I have argued, can be seen as a quasi-transcendental category. Yet, because
the status of such transcendental thinking is unclear and the transcen-
dentals not fully articulated, ontological commitments get confusedwith
transcendental commitments. Thus, for both Nash and McFague, there
is a tendency towards seeing humanity as compelled to conform to ‘laws’
of nature. The way of drawing humanity into nature is in terms of such
relationality; attempts to deny this move are then thought to imply the
denial of continuities between humanity and nature.
This debate thus has a certain politics: it does not clearly articulate

how the presence of God requires the reconsideration of humanity in

39. McFague, The Body of God, pp. 105, 106. 40. Ibid., pp. 151–7.
41. Ibid., p. 88.
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nature except in terms of the relationality suggested by the natural
sciences. In that the content of the natural sciences specifies the context of
theological work and the political argument turns upon an account of the
laws of nature which are assumed to be benign, the case made is neither
theological nor oppositional.
Yet why have I turned to the transcendentals of unity, sociality, openness

and becoming? And are these transcendentals too political? These tran-
scendentals are related to the philosophical theology already presented.
In the previous section, I argued it was important to see how difference
is common between God and creatures (although, of course, it is not the
same difference). Such differentiation in God is secured in philosophical
theology. Thus, transcendentals apply to God as well as to creatures.
Differentiation in God points towards the notion of becoming. So these
considerations are preparatory for the claimsmade in this section.42

However, there is a certain ‘politics’ of transcendentals.WhenNorman
Kretzmann writes, ‘The transcendentals are . . . general in the sense that all
of them express modes in which being occurs in absolutely everything,
another respect in which their place among our most fundamental
concepts is natural’, he is right andwrong.43 Absolutely right is the claim
that transcendentals are general, but it does not follow that the transcen-
dental terms are obvious or beyond dispute. Transcendental inquiry may
indeed be natural but the terms are not given. Hence, from a theological
perspective, the terms must carefully articulate God’s self-statement in
the flesh of Jesus Christ.
For the root, foundation and rationale of the characterisation of the

transcendentals is Christological: the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The
resurrection of Christ, requires, in my judgment, the interpretation that
in the return of Christ to the world by God the Father, which is praise of
Jesus by the Father in the Spirit, we have a Godly judgment on sociality.
That is, the breach in sociality – the solidarity of human beings to be
for one another – does not concretely in and for Jesus of Nazareth end in
death. I have drawnout the implications of this for praxis elsewhere.44 Yet
by this claim I do not mean only that, as David Nicholls has conclusively
shown, there is a persistent relationship between images of God and the

42. And it does not hurt that such notions at least chime with the claim of the end of
metaphysics understood as the presence of being, so often announced these days. For an
account, see Hodgson,Winds of the Spirit, pp. 53–66.
43. Kretzmann, ‘Trinity and Transcendentals’, p. 90.
44. See Scott, Theology, Ideology and Liberation, ch. 6.
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polity.45 I intend rather a theological point: God, nature and humanity
are social concepts which are intelligible fully only if their social intention
is drawn out. ‘For the concepts of person, community and God’, writes
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ‘have an essential and indissoluble relation to each
other.’46 That is, only in sociality are the concepts of self, society and God
properly explicable; these concepts presuppose and explicate sociality.
Here I wish to build on this argument by introducing an important

amendment: for the resurrection of Jesus Christ is God’s promise to the
covenantal character of social humanity in nature; humanity and nature
share the important feature of the transcendentality of sociality. Thus the
promise of the continuationof solidarity even throughdeathpertains also
to nature. The promise of God the Father in Jesus Christ grants a future to
that which is social. For nature also is social. Hence, if the act of election
by God the Father in the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the election of
social humanity, then that same act of God is the election of social nature.
It is important to note the logic of this claim: nature participates in

the resurrection of Jesus Christ on account of the sociality that it shares
with social humanity. Nature is redeemed in the vicarious action of Christ
not on the grounds that it forms the natural conditions of human life
but because it is social. Yet its social character is different from humanity;
hence nature is redeemed from its curse, not reconciled from its sin.47 In
the raising of Jesus Christ as the proleptic anticipation of the resurrection
of social humanity, the resurrection of nature is also anticipated: the
social character of reality is both affirmed and reordered.
What requires attention, in my view, is the relation between the res-

urrection of Jesus’ embodiment and the social character of reality rather
than the relation between Jesus’ embodiment and non-human nature.
Jürgen Moltmann adopts a form of the second argument in The Way of
Jesus Christ: ‘With the raising of Christ, the vulnerable and mortal human
nature we experience here is raised and transformed into the eternally
living, immortal human nature of the new creation; and with vulnerable
human nature the non-human nature of the earth is transformed as well.
This transformation is its eternal healing.’48 Yet, despiteMoltmann’s best
efforts, it seems that creation is drawn into the resurrection of Christ on
the grounds only that it is the condition of the covenant. Although

45. David Nicholls,Deity andDomination (London: Routledge, 1989).
46. Bonhoeffer, SanctorumCommunio, p. 22. 47. See Bonhoeffer, Christology, pp. 64–5.
48. Jürgen Moltmann, TheWay of Jesus Christ: Christology inMessianic Dimensions (London: SCM
Press, 1990), p. 258.
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Moltmann insists on the ‘naturalness’ of humanity, he is unable to
articulate the notion. Thus, in the end, that which is other than human
achieves its place in the covenant on account of Christ’s embodiment. A
more fruitful theological way, I shall be arguing, is to affirm the sociality
of all reality, human and natural.

Openness has the same root as sociality: the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
For, presupposed by the resurrection of Jesus Christ, yet knowable only by
it, is the claim that the ontological order, conditions and possibilities of
theworld are such as to permit the crossing by the becomingGod into the
world in incarnation, and a reordering of that same order, conditions and
possibilities into concrete actuality by the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Philosophically, the world must be interpreted – in a formally identical
claim – as absolute becoming. All ontology and epistemology must be
oriented towards and proportioned by this becoming. Hence changes in
social relations – that is, as founded in the transcendental of openness –

are given in the resurrection of Jesus Christ; hence openness is actuality.
As Jürgen Moltmann writes: ‘It is theologically necessary to view created
things as real promises of the kingdom; and it is equally necessary, con-
versely to understand the kingdomofGod as the fulfilment, notmerely of
the historical promises of theworld, but of its natural promises as well.’49

And the promise of the Kingdom ismade known, of course, in the history
of Israel, culminating in the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
What of unity? The transcendental of unity has already been addressed

in the previous section: parts, as unities, participate in the transcendental
of unity; the whole which is comprised of the parts is also a unity and
thereby participates in the transcendental, unity. Such an account is
related to the older notion of the one as transcendental; yet the notion
of oneness is too static to relate easily to the transcendental of creation
as pure becoming. The unity of the world has its eschatological origin
and destiny in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Of course, this is a serious
theoretical problem for Christian faith: how is the unity of the life, death
and resurrection of Jesus Christ to be related to, indeed qualify, the unity
of the expanding cosmos, on the one hand, and be the fullness of God,
on the other?50 This issue, in various guises, has been a central feature of
Enlightenment critiques of Christology. I shall return to this point in
part III.

49. Moltmann,God in Creation, p. 63. 50. Colossians 1.15–20.
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My argument creates an obvious difficulty: are these transcendentals
of becoming, unity, sociality and openness to be ascribed to God? I have ar-
gued that these transcendentals are general ‘notes of being’. I have also
argued that their root and foundation can be traced to the resurrection of
JesusChrist.Yet anargumentof that sort suggests that transcendentals are
properlyascribedorappropriated to thepersonsof theTrinity. Is this true?
The test case here is whether or not sociality may be ascribed to the

second person of the Trinity. I believe it can. First, a general argument
might be made, some of the contours of which have been visible through
this section, that the association of Word and Son with sociality is
appropriate: these terms (Word, Son) emerge from the contexts of
communication and relationships and are thereby social.
Second, although the transcendental of sociality applies to God in

God’s essence-as-becoming and to all creatures, yet sociality is enjoyed
by God and creation differently. God, we may say, has sociality perfectly.
A further reason now emerges as to why sociality is to be ascribed to the
Logos. God is unitive, social, open and becoming perfectly but creatures
participate in the transcendentals asymmetrically, for the cause of these
transcendentals in creatures is God. Thus the sociality of the world is
caused by God and is the form of God’s presence in the world. Nature
(including humanity) is thereby invited to imitate the perfection of the
sociality of God.
However, although the insight into the sociality of God is given in the

witness to the resurrection of Jesus Christ, the practice of such sociality is
ambiguous and opaque. For we cannot claim that we know clearly how to
enact such sociality. The appropriation of the transcendental of sociality
to God and to creatures is thereby strict: divine sociality, creaturely
sociality. Yet, on account of Jesus Christ, we may attribute creaturely
sociality to the Godhead metaphorically. The asymmetrical character of
the relationship between God and world means that the attribution
cannot be strict. To seek to escape such a metaphorical application would
be to speak of that which cannot be spoken: the perfect sociality of the
God-who-is-becoming. Nevertheless, the metaphorical ascription to the
Word/Logos acknowledges that the world is revealed to be social. Sociality
is real not abstract, actual not potential: it is to be ascribed metaphori-
cally to the Logos. However, we must remember, because the ascription
of sociality to God is strict, sociality cannot be read off the immanent
Trinity.
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What is basic to human and non-human life is sociality. We should ex-
pectnothingelse, for sociality is the counterpart inphilosophical theology
of the turning of God’s face towards humanity and nature in Jesus Christ.

Politics of nature: ecosocial ontology

I have argued that the concept of the common realm of God, nature and hu-
manity provides a useful way of tackling the two problems with which a
political theology of nature must engage: the overcoming of the double
alienation ofGod from theworld andhumanity fromnature. The concept
of the common realm insists on the reality of nature and yet also insists
on its interaction with humanity. Nature is neither entirely cultured
nor simply given. Indeed, the conception of the world as totality and as
difference generated by philosophical theology affirms, in theological
perspective, such a claim: the otherness and the proximity of naturemust
be respected. Inquiry by transcendentals is also imperative in the search
for a conceptuality directed towards the fundamental features of the
world. In this section, I wish to develop further the conceptuality which
supports this claim to the liberative potential of these transcendentals
towards the concept of the common realm of God, nature and humanity.
At this point, the argumentmoves from the generality of transcenden-

tal argument. Now a further level of inquiry emerges: an ontology of the
ecosocial. This ontology is an attempt to draw down the transcendentals:
to offer ‘categories of existence’ dedicated to the exploration of thatwhich
exists.51 The addition of the term, eco, stresses that interaction occurs be-
tween humanity and nature. Of course, such an ontology cannot breach
the transcendental protocols set out in the previous section.
What are the key concepts of this ecosocial ontology? Sociality, spatial-

ity and temporality of nature affirm the reality, otherness and proximity
of nature in relation to un/natural humanity.52 These concepts are deriv-
able from the revelation of God: temporality, sociality and spatiality can
be traced in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. What is more,
these three concepts are also present in the adventure in philosophical
theology we followed above (pp. 43–52). That section stressed the tran-
scendental features of the world. The concepts of sociality, temporality

51. Allan A. Gare, Postmodernism and the Environmental Crisis (London and New York:
Routledge, 1995), p. 119.
52. The theme, but not the concept, of contingency also runs through these remarks: as
authored in the activity of God, creation is contingent.
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andspatiality seek to capture inmoredetail sucha theologicaldescription.
How do they do this?

Sociality offers the pledge of a theological theory that stresses the in-
terrelation of humanity and nature. Indeed, strictly, the concepts of tem-
porality and spatiality are complementary ways of setting out the basic
insight of the social character of all reality. Sociality spotlights the trans-
actions between humanity and non-human nature. How in our social life
are thenatural conditionsofhuman lifegrasped in theexchangesbetween
humanandnon-humannature?Howdoes the social freedomofhumanity
oppose oppressive and restrictive accounts of nature, inwhich the contin-
gency of nature is denied? These questions can be answered only by refer-
ence to sociality.
The theological commitment to interpreting sociality as the key fea-

ture of an ontology of the ecosocial requires further elucidation. For so-
ciality is not a concept which explicates itself. What does it mean to say
that all reality is social? For Dietrich Bonhoeffer, whose important and
creative innovation it was to foreground the concept of sociality, the cen-
tral social relation is I–Thou; the central interaction is thereby between
persons.53 On these grounds Colin Gunton rejects the notion of social-
ity as transcendental: for, Gunton asks, how can the notion of sociality,
which turns upon the interaction of persons, apply to all of reality? For
non-human nature is not personal and thereby not social. Hence sociality
is not a transcendental.54 However such a claim is only true if the basic
social relation is I–Thou, if the basic social category is person.
What if the basic social relationwas to be interpreted differently?What

if the basic social relation is itself best understood as work, labour, re-
production? A social ontology thereby specifies exchanges, transactions,
interdependencies and interactions. This may be set out in various ways:
personal communication, technological appropriation, economic and
communal interaction and reproductive processes. Although work may
function as thebasic social relation, this is no foundationalist category.We
must acknowledge different zones of interaction: ecoproduction, repro-
duction, communication and political authority – with nature as a fun-
damental condition of all these.55 And we must acknowledge different

53. Bonhoeffer, SanctorumCommunio, passim.
54. Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany, pp. 219–23.
55. Here I am drawing on Len Doyal and Ian Gough, ‘Human Needs and Social Change’, in
Carolyn Merchant (ed.), Ecology: Key Concepts in Critical Theory (New Jersey: Humanities Press,
1994), pp. 107–11 (p. 109).
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sorts of work: interpersonal, political, economic, voluntary and cultural
actions – all with natural conditions. Nature is in nobis; we are in nature.
We can, of course, make some important distinctions: the sociality of

non-human nature is a condition for the sociality of humanity. Yet we
must alsonote thatnature’s sociality is genuinely its ownsociality; it is not
imputed to it by the actions of humanity. Hence there remain important
discontinuities aswell as continuitiesbetweenthe socialnatureofhuman-
ity and the social nature of nature. Given these continuities and disconti-
nuities, can any further points be made regarding this social ontology? I
think that they can. I offer two further concepts.

Spatiality refers both to the reality of nature (including humanity) and
its givenness by God. In the politics of nature, it refers both to the cir-
cumstance in which humanity finds itself to be placed – the social field
of exercisable freedom – and the non-necessary character of humanity’s
place in its environment. The natural conditions of human life are part of
the givenness of the blessing ofGod to un/natural humanity. This circum-
stance is always indialectical relationship toGod. Spatial nature is thereby
not necessary nature. No claims can bemade that God validates, at the so-
cial or political level, certain configurations of humanity or nature as ‘nat-
ural’. The world could be other than what it is. Yet nature, as contingent,
remains God’s blessing: it is ordered towards the preservation of the crea-
tures of God and is itself that ordering. Thus, as the social character of life
makesclear, thecontingencyofGod’sorderhaselementsof continuityand
stability. In this stability and continuity – in its spatiality – the unity of
the createdorder is prefigured andanticipated.Hence, humanity is placed
by God into a real, natural context; the natural conditions of human life
are real (however much they may be ignored in practice). The stability of
nature is extra nos.

Temporality insists on the historicity of nature at all levels: cosmolog-
ical, biological, social. In a limited sense, therefore, I am holding to the
Jewish–Christian notion of temporal unfolding.56 (The sense is limited
in that the stress on sociality and spatiality are reminders of the syn-
chronic character of theworld, as is the stress onunity as a transcendental;
straightforward linearity is not warranted theologically.) Nature cannot,
at the political level, be understood without reference to the history of
humanity-in-nature. Although non-human nature is an important part
of God’s blessing of continuity and stability, interruptions, expansions

56. Dupré, Passage toModernity, pp. 145–52.



The common realm of God, nature and humanity 55

andcontractionsareneverthelesspossible.Temporality indicates that spe-
cificdifferentiationsanddeterminationscanemergeanddisappearwithin
God’s ordering of the world. Of course, no appeal can be made to specific
determinations or orderings as validated by God. Yet there are such rela-
tions. In such fashion, humanitymay transform its context into a habitat;
it may also poison or destroy its habitat. The temporality of nature is pro
nobis; it is a condition of human freedom (and, contingently, sin).
How is this position related to the gracing of nature and humanity

in the perspective of the triune God? All three, as we have seen from
the argument of the previous sections, are theological. Each of the con-
cepts emerges as the result of theological argument. All specify impor-
tant aspects of the gracing of nature. Sociality stresses the continuities be-
tweenhumanity andnon-humannature. Spatiality indicates that nature is
‘given’: real andpresent.The temporalityofnature acts as aprotocol against
those whowish to stress the space of nature over time.

Praxis and transcendentals: liberating nature and theology
from idolatry

Through this chapter, an important difficulty in the consideration of na-
ture, within theology andwithout, has been presented. Should one speak
of the end of nature or its resurrection, of anthropology or cosmology, of
freedom or naturalism?Where should one put the stress in the following:
Nature-includes-Humanity-which-is-other-than-Nature?Onthefirstoccurrence
of Nature or Humanity or on the second occurrence? The philosophical
theologypresentedhere contributes to thearticulationof the commonrealm
of God, nature and humanity by insisting on the commonality of God, nature
and humanity, yet on the absolute difference between God and creatures.
Furthermore, as regards the politics of nature, I have presented an ontol-
ogy of the ecosocial which features the reality, stability and openness to-
wards humanity of nature. Yet the nature of nature (including humanity)
is, as given by God, social and contingent.
Too abstract? The common realm of God, nature and humanity speci-

fies as transcendental features the conditions, actuality and potential of the
world in terms of its unity, openness, sociality and becoming. These tran-
scendental features cannot be breached in interpretation. Ruled out is any
attempt to claim that the becoming of the world is only disorder. Ruled out
is the claim that God validates a specific order. The practical consequences
whichflow fromthis are immediate and considerable. Alreadyweglimpse
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the movement away from the fragmentation and disintegration of the
world towards its integrity and wholeness. The fixity of nature and the
pre-eminence of humanity ‘over’ nature are to be deniedwith equal force.
Both fixity and pre-eminence – examples of the misconstrual of the

world as ‘being’ – are hereby rejected in favour of its becoming: the world
is ordered, relational and temporal. Appeals to nature as requiring com-
pletion by humanity or as without stability must be rejected. Yet neither
can the fixity of nature be accepted. It is not only that these positions
cannot be ascribed to God. Theological criticism requires their rejection. For the
sake of the freedom of God and the creatureliness of creatures, order and
mastery are to be rejected. But in this rejection of the domestication of
transcendence, the presence of God is not denied. (In a strange way,
the theology of Sallie McFague ends in such a denial: although her new
models of God are immanentist, these models have no ground in God’s
own life and so the stress on the newmodels of God in fact only highlights
the absence of God from McFague’s world.) Rather the emphasis on the
transcendentals conceptualises the present action of God towards nature
and humanity.

Becoming, unity, sociality and openness are my preferred terms for tran-
scendental inquiry. Such terms reveal that the relational, temporal order
of the world, given in the concept of God, is predicated upon exchange
and transactions. The basic model offered here is of (re)production, work.
Work is not only that which occurs between human beings, as I hope to
show. Further, the stress upon labour or work also allows that the rela-
tions are alterable: such relations can ‘expand’ or ‘contract’. As the di-
rection of the world can be understood as expansion or contraction, an
orderly alteration of the natural conditions of humanity in one of two
directions is presupposed: towards their enhancement or towards their
diminution.
A Christian imperative subsequently emerges: imitation of the expan-

sive sociality of God by humanity, and the enabling and permitting of hu-
manity’s environment also to imitate God, require adequate conceptual-
isation. The ontology of the ecosocial – sociality, spatiality, temporality – is
dedicated to this task. Again, the question will be: too abstract? I do not
think so. What emerges at this point of the inquiry is a way of exploring
and giving an account of the proximity and otherness of nature. We saw
that it is precisely the failure in the dialectical presentation of otherness
and proximity which marks so much modern theorising on nature. We
will, of course, be required to indicate the specific responsibilities towards
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their environment placed on human groups in certain regions.57 Tran-
scendental inquiry isnot analternativeor substitute for suchattentionbut
rather its vital precursor. None the less, what is required is a secure way of
characterisinghuman–nature relations in order to showhowthe transfor-
mation of its habitat is constitutive of human nature.58 What we need is a
theory, tested through analyses, offering an account of Nature-inclusive-of-
Humanity-which-is-other-than-Naturewhich requires that all three nouns be
accented.
These analyses are the subject of part II. Yet it ismy claimhere that only

in a theological account can the stress on the proximity, stability and oth-
erness of nature, its temporality andunity, be successfully articulated. For
what is required is a theological conceptuality which supports the direct
analysis of un/natural humanity as this is obscured in contemporary prac-
tice (the issue of political–ideological interpretation) towards the affirma-
tion of the actuality of the common realm of God, nature and humanity.

Towards a political theology of nature

So far, I have argued for a philosophical theology of nature in a political–
ideological key. The transcendentals of becoming, unity, sociality and open-
ness articulate the common realm inwhichGod, nature and humanity are
mutually yet asymmetrically related. As part of the same argument, ho-
mogeneity is ruled out: difference in God requires differentiation of the
world; worldly distinctions require the concept of a self-related God. The
terminologyof ‘ground’, ‘activity’ and ‘force’ emergedas important at this
point.
The world has its ground in the activity of God. Following a Christolog-

ical clue, I have interpreted such a ground in terms of sociality: the sta-
bility of the world resides in its social, yet always contingent, relations.
The irreducible interrelationality of all things is best worked out within
a conceptuality of the social. To further explicate the social ground of the
world in God, I draw on the categories of temporality and spatiality. This
theme, construed Christologically as dynamic encounter, is the subject of
chapter 7.

57. Gare, Postmodernism and the Environmental Crisis, p. 161.
58. Joel Kovel, ‘On the Notion of Human Nature: A Contribution toward a Philosophical
Anthropology’, in Stanley B. Messer, Louis A. Sass and Robert L. Woolfolk (eds.),Hermeneutics
and Psychological Theory: Interpretive Perspectives on Personality, Psychotherapy, and Psychopathology
(New Brunswick and London: Rutgers University Press, 1988), pp. 370–99.
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The activity of God both differentiates and yet holds together: God
is both alpha and omega. This activity of God is a force for alteration: the
renewal of the social. Thus the activity of God is to be understood in terms
of movement and dynamism towards the intensification of true depen-
dencies. This theme, construed pneumatologically as fellowship, is the
subject of chapter 8.
The movements of the social, temporal and spatial are to be des-

cribed as the un/natural relations of the common realm. What does
‘un/natural’ mean? The term ‘un/natural’, which accrues developed the-
ological content in part III, operates as a contrasting term to ‘natural’ and
‘non-natural’. Against reductionist tendencies to interpret humanity as
conforming to nature or as separate from nature, I offer here a richer on-
tology of the ecosocial. And this ecosocial ontology is richer because it is
an ontology shaped in response to the activity of God as ground and force.
I anticipateherea certain typeofpragmatic andsceptical response:how

does thediscourseof sociality, temporalityandspatialityassist in thinking
aboutun/natural relations? For example: if, struckby its beauty, I gaze at a
starry night sky – how is this reaction to ‘nature’ analysable by the concep-
tuality I am offering through this book? In response, I should say thatmy
argument moves at the level of fundamental theological categories. But
such an answer, although necessary, is not sufficient.
So consider this: what account of un/natural relations is presupposed

by an aesthetic reaction to anatural occurrence? Is a sense of insignificance
occasionedby lookingat thenight skyamoreappropriate reaction thanre-
gardingmyself as amicrocosm faced by amacrocosm?A curious song lyric
by Stingmakesmypoint: ‘I took awalk alone last night / I lookedup at the
stars / To try and find an answer inmy life . . . Somethingmademe smile /
Something seemed to ease the pain / Something about the universe and
how it’s all connected.’59 On what grounds is this reading of the universe
as source of solace to be preferred to the universe as source of alienation?
What sorts of social relations engender such different aesthetic responses
andare reproduced through them?Weprobably think that such responses
are ‘timeless’ – but are they? Do they have a precise history in culture, re-
ligions and theory? How do such responses assist in the identification of
the material processes by which Western humanity employs non-human
nature (and other humans)? Is there a liberative connection between such
a sensibility and praise of the triune God?

59. Sting, ‘I’m so Happy I can’t Stop Crying’, from the albumMercury Falling (1996). Lyrics
and music by Sting. Lyrics copyright Magnetic Publishing Limited.
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To answer such questions we enter a third level of analysis: below the
transcendental and the ecosocial, we have the level of ordering or organi-
sation. How are we to think of the ordering or organisation of creature-
liness? How do temporal, social and spatial orders emerge? What modes
of determination shape un/natural relations? Here three categories of
historico-natural emergence are of especial importance: movement, structure
and tendency. The temporal, social and spatial is a realmofmovement: of the
temporal ‘unfolding’ of distinctions anddeterminations. Suchmovement
is always by way of structures: orderings of becoming. Such orderings are
subject to a range of tendencies: death or ending, of course, but also expan-
sion, increase in richness or variety, and the enhancement of interaction,
mutuality and fellowship.60

To return to my example of gazing at the night sky: what sort ofmove-
ment between humanity and nature is evident here? If we say that this
common way of interacting with nature leaves aspects of our Western
un/natural relations untouched and unaffected, such sky-gazing could be
interpretedmerely as an escape from the ruthlessways inwhichweuse up
nature. Or such star-gazing could be a substantial criticismof other, dom-
inant, ways of construing and interacting with nature. How shall we de-
cide between these two opposed readings? One way would be to attend to
the conditions of suchmovement: what are its supporting structures? Such
reactions to a sky are learned rather than innate. But where do we learn
them? When Don Maclean sings, in praise of Vincent Van Gogh, ‘Starry,
Starry Night’, where does such a sensibility come from andwhatmaterial
interests does it support?61 Are the interests that emerge in such a struc-
ture of feeling, to borrow from Raymond Williams, oriented towards the
wholeness of human–nature relations or their disintegration? Lastly, is
the tendency of such star-gazing that of personalism or naturalism? Inter-
actingwith the sky at night couldbe interpreted in affirmativeways: a vast
universe that ends in a self-conscious part – humanity – might be under-
stood as purposive and oriented towards the human. Or the same vastness
might be read cosmocentrically. Human beings are in this manner decen-
tred: ‘nettles in a beautiful universe’, as a student once put it tome.
Standing in your garden atmidnight andwatching the starry sky turns

out to be a complex phenomenon patient of a range of interpretations.
To test those interpretations theologically, we need to ask fundamental

60. The issue of historico-natural emergence is picked up again in chapter 8.
61. Don MacLean, ‘Vincent (Starry, Starry Night)’, from the album American Pie (1971). Lyrics
and music by Don McLean. Lyrics copyright Songs of Universal, Inc. and Benny Bird Music.
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questions: what are temporal, social and spatial orders and how do they
emerge? How are movements, structures and tendencies to be thought in
a political theology of nature? Through the next part of this book, ways
in which the movement, structure and tendency of un/natural relations
may be understood are considered. I offer a critical yet dynamic articula-
tion: an interactionbetween the theological commitments of the common
realm of God, nature and humanity and various political theories of ecol-
ogy. The aim is the testing of these theological commitments, and their
development and clarification.



Part II

The politics of nature





3

Deep ecology: the return of nature

Introduction: ecocentric and anthropocentric approaches in
political ecology

The issue for a political theology of nature is how to give an account
of the content of the ecological relations operative in this world of crea-
tures. The opening narratives in Genesis offer us, at a minimum, an ac-
countof the creationas a sequenceof formswhich culminates in aworldof
creatures. These are narratives of creation: the world of creatures emerges
as a ‘consequence’ of divine action.However, holding to creation is not the
sameas articulating in theological formhowthehumancreature is related
to other creatures. Christianity knows, I think, of the deep and intimate
relations that govern this world: the contingency and dependence of crea-
tures on their God. The matter is to develop a rich Trinitarian ontology
in ways that draw strength from, and clarify and correct, the situatedness
of the human: a social creature in a common realm, oriented towards the
triune God.
In the previous chapter, the tendencies of personalism and naturalism

in ecological discourse were noted. The categories of existence and
historico-natural emergence that I proposed are designed to move the
present inquiry beyond the practical and theoretical differences within
these tendencies. Such a move is by way of a critical yet dynamic articu-
lation of Christian theology with various political ecologies. In this chap-
ter, then, attention shifts to the political discourse of deep ecology which
has sought a hearing in the last thirty years or so. This discourse articu-
lates, it claims, a fresh understanding of the place of humanity in nature.
(Although some argue that these ways are not so new as some of their pro-
ponents would have us believe.) The aim of this chapter is to attend to the
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ways in which deep ecology understands nature in order to develop and
sharpen the account of un/natural relations already presented. To test, in
other words, these theological commitments and seek their development
and clarification.
There are two dominant tendencies, I have said, in the considera-

tion of nature. Both are reductionist: one seeks to reduce humanity to
nature, the second reduces nature to a function of humanity. These two
tendencies strongly inform the politics of nature. The first moves in an
ecocentric direction; the second is anthropocentric.1 It is, of course, pos-
sible to offer a rather more differentiated typology. John Rodman, for
example, offers four sensibilities which can be identified in the envi-
ronmental movement. These in turn can be divided into two unequal
lists: ‘resource conservation’, ‘wilderness preservation’ and ‘moral ex-
tensionism’ are, as Rodman points out, to a greater or lesser extent
anthropocentric. Only the fourth type, ‘ecological sensibility’, makes a
full break with anthropocentrism.2 In a similar and exhaustive analysis,
Warwick Fox suggests that the litmus test is anthropocentric versus
non-anthropocentric views. This anthropocentric/non-anthropocentric
or ecocentric binary schema structures the debate in political ecology.3

We are returned to the fundamental division between the tendencies of
personalism and naturalism.

Ecocentric tendencies, as Richard Sylvan points out, locate value, good
and worth in nature.4 Thus nature, in which humanity is placed, is
regarded as primary: it is the locus of the emergence of human beings, of
intrinsic value (that is, hasvalue in its ownright) andembodies apatternof
wisdomwhichhumans are obliged to respect (or suffer the consequences).
Consequently, thepromotionofdifferencebetweenhumanity and the rest
of nature is regarded with suspicion. Although such ecological wisdom is
not always held to be older than the mainstream Western religions, it is
superior. Such ecocentric positions are also deeply critical of the mecha-
nistic view of the cosmos promoted by ‘Enlightenment science’.

Anthropocentric approaches, in contrast, resist the ascription of worth,
value andgood tonature.Here the search forwisdomtends to focus on the

1. Here I am drawing on the typologies offered by David Pepper in hisModern
Environmentalism: An Introduction (London: Routledge, 1996), pp. 34f.
2. John Rodman, ‘Four Forms of Ecological Consciousness Reconsidered’, in George
Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology for the 21st Century: Readings on the Philosophy and Practice of the New
Environmentalism (Boston and London: Shambhala, 1995), pp. 121–30.
3. Warwick Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Ecology (Dartington: Resurgence, 1995), pp. 22f.
4. Richard Sylvan, ‘A Critique of Deep Ecology,’ part I, Radical Philosophy 40 (1985), 2–12.
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relations within humanity which affect or constitute relations between
humanity and the non-human world. Such views may, in a liberal exten-
sion of the legal concepts of ‘rights’ and ‘interests’,5 be prepared to grant
rights to nature or accept that nature ‘enjoys’ certain interests. However,
these moves are ‘legal fictions’ framed for the purpose of bringing to
human attention the importance of habitat or environment for human
survival. JohnRodmancalls this view ‘moral extensionism’: ‘humanshave
duties not only concerning but also directly to (some) nonhuman natural
entities, and these duties derive from rights possessed by the natural
entities, and . . . are grounded in the possession by the natural enti-
ties of an intrinsically valuable quality such as intelligence, sentience or
consciousness’.6 On epistemological grounds, valuing is considered to be
solely a human act. Nevertheless, although the ascription of value, worth
and goodness of nature is always an act of humanmeasurement and judg-
ment, it is important to extend the range of human sympathies to in-
clude some aspects of nature. By such a procedure, important issues about
the alienated and exploitative character of human social life are brought
into sharper relief and thereby highlighted. This view has its critics: John
Rodman notes that ‘all the variants of this position are open to the criti-
cism that theymerely “extend” . . . conventional anthropocentric ethics’.7

Such an extension, Val Plumwood notes, has a particular rationalistic,
abstract form: ‘the extension of . . . abstract moral rules to nature itself’.8

There is also a further sub-set of political theories which, although ac-
knowledging certain environmental difficulties, remains strongly anthro-
pocentric. Suchviewsencompass thoseof free-marketpolitical parties and
the like who argue that the innovations of the market will secure unend-
ing growth or that through careful negotiation the worst effects of envi-
ronmental degradation can bemitigated (andmaybe avoided altogether).
David Pepper calls such views ‘technocentric’, Arne Naess suggests the
term ‘shallow’, Rodmanprefers ‘resource conservation’. In a discussion of
this ‘technocentric’ environmental politics in Europe, Pepper argues that
faith is placed in themanagement of environmental demands or salvation
by science ormarket forces. According to opinionpoll evidencehe reports,
such a technocentric view is held by at least 65 per cent of the European

5. See Thomas Birch, ‘The Incarceration of Wildness: Wilderness Areas as Prisons’, in
Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology for the 21st Century, pp. 339–55 (p. 340); Michael S. Northcott, The
Environment and Christian Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 97f.
6. Rodman, ‘Four Forms of Ecological Consciousness Reconsidered’, p. 124.
7. Ibid.
8. Plumwood, Feminism and theMastery of Nature, p. 170.
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population.9 In other words, this ‘technocentric’ viewwill be the position
held – implicitly – bymany of the readers of this book.
The focus of this chapter, however, is on deep ecology, an avowedly and

self-consciously ecocentric approach.What is deep ecology andwhat does
a political theology of nature have to learn from it?

What is deep ecology?

It would be tempting to describe deep ecology as another political ecol-
ogy. However, at any rate in the view of its chief proponents, deep ecol-
ogy is not least amovement of ecosocial activism. Prevalent as a theoretical
movement in the USA, Canada and Australia, its chief practical contribu-
tion has been in the United States where it has been associated with the
creative and influential Earth First! environmental movement. Formed
in 1980 by five American conservationists, of whom Dave Foreman is the
best known, Earth First! was convinced that the conservation of the envi-
ronment could not be achieved by the usual political means. Its protests,
known as ‘monkey-wrenching’, after the 1975 Edward Abbey novel, The
Monkey Wrench Gang, have included damaging contractors’ plant used in
developments that encroachonwilderness and takingaction inprotection
of non-human nature (for example, tree-spiking).
Earth First! in the States has had its internal conflicts. Martha Lee has

pointed out the tension between apocalyptic and millennial forms of en-
vironmentalism in the movement. A tension can be detected, she argues,
in radical environmental ideologies: on the one hand, there is the affir-
mation of the equality of nature with humanity; on the other, there is
the strong ethical stress on human action in the present. On her interpre-
tation, this tension in environmentalist ideologies emerged in the Earth
First! movement in the form of a split. One group stressed ecocentrism –

thathumanbeings arenot tobeunderstoodas enjoyinggreater value than
non-human nature and therefore enjoy no consequent superiority – and
thereby posited an apocalypse of nature in which it was not clear whether
human beings would or should survive. A second group stressed instead
millenarian aspects: the importance of ecological education towards the
avoidance of apocalypse and the continuation of the human race.10

9. David Pepper, Eco-socialism: FromDeep Ecology to Social Justice (London: Routledge, 1993),
p. 34.
10. Martha F. Lee, ‘Environmental Apocalypse: The Millennial Ideology of “Earth First!”’, in
Thomas Robbins and Susan J. Palmer (eds.),Millennium,Messiahs andMayhem: Contemporary
ApocalypticMovements (New York and London: Routledge, 1997), pp. 119–37. Cf. Martha F. Lee,
Earth First! Environmental Apocalypse (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1995).
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We may note the paradox: immersion in nature can issue in a volun-
tarism. Such immersion issues in a form of transcendence in which the
reconstruction of the human place-in-nature is required and action is
thereby demanded. Deep ecology is, we might say, a profoundly moral
movement. Whether or not these deep ecology commitments continue to
permeate the Earth First! movement is doubtful, althoughDave Foreman
was strongly attracted to such views early in the movement’s history.
There is some evidence that the British variant of Earth First! was also
initially influenced by deep ecology but there has been little sustained
theoretical engagement in Britain.11 The leading deep ecologists are
American, Canadian and Australian, including George Sessions and
Warwick Fox. None the less, the founder of the philosophical move-
ment is usually taken to be Norwegian philosopher, Arne Naess, whose
book, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle (an indirect translation from the
Norwegian ofØkologi, samfunn og livsstil, 1976), is regarded as an important
statement of the philosophical basis of deep ecology.12 Deep ecology has
attracted the fiercest criticism: it has been charged withmisanthropy and
racism, not least by leading social ecologist, Murray Bookchin, whose
work is the subject of chapter 5. Arguably, the environmental move-
ment in theUSAhas beendamaged by these choleric, testosterone-fuelled
disagreements.13

Howdeep is ‘deep ecology’ ?

What, then, are deep ecology’s basic philosophical commitments? Deep
ecology holds to the ‘universal’ aspect of nature. To amend Margaret
Thatcher’s dictum a little, nature cannot be bucked. However, this is na-
ture not in its particularity and variety but in its ‘universal’ aspect. One
of its leading exponents, George Sessions, summarises deep ecology thus:
‘The crucial paradigm shift the Deep Ecology movement envisions . . .
involves the move from an anthropocentric to a spiritual/ecocentric value
orientation. The wild ecosystems and species on the earth have intrinsic
value and the right to exist, and are also necessary for the ecological health
of the planet and the ultimate well-being of humans.’14

11. Derek Wall, Earth First and the Anti-RoadsMovement (London and New York: Routledge,
1999), pp. 40ff.
12. Arne Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle (Cambridge University Press, 1989).
13. Andrew Light, ‘Bookchin as/and Social Ecology’, in Andrew Light (ed.), Social Ecology after
Bookchin (New York: Guilford Press, 1998), pp. 1–23.
14. Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology for the 21st Century, p. xxi.
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Yet deep ecology is no single tendency, philosophically or as a politi-
cal movement. A good place to start is to ask: what is meant by ‘deep’?
Although of course the adjective is contrasted with ‘shallow’ in its origi-
nal formulationbyArneNaess15 (and subsequently partlywithdrawn) and
therebyhaspejorative overtones,16 theprincipalmeaning, asWarwickFox
has conclusively shown, refers to a formalmethod of ‘deep questioning’.17

This method, formulated by Naess, seeks to ask questions at a profound
level about environmental degradation. ‘Deep’ refers to the profundity of
social change yet it also refers to a formalmethod of questioning.18

Such a formal method has been used rhetorically by its proponents to
privilege, at least since 1983–4, deep ecology as the only way of reflecting
seriously and rigorously on human incursions into nature. However, this
is not to say that deep ecology comprises a single tendency in the politi-
cal theory of nature. Both Sessions and Fox are reframing deep ecology by
attention to largely neglected aspects of the work of Naess. (In the process
Sessions has disavowed some of his earlier work with Bill Devall.19) Such
reframing concentrates upon the theme of the philosophy of self in deep
ecology largely by drawing on the philosophical commitments of Naess’s
ownwritings.20

Such a development is more ambiguous than at first appears. Naess,
the originator of ‘deep ecology’, has stressed the importance of grasp-
ing deep ecology as a ‘platform’. That is, the appeal of deep ecology can
unite a range of people with differing philosophical and religious views
around a common platform. Recently, Naess has stressed this point as
a way of keeping the environmental movement strong: the deep eco-
logy platform unites by abstracting its position from basic principles.
(For example, Naess has his own philosophical position, which he calls

15. Arne Naess, ‘The Shallow and the Deep, Long Range Ecology Movements: A Summary’
(1973), reprinted in Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology for the 21st Century, pp. 151–5.
16. Pepper,Modern Environmentalism, p. 37.
17. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Ecology, pp. 91f.
18. Naess, ‘Deepness of Questions and the Deep Ecology Movement’, p. 204.
19. See Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology for the 21st Century, pp. xiii–xiv.
20. This strategy seems to be working. A recent collection of critical essays on deep ecology
focuses almost exclusively on the work of Naess: Eric Katz, Andrew Light and David
Rothenberg (eds.), Beneath the Surface: Critical Essays in the Philosophy of Deep Ecology (Cambridge,
MA and London: MIT Press, 2000). A further development is the presentation of all
ecocentric inquiries as having their home beneath the deep ecology umbrella – such a
tendency can be detected in the eclectic nature of the contributions in the recent collection of
essays edited by George Sessions,Deep Ecology for the 21st Century. Val Plumwood, ‘The
Ecopolitics Debate and the Politics of Nature’, in Karen J. Warren (ed.), Ecological Feminism
(London and New York: Routledge, 1994), pp. 64–87, has commented interestingly on the
way that focusing on deep ecology may have inhibited ecological discussion.
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‘EcosophyT’.21 Yet to participate in thedeep ecologymovement is not nec-
essarily to subscribe to this position.) While tactically advantageous, we
shall see later that thismove creates serious difficulties for the theologian.
Although it is a travesty of the position to claim that deep ecology

privileges nature over humanity, the platform hasmoved in an ecocentric
direction. Of course, the deep ecology movement has always been criti-
cal of ‘anthropocentrism’: part of the original rationale for setting out the
deep ecology position was to stress how the environmental movement is
not concerned solely with ‘better’ management of the environment. In
1973,Naess proposed seven points to describe the deep ecology position.22

In 1984, this positionwas amended to eight (with the notable elimination
of the concept of ‘class’).23

The 1973 platform begins with an ontological claim: the notion of
humanity-placed-in-its-environment must be supplanted by ‘the rela-
tional, total-field image’.24 In this context, ‘relational’ refers to the phi-
losophy of internal relations in which relations are treated as mutually
constitutive. Humanity is therefore constituted by its relations with its
natural conditions.
Fromthis basic ontological claim, judgments of value follow.ForNaess

contends that, given such ontological commitments, all forms of life have
an equal right to live. With this view is associated the preference to main-
tain the maximum diversity of species. The ontological commitments
support the view that diversity, and its promotion, are central to a true
understandingof themyriad formsof life. Four ‘lesser’ principlesnow fol-
low: these set out certain requirements in humanbehaviour. To begin, the
deep ecology platform, in this earlier version, includes the overcoming of
class divisions (for it is easy to see how the affirmation of a straight diver-
sity could include the affirmation of the ‘diversity’ of class). With this we
are treated to principles of resistance to pollution and resource depletion
and the commitment to complexity and decentralisation. These last can
be seen to derive, in a loose way, from the first axiological principle: the
affirmation of the right to life. To stress the right to live is also to proscribe
the conditions which are inimical to life: among these are the depletion
of resources, an overconfidence in the face of the complexity of the web of
nature, and overcentralisation.

21. Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle, ch. 7.
22. Naess, ‘The Shallow and the Deep, Long Range Ecology Movements’, pp. 151–5.
23. Arne Naess, ‘The Deep Ecological Movement: Some Philosophical Aspects’ (1986),
reprinted in Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology for the 21st Century, pp. 64–84.
24. Naess, ‘The Shallow and the Deep, Long Range Ecology Movements’, p. 151.
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The 1984 platform, concentrating on matters of value and practice, is
subtly different. (Indeed, the earlier platform is not much commented
uponnow– their author claims that these sevenpoints ‘smacked toomuch
of the special metaphysics of a younger Naess’.25) Much of the position is
set out in the first two points: an affirmation of the well-being of forms
of life which are understood as having value in their own right. With this
emphasis comes again a stress on the importance of the diversity of life
forms – a diversity which has value in its own right. From here, six points
of practice follow: that human beings should wherever possible respect
this diversity, that a smaller humanpopulation is required to respect such
diversity, that human interference in nature is excessive, and that it must
therefore change, that the emphasis must be upon quality of life and that
those who support the platform should act in support of it.
Commonalities between these two versions suggest, despite sub-

sequent changes in emphasis, that deep ecology comprises (1) a new
metaphysics (embracing both cosmology and world view) and (2) a phi-
losophy of (an expansive) self. The implications of the new metaphysics
and account of self require (3) a new anthropology and (4) a new ethics,
both of which are ‘ecocentric’. The new anthropology stresses the place of
humanity in nature – ‘Nature knows best’, as Barry Commoner noted –

and the new ethics insists on the intrinsic value of nature. Some com-
mentators begin with the ‘new’ theory of value: for instance, John
Rodman argues that what is distinctive about the ecological sensibility
(which includes deep ecology) are the themes of value, metaphysics and
ethics.26 I consider that this is no longer accurate. Themost recentwork in
the philosophy of deep ecology stresses metaphysical aspects – the situa-
tionof the self – inwhich a theory of value is grounded. I comment further
on this below.
To return to the presentation of the two platforms in deep ecology, sev-

eral differences should give us pause for thought. The omission of class
in the later formulation is interesting – although its significance is diffi-
cult to assess.27 Furthermore, the second version moves away from a spe-
cificmetaphysical formulation and thereby from the particular account of
intrinsic valuewhich attracted somuch criticism in thefirst version.How-
ever, if we highlight these differences between the two different versions
of the platform, the only way of addressing the tensions is by attending

25. Naess, ‘The Deep Ecology “Eight Points” Revisited’, p. 221.
26. Rodman, ‘Four Forms of Ecological Consciousness Reconsidered’, p. 126.
27. In Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle, pp. 208f., there is further discussion of class.
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to the philosophical basis of deep ecology. If there are difficulties or incon-
sistencies at the level of the political platform, the only place where these
can be addressed is by attention to the philosophical basis of deep ecology
which is the root and guarantor of the political platform. Aswe have seen,
it is just this move that Naess has resisted. For, as he correctly surmises,
there is less chance of agreement on the philosophical basis than on the
political platform.
Despite the founder’s view, other deep ecologists, primarily Warwick

Fox and FreyaMathews, have stressed that what is distinctive about deep
ecology is its philosophical basis.28 What is constitutive of deep ecology,
for Fox, is not the platform – which is general – nor the formal method
of questioning – which is false – but rather the philosophical basis.
Further, Fox makes his own proposal – a ‘transpersonal psychology’ – as
the basis for deep ecology. Freya Mathews also has pointed out that deep
ecology requires a ‘metaphysics of connectedness’ and has as yet failed
to supply one.29 (It is thus somewhat ironic that the later 1984 platform
jettisons all references to metaphysics.) This development towards meta-
physics within deep ecology is helpful for the theologian. For I am inter-
estedhere in theways inwhichdeep ecologymay as ametaphysics obscure
or reveal the common realm of God, nature and humanity.
Before moving to the theological analysis of the philosophical basis, I

wish to note the significance of this shift of attention from deep ecology’s
political platform to its philosophical basis. Some commentators have
suggested that deep ecology is becoming less amenable to Christian
restatement.30 At one point, inwhich therewas agreement that deep ecol-
ogy was above all a political platform, a Christian version of deep ecology
was presented as a genuine possibility. Thus deep ecology, suggest Devall
and Sessions, ‘attempts to articulate a comprehensive religious and philo-
sophicalworld view’.31 Later they proposedFrancis of Assisi andGiordano
Bruno as Christian sources for the development of deep ecology. Naess
has also accepted that there could be a variety of normative philosophical
and/or religious systems which form the philosophical basis of the politi-
cal platform.32

28. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Ecology, part 3.
29. Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 148.
30. I think that this is part of the point made by Katherine Dell, ‘Green Ideas in the Wisdom
Tradition’, Scottish Journal of Theology 47:4 (1994), 423–51 (423–5).
31. Devall and Sessions,Deep Ecology, p. 65.
32. Naess, ‘The Deep Ecological Movement’, p. 79. See also, for a discussion of the biblical
themes, Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle, pp. 183–9.
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Themore recent development – which explicitly seeks to articulate the
philosophical basis of the movement – is clearly more precise regarding
the presuppositions of deep ecology. In the sense that a certain ‘looseness’
seems to be disappearing from the theory of deep ecology, the theologian
will find itmore difficult to affirmdeep ecology.Or,more carefully, the re-
sources being employedbydeep ecologists towards the formulation of the
philosophical basis, are not, I think, amenable to theology. The theoreti-
cal substructure of the platform, we might say, is being politicised. In the
name of theoretical clarity and distinctiveness, deep ecology is seeking to
present itself as a political philosophy as well as a political platform.33

Given that the formal method of questioning is to be rejected, as Fox
recommends, I see no logical reason why the Christian theologian can-
not engage with deep ecology in a discussion over philosophical funda-
mentals.Of course, deepecologists arenowproposingphilosophical bases
that are not Christian. But I do not see that this rules out – as a matter
of method – a Christian basis.34 Indeed, for the purposes of the current
inquiry, it is easier to engage with the movement: the understanding of
nature, rather than the environmental platform, is now privileged.
However, even allowing for the possibility of a Christian metaphysics as
the basis for deep ecology,35 the dominant tendency in the political phi-
losophy of deep ecology is – in my view – towards the development of a
metaphysics of self which is not tractable to theological interpretation.
We are now in a position to note the structure of deep ecology: for

Naess, it comprises four levels and a method. The method of deep ques-
tioning has been rejected by Warwick Fox as distinctive of deep ecology.
That leaves the levels. One of the levels is the political platform of deep
ecology which is preceded by the level of the philosophical basis of deep
ecology. ‘Above’ theplatformare two further levels–whichdonot concern
my argument – of ‘general normative principles’ and ‘particular rules and

33. Naess’s political philosophy is subjected to sustained scrutiny in Katz, Light and
Rothenberg (eds.), Beneath the Surface.
34. Here Dell, ‘Green Ideas in the Wisdom Tradition’, confuses levels: she considers that the
philosophical basis of the later deep ecology is both given and inimical to Christianity. If the
first point is granted, the second is certainly true. However, I dispute that the movement has
in fact settled on a philosophical basis. Indeed, even if it did so, there remains no logical
reason why the basis has to be accepted. If it were the case that the philosophical basis was
arrived at by a process of logical deduction from the (agreed) platform, then Dell would be
right. But, in fact, deep ecology does not move by way of logical deduction. Instead, it seeks
weaker congruencies between the platform and the philosophical basis.
35. Should it come as any surprise here that deep ecology discusses – even if it cannot accept –
the metaphysics of process theology? See, inter alia, Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology,
pp. 179f.
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decisions adapted to particular situations’.36 For Fox, although he notes
the platform, and rejects the method, deep ecology is fundamentally an
ecological philosophy. Hence Fox concentrates on the first level: the philo-
sophical basis. What then is ‘nature’, in this view? What is the ‘place’ of
humanity?

Into the depths: philosophies of deep ecology

To answer these questions, I turn to the writings of Fox and Math-
ews, drawing on other sources where appropriate.37 I wish also to stress
that both these writers are concerned – directly or indirectly – to move
deep ecology away from discussions of value and towards metaphysics
and thereby to rescue deep ecology from an identification with value
theories in ethics. There is a sense in which the matter of the value of
nature has never been Naess’s primary concern. This clue is developed
explicitly by Fox and is treated in a rather different manner – and from a
greater distance – byMathews. From ethics to cosmology: the reinvention
ofdeepecology continues.Andweshouldnote that this reinvention ispar-
tially obscured by the reception of deep ecology: ethical treatments – see
Michael Northcott’s important book The Environment and Christian Ethics –

continue to treat deep ecology as in part a theory of ecocentric value.38 The
direction deep ecology seemsnow tohave set for itself is slightly different.
Ontologyprecedesethics: ‘It is . . . important . . . tomove fromethics toontology
and back.’39 The elaboration of an appropriate ontology for deep ecology is
now its central concern.
Inhis critiqueofdeepecology,RichardSylvannotes thatdeepecology’s

value theory can be maintained only through a turn to epistemology and
metaphysics. For deep ecology raises questions – in the form of internal
critique – as to how value inheres in natural objects. Is such value given?
How do we know this? Responding to these demands, Fox and Mathews
seek to offer a basic ecophilosophy consonant with the platform of deep
ecology. Both are indebted to the work of Arne Naess; both approach
the matter by way of a philosophy of the self. Here the similarity ends:
Fox draws upon modern psychology, Mathews on the philosophy of
the modern natural sciences in the construction of their respective

36. Naess, ‘The Deep Ecological Movement’, p. 77.
37. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology; Mathews, The Ecological Self.
38. Northcott, The Environment and Christian Ethics, pp. 105–16.
39. Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle, p. 67; italics in original.
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ecophilosophies. Different notions of self are operative here. In short,
these accounts represent the two ways of approaching the philosophical
basis of Deep Ecology: either by way of philosophical psychology or cos-
mology.
Drawing on the work of Arne Naess, Fox proposes a reinterpretation

of the concept of self in the direction of transpersonal psychology. Fox
claims that Naess has been influenced strongly by Spinoza and Gandhi’s
Hinduism. Although Foxmoves in a different direction, he claims the au-
thority of Naess’s writing in support: ‘Naess’s philosophical sense of deep
ecology obviously refers to a psychologically based approach to the ques-
tion of our relationship with the rest of nature as opposed to an axiolog-
ically based (i.e., a value theory based) approach.’40 In other words, Naess
has never been concerned with moral extensionism but with empathetic
extensionism. Fox turns to ‘transpersonal psychology’ – with its account
of a relational self – to make his case. The aim here is ‘the realization of a
sense of self that extends beyond (or that is trans-) one’s egoic, biographical
or personal sense of self’.41 Although drawing especially on the work
of Abraham Maslow, Fox insists that the introduction of a philosophy
of the self is no foreign import into deep ecology. He goes to some
lengths to show that transpersonal psychology can be pressed in non-
anthropocentricdirectionsand that themajorityof adherents todeepecol-
ogy are concerned topresent this notion of an enlarged or expansive self.42

Further, Fox claims that axiological approaches to deep ecology –

which argue over the intrinsic value of nature – are in fact concernedwith
providing moral imperatives which presuppose the existence of an atomistic,
volitional self. In short, being ‘moral’ requires an account of the ‘responsi-
ble self’ which transpersonal ecology seeks to overcome.
What, then, is the self proposed by Fox? More precisely, how is this an

expansive, ‘post-moral’ conceptionof self?A transpersonal self expandsor
increases through three levels of identification: personal, ontological and
cosmological. Of the three, Fox finds the last to be decisive. Yet there are
problemswith all the levels, as we shall see.
On personal identification, Fox claims that: ‘Personally based iden-

tification refers to experiences of commonality with other entities that
are brought about through personal involvement with these entities.’43

Fox notes several areas of personal identification: family and friends,

40. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology, p. 197. 41. Ibid.
42. Cf. Naess, ‘Self-realization: an Ecological Approach to Being in the World,’ pp. 225f.
43. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology, p. 249.
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locale, clubs and societies, even one’s own culture and country. Putting
to one side whether or not this is a helpful list, we should note that Fox
claims that this is the least transpersonal form of identification. Indeed,
he insists that deep ecology usually focuses on the ontological and cos-
mological forms of identification because of the weaknesses inherent in
personal identification. What are these weaknesses? Primarily, Fox has in
mind the duality operative in this form of identification: attention to my
immediate circumstance can, of course, be the basis not of my identifi-
cation with others but rather my assertion of my own, allegedly narrow,
interests.44

At first sight, this seems to be rather an odd reservation. Is it not cen-
tral to an ecological politics to bring into viewpeople’s sense of their habi-
tat or locale in oppositional ways? For instance, is not the relationship
established between city dwellers and the built environment important
in the formation of ecological politics? As I look up from typing this on
my word-processor, my gaze passes through my window to the munici-
pal park, Horfield Common, which abuts the end of our small garden. It
is notmuch: a small patch of green in themiddle of the city of Bristol. Yet
local people feel strongly about it (as do I). In 1992, the supermarket chain,
Tesco, sought to build another of its stores on land adjacent to the com-
mon. The local community was galvanised and sought (unsuccessfully) to
resist the building of this new storewith its giant car park onGoldenHill.
And the storehas gradually intensified its presence: it successfully applied
in 1996 to open on Sundays despite an agreement – made at the time of
the application to build the store – to open only six days a week. Tesco
thenmade a further application to extend its weekly opening hours from
7. 30 a.m. to 10 p.m. When I hear or read reports that Tesco has now over-
taken Sainsbury as Britain’s leading food retailer (whatever that means),
I know that this was achieved in part through decisions taken far away
which have allowed a substantial intrusion into the locality of Horfield.
There are, of course,weaknesseswith identificationwith one’s locality.

But some of us did learn through the summer of 1992 of the power of big
business, of the deep relations between business and central government
and of the part cravenness, part powerlessness of local elected officials.
Interpreted thus, I consider such ‘personal identification’ to be deeply op-
positional. Such impulses towards identification reside in the patterns of
friendship of city dwellers towards their built environment. Here we can

44. See ibid., p. 262.
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traceoneof the crucial theoreticalweaknessesof this formofdeepecology:
its lack of politics.
What are the roots of this lack of politics? The problem resides in

the concept of identification promoted by this variant of deep ecology.
For identification, as Richard Sylvan has noted, suggests identity.45 Yet
the deep ecology position resists identity with one’s locality. For such an
account of identity, it argues, tends to support selfishness and reinforce
egoism. Thus what one identifies with has to be ‘at a distance’. Thus deep
ecologywishes tohold to a strong readingof identificationbut drawsback
from the implications of this at the ‘local’ level. So it remains unclearwhat
‘identification’ means. Given that deep ecology is a form of transpersonal
identification, such a lack of clarity indicates a weakness.
Adifferentwayof approaching this same issuewouldbe to consider the

world view projected by deep ecology. With what should a deep ecology
worldviewhelpone to identify?Notwith the localof course.Foranecolog-
ical perspective must encourage people to ‘think globally’. But deep ecol-
ogy fails to see that people’s local identifications may help them to ‘think
globally’.46 An ecological world viewmust assist people to come to a sense
of their place in the scheme of things precisely by attention to their own
place. Aworld view operates through a number of levels, from the local to
theglobal.However, it is thefirst level that is eschewedbydeepecology.Yet
this leads to a very thin description of the urban, built environmentwhere
mostpeople live.Nor should it comeasany surprise thatdeepecologydoes
not issue in a political theory, precisely an ecological politics.47 In such
fashion, deep ecology contributes – like other political styles, as Timothy
Bewes has shrewdly argued – to its own de-politicisation.48 One should
not, so the argument goes, entertain personal commitments of identifica-
tion; rather one should encourage ‘natural’, ‘spontaneous’ (the words are
Fox’s) levels of identificationbeyond thepersonal. But this suggests not so
much an ecological politics as an ideology of ‘the natural’. Thus there per-
sists, as Michael Northcott and Val Plumwood have pointed out, a prob-
lemof abstraction and rationalisationhere.49 Instead of highlightinghow

45. Richard Sylvan, ‘A Critique of Deep Ecology’, part 2,Radical Philosophy 41 (1985), 10–22 (10).
46. Of course, it may be important to act and think locally as well as act and think globally:
see Rosemary Radford Ruether,Gaia andGod, p. 272; James O’ Connor,Natural Causes: Essays in
EcologicalMarxism (New York: Guilford Press, 1998), p. 300.
47. Sylvan, ‘A Critique of Deep Ecology’, part 2, 14.
48. Timothy Bewes, Cynicism and Postmodernity (London: Verso, 1997), pp. 186–7.
49. Northcott, The Environment and Christian Ethics, pp. 116–18; Val Plumwood, ‘Nature, Self
and Gender: Feminism, Environmental Philosophy and the Critique of Rationalism’, in
Robert Elliot (ed.), Environmental Ethics (Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 162–4.
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economic forces inform a local situation, Fox’s forms of identification
seem rather to ape the ‘at a distance’ actions of economic forces in such
a fashion as to deny, in a rationalising, abstractmanner, the importance of
place and particularity.
Writing in the ‘foundations of Deep Ecology’, Freya Mathews’s posi-

tion is better placed to engagewith the problem of locality. She notes that
a central problem for deep ecology iswhether or not the affirmation of the
cosmos as a self-realising andmaintaining being invites careful attention
to place and habitation. As long asmatter continues, whyworry about the
precise form? Is not a strip minemerely the alteration in the material of a
landscape? As long as the cosmic self persists in the pursuit of its conatus,
whyworry about temporary forms ofmatter amidst the long-termflux?50

Such a view could be consonant with the destruction of selves and enti-
ties. Mathews turns the argument around by insisting that identification
with the cosmic self invites the affirmation of the forms of life below the
level of the cosmos;my relation to the cosmos is therebymediatedby these
other teleological configurations of life. Such spiritual affirmation invites
us to view the actually existing systemic selves as important andnot as vor-
tices in the flux of matter. She could also add, I think, that her position
insists on biocentric egalitarianism (the equal right of all selves to flourish
on account of the omnipresence of ‘background value’), the affirmation
of the diversity of species and the stress on respect for the vital needs
(including the requirement to survive) of selves.51

Nevertheless, what is missing from this account is a discussion of the
interrelation of the selves. Consider the argument that societies are self-
realising systems and are thereby to be described as selves (and so have
intrinsic value). Ecological problems do not arise solely from the fact, as
Mathews claims, that our cosmology or world view does not permit us to
see the reality of ecological interconnectedness. They also reside in the fact
that a society has active relations with non-human nature towards the se-
curing of inputs of energy. These inputs are largely associated with agri-
culture, natural energy resources and information. None of these are, in
Mathews’s analysis, selves. Thus it is hard to know whether they should
be respected or not. Deep ecology abandons notions of hierarchy by af-
firming the equality of all selves but at the price of sharp political analysis.
In other words, what needs philosophical attention is not merely the
co-constitutive movements between humanity and nature but also the

50. Mathews, The Ecological Self, p. 160. 51. Ibid., pp. 126, 127, 128.
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structures and tendencies of these processes. What Mexican indigenous
people wish to know is how their commitment to an ‘identification with
their native earth’ in defence of a ‘sustainable ecology’52 is clarified by
deep ecology’s critique of local identification.WhatWelshminers wish to
know is how such interconnectedness illuminates their transformation of
a landscape even to the detriment of their ownhealth, andhow the turn to
other sources of energy will acknowledge their commitment to the provi-
sion of coal. What Indian workers at the Union Carbide ‘plant’ in Bhopal
need to know is how the stress on interconnectedness can give an account
of the structures by which their bodies were treated as instrumentalised
nature. How does a naturalist stress on interconnection highlight these
issues?None of these, inmy judgment, are open to analysis by the concep-
tual apparatus proposed byMathews.
We come now to the second level. Fox proposes, as we have seen, three

levels of identification: the personal, the ontological and the cosmologi-
cal. In the second, ontological, level identification refers to ‘the fact . . .
that things are’. This facticity impresses us so strongly that we have a
sense of the actuality of things in contrast to the nothingness that might
have been.53 So here Fox is concerned with what Paul Tillich once termed
‘ontological shock’. It isHamlet’s question: to be ornot to be?Why is there
something rather than nothing?54 Elaborating on this theme, Fox argues
that this way of experiencing the world builds ‘a deep but impartial sense
of identification with all existents’. Fox readily grants there is no logical
connection operative here: ontological shock is not the cause of ecologi-
cal awareness. He argues, however, that sustained spiritual discipline in
the acknowledgment that there is something rather thannothing can con-
tribute to a commitment to acknowledging the presence of things. We
might say, perhaps, that we have here a sense of the graced presentness of
things.55

There are two difficulties with such a view. First, we should note that
there is an ambiguity in Fox’s admission that there is no logical connec-
tion between a sense of themystery of presence and ecological awareness.
For, as the history of existentialism shows, a sense of themystery of being

52. James Petras, ‘Latin America: The Resurgence of the Left’,New Left Review 223 (1997),
17–47 (43).
53. See Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology, p. 251.
54. Paul Tillich, Systematic Theology (London: SCM Press, 1987), i , p. 14; cf. Martin Heidegger,
An Introduction toMetaphysics (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1959), p. 1.
55. Joseph Sittler, Essays onNature andGrace (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972), p. 88.
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can be interpreted in negative, as in the existentialism of Jean-Paul Sartre,
rather than positive ways. Although Fox concedes that this ‘negative’
reaction is a logical possibility, he does not show why it is a reaction
that ought to be avoided. Additional reasons need to be offered to inter-
pret the presence of being ‘positively’ rather than ‘negatively’. And, as
John Macquarrie has shown, these reasons are neither obvious nor
compelling.56 In short, such an inquiry forces a question about meaning.
It isnotobviouswhat theanswer to thisquestionshouldbe: either courage
in the face of anxiety over meaning or an affirmation of absurdity and the
descent into nausea.57

Second, the concept of identification is here unclear. How does the
act of identification relate to the passivity of meditation? One aspect of
Heidegger’s work invites a sustained meditative attitude towards the
world as the key way of overcoming the technical mindset which treats
the world as ‘standing reserve’ – as available for human use.58 Yet such
a stress on meditative receptivity does not fit well with the matter of
identification. This problem is, in fact, noted by Fox: those deep ecol-
ogists influenced by Heidegger stress ‘openness’, he writes, rather than
identification.59 But openness is not identification. It is receptive, not ex-
pansive. It suggests a givenness to the ‘environment’ of the self; it suggests
religious themes of the graceful givenness or gift character of the world.
To join upwith the previous point, openness suggests paying attention to
the local and the particular. Although there are the most severe difficul-
ties with Heidegger’s view, that does not at all diminish the problem of
relating ‘openness’ to ‘identification’.

The politics of deep ecology

The third level of identification is ‘cosmological’. Fox treats this as the
most important level (while granting that those influenced by Heidegger
will find the ontological level to have priority).What is cosmological iden-
tification? Coming to a ‘realisation of the fact [sic] that we and all other
entities are aspects of a singleunfolding reality’; acquiring ‘a sense of com-
monalitywith all other creatures’; developing an ‘impartial identification

56. John Macquarrie, Studies in Christian Existentialism (London: SCM Press, 1966), pp. 16f.
57. The terms refer of course to the early work of Albert Camus and Jean-Paul Sartre.
58. See my ‘Imaging God: Creatureliness and Technology’,NewBlackfriars 79:928 (1998),
260–74 (264).
59. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology, pp. 250–2.
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with all particulars’.60 The implications of this position are bolder than
is obvious at first sight: for the key relationship of friendship is secured
through this identification. Yet the friendship is construed in such fash-
ion that it is possible that we, as a species, shall be required, through
our sensibility of identification, to give up our interests in survival. If our
interests lead to the diminution or termination of the realisation of other
entities, then our interests are called into question.
In a pertinent criticism, Michael Northcott suggests that this notion

of cosmological identification requires ‘incorporating the other into self’.
Rather than privileging the importance of limits in human interaction
with nature, this notion of an expansive self effectively abolishes such
limits – and encourages such abolition. Such a position erases key aspects
of difference between humanity and non-human nature (here Northcott
draws on the work of Val Plumwood) and thereby has the appearance of
challenging theWestern obsessionwith the concept of the self. Yet, in fact,
such a view perpetuates the Eurocentric affirmation of self by incorporating
all that which is not self into the expansive self.61

We can go further: the logic is totalitarian, the politics that of identity,
the totality that of the ‘whole’ of the expansive self. The deep ecology po-
sition, as presented by Fox, is now seen to be a formof ‘act-based’ idealism
whose roots lie in the work of Rousseau and Fichte (rather than Spinoza
andGandhi). The expansive ‘natural self’ forms the core of the theory. Yet,
of course, such a self nevermeets resistance for it operateswithnogenuine
account of otherness or difference. Such a self is precisely self-enclosed.
It is never broken and remade through its encounters for its mode of re-
lation is assimilation. Thus this self never negotiates but rather incorpo-
rates. In this precise sense, its logic is totalitarian. If an established and
well-founded democracy, as Adam Przeworski suggests, may be defined
as ‘a system inwhich thepolitically relevant forces subject their values and
interests to the uncertain play of democratic institutions,’62 the deep ecol-
ogy position has no conceptual place for the democratic play of negotia-
tion. In short, we begin to approach the theoretical roots of a point made
earlier: deep ecology lacks a political theory and lapses unwittingly into
authoritarianism.

60. Ibid., pp. 252, 258, 256. 61. Northcott, The Environment and Christian Ethics, p. 115.
62. Cited by John Markoff, ‘Really Existing Democracy: Learning from Latin America in the
Late 1990s’,New Left Review 223 (1997), 48–68 (59).
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Of course, ArneNaess has strongly resisted the charge that deep ecology is
fascist.

The Deep Ecological requirement of “wide” ecological sustainability

(protecting the full richness and diversity of Life on Earth), however,

limits the kinds of Green societies that would be acceptable. Because

the intrinsic value, respect and support of deep cultural differences are

viewed . . . on a par with attitudes to richness and diversity of

non-human life forms, and social or political trends of the fascist or

Nazi kind runs [sic] counter to the requirements of full ecological

sustainability.63

Yetwehave seen that theattitudes towards the richnessanddiversityof life
forms are not securely grounded in the otherness and difference of those
forms. So it is not reassuring to learn that respect for human groups and
cultures is secured by analogical reference to the failure to secure natural
differences. In this sense, deep ecology yearns for a utopia which is not
securely based in some form of democratic ideal.
FreyaMathews’s position is also open to objections along these lines. If

a green society may be, on her account, understood to be a ‘self’ pursuing
its own conatus, what is the relation between the telos of the social system
and that of selves within that society? Mathews can, of course, appeal to
the affirmation of diversity and the participation of all forms in intrinsic
value. Yet, if it can be shown that the society in question has a natural cos-
mology and culture – that is, a culture which stresses the ecological relat-
edness of that society – on what grounds are the needs of selves of which
no account is being taken or whose existence is actively threatened to be
defended? Is not the self-realising system or society which Mathews pro-
poses at least – toput it nomore strongly – compatiblewithnon-democratic
political arrangements?64

However,despite somediscussion in the literature, Idonotwish to sug-
gest that deep ecology in anyway exhibits fascist tendencies. For example,
Michael Zimmerman has pointed to what he regards as two worrying
trends in the American environmental movement: a tendency towards
neo-Malthusian arguments and a decrying of some of the gains ofmoder-
nity. His analysis has been challenged by Val Plumwood who argues that

63. Naess, ‘The Deep Ecology “Eight Points” Revisited’, pp. 219–20.
64. In making these comments, I do not wish to base my arguments on the flimsy
argumentation proposed by Luc Ferry, TheNewEcological Order (University of Chicago Press,
1995), especially pp. 59–90. For a refutation of Ferry’s argument, see John Clark,
‘Aujourd’hui l’écologie?,’ Terra Nova 1 (1996), 112–19.
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the principal political danger is that deep ecology will become captive to
the political, liberal, right rather than proto-fascist forces.65 Clearly, there
is an important issue here: by which political forces may deep ecology be
suborned?However, inmy view, none of this discussion points to the con-
clusion of a convergence of deep ecology and fascism. According to Roger
Griffin, fascismmay be defined as ‘a palingenetic [to dowith rebirth] form
of populist ultra-nationalism’.66 Given such a definition, deep ecology
is not accurately described as fascist. Of course, some overlap may exist:
fascism also, in part, opposes modernity and is authoritarian, but its
core commitments lie elsewhere. What perhaps is more pertinent in the
critical consideration of deep ecology is its authoritarianism, especially
with reference to democracy.
That deep ecology operates with an account of the politics of identity

is easily traced with reference to the concept of commonality. Fox repeat-
edly argues that cosmological identification invites a view of human com-
monality with the rest of the natural order. But what is the basis of this
commonality? How is it known? As we have seen, the basis lies in the
realisation of the self. We must move, Fox insists, beyond consideration
of similaritiesbetweenhumanity and otherkind towards the consideration
of commonality (always in the singular).67 Fox resists the suggestion that
this is identity thinking: in considering the commonality betweenmyself
and a tree, Fox claims, I do not considermyself to be a tree.
That, however, is not the only possible reading of identity. In reject-

ing simple identity, Fox fails to see that what he calls identification must
mean identityby incorporation.That is, thedeepecologyposition reduces
the otherness of that which is not (my)self to a single quality – ‘we and
all other entities are aspects of a single unfolding reality’ – towards in-
corporation. Themultiplicity, variety and particularity of otherness is ob-
scured through the claim that all things are basically the same and can
thereby be incorporated into my expansive self. So, although Fox insists,
against Sylvan, that identification does not mean identity, this is – given
thewider theoretical commitments of deep ecology –merely an assertion.

65. Michael E. Zimmerman, ‘Ecofascism: a Threat to American Environmentalism’, in Roger
Gottlieb (ed.), The Ecological Community (London and New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 229–54;
Michael E. Zimmerman, ‘Possible Political Problems of an Earth-Based Religiosity’, in Katz,
Light and Rothenberg (eds.), Beneath the Surface, pp. 151–94; Val Plumwood, ‘Deep Ecology,
Deep Pockets and Deep Problems’, in Katz, Light and Rothenberg (eds.), Beneath the Surface,
pp. 59–84.
66. Roger Griffin (ed.), Fascism (Oxford University Press, 1995), introduction, p. 4.
67. Fox, Toward a Transpersonal Psychology, p. 231.
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We should note also an important epistemological commitment: the ca-
pacity for identification is known by the monological voice which incor-
porates the variety of the world into itself. It is knowledge by power: the
construal of sameness towards its incorporation. (The appeal to ‘intuition’
as the basis of cosmological identification merely serves to obscure this
point.)
Tobe fair to deep ecology, FreyaMathewshasnoted this problemof the

relation between self-realisation (the ‘expansion’ of the human self) and
other selves. Approaching thematter by way of the concept of the cosmos
rather than the concept of self, Mathews proposes a metaphysics of sub-
stance monism derived from the philosophy of the natural sciences and
related to themetaphysics of Spinoza. The detail of her position need not
detain us here. She does, however, claim that in the post-Einsteinian uni-
verse we need a new account of individuation. If the new scientific cos-
mology rules out ‘substance’ as the principle of individuation, how is the
individual to be established? Mathews’s answer draws on systems theory
and Spinoza: the newdefinition of the individual is the systemic, conative
self. Thus the definition of substantiality is that of systemic selfhood in
which the self seeks its own realisation or maintenance. An entity which
has some of the marks of the system – stability, homeostasis, feedback
loops, etc. – and the marks of self-realisation – telos, self-interest, agency,
self-evaluation – may be counted as a self. The most obvious instance of a
self is, of course, the organism. In addition, although it does not enjoy the
feature of systemic openness,Mathews proposes that the cosmos itself is a
special instance of self.68

Such a set of commitments allows for the development of the position
maintained by Fox. For Mathews can show how it is that, from her posi-
tion, theselfwhich is thehumanorganismcansee itself aspartof themeta-
physics of interconnectedness and can thereby register in awe andwonder
its place in the whole. Her position demonstrates its real strength, how-
ever, in the face of a different issue: for the notion of self-realisation only
makes sense if the cosmos is the sort of place which supports such realisa-
tion. What if the cosmos was itself inert and devoid of meaning? What if
the cosmos was as much destroyer as creator? The claim to the cosmos as
self allowsMathews to insist that self-realisation on the part of the human
organismispart of awider, cosmic self-realisation.WhereasFox’sposition
tends to look likeanactof aggrandisementby the self,Mathewscanappeal

68. Mathews, The Ecological Self, pp. 91–116.
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to a wider cosmological context of self-realisation in which the conative
will-to-exist of the systemic self is placed.
Yet now the politics of identity resurfaces at a different level. Whereas

Fox’s transpersonal self incorporates other selves, forMathewsmy aim of
self-realisation unitesmewith the cosmos:

It is through my conatus that I, and other selves, achieve oneness with

the ecocosm [‘the universe seen as a self-realizing system’]. Recognition

of the fact that my conatus unites me with the ecocosm, which is thus

seen to be my greater Self, in itself expands the scope of my conatus:

my will-to-exist now encompasses the wider systems of Nature.69

However, such a position trades upon the ambivalence between
whole/part in this style of thinking. Whole and part coincide in the
identity of the conative aspects of the cosmic and human self. Here two
levels of self-realisation meet. But such a result can be achieved only if
my self-realisation makes a contribution to the realisation of the cosmic
self – a position whichMathews explicitly endorses.70

Which means that the whole of the cosmic self is determined by my
conative will: a curious understanding of the whole! That is, for her posi-
tion to be successful,Mathewsmust allow for the ‘wholes’ of self-realising
systemic selves to qualify the cosmic self. Needless to say, this lapses into
logical nonsense. The only other way to go is to insist on the primacy of
the cosmic whole. But this places us in a determinism which Mathews
wishes to avoid.Mathews is right topropose someaccount of a cosmic ‘law
of being’. But the result is to fall into a naturalism which she is trying, I
think, to avoid. If there is a common conatus, then self-realisation takes
place within an enclosed deterministic system; if there is to be freedom
andgenuineself-realisation,Mathews’s accountof thecosmic self requires
revision.
I claimed above that deep ecology operates with the totality or whole

of the expansive self. We have seen some of the theoretical commitments
that such a view entails. But we can see also that this privileging of a
‘natural self’ issues in an ideology of the natural. Given that the self has
the capacity to engage in expansive identification – although this capacity
may need to be recovered and then educated – the basic goodness of the
self is affirmed. In that commonality turns upon the incorporation of the
goodness of other natural entities, the affirmation of a general goodness
in nature is affirmed. Mathews is explicit on this point: all of the cosmos

69. Ibid., p. 155. 70. Ibid.
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enjoys a basic level of value.71 Yet how that relates to evil in nature (which
includes evil in human nature of course) remains unclear. Furthermore,
although deep ecology might consider itself to be in opposition to the
moral extensionism of, say, the utilitarian ethicist Peter Singer, there is a
form of extensionism operative here. Instead of moral extensionism we
have idealist extensionism. The ‘whole’ posited is that of the expansive
self which incorporates all other entities.
Is this not, however, a shallow, that is, anthropocentric, position? Value

is here located in the self and is bestowed through incorporationof others.
At least the intrinsic value approaches are able to rely upon a theory of
value in common (which does not mean or imply ‘equally in common’).
What is truly in common in Fox’s position of the inflationary, self-
aggrandising self? Mathews can respond to this complaint by arguing
that for her the cosmos has intrinsic value. However she insists that each
aspect of the cosmos has the same, background, value. But is this true,
given her view – reported above – of the nature of selves?
Fox claims that deep ecology is thoroughly ‘this-worldly’. In fact,

the notion of the expansive self has sustained difficulties engaging with
the world. In that it seems to propose a substantive view of selves-in-
commonality which does not relate well to the actual structures and pro-
cesses of contemporary global, capitalist, urban life, deep ecology seems
strangely other-worldly. It fails the ‘this-worldly’ test in a further sense: its
lack of a democratic–ecological political theory, its reduction of theworld
to a single quality (which includes an affirmationof thequantitativediver-
sity of the single quality: ‘may all life forms flourish!’) and itsmonological
voice all suggest authoritarian tendencies.

The cosmic heights of deep ecology

Despite all these difficulties, deep ecology remains an important force in
green politics. Why?Where lies the attraction of deep ecology? At the end
of The Cosmological Self, FreyaMathews offers an important clue: deep ecol-
ogy is also concerned with meaning. That is, in this formulation deep
ecology has profound ‘religious’ commitments. For the correct interpre-
tation of the human self as related to the cosmic self bestowsmeaning. In
one sense,Mathews’spositionpermits the theoretical identificationof our

71. So not a gnosticism; or, if this is gnostic, it is without the presence of evil in materiality;
we may indeed be god-in-the-process-of-becoming which suggests optimism, perfectibility,
modernity.
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place in the universe: like every other being, I am ‘one’ with the universe,
the acknowledgment of whichmay engender feelings of awe andwonder.
Here I learn that I am not at all alienated from nature but in fact find
my home in it.72 Yet a more significant account of meaning can be traced
from a consideration of the human self in its relation to the cosmic self.
As self-realising, my self makes a contribution to the development of the
selves in which I am placed. I quoteMathews at some length:

It is through my conatus that I mirror, and am mirrored in, the wider

systems of Nature. It is through my conatus that I, and other selves,

achieve oneness with the ecocosm. Recognition of the fact that my

conatus unites me with the ecocosm, which is thus seen to be my

greater Self, in itself expands the scope of my conatus: my will-to-exist

now encompasses the wider systems of Nature . . . Since I am

ontologically at one with nature, my conatus actually feeds the cosmic

conatus, actually helps to maintain the ecocosm in existence!73

So the matter is clear at last: we are co-creators with the cosmos. And
Mathews proceeds to make a further, even bolder, claim. When we act in
support of the cosmos, that is, we practise what Naess and Fox have de-
scribed as self-realisation, are we connected to the universe in anything
more than a voluntaristic sense? Is our joy at seeking to affirm and pre-
serve the conatus of the universe merely accidental or am I in tune with
the deepest commitments of the universe itself?Here she suggests that, in
our feelings of joyful affirmation of the cosmic conatus, the cosmos is in-
deed expressed in and through us. Thus the affirmation of the universe is
notmerely a kind of shadowwhich falls across an unheeding universe nor
is it the invention of thosewith a rare ecological sensibility. Instead, ‘what
we call love is perhaps the faint psychological shadow in us of that inner
spiritual impulse of which our universe is the external manifestation’.74

Thus our ‘inward’ affirmation – love – is the expression of the cosmicwill-
to-affirmation; by our interioritywe are connected to the interiority of the
cosmos; by this route my acts of self-realisation – my attempts to iden-
tify with other selves, including the cosmos – contribute to cosmic self-
realisation. Thus we learn that, despite our concerns about our excessive
power as the source of environmental degradation, we are makers of the
cosmos after all.
Here Mathews provides the metaphysics missing from the psycho-

logy of Fox and Naess. For a central difficulty, as we saw, was how the

72. Mathews, The Ecological Self, pp. 149–50. 73. Ibid., p. 155. 74. Ibid., p. 159.
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process of self-realisation genuinely related to other selves and whether
self-realisationwas anythingmore than a psychological expression of eco-
logical awareness. Yet here we see two contemporary prejudices combine:
inward spirituality and psychotherapy. Mathews argues that the real
ecological work may in fact be such self-cultivation: the development in
ourselves of ‘the spirit of pure self affirmation, the well spring of “love”,
that creates and perpetuates the universe’. Thus the point of access of the
human self to the cosmic self is, finally, psychological (although the range
of identification is cosmic) and the aim of the individual is psychothera-
peutic establishment of meaning (and for the cosmos the maintenance of
its own conatus). What began in cosmology turns upon the spirituality of
inwardness. And the universe is defined as self-enclosed cosmos. Indeed,
itsunity is givenby reference to the ‘interiority’ of the cosmic conatuswith
which the human individual achievesmeaning.
In summary, the common realm of God, nature and humanity is dis-

placed by the realm of Nature–cosmic self, neighbourliness is replaced
by interior cultivation, otherness is collapsed into the interior will-to-
maintenance of the cosmic self, the social life of humanity receives no
clear articulation and the place of human beings is not decentred but
rather by the route of inwardness is placed at the centre of the cosmos.
Here deep ecology appears as decisively modern: centred on the interior
life of the individual who creates and preserves the cosmos. I am propos-
ing a different view: by contrast to self-realisation, I suggest friendship;
to interconnectedness, I suggest social relationality; to cosmic conatus,
I propose the world as gift. In sum, a relational account that accounts
for the proximity and difference of nature and which – contra this deep
stoicism – ‘shifts’. Thus the crucial dynamic is not ‘from one self to
another’, but friendship; the crucial ontology is not that of a cosmic cona-
tus, but a common realm.
And yet. Despite my misgivings, Naess’s commitment to elaborate on

his early view of a ‘relational, total-field image’ towards an holistic, rela-
tional ontology iswarmly to bewelcomed.Accompanying this ontology is
an affirmation of the diversity, complexity and symbiosis of nature. Cen-
tral to this ontology is a focus on concrete particulars as a way of affirm-
ing that our sensuous interactionwith nature is notmerely subjective but
rather may be relied upon as an adequate guide as to what nature is. In
other words, the secondary and tertiary qualities that comprise our ‘felt’
experience of nature are not to be dismissed. Such experience emerges
from an understanding of epistemology as relational. Naess speaks
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approvingly of a dictum of Heraclitus: ‘everything flows’.75 A theological
account of the world as becoming, as proposed in part I, converges with
such a view. However, Naess’s phenomenological epistemology privileges
human description of nature. The theme of the otherness of nature is not
central to his position.
Despite the oft-repeated claim that the basic problem identified by

deepecology is the severanceofhumanity fromnature, themovement that
governs Naess’s position seems to be from the human towards nature. A
truly relational epistemologymight foregroundmore strongly the other-
ness of nature as epistemic rupture. In sum, Naess’s position, as Eric Katz
argues forcefully, is anthropocentric.76 Andpart of that anthropocentrism
is an undeveloped political theory with an authoritarian logic. A political
theology of naturewill wish to develop an ontology as radical in intention
as the one proposed bydeep ecology.However, itwillwish to do so inways
that are less indebted tonaturalismandwhich are politicallymore robust.

75. Naess, Ecology, Community and Lifestyle, p. 50.
76. Katz, ‘Against the Inevitability of Anthropocentrism’, pp. 17–42.
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Ecofeminism: the reproduction of nature

Women–nature?

Ecofeminist theory makes a highly important contribution to this study.
The common realm is not a patriarchal construct nor is it sex/gender
blind. The healing of the relations between ‘humanity’ and nature does
not turn upon the fracturing of women’s lives nor does the production
of nature exclude its reproduction. I have already noted that the require-
ment to rethink the relationsbetweennature, humanity andGodhasbeen
proposed inecofeminist religious thinking.Further, ecofeminist commit-
ments have already been presented: in chapter 2, themodel of production
was expanded to include vital issues concerning the reproduction of
the human. In this chapter certain aspects of ecofeminist philosophy
will be considered. Ecofeminism merits treatment at this point in the
argument because the theoretical development of ecofeminism has been
secured partly by way of the critique of deep ecology.1

Important though these considerations are, the crucial contribution
that thispolitical theologyofnature learns fromecofeminismis the theme
of the ‘agencyofnature’.AsDonnaHarawaynotes: ‘Ecofeministshaveper-
haps beenmost insistent on some version of the world as active subject.’2

Of course, such a viewof the agency of nature is deeply consonantwith the
common realm of nature, humanity and God: the tendencies and move-
ments of nature in a mutual yet asymmetrical dynamic indicate activities
with which un/natural humanity interacts. Humanity indwells nature;

1. See further pp. 96–98.
2. Donna J. Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the
Privilege of Partial Perspective’, in Simians, Cyborgs andWomen: The Reinvention of Nature
(London: Free Association Books, 1991), pp. 183–201 (p. 199).

[89]
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nature indwells humanity. However, this account of the co-constitution
of nature and humanity – of humanity and nature as co-emergents in a
realm sourced to the activity, ground and force of God – is not well pre-
sented in standardecotheology. Inpolitical–ideological interpretation, by
contrast, the radicality of the co-sociality of humanity and nature privi-
leges the theme of the encounter of nature andhumanity.Nature inhabits
humanity, humanity inhabits nature: ecofeminism enables political
theology of nature to relearn the insight of the agency of nature.3

Moreover, there are important affinities between the theological con-
cept of the common realm and the philosophical commitments of some
ecofeminisms. Inwhatway? Inamemorable formulation,Ariel Sallehpro-
poses an ecofeminist analytic thus: M[en]/W[omen]=N[ature].4 And this
schema has the following valuation: 1/0, in whichMhas the value of 1 and
W and N the value of 0. The strength of ecofeminist analysis is here de-
picted: there can be no crossing by women over the patriarchal forward-
slash to join men, for after such a journey Nature would still be awarded
the value, nil. Yet, on account of the forced association of ‘Women’ with
‘Nature’, certain epistemic benefit may accrue to those women who act as
mediators of nature tomen.5

Tomove onward, the relations betweenWomen,Nature andMenmust
be transformatively reshaped. Therein lies the connection with the com-
mon realm of God, nature and humanity: as we have seen, implicit in this
concept is the rethinking of the relations between humanity and nature
on account of theirmutual orientation towards the triuneGodwho is also
their author. The significant conceptual advance secured by the common
realm is tomake problematic the relations betweenhumanity andnature;
to suggest that because both are orientated towards God a political the-
ology of nature is free to reconsider the relations between humanity and
nature; to present humanity and nature according to their mutual inter-
dependencies as well asmodes of transcendence.
Ecofeminist thought is here especially interesting on account of a

certain homology between its commitments and the political theology of
nature being presented here: the former proposes a double move which
seeks the affirmation of nature but not the re-emphasis of the association

3. It is instructive that in his Redeeming the Time: A Political Theology of the Environment (New
York: Continuum, 1997), ch. 5, Stephen Bede Scharper overlooks this point.
4. Ariel Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics: Nature,Marx and the Postmodern (London: Zed Books,
1997), pp. 35–49.
5. See Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics; Vandana Shiva, Staying Alive; Mary Mellor, Feminism and
Ecology (New York University Press, 1997).
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of women with nature which devalues both,6 the latter encourages and
supportsaviewofnature’s agencyand telos inGodina linked,butnot iden-
tical,manner to humanity’s agency and end. A certain parallel is operative
here: the common realm seeks to locate human society within natural
society, but sees both as authored by and oriented towards God; ecofem-
inism seeks to affirm the place of humanity in nature, but notes the
gendered way this has commonly been done, to the devaluation and
domination of both women and nature.
Materially, ecofeminism requires the expansion of the theme of

production to include reproduction. The identity of the human in the
common realm includes reproductive activities: procreation, and the ful-
filment of basic needs (food, water, shelter). To ignore these reproductive
activities is to ignore theways inwhich, as Ariel Salleh puts it, womenme-
diatenature tomen.As Ihope tomake clear shortly, I reject those attempts
to secure mystical or intuitive connections between women and nature.7

Instead, the case made here draws on the social/ist side of ecofeminism:
Salleh writes of the labour of women as a bridge between men and na-
ture as part of the ‘women–nature–labour nexus’; Mary Mellor argues for a
‘material relation’ between women and nature. That there is a deep and
persistent set of connections between the domination of nature and the
subjugation of women is the basic claim of ecofeminism. What follows
is a brief excursus on how I shall understand this claim towards the
sexing/gendering of the common realm.8

Sexed/gendered relations, un/natural identities

As a mode of inquiry, ecofeminism is beset by two difficulties: first,
to persuade feminists that their position requires them to embrace
ecofeminism; and, second, to persuade ecologists, especially deep ecolo-
gists, that gender-blind analyses are insufficiently radical.
In philosophical ecofeminism, several essays by Karen J. Warren are

treated as of central importance. With these I shall begin. Although
Warren notes that there is little agreement on the ‘important connections

6. In making this point, I am indicating a preference for social ecofeminism over against
affinity or cultural ecofeminism. I shall return to this point in the next section.
7. Stephan Elkins, ‘The Politics of Mystical Ecology’, Telos 82 (1989–90), 52–70.
8. In what follows I shall continue to use the term, ecofeminism. However, I share the
reservations of both Janet Biehl and Mary Mellor that this term has come to be associated
with affinity or cultural ecofeminism. Biehl, Finding ourWay, refuses the term; Mellor,
Feminism and Ecology, prefers ‘green feminism’.
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between the oppression of women and the oppression of nature’, she
argues that ecofeminism unites around the following four claims:

(i) there are important connections between the oppression of women

and the oppression of nature; (ii) understanding the nature of these

connections is necessary to any adequate understanding of the

oppression of women and the oppression of nature; (iii) feminist

theory and practice must include an ecological perspective; and (iv)

solutions to ecological problems must include a feminist perspective.9

How are the connections between these double oppressions to be un-
derstood? The key insight is the ‘logic of domination’ that ecofeminism
exposes: such a logic ascribes value to the ‘upper’ part of dualisms and
denies value to the ‘lower’ part. Thus it is not the division between
‘upper’ and ‘lower’ towhichecofeminismobjects: distinctionsof thiskind
could be an affirmation of diversity. Instead, that those on the lower side
are understood to be inferior and subordinate is the outcome of the logic
of domination. In a later essay, Warren reproduces this analysis: the logic
of domination is ‘explanatorily basic’, for it is by such logic that the hi-
erarchies and dualisms are employed as the basis for subordination and
domination.10 Warren’s argument, although schematic, is valuable in two
ways: first, hierarchies themselves are not dismissed but only those hier-
archies incorporated within a logic of domination; second, her account
leaves open the significance of the patriarchal identification of women
with nature andmenwith the ‘human’, culture and reason.11

For, as already intimated, there is no agreement in ecofeminism as to
the statusof the relationbetweenwomenandnature.12 There is agreement
that the connection between women and nature has been used to place
women on the ‘down’ or inferior side.However, there is less agreement on
the way forward: is the connection between women and nature true but
instead in need of a positive valuation? Is it then correct to say thatwomen

9. Karen J. Warren, ‘Feminism and Ecology: Making Connections,’ Environmental Ethics 9:1
(1987), 3–20 (4–5).
10. Karen J. Warren, ‘The Power and Promise of Ecological Feminism’, Environmental Ethics
12:2 (1990), 125–46 (126–32).
11. Already answered therefore is Scharper’s question to dualisms in ecofeminist theory, see
Redeeming the Time, pp. 163–4.
12. Roughly speaking, the types of ecofeminism correspond to the types of feminism: liberal,
socialist, cultural affinity. That, anyhow, is the way that ecofeminism is usually presented: see
Merchant, Radical Ecology pp. 183–97, who also discusses a fourth type, dubbed social
ecofeminism; Karen J. Warren, ‘Introduction’ to section on Ecofeminism, in Michael E.
Zimmerman (ed.), Environmental Philosophy: FromAnimal Rights to Radical Ecology (Englewood
Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1993), pp. 253–67.
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are ‘closer’ to nature and thereby have access to important knowledge to-
wards the healing of ecological relations? Or should ecofeminists be con-
cerned to emancipate women from the association with nature. (Such a
move has been common in the politics of nature: as part of a sustained at-
tempt to affirm their full humanity, noteKeithThomas andYnestraKing,
emancipation movements have often been concerned to accentuate the
difference between themselves and non-human animals.13) Or, is the
matter, as Val Plumwood suggests, not to be treated merely in terms of
either straight reversal or denial?14

Finally, as must be clear by now, I think the ecofeminist case is best
supported within the theological context offered by the common realm
of nature, humanity and God; more on this point in the final section. For
the moment, however, I want to note that the style of ecofeminist the-
ory being attended to here is supported by the interpretative interests of
the work of women under present patriarchal conditions rather than any
‘natural affinity’womenmayhavewith ‘nature’.Until now, the cultural or
affinity tendency has perhaps been the dominant voice in ecofeminism.15

Characterising affinity or cultural ecofeminism, Mary Mellor writes that
such ecofeminism: ‘tends to combine a celebration of women-centred
values (mothering, nurturing, caring) with a celebration of women’s
bodies’ andunderstands thedifference betweenwomenandmen in either
biological or cosmological terms.16

Such a location of difference is not accepted throughout ecofeminism.
Mellor characterises responses by radical or social/ist types of ecofemi-
nism to spiritual ecofeminism in the following way: ‘Divisions between
men and women are not seen either as biologically based or accidents of
historical development, but as representing distinct material interests.

13. Thomas,Man and the NaturalWorld, pp. 48f.; Ynestra King, ‘The Ecology of Feminism and
the Feminism of Ecology,’ in J. Plant (ed.),Healing theWounds: The Promise of Ecofeminism
(Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1989), pp. 18–28 (pp. 22–3).
14. Plumwood, Feminism and theMastery of Nature, pp. 31f.
15. Two important anthologies – Plant (ed.),Healing theWounds, and Irene Diamond and
Gloria Feman Orenstein (eds.), Reweaving theWorld: the Emergence of Ecofeminism (San Francisco:
Sierra Club Books, 1990) – feature the cultural voice strongly.
16. Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, p. 56. Mellor distinguishes between strong and weak
tendencies in cultural ecofeminism: ‘Affinity ecofeminism offers a strong and a weak version
of the relationship between women and nature, affinity and difference. The first is to assert a
strong version of both affinity and difference. This would claim a fundamental difference
between men and women based on biology and/or cosmological forces that are irreconcilable
(immanent goddess versus patriarchal god) and a direct biological or cosmological link
between women and nature. A weaker emphasis on both affinity and difference would see
differences between men and women as based on biological and/or cosmological differences
that are complementary, and therefore reconcilable, as in the Taoist concept of yin and yang’
(p. 57).
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Social changewill not come from spiritual rebirth, theweaving of dreams
or spells or the re-emergence of the “female” as body or spirit, but from
active political struggle against the structures and institutions of current
society.’17 I share these objections to affinity ecofeminism and what
follows will draw on the social/ist forms of ecofeminism.18

Un/natural relations

Ariel Salleh writes: ‘What ecofeminism demands is a fully amplified
critique of capital’s degradation of the “conditions of production”,
based on a recognition of the nature–women–labor nexus as a fundamental
contradiction.’19 Wemay note, first, that such a nexus is not the only con-
tradiction. But central to the ecofeminist case I am drawing on here is
the insistence that attention must be paid to the interrelation between
social relations of production and material relations of production. That
is, ecofeminism seeks to hold together the intimate relations between
human production and human reproduction. As ‘women’s work’, the
latter has tended to be rendered invisible in main/malestream ecological
thought. Attention is focused on actions in the formal economy with at-
tention paid to processes of extraction and exchange. Of course, attention
to the interactions between ecology and production is vital. But the rela-
tionbetweenproductionandreproduction– thecapacityofhumanbeings
to renew themselves both biologically and socially – remains crucially im-
portant. In short, true engagement with the theme of sustainabilitymust

17. Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, p. 57. Incidentally, I think that Mellor is incorrect (see ibid.,
p. 45) in making a connection between theological ecofeminisms and spiritual ecofeminisms.
She notes that some ecofeminist theologians owe more to socialist traditions than to the
traditions of spirituality. But that judgment is rooted in a lack of awareness of the rather
different roots of Christian and spiritual feminism.
18. In coming to this judgment, I have been strongly influenced by Val Plumwood’s critique
of ‘cosmic anthropocentrism’. As will have been evident from my comments on deep ecology
in the previous chapter, I detect in some ecotheories precisely an account of anthropocentric
cosmology. See Val Plumwood, ‘Androcentrism and Anthropocentrism: Parallels and
Politics’, in Karen J. Warren (ed.), Ecofeminism:Women, Culture, Nature (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1997), pp. 327–55. I should add that I am not here
making any comment on the charge of ‘essentialism’ which has been levelled at cultural
ecofeminism. My question to cultural ecofeminism is not concerned with its alleged attempt
to construct women’s identity in too ideal a fashion but instead with its confidence in
women’s experience as the point of epistemic access to true, oppositional, knowledge under
capitalism and the devaluing of political agency which follows, in my view, from such a
position.
19. Ariel Salleh, ‘Nature, Women, Labor, Capital: Living the Deepest Contradiction’, in
Martin O’Connor (ed.), Is Capitalism Sustainable? Political Economy and the Politics of Ecology (New
York and London: Guilford Press, 1994), pp. 106–24 (p. 117).
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be extended to cover this area. Too often the excessive use of resources is
the focus of inquiries in sustainable development. Yet, in truth, if there is
noconcern forbiological reproductionandadequate social reproduction–

the decline of fertility through hazards in the environment, for example,
or systemic failures in processes of socialisation on account of the collapse
of education systems in urban areas – then what sustainability comprises
has been arbitrarily restricted.20

Social/ist ecofeminism is thereby concerned to affirm the embodiment
of women and women’s embeddedness in nature, but in liberatory rather
thanrestrictiveways.Forhumandependenceonembodimentandembed-
dedness cannot be overcome. Yet theways inwhich, asMellor puts it, ‘The
needs of human embodiment are shared by all humanity but are dispro-
portionately borne in the bodies and lives of women’, requires corrective
action.21 We are referred back to Warren’s ‘logic of domination’. Human
reproduction is not a ‘problem’. Instead, the ways in which reproductive
labour is regarded as inferior and of little account in ways similar to the
objectification,manipulation and abuse of non-humannature needs to be
resisted. Nor is the growth in population to be understood as the cause of
povertywhich in turn– in an instrumentalist, coerciveprogramme– justi-
fies and requires interventions such as sterilisations.22 It is the association
of womenwith nature – the basic claim of ecofeminism together with the
denigration of nature and the domination of nature on account of this as-
sociation – which is at issue here. Or, as Salleh puts it: ‘By proposing that
the nature–women–labour nexus be treated as a fundamental contradic-
tion of capitalist patriarchal relations, ecofeminism affirms the primacy
of our exploitative gender-based division of labour, and simultaneously
shifts the economic analysis towards an ecological problematic.’23

Ecofeminism is thereby dedicated to overcoming the destructive cap-
italist and patriarchal ontology which ‘divides History from Nature’.24

How does ecofeminism do this? By tackling the relationship between
socially constructed relationships and the physical realities of embedded-
ness and embodiment, especially the latter.25 This is the crucial point: the
tension between social production and embeddedness and embodiment,
between production and reproduction is the vital theme of ecofeminism.

20. See Merchant, Radical Ecology, pp. 8–14. 21. Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, p. 183.
22. Maria Mies and Vandana Shiva, Ecofeminism (London and New Jersey: Zed Books, 1993),
pp. 277–96.
23. Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics, pp. 90–1. 24. Ibid., p. 133.
25. See Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, p. 7.
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In chapter 2, I noted that the re-relating of humanity and nature could
not be achieved except by reference to the concept of God.We are now in a
position tonote that theun/natural relationsof thecommonrealmneedto
beunderstood in theperspective of sex/gender; the commonrealm is a site
of gendered conflict. So un/natural identities in the common realm are re-
productive: embeddedness innature andhumanembodiment are thereby
identified as central themes. Whether or not human beings are natural
(embedded) or transcendent of nature is not the issue. Rather, a social
materialism cannot lose sight of the issue of reproduction: the insight of
ecofeminism identifies and counters the mechanics of the domination of
women as this relates to the domination/manipulation/control of nature.
That is, in that women are the bridge between men and nature, na-

ture is consistentlydevaluedalongwithwomen’s labouras themediatorof
that nature. Paradoxically, thedirectness of relations betweenwomenand
nature may provide a useful indicator of how human–nature relations
are to be understood. Not least, un/natural relations are always reproduc-
tive: the long-term survivability of the human race turns upon the capaci-
ties of humanbeings to reproduce, biologically and socially. Ecofeminism
searches for ways to show how human beings are both natural yet social,
reproductive andproductive, dependent on physical realities yet transfor-
mative of human habitat. This will be a recurrent theme in part III.

Common totality: sexed/gendered relations

Ecofeminist thought in North America and Australia has engaged in an
extensive critique of deep ecology.26 Reprising some themes in that debate
provides a useful starting point for grasping the account of totality oper-
ative in some ecofeminist theory. Although criticisms of deep ecology are
directed towards its politics and strategy, some ecofeministmisgivings fo-
cus on the ontologymaintained or required bydeep ecology. For example,

26. Here I am drawing on the following: Plumwood, ‘The Ecopolitics Debate and the Politics
of Nature’, pp. 64–87; Plumwood, ‘Nature, Self, and Gender’, pp. 155–64; Plumwood,
Feminism and theMastery of Nature, ch. 7; Jim Cheney, ‘Eco-feminism and Deep Ecology’,
Environmental Ethics 9:2 (1987), 115–45; Jim Cheney, ‘The Neo-Stoicism of Radical
Environmentalism’, Environmental Ethics 11 (1989), 293–325; Jim Cheney, ‘Nature, Theory,
Difference’, pp. 158–78; Ariel Salleh, ‘Deeper than Deep Ecology: The Eco-feminist
Connection’, Environmental Ethics 6 (1984), 339–45; Ariel Salleh, ‘The Ecofeminism/Deep
Ecology Debate: A Reply to Patriarchal Reason’, Environmental Ethics 14:3 (1992), 195–216. For a
more extensive bibliography, see Ariel Salleh, ‘In Defense of Deep Ecology’, in Eric Katz,
Andrew Light and David Rothenberg (eds.), Beneath the Surface (Cambridge, MA and London:
MIT Press, 2000), p. 122.
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ecofeminists question whether deep ecology’s ontology can in fact articu-
late notions of difference, especially as these relate to the difference of oth-
erness.Despite the reference to relationality, there is a strong concern that
the account of identification required by deep ecology overcomes the du-
alism of nature opposed to humanity by lapsing into an undifferentiated
monism (Plumwood, Cheney). How is such fusion also the affirmation of
relations? Deep ecology opposes the domestication of nature but then
seems to lapse into the elimination of nature.With thismonism comes an
affirmation of the expansive self, as we saw in the last chapter. But how,
some ecofeminists ask, does such an account overcome the stress on the
autonomy of the individual and the centrality of the ethics of nature con-
strued as rights that deep ecology proclaims that it wishes to overcome
(Cheney)? Moreover, how can the discussion of the relations between
humanity and nature proceed when the generic term, ‘humanity’, goes
unexamined and its patriarchal assumptions remain buried (Salleh)?
If the totality posited by deep ecology is that of an ever-expanding self,

co-creative with the cosmos, what notion of totality is operative within
social/ist ecofeminism? Nature–humanity is here understood to be a bro-
ken totality: contrary to much current practice, ‘the human metabolism
with nature can be based on a logic of reciprocity and nurture rather than
exploitation or control. This dialectical logic is contained in the sensuous
practice of womenworkers.’27 Thus women’s work – agricultural, procre-
ative, socialising – is concerned with reproduction and the relation of re-
productive to productive (as in agriculture) work. The roots of social/ist
ecofeminism are to be found in the historically constituted ‘women’s ob-
jective relation to social reproduction’. Further: ‘The shared materiality
of this structural position persists globally despite differences of region,
class, religionand language.’28 Thus theworkofwomenprovides access to
a totality fractured by practices of domination and subjugation in which
both women and nature are conceived as externalities to production.
Yet in and through theseprocesses of domination and subjugationmay

be discerned the reality and otherness of nature. So ecofeminists often af-
firm the agency, but not the subjectivity, of nature. In turn, ecofeminists
are dismissive of postmodern attempts to affirmstrongly the cultural con-
struction and discursivity of nature. Plumwood considers this position as
merely the determined opposite of the affirmation of nature as a unified

27. Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics, p. 82. Cf. Salleh’s claim, following Carolyn Merchant, that
the interpretation of nature as dialectical fits with a ‘sociology of conflict and change’, p. 57.
28. Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics, p. 109.
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structure. Both positions are to be rejected.29 Although there is some
debate as to the relations between ecological–scientific descriptions of
nature and those proposed by ecofeminism,30 on account of actual
practices – especially the procreative and the agricultural – ecofeminism
maintains thatwomenhave a particularmaterial relation to nature.How-
ever, here I reject the claim – a rejectionmaintained by some ecofeminists
of course– thatwomenare ‘closer’ tonature. In short, anumberof ecofem-
inist writers are sensitive to the charge of essentialism which works out
as an epistemology of direct, seemingly unmediated, experience of nature
on account of some reified notion of women’s embodiment on which the
claim to being ‘closer to nature’ depends.
Consider the following comment by Karen Warren: ‘Because there are

no “monolithic experiences” that all women share, feminism must be a
“solidarity movement” based on shared beliefs and interests rather than
a “unity in sameness”movement based on shared experiences and shared
victimization.’31 In fact, I think that the ‘standpoint epistemology’ pro-
motedby anumber of ecofeminists is preferable even toWarren’s account:
what is vital here is the social location of women as point of epistemic ac-
cess to true, that is liberative,knowledgeofnature.Tobepreferred, then, is
anunderstanding of the standpoint ofwomenas a set of overlappingposi-
tionswhich have something in common.NancyHartsock provides a good
example of such overlapping: the centrality of women’s work in the care
of children is almost universal (has a place in every culture) yet is varied in
cultural practice.32

Knowledge from the underside33

The issue of standpoint epistemologies emerges in debates in feminist
theories of science. As Sandra Harding explains, such standpoint theo-
rising ‘originates in Hegel’s thinking about the relationship between the

29. Plumwood, ‘The Ecopolitics Debate and the Politics of Nature’, p. 79.
30. See Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics, ch. 10; Karen J. Warren and Jim Cheney, ‘Ecological
Feminism and Ecosystem Ecology’,Hypatia 6:1 (1991), 179–97. For a critique of Warren and
Cheney, see Catherine Zabinski, ‘Scientific Ecology and Ecological Feminism: The Potential
for Dialogue’, in Warren (ed.), Ecofeminism, pp. 314–24.
31. Warren, ‘The Power and the Promise of Ecofeminism’, p. 131.
32. Reported in Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, p. 107.
33. The next few paragraphs may also be found in my ‘ “Return to the Vomit of
Legitimation”? Scriptural Interpretation and the Authority of the Poor’, in Craig
Bartholomew, Jonathan Chaplin, Robert Song and Al Wolters (eds.), ARoyal Priesthood: The Use
of the Bible Ethically and Politically (Exeter: Paternoster, and Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2002).
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master and slave and in the elaboration of this analysis in the writings of
Marx, Engels, and the HungarianMarxist theorist, G. Lukács’. How does
standpoint epistemology operate? Harding again: ‘Feminism and the
women’s movement provide the theory and motivation for inquiry and
political struggle that can transform the perspective of women into a
“standpoint” – a morally and scientifically preferable grounding for our
interpretationsandexplanationsofnatureandsocial life.’34 Someecofem-
inists have appropriated this standpoint, arguing that the ecofeminist
women’smovement identifies theways inwhichwomenreproducenature
for men and thereby occupy an oppositional location which is vital in the
productionof oppositional knowledges. In this connectionVandana Shiva
(Staying Alive) has stressed the agricultural labour of ThirdWorld women;
the same point is generalised by Ariel Salleh (Ecofeminism as Politics).
Such an epistemological privilege being granted to a group in a par-

ticular social location has been fiercely criticised within feminism. In
‘A CyborgManifesto’, Donna J. Haraway argues that such epistemologies
require the presumption of a stable identitywhich is simply not available.
We should, shemaintains, be ‘freed of theneed to groundpolitics in “our”
privileged position of the oppression that incorporates all other domina-
tions, the innocence of the merely violated, the ground of those closer to
nature’. In the desire ‘to construct a revolutionary subject from the per-
spective of a hierarchy of oppressions and/or a latent position ofmoral su-
periority, innocence, and greater closeness to nature’, we may detect the
Western self present through philosophical epistemologies. Appealing to
a certain type of postmodernism, Haraway rejects the notions of identity
and selfwhich, inher judgment, such epistemologies require and entail.35

Yet, as Sandra Harding has pointed out, there are aspects of a stand-
point epistemology in Haraway’s essay: that knowledge should be
oppositional and political are common themes in both standpoint epis-
temologies and Haraway’s work. Furthermore, Harding is not convinced

34. Sandra Harding, The Science Question in Feminism (Ithaca and London: Cornell University
Press), p. 26.
35. Donna J. Haraway, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in
the Late Twentieth Century’, in Simians, Cyborgs andWomen, pp. 149–81 (p. 176). Although in a
strong critique Hewitt objects to Haraway’s notion of a ‘cyborg’, in my judgment her
criticism fails to grasp the radicality of Haraway’s proposal. For, if Haraway is right, what it
means to be(come) human is being transformed through technology. Therefore, to appeal to
the need to humanise our circumstance, as Hewitt contends, is now strangely without
content. See Marsha Hewitt, ‘Cyborgs, Drag Queens, and Goddesses:
Emancipatory–regressive Paths in Feminist Theory’,Method and Theory in the Study of Religion
5:2 (1993), 135–54 (138–41).
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that Haraway has, in her tendency to offer a narrative of the development
of political economy, in fact escaped Marxist–modernist epistemological
assumptions.36

In a subsequent and highly significant response to Harding, Haraway
moves closer to the standpoint epistemologies which she had previously
questioned. Interestingly, as I noted at the opening, she claims that:
‘Ecofeminists have perhaps been most insistent on some version of the
world as active subject, not as resource to be appropriated in bourgeois,
Marxist or masculinist projects.’37 In making this case, Haraway seeks to
qualify her earlier viewwhich has been read as themost severe social con-
structionism, but also, of course, to avoid a claim to the impartiality of
‘objectiveknowing’.38 Identifying theprobleminepistemologyas follows:
‘how to have simultaneously an account of radical historical contingency
for all knowledge claims and knowing subjects . . . and a no-nonsense
commitment to faithful accounts of a “real” world’, she proposes ‘politics
and epistemologies of location, positioning, and situating, where partial-
ity and not universality is the condition of being heard to make rational
knowledge claims.Theseare claimsonpeople’s lives; theviewfromabody,
always a complex, contradictory, structuring and structured body, versus
the view from above, from nowhere, from simplicity.’39 Given such com-
mitments, standpoint epistemologies have a certain attractiveness in
that they represent the views of agents from below. These Haraway calls
‘subjugated knowledges’.
Shortly I shall briefly rehearse some helpful cautionary notes offered

by Haraway on the limitations of standpoint epistemologies. However, I
return now to ecofeminism proper to sketch the employment of such an

36. Harding, The Science Question in Feminism, p. 194. The point Harding seeks to make against
Haraway is not, I consider, accurately presented in a critical commentary by William Grassie
[‘Donna Haraway’s Metatheory of Science and Religion: Cyborgs, Trickster, and Hermes’,
Zygon 31:2 (1996), 285–304 (294)] who states that Harding is seeking to argue for ‘grand
theorizing’ and maintaining ‘a discourse of objectivity’. On a different reading, which the
selective quoting by Grassie disguises, Harding is attracted by Haraway’s postmodernism but
is not altogether sure that the ‘successor science’ of standpoint epistemologies is persuasive.
Thus Harding does not reject Haraway’s postmodern epistemology in favour of modernist
epistemological strategies, as Grassie indicates. Rather, she rejects modernism but remains
unsure whether or not the rejection of such modernist strategies also requires the rejection of
standpoint epistemologies.
37. Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges’, p. 199.
38. This point is well made in a very helpful commentary on Haraway’s work by Jill Marsden,
‘Virtual Sexes and Feminist Futures: The Philosophy of “Cyberfeminism”’, Radical Philosophy
78 (1996), 6–16 (11). Which means, in turn, that the judgment on Haraway’s work by David
Demeritt [‘Science, Social Construction and Nature’, pp. 173–93 (p. 176)] as ‘artefactual
constructivism’ requires qualification.
39. Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges’, pp. 187, 195.
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epistemological strategy within social/ist ecofeminism. Contrary to those
who maintain that standpoint epistemologies require essentialism and
the erasure of difference (essentialism, in that there appears to be some-
thing inherent ‘in’ women for this position to be maintained; erasure, in
that cultural differences and power differentials between actual women –

between, say, a white, middle-class European academic and a fieldworker
in India – appear to be obliterated), the argument depends on an account
of the social location of women. What is privileged is not ‘the position of
women’ but rather the range of practices which are – under present patri-
archal conditions – the preserve (but not the reserve) of women. As Salleh
notes: ‘[T]o say this is not to say that women are any “closer” to nature
than men in some ontological sense. Rather, it is to recall Marx’s teach-
ing that human consciousness develops in a dialectical way through sen-
suous bodily interaction with the material environment.’40 Thereby the
attempt is made to recover the centrality of women’s reproductive work-
ing for ecofeminist theory and politics. For Salleh, such an affirmation is
the rejection of a positivist essentialism in favour of ‘a complex socially
elaborated sex and gender difference, privileging women temporarily as
historical agents par excellence’.41

Such an epistemology must be attentive to the subjugated or disad-
vantaged actions of women: its source lies not in some reified notion of
women’s bodies but the position of women in a sexed/gendered division
of classist, racist labour. Or, as Mary Mellor puts it: ‘For ecofeminists,
women, because of their structural disadvantage, can see the dynamics of
the relationshipbetweenhumanityandnaturemore clearly thancan (rela-
tively) privilegedmen.’42 What is this position of structural disadvantage?
Sometimes this position, as articulated by Salleh, for example, can appear

40. Salleh, ‘Nature, Woman, Labor, Capital’, p. 116. In articulating her position in such
fashion, Salleh has, I think, moved away from a more ‘essentialist’ position in her earliest
papers on ecofeminism and deep ecology.
41. Salleh, ‘Nature, Woman, Labor, Capital’, p. 120. Celice Jackson’s complaints about
ecofeminist epistemology, ‘Radical Environmental Myths: A Gender Perspective’,New Left
Review 210 (1995), 124–40 (133–4) are unpersuasive – see the reply by Mary Mellor, ‘Myths and
Realities: A Reply to Cecile Jackson’,New Left Review 217 (1996), 132–7.
42. Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, pp. 105–6. The objections raised to this position by Deborah
Slicer, ‘Wrongs of Passage: Three Passages to the Maturing of Ecofeminism’, in Warren (ed.),
Ecological Feminism, pp. 29–41 (p. 35) fail to make a clear distinction between affinity and
social/ist ecofeminism. Slicer rehearses four objections to such epistemic privilege: (1) Is it
women or feminist women who are accorded such privilege? (2) Is it only women who have
this privilege? (3) Are totalising claims about a single feminist position evident here? (4) Does
this epistemic privilege issue in an account of general truths which, as general, is too
indebted to the Enlightenment? These objections may be answered thus: (1) in that such
knowledge is oppositional and is born in struggle, it is acquired by women undertaking
ecofeminist actions; (2) the second question cannot be known in advance and, as this is a
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somewhatmisty-eyed (thewoman–nature–labournexusdescribedas a co-
evolution of ‘reciprocal practices over centuries’), but at its core is a critical
claim: the cognitive capacities founded in a standpoint epistemology are
located in reproductive labours ‘embedded in a matrix of social relations
which in turn are sustained by subsistence activities embedded in cycles
of biological time’.43 This is the ‘vantage point of critical otherness’ ofwhich
Ynestra Kingwrites.44

All romanticism, as Haraway advises, must be rejected here: the social
location of women does not provide some automatic or innocent access to
liberative knowledge; subjugated knowledges are not naturalised knowl-
edge ‘mysteriously’ available if you inhabit the ‘correct’ bodyandposition.
If such knowledge is to be critical, it must be learned: ‘To see from below
is neither easily learned nor unproblematic’, writesHaraway. ‘[H]ow to see
from below is a problem requiring at least as much skill with bodies and
language,with themediations of vision, as the “highest” techno-scientific
visualizations.’45

Agoodexampleof a standpoint epistemology inpractice, so to speak, is
the account given by Vandana Shiva of the damagingways inwhich devel-
opment – ormaldevelopment, as Shiva calls it – affects women in the ‘Third
World’, especially Indian women. Explicitly questioning the identifica-
tion of nature and women, she affirms a ‘feminine principle’ which iden-
tifies the religious-cum-philosophical support for an ‘ecological struggle’
aimed at both the emancipation of nature and the overcoming of the
marginalisation of Indianwomen, the principal actors in survival in rural
India. What in a hasty reading might be interpreted as an essentialist

historically constituted claim for privilege, women are the privileged, but not the only,
bearers of such epistemic access; (3) the material relations of women’s labour are here
privileged, which is not, of course, a single standpoint; (4) universal claims are made here but
from a particular location – such universality is not the same as generality. However, a
question by Slicer on whether knowledge produced from the privilege of partiality is also
liberatory knowledge – the issue of criteria for liberative knowing – is well taken; part III of
this book is an attempt to frame an answer to this question, to be tested by Christian
pedagogy.
43. Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics, p. 146. The argument by Lori Gruen, ‘Toward an
Ecofeminist Moral Epistemology’, in Warren (ed.), Ecological Feminism, pp. 120–38 (pp. 131–4),
that knowledge of nature should be direct is thereby denied: knowledge of nature is always
socially mediated; what is at issue here is not the bare acknowledgement of the ‘facticity’ of
nature but rather epistemological attitudes which seek to discern our indebtedness to nature.
44. Ynestra King, ‘Feminism and the Revolt of Nature’,Heresies 13 (1983), 12–16 (14).
45. Haraway, ‘Situated Knowledges’, p. 191. It should be clear also that the themes of the
sacredness and re-enchantment of nature, which are so prevalent in the eco-literature, are not
supported by the type of social/ist ecofeminism presented here. The re-enchantment of
nature is an important theme in chapter 9.
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position in fact presents the centrality of women’s work as the mediators
of nature in production and reproduction to society and thereby as the
primary agents in practices of sustainability: ‘Women produce and repro-
duce life not merely biologically, but also through their social role in pro-
viding sustenance.’46 Thus she argues that ‘the feminine’ is not ‘biologi-
callydetermined’ but is instead tobeunderstoodas ‘socially andculturally
constructed’.47

The policies ofmaldevelopment issue, in Shiva’s view, in poverty. ‘This
poverty crisis’, shewrites, ‘toucheswomenmost severely,firstbecause they
are the poorest among the poor, and then because, with nature, they are
the primary sustainers of society’.48 Opposed to this maldevelopment is
the traditional work of women which ‘has been based on contributions to
the land, not just exploitation and benefit from it’.49 She presents the var-
ious ways in which women have in agriculture, forestry and conservation
of water engaged in active cooperation with nature in order to meet fun-
damental human needs for food, warmth and shelter.
This, in turn, suggests that the ‘feminine principle’ is not a state of

being in which women participate but is rather to be understood as ‘the
principle of activity and creativity in nature, women andmen’.50 Further,
Shiva notes the epistemic privilege given by living within and from the
‘feminineprinciple’: drawingon theworkofAshisNandy, shewrites, ‘one
must choose the slave’s standpoint not only because the slave is oppressed
but also because he [sic] represents a higher-order cognition which per-
force includes themaster as a human, whereas themaster’s cognition has
to exclude the slave as a “thing”’.51 Which, wemay gloss, is to say that the
partial standpoint is one of love.

Sexing/gendering the common realm

The common realm is not sex or gender blind. To argue that the rela-
tions between humanity and nature are best understood only in mutual
co-explicationwith the triunity ofGod isnot thereby toobscure thediffer-
ent relations and associatedpowerdifferentials betweenwomenandmen,

46. Shiva, Staying Alive, p. 42. Cf. Shiva, ‘Development as a New Project of Western
Patriarchy’, pp. 189–200; Shiva, ‘The Greening of the Global Reach’, in Wolfgang Sachs (ed.),
Global Ecology: ANewArena of Political Conflict (London: Zed Books, 1993), pp. 149–56.
47. Shiva, Staying Alive, p. 48. 48. Ibid., p. 5. 49. Ibid., p. 107.
50. Ibid., p. 52. 51. Ibid., p. 53.
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on the one hand, and betweenmen,women andnature on the other. (Nor,
as I hope to have indicated, does it propose a monochrome account of the
domination of women.)
Yet there remains the suspicion that theology seeks to simplify relations

by generalisation and abstraction. Salleh captures this suspicion nicely:
‘in an attempt to bridge its experiential fracture from the life process and
‘natural time’, the alienative consciousness of men has invented com-
pensatory ‘principles of continuity’ such as God, the State, History, now
Science and Technology’.52 To the contrary, my argument, which reaches
its full complexity only in part III, is that the theological principles of an
ecosocial ontology are not compensatory obfuscations but instead reflec-
tive attempts to deny such continuity. By way of a Trinitarian interroga-
tion and reconstruction, I am arguing, the concrete detail and intimate
relations – the fine dependencies and modalities of transcendence – of
humanity in nature are revealed.
Such detail turns upon an account of human reproductions in nature.

Space, time and society, the central themes of the ecosocial ontology pro-
posed throughout this book, are the basic ontological commitments gov-
erning the reproductions of human interaction with nature. The spatial,
social and temporal dynamics of theological anthropology are always re-
productions: in short, the common totality of human–nature relations
notes the centrality of reproductive activities and their non-liberative im-
plications for women, and, arguably, formen also. Put positively, the con-
cept of un/natural relations proposes the non-identity of women and na-
ture against pressures to see women and nature as identical and external.
Un/natural relations include reproduction.
In its theoretical commitments, such a theological position is not so far

from some social/ist ecofeminisms. For example,MaryMellor writes:

I do not think that for humanity there is an original harmony that has

been lost or a teleological harmony to come. If anything, humanity is

essentially in conflict with non-human nature in using human

consciousness and reflexivity to create a special and privileged niche. In

doing this humanity is neither natural nor unnatural.53

In my terms, she rejects ‘natural’ and ‘antinatural’/‘non-natural’ rela-
tions. But in denying a common telos for humanity and nature (which is

52. Salleh, Ecofeminism as Politics, p. 40. 53. Mellor, Feminism and Ecology, pp. 187–8.
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not inmy view best described by the phrase ‘teleological harmony’54), she
is obliged to discount the descriptions of ‘natural’ and ‘antinatural’/‘non-
natural’ of the human situation in nature. What is required is a third
term – un/natural relations in a common realm – which seeks to deny and
affirm naturalism and deny and affirm the transcendence of personalism.
That is, we require a Trinitarianmaterialism.
Indeed, as Val Plumwood points out, what is at stake here is a new con-

ception of the human.55 But, against Plumwood, we must add that a new
conception of the human cannot be constructed without attention to the
un/natural identity of humanity in relation to nature. That is, we need a
new conception of nature. To be included in this newanthropologywould
be, as Plumwood indicates, ‘a different concept of closeness to nature’.56

Or, rather, the notion of the common realm surpasses notions of ‘close-
ness to nature’ and, further, ‘distance from nature’. One lesson to be
learned from social/ist ecofeminism is that the common realm cannot
be constructed upon domination. A second lesson is that there are in-
sights into human–nature relations which ecofeminism furnishes from
the perspective of women’s practices of reproduction and production.
There can be no falling behind the insight that un/natural relations in-
clude reproduction; the common realm is not sex or gender blind. But we
need to find some way beyond the antitheses of ‘closeness to nature’ and
‘distance from nature’ towards a richer, active, more dynamic account of
un/natural relations.
At the back of a more dynamic account of un/natural relations is a re-

construal of nature. Ynestra King argues along these lines: to overcome
the dualisms that in her view undermine all types of feminism to date,
what is needed is a non-dualistic or dialectical theory in order to ‘reconcile
humanity with nature’. However, the ontology that she proposes for this
speaks merely of the requirement to see the human as emergent from na-
ture, the organic as emerging out of the inorganic. This she calls a project
of ‘rational reenchantment’: the attempt in practice to bridge the dual-
ism of spirit and matter.57 The concept of nature operative here is not at

54. For a different account of eschatological telos, see my ‘The Future of Creation: Ecology
and Eschatology’, in David S. Fergusson and Marcel Sarot (eds.), The Future as God’s Gift
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 2000), pp. 89–144.
55. Val Plumwood, ‘Women, Humanity and Nature’, Radical Philosophy 48 (1998), 16–24.
56. Plumwood, ‘Women, Humanity and Nature’, p. 23.
57. Ynestra King, ‘Healing the Wounds: Feminism, Ecology and the Nature/Culture
Dualism’, in Diamond and Orenstein (eds.), Reweaving theWorld, pp. 106–21 (pp. 116, 120–1).
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all clear and seems to presuppose a kind of dualism. Certainly, it is not a
dualism that requires an account of nature as objectified, contained and
domesticated; nor is nature to be understood as some kind of naturalistic
webtowhichhumanity conforms.However,neither isnature construedas
somekindofdialecticalother: as subjectoragent.Thedialecticwithwhich
King operates is surprisingly inert, related in turn to the lack of liveliness
in her account of nature.
The religiously charged language of ‘re-enchantment of the world’

is also employed by Mies and Shiva. Previously, Shiva had spoken of
‘Nature as a living force’ and had identified nature, togetherwithwomen,
as ‘active subjects’. Indeed, in an excellent example of nature construed
as natura naturans, the Hindu notion of prakriti is defined as ‘the living
force that supports life’.58 Using the phrase ‘the sacredness of life’, Mies
and Shiva later insist that spirituality is to be construed actively as imma-
nence: ‘There is only immanence, but this immanence is not inert, passive
matter devoid of subjectivity, life and spirit.’59 Their qualifying phrase is
important, but none the less it is not easy to see how an account of the im-
manence of nature in which human beings participate supports a notion
of its liveliness, ofnatureas anactive subject. Shivawill speakof the impor-
tance of acknowledging and respecting nature’s capacity for self-renewal.
Nevertheless, how her account of immanence supports this commitment
is unclear.
My reading suggests a more radical account of the otherness of nature

than Mies and Shiva propose. The notion of difference with which they
operate is benign, as if the otherness of nature only identifies a space in
which human beings and nature cooperate. The sometimes raw indiffer-
enceofnature tohumanprojects suggests adifferent,moredialectical, no-
tion of the otherness of nature. Such an account of otherness is assured by
considering the transcendence of nature: the destiny of the natural parts
of the common realm in their author, God. Yet precisely such an account
of transcendence is not presented by Mies and Shiva.60 In a strenuous
attempt to avoid the tendencies of personalism and naturalism, the fun-
damental matter of the telos of nature is occluded. Therefore it remains
unclear whether or not nature is anything other than oriented towards
humanity. Put differently, the theme of the spatiality of nature is not fore-
grounded in their account. This occlusion is in its turn obscured because

58. Shiva, Staying Alive, pp. xix, 46, xvii. 59. Mies and Shiva, Ecofeminism, p. 17.
60. Ibid., p. 18.
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the structure of engagement with nature in their account focuses on the
carefully controlled zones of the agricultural and themedical.
Amore dynamic account of nature is also present in the ecofeminist lit-

erature. Subscribing to the view of ‘theworld’s active agency’, JimCheney
resists the containment of nature and insists on nature’s encounter with
us and therefore, in turn, its difference from humanity. Drawing on
Haraway’s work, Cheney denies that the anthropomorphising of the
world is the result, althoughhe is not above such formulations as ‘the land
must speak to us’.61 What is required then is an ontology of difference. In-
deed, Cheney agrees with Tom Birch that what is required is a ‘principle
ofuniversal considerability’ bywhich ‘universal attentiveness to otherness,
to difference, promotes the kind of experiential encounters which lead to
the discovery of our moral obligations’. Despite a welcome emphasis on
the agency of nature manifest in encounter, Cheney offers no ontology.
Indeed, we should note that the common realm of God, nature and
humanity secures such universal considerability: the source and end of
nature and humanity is God. Moral considerability can thereby be
ascribed – not merely imputed or extended – to nature on account of its
eschatological destiny. In a gross caricature of ‘salvational movements’,
which he claims ‘desire to create a safe place outside time and circum-
stance’, Cheney denies himself these resources.
Furthermore, salvation does not negate time according to the Christian

schema, as he seems to think. Indeed, his affirmation that ‘truth and jus-
tice be negotiated’62 is only intelligible from the theological view I am
promoting here. For the affirmation of negotiating with non-human na-
ture is defensible only if nature’s destiny is not identical or equivalent
to humanity’s. Such a destiny bestows on nature its true otherness: the
social, spatial and temporal movement of nature is oriented towards God
and thereby towards humanity. The differentiations and distinctions are
secured as wholes and parts, as we have seen, by their reference to God.
Cheney’s nature is merely alien, not other.
The account ofTrinitarian totality that I amdeveloping in this political

theology of nature is deeply indebted to ecofeminism’s account of nature
as active subject in the dynamic of encounter. This is a vital lesson, hope-
fullywell learned.However, I amunconvinced that ecofeminist theory can
supply the ontological commitments required to support its insight. In

61. Cheney, ‘Nature/Theory/Difference’, pp. 158–78 (p. 175).
62. Ibid., p. 166.
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turn, the account of un/natural relations proposed by ecofeminist theory
is caught between personalism and naturalism, between temporality and
spatiality and thereby remains insufficiently dialectical. Differently from
deep ecology, ecofeminism none the less emerges as a very important re-
source for the conceptual articulationof the commonrealmofGod,nature
and humanity. As such, ecofeminism as critique will be found through
most of the remaining chapters of this book.



5

Social ecology: the dialectical emergence of
nature and society

Introduction

In this chapter, political theology of nature interacts with the political
theory of social ecology. To begin the discussion, I offer three interpretative
principles by which any ecological inquiry must be oriented today. These
three principles are:
First, the issue of the scaling of the human in relation to the non-

human: can such scaling be achieved in non-reductive ways, both for the
human creature and the mundus? In what ways are we to think of such
a scale, of such proportioning? Can human–nature relations be thought
of, and practised, as both rich and satisfying and yet as working within
certain constraints? The interpretative issue is no longer the dependence
of the human on the non-human. Instead, what is at stake is how to
interpret that dependence.
Second, the matter of scaling cannot be addressed without attention

to how it is that the human emerges from the non-human. What is the
relation between what Bookchin calls ‘first nature’ and ‘second nature’?
Bookchin defines ‘first nature’ like this: ‘Biological nature is above all
the cumulative evolutionof ever-differentiatingand increasingly complex
life-forms with a vibrant and interactive inorganic world.’ Bookchin de-
fines ‘secondnature’ as a ‘cultural, social and political “nature” that today
has all but absorbed first nature’.1 What is the relation between these two?
That the human is an emergent creature is not contested; the interpretation
of that emergence is.

1. Murray Bookchin, The Philosophy of Social Ecology: Essays onDialectical Naturalism (Montreal,
New York and London: Black Rose Books, 2nd edn 1996), pp. 29, 31.

[109]



110 The politics of nature

Third, because the notion of nature is dangerous, and has been used to
reinforce nationalisms and fascisms, the political outworking of nature is
here important: how is the human creature a participant in nature? How
is non-human nature a participant in the human sphere? How is the zoon
politikon also a citizen of nature, and how is nature also a ‘political agent’?
How these issues impinge upon a Christian, political theology of

nature is the central concern of this chapter. Is social ecology helpful in
addressing these principles theologically? Christianity, of course, is not
without its own resources: it needs no help with the grammar, but the
vocabulary and the syntax . . . these are different matters. Or, to put the
issue in terms I used in chapter 1, Christianity knows of the relations
which govern the world of creatures in its contingency and dependence
on God. The matter, however, is to develop further this rich Trinitarian
ontology: social creatures in a common realm, oriented towards the
triune God.

Socialising ecology

Although it has other adherents in, for example, John Clark and Janet
Biehl, social ecology is associated primarily with the work of Murray
Bookchin. Suspicious of the academy, none the less Bookchin’s œuvre in-
cludes at least ten books; neither holding nor seeking an academic posi-
tion, he co-founded in 1974 the Institute of Social Ecology in Rochester,
Vermont. With a history of political activism going back to the late 30s,
Bookchin has moved through several phases: communist, Trotskyite and
now anarchist. Bookchin has been involved in a well-known spat (begin-
ning in 1987) with deep ecology: in a sustained polemic, he has accused it
of being a form of nature mysticism.2 In this he is, as we saw in chapter 3,
partly right.However, hehasmade themistake of claiming that deep ecol-
ogy is fundamentallymisanthropic. It has been easy fordeep ecology to re-
ject this charge. Yet the disagreements between deep ecologists and social
ecologists continue to reverberate through the environmental movement
in North America. More recently, Bookchin has fiercely refuted criticisms
of his position made by fellow social ecologist and one-time collaborator,
John Clark.3

2. See, inter alia, Murray Bookchin, ‘Social Ecology versus Deep Ecology’, Socialist Review 88:3
(1988), 11–29.
3. Murray Bookchin, ‘Comments on the International Social Ecology Network Gathering
and the “Deep Social Ecology” of John Clark’,Democracy andNature 3:3 (1997), 154–97. A
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Social ecology departs from one of the principal commitments of so-
cialist ecology (the topic of chapter 6). For socialist ecology (at least, in the
Marxist tradition)has stressed the centrality ofhumanrelations tonature;
alienation follows on from the division of labour; and labour is concerned
with human interaction with non-human nature.
Bookchinarguesdifferently: the ideaof thedominationofnaturebyhu-

manity, he contends, follows on from the domination of humanity by hu-
manity. Bookchin can state this position very baldly: ‘the notion thatman
must dominate nature emerges directly from the domination of man by
man’.4 Or, ‘the ideaofdominatingnature stems fromhumandomination,
initially in hierarchical forms as feminists so clearly understand, and later
in class and statist forms’.5 At other times, a caution is introduced: ‘nearly
all our ecological problems arise from deep seated social problems’.6 It is
important to note the precise formulation: in and through intrahuman
domination emerges the idea of the domination of nature. The notion
precedes the performance, we might say. Of course, such a reading al-
lows Bookchin to accept that human beingsmay have, in pre-hierarchical
times, dominated nature. However, such domination was not reflective
and thereby not purposive. Such an affirmation of the ‘centrality’ of
human hierarchy runs through Bookchin’s writings of the last 30 years.
What is primary, then, is hierarchy and domination, and the suppres-

sion of spontaneity, within and between human groups. From this denial
of freedom, the exploitation of the planet follows. For Bookchin claims
that our central problem is hierarchy. Moreover, the proper response to
hierarchy is freedom. The emancipation of nature must thus wait on the
emancipation of humanity. What then is required is ‘a coherent view of
the social sources of our ecological crisis’.7 These social sources are to be
traced to the fact that an ever-expanding capitalist economy seems un-
aware of the ecological limits to expansion. Bookchin is suspicious of

revised version of the essay that is the subject of Bookchin’s critique is now published: see
John Clark, ‘Municipal Dreams: A Social Ecological Critique of Bookchin’s Politics’, in
Andrew Light (ed.), Social Ecology after Bookchin (New York: Guilford Press, 1998), pp. 137–91.
On the disagreement between Clark and Bookchin, see further Andrew Light, ‘Introduction’,
in Light (ed.), Social Ecology after Bookchin, pp. 1–23 (pp. 8–12).
4. Murray Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism (Montreal and New York: Black Rose Books, 1986),
p. 85.
5. Murray Bookchin, TheModern Crisis (Philadelphia: New Society Publishers, 1986), p. 71.
6. Murray Bookchin, ‘What is Social Ecology?’, in Michael Zimmerman (ed.), Environmental
Philosophy: FromAnimal Rights to Radical Ecology (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1993),
pp. 354–73 (p. 354).
7. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom: The Emergence andDissolution of Hierarchy (Montreal and
New York: Black Rose Books, revised edn 1991), p. xvii.
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attempts to trace the core of the environmental crisis to the relation be-
tween first nature and second nature. For the projection of human ills
onto first nature can lend an immutability to human ills; these ills sud-
denly become ‘natural’. Throughout Bookchin’s work there is the sus-
tainedrejectionof theascriptionofhierarchy tonature.Heremainsdeeply
impatient with those discourses that call lions the ‘king of beasts’, etc.
These are, for Bookchin, restrictive anthropomorphisms. Such anthropo-
morphisms abound in popular culture. For example, much of the com-
mentary that accompaniesBBC“wildlife”programmes– saturatedas they
are by reference to hierarchical patterns of organisation – would be re-
jected by Bookchin. A few years ago, one of thesemultipart series – on the
lives of insects – was titled Alien Nation. For Bookchin both words of this
title are senseless: insects cannot form a nation and cannot, as products of
evolutionary nature, be dubbed alien. (Neither, for the same reason, could
human beings be called alien.)
Why social? Why ecology? As for ecology, Bookchin wishes to speak of

the complex and dynamic interaction and interdependence of living and
non-living things.Ecology is thus thewayof speakingof thebalanceofna-
ture.Andhumanbeingsare included innature. So there is a sense inwhich
Bookchinwishes to speak of a natural ecology. But he also regards human
beings as emphatically social. (Bookchin reserves theuseof theword social
forhumanorganisation; andhe recommends theuseof theword ‘commu-
nity’ for natural forms of organisation. So ants are communal, not social,
creatures.) It is in the social phase of their development – that is, the insti-
tutional phase – that human beings have becomemisaligned from nature.
Thus Bookchin calls for a ‘social ecology’: an inquiry into the balance of
nature which human beings currently have a tendency to interfere with
or disrupt. As Bookchin writes: ‘The time has come to integrate our eco-
logical natural philosophy with an ecological social philosophy based on
freedom and consciousness.’8

Thus it is the themes of freedom and consciousness in the human, that
is, social, sphere to which Bookchin directs our attention: ‘that human-
ity must dominate and exploit nature stems from the domination and
exploitation ofmanbyman’.9 Thereby Bookchin insists that in an ecolog-
ical theory no form of hierarchy can be appealed to in nature or society.
The only way forward is thus the criticism and overturning of hierarchies

8. Bookchin, Toward an Ecological Society (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1980), p. 27.
9. Ibid., p. 40.
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in human society. A constant sub-theme is the rejection of any hierarchy
in nature. In other words, if intrahuman domination is the source of eco-
cide, then any amelioration in our circumstancemust attend to that same
domination. Diagnosis and curemirror one another.What Bookchin pro-
poses therefore is ‘a reharmonization of nature and humanity through a
reharmonization of human with human’.10 Bookchin’s thinking culmi-
nates in an anarchist political prescription which in his latest writings is
called ‘confederal municipalism’.
So far, so good. Yet Bookchin’s position involves more even than this.

By way of an appeal to a dialectical naturalism, he argues for the emer-
gence of human second nature from first nature. This emergence is both
dialectical and naturalistic. Dialectical naturalism is to be understood as
the philosophy of social ecology, and also as an ethics which, in turn, is
derived in part from a tradition of anarchist thinking, especially the work
of Peter Kropotkin. Here Bookchin uses the language of ‘free nature’: by
rethinking the relations between first and second nature, social ecology
affirms free nature. In this sense, Bookchin may be understood as invok-
ing ‘natural aid’.
There is no space here to discuss all of Bookchin’s social ecology, somy

approach is restricted to certain key themes: someof the core concepts and
the movement of his thinking; the evolutionary ontology that he invokes
in support of his anarchist position; the political outworking of this anar-
chist position; and, finally, the ways in which the common realm of God,
nature andhumanitymay be pressed in an anarchist direction. These con-
clusionswill be taken forward in the discussions of an ecological Christol-
ogy in chapter 7 and an ecological pneumatology in chapter 8.

Fromdomination and hierarchy to freedom and
participation

I have used the term ‘anarchist’ in my initial description of Bookchin’s
position. In what senses is Bookchin’s position anarchist? Five aspects of
ecoanarchist thought have been identified by Robyn Eckersley: a rejec-
tion of the nation-state; the mutual and interactive compatibility of ecol-
ogy and anarchism; a rejection of hierarchy in both human and natural
worlds; an emphasis on local, extra-parliamentarypolitical (direct) action;
and, finally, ‘the importance of maintaining consistency between ends

10. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 11.
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and means in Green political praxis’.11 All these aspects may be found in
Bookchin’s work.
Further,Bookchindevelops the central themeof anarchism: the impor-

tance of community. Socialism, we might say, emerges out of one of the
constructions of capitalism: the bifurcation of society into classes. Anar-
chism, by contrast, emerges out of the (earlier?) deracination anddisplace-
ment of communities by capitalist forces of production. Bookchin will
therefore criticise capitalism for its effects upon the human spirit and not
fromthe standard socialist (that is, productivist and economistic) perspec-
tive of class. His criticisms of Marxism and ecosocialism are made from
this perspective: for class, Bookchin has hierarchy; for exploitation, dom-
ination; for the abolition of the state, liberatory institutions; for justice,
freedom; for happiness, pleasure.12

Such commitments inform Bookchin’s criticism of the mysticism of
deep ecology: that is, its anti-rationalism and, especially, its failure to
develop an account of the current hierarchical political organisation of
human beings. It follows, in turn, that Bookchin’s politics are reso-
lutely anti-statist: he denies the importance of ‘politics as statecraft’
in favour of politics as direct democracy – a municipalism. One fea-
ture of Bookchin’s style of arguing is the way that he robustly presses
his case. This can lead to some surprisingly non-dialectical conclusions
coming from this self-professed dialectical thinker.13 For example, in
maintaining the anarchist perspective from community, Bookchin notes
that one strand within anarchism – the anarcho-syndicalist – has priv-
ileged labour as the principal agent of emancipatory politics, but does
not develop this point dialectically.14 Narrowing the anarchist tradition,
Bookchin opposes community to class. Indeed, the failure to maintain an
account of reason as dialectical will be my chief criticism of Bookchin’s
view.
Domination is the key word in Bookchin’s writing, argues Alan P.

Rudy.15 Domination, exercised through hierarchies, is a social phe-
nomenon. That is, such domination applies only to the human realm, to

11. Robyn Eckersley, Environmentalism and Political Theory: Toward an Ecocentric Approach
(London: University College London Press, 1995), p. 145.
12. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 1.
13. For a reading of this tendency to non-dialectical interpretation, see Joel Kovel, ‘Negating
Bookchin’, Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 8:1 (1997), 3–35.
14. See John Clark, ‘Reply’, Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 9:1 (1998), 37–45 (38).
15. Alan P. Rudy, ‘Ecology and Anthropology in the Work of Murray Bookchin’, Capitalism,
Nature, Socialism 9:1 (1998), 57–90 (57).
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‘second nature’ and not to ‘first nature’. Through his magnum opus, The
Ecology of Freedom, Bookchin gives an account of the emergence of hierar-
chy and offers social ecology as the theory and praxis for its overcoming.
Domination andhierarchy are, Bookchin concedes, separable: a hierarchi-
cal society might not dominate nature; there is no guarantee that a non-
hierarchical societywill not dominate nature.However, he argues that the
ideaofdominatingnatureemergesonlyafter thecalcificationofhierarchy.
Bookchin describes hierarchy in this fashion:

By hierarchy, I mean the cultural, traditional and psychological

systems of obedience and command, not merely the economic and

political systems to which the terms class and State most appropriately

refer . . . I refer to the domination of the young by the old, of women by

men, of one ethnic group by another, of ‘masses’ by bureaucrats who

profess to speak in their ‘higher social interests’, of countryside by

town, and in a more subtle psychological sense, of body by mind, of

spirit by a shallow instrumental rationality, and of nature by society

and technology.16

The aim of social ecology is to explain the emergence of such hierar-
chy, account for the economy of command and obedience that it sup-
ports, and propose a political path towards the overcoming of such
hierarchy. The aim is therefore the achievement of what Bookchin terms
‘free nature’ when ‘human beings intervene in natural evolution with
their best capacities – their moral sense, their unprecedented degree of
conceptual thought, and their remarkable powers of communication’.17

Throughout, Bookchin rejects a dominant view of nature, in his view
maintained by both socialist and liberal thinking, that nature is to be seen
as ‘“blind”, “mute”, “cruel”, “competitive”, and“stingy”, a seeminglyde-
monic “realmof necessity” that opposes “man’s” striving for freedomand
self-realization’.18 Instead, the attribution of stinginess to nature is to be
related to hierarchy and domination: ‘The myth of a “stingy” nature has
always been used to justify the “stinginess” of exploiters in their harsh
treatment of the exploited.’19 In other words, Bookchin holds true to his
method: sucha false– and ideologicallybiased– characterisationofnature
as blind, etc. is always the projection of intrahuman domination through
hierarchy.

16. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 4. 17. Bookchin, ‘What is Social Ecology?’, p. 370.
18. Bookchin, TheModern Crisis, p. 50; cf. p. 11.
19. Murray Bookchin, Remaking Society: Pathways to a Green Future (Boston, MA: South End
Press, 1990), p. 32.
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Fromwhere does Bookchin’s confidence come that free nature is a po-
litical objective, bothactual andpossible?This is another formof theques-
tion: is not Bookchin overly optimistic about humannature? A superficial
answer would appeal to Bookchin’s account of the organic society which
existed ‘before hierarchy’. Much of The Ecology of Freedom is taken up with
an account of the emergence of hierarchy out of organic society. However,
Bookchin never proposes a movement ad fontes: this is no philosophy of
Eden inwhich return to a former state is recommended. Thedevelopment
of technology alone,Bookchin argues,makes sucha return impossible. In-
stead,Bookchin argues thathis account of organic societymakes the case –

in fact, a point common to all types of anarchism – that human beings
are naturally social and that hierarchy is a contingent, not a natural, fact.
In other words, the central point that Bookchin makes is ontological: if
hierarchy and domination are not necessary, then how is the world to be
interpreted ‘in favour of’ the actuality of participation and freedom?
Bookchin’s response comes in two parts, deeply intertwined: first, a

reading of the anarcho-communist tradition in which he participates;20

and, second, an account of nature as evolutionary. Restating the concept
of social ecology, Bookchin argues that his views amount to a holism: that
is, the aim of social ecology is not merely to note the domination of na-
ture by humanity but to overcome this domination; notmerely to identify
the damaged and damaging relations between nature and society but to
contribute to their healing. Holism is nevermonism: ‘In conceiving them
holistically, that is to say, in terms of their mutual interdependence, so-
cial ecology seeks to unravel the forms and patterns of interrelationships
that give intelligibility to a community, be it natural or social.’21 It is there-
fore proper to speak of the unity of nature and society, but never of their
oneness.22

Bookchin is thereby proposing a holism that is best described as ‘unity
indiversity’ or ‘unity indifference’.Nor is thisunity static.Akeywordhere
is development: Bookchin proposes a ‘logic of differentiation’ in which
the diversity and fecundity of nature phases into human development.
The point is not to look for false analogies between the human and the
animal world – queen bees, colonies of ants, etc. – but to grasp the ways

20. According to David Macauley, ‘Evolution and Revolution: The Ecological Anarchism of
Kropotkin and Bookchin’, in Andrew Light (ed.), Social Ecology after Bookchin, pp. 298–342
(p. 314), there are six strands of anarchism: communist, individualist, syndicalist, mutualist,
pacifist and collectivist.
21. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 23. Cf. Bookchin, TheModern Crisis, p. 60; Bookchin,
Post-Scarcity Anarchism, pp. 99f.
22. Bookchin charges deep ecology with the employment of the language of oneness.
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in which human societies must be understood as phasing out of nature.
In this regard, Bookchin argues that naturemust always be understood as
the conditionofhuman society. Clearly, this is a ratherdifferent view from
dominant liberal and socialist schemes which identify part of the human
project as dominating nature in order to overcome its stinginess. Instead,
Bookchin argues thatwe cannot separate ourselves out fromnature toper-
formsuchdomination. Indeed,wearepart ofnature’s diversity– anevolu-
tionary outcome – and we may either further contribute to that diversity
or inhibit and finally reduce such diversity. Bookchinmakes this point in
an early essay:

To sum up the critical message of ecology: if we diminish variety in the

natural world, we debase its unity and wholeness; we destroy the forces

making for a natural harmony and for a lasting equilibrium; and, what

is more significant, we introduce an absolute regression in the

development of the natural world which may eventually render the

environment unfit for advanced [sc. including human] forms of life. To

sum up the reconstructive message of ecology: if we wish to advance

the unity and stability of the world, if we wish to harmonize it, we

must conserve and promote variety.23

Bookchin’s argument comes full circle: the key ways in which social hu-
manity reduces the variety anddiversity of evolutionary nature is through
the practices of a hierarchical society. Humanity seeks to simplify its rela-
tionswith nature on account of its attempt to dominate nature. This libido
dominandi is to be sourced to intrahumanhierarchy. In that humannature
phases out of non-human nature in the developmental process of differ-
entiation, any reduction in diversity will also affect human beings. A free
and spontaneous life of pleasure can only be attended to by the surpass-
ing of the hierarchical forms of political domination which will then re-
lease the potential of human beings in their relations to one another and
to the crucial condition of human life, nature. Of course the notion of the
logic of differentiation, which in turn supports the distinction between
community and society,means that nature cannot function as the basis of
‘natural laws’: Bookchin is scathing about approaches that propose that
‘Natureknowsbest’.Althoughadvocatinganaturalism,Bookchinstresses
the importance of dialectic: nature and society form a unity in diver-
sity linked through a logic of differentiation. Nature does not provide a
naturalistic template to which humanitymust conform.

23. Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism, p. 98.
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Furthermore, of vital importance are the ways in which Bookchin
stresses the subjectivity and agency of nature. As we shall see in the next
section, Bookchin regards the striving of nature as reaching a culmina-
tion in humans beings. This is the theme of ‘stewardship’ in Bookchin’s
writings.24 Thoseaspects thatmakehumanitydifferent fromnature– self-
consciousness, reason, freedom – have important precursors in that same
nature. Thus nature is the permanent companion of human society: ‘not
only does humanity place its imprint on the natural world and transform
it, but also nature places its imprint on the human world and transforms
it’.25 Nature thereby has a certain ‘subjectivity’ which persists in interac-
tionwithhuman society.Nature is not only theprecondition for the emer-
gence of human society, but also the condition for its development. ‘Labor’s
metabolismwith nature cuts bothways’, writes Bookchin, ‘so that nature
interactswith humanity to yield the actualisation of their commonpoten-
tialities in the natural and social worlds’.26 The invitation is therefore to
think of nature in distinctly non-modernways.
That is, Bookchin is arguing that the affirmation and development of

diversity, fecundity and stability in nature requires certain sorts of polit-
ical organisation that foster such diversity. Diverse, spontaneous, inter-
active, purposive, rational polities will be required to support and match
the diversity of nature. To simplify human relations in hierarchical ways
is to simplify our relation with non-human nature, to the detriment of
both. From this vantage point, it is easy to see why Bookchin’s position
confuses: he seems to be proposing an anthropocentrism. After all, is not
the domination of nature rooted in domination of humanity? However,
the overcoming of such domination, Bookchin proposes, requires human
societies to acknowledge their interdependence with non-human nature.
‘A new type of community, carefully tailored to the characteristics and re-
sources of a region,must replace the sprawlingurbanbelts that are emerg-
ing today.’27

The vision is compelling. Is it convincing, however? One problem is
Bookchin’s insistence that the domination of humanity is always sepa-
rable from the domination of nature. On an intuitive level, such a posi-
tion seems curious on Bookchin’s own premises: if ‘nature is there all the
time’,28 can it be argued that the idea of the domination of nature must

24. See Bookchin, The Philosophy of Social Ecology, pp. 176, 186; Bookchin, The Philosophy of Social
Ecology, 2nd edition, p. 131.
25. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 32. 26. Ibid., p. 33.
27. Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism, p. 97. 28. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 317.
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always be preceded by intrahuman domination? Bookchin’s position im-
plies that any tendencies away from unity in diversity must always result
in simplifying or reductive pressures within human society. But, on the
grounds of wholeness that Bookchin proposes, what sense can bemade of
the claim that, when it comes to the origins of the domination, one read-
ingof thatwholeness – theunity ofnature and society – canneverbe cited?
It appears that Bookchin has two conceptions of ‘whole’ running in tan-
dem: from the perspective of development, nature and society; from the
perspective of domination, human society only. The relevant question is:
onwhatgrounds is thedialectic operative in thefirst ‘whole’ denied its op-
erations in the second?Why cannot the logic of differentiation, dialectically
conceived, require attention to the domination of nature and the domina-
tion of humanity?
On a conceptual level, it is not certain that Bookchin’s claim to the

source of the domination of nature is in fact supported by his historical
argument concerning the emergence of hierarchy. Bookchin argues that
gerontocracy was the first hierarchy to emerge: the old had to findways of
making themselves indispensable to preliterate societies when, in terms
of their practical contribution to such a society, they were redundant. In
order to maintain the support of the community, the old required that
society be organised in ways that acknowledged their wisdom and au-
thority. Bookchinwrites: ‘their need for social power, and for hierarchical
social power at that, is a function of their loss of biological power. The
social sphere is the only realm in which this power can be created and,
concomitantly, the only sphere that can cushion their vulnerability tonat-
ural forces.’29 Thus, hierarchy results. What makes this argument curi-
ous is, as Alan Rudy has pointed out, that the emergence of domination is
‘rooted in struggles associated with human biological nature’.30 It would
certainlybeoddforadialecticalposition inecological thought tomaintain
that there is no relationship between human biological nature and non-
human nature. Given that Bookchin traces the emergence of hierarchy to
responses to ageing bodies, sourcing the idea of the domination of nature
to the domination of human by human lacks credibility.
Bookchin comes close to considering this point when he writes that

‘The ambiguity that permeates the outlook of the primordial world

29. Ibid., p. 81. In following at this point Bookchin’s argument in The Ecology of Freedom, I do
not wish to imply that Bookchin in all his writings presents gerontocracy as the lead
emergent hierarchy. Gerontocracy, always linked by Bookchin to gender-based divisions of
labour and expanding populations, is not always given such priority.
30. Rudy, ‘Ecology and Anthropology in the work of Murray Bookchin’, p. 74.



120 The politics of nature

toward nature . . . is accented among the aged with a measure of
hatred, for in so far as fear is concerned they have more to fear from
nature’s vicissitudes than do the young.’ A qualification is immediately
offered:wehavehere ‘nature internalised, thenature inhumanity itself’.31

We are told further that ‘the attempt to dominate external nature will
come later, when humanity is conceptually equipped to transfer its social
antagonisms to the natural world outside’. The cogency of the argument
depends, it seems, on whether human embodiment is best interpreted as
nature ‘internalised’. Even on Bookchin’s own argument, to speak of the
humanbody in terms of internalised nature cuts against the commitment
to understand the relationship between first and second nature in terms
of a logic of differentiation. Bookchin’s position appears to be closer to a
logic of separation.
Such a logic of separation may also be traced in the contrast that

Bookchin everywhere draws between ‘community’ and ‘society’. For
Bookchin, as alreadynoted,groupingsof animalsmaybe called communi-
ties.However, the institutionalised communities thathumanbeings form
are better described as ‘societies’. By this manoeuvre, Bookchin ensures
that social, that is, human, organisation, cannot be read off communal,
that is, animal, organisation. The problem with this view for Bookchin’s
overall programme is the privilege that it gives, on account of his commit-
ment to anarchist principles, to the notion of community. Community is,
for Bookchin, the ground of social being. Hence his strong affirmation of
a political programme that privileges the face-to-face direct democracy of
the municipality. In turn, Bookchin affirms that such municipalities will
also be ecocommunities.
Clearly, there is a problem here over terminology: community is con-

trasted with society when considering the relations between non-human
nature and humanity; yet community is also the ground of human so-
cial being.32 In short, confederalmunicipalism is about the establishment
of ecocommunities. But ecocommunities, Bookchin tells us, are not ecoso-
cieties. What, then, does his position amount to apart from a sustained
attempt to protect the privilege that he gives to the anarchist notion of
community?Given the relationsof interdependency thatBookchinwishes
to identify between nature and society, in my judgment it makes better
sense to bypass the language of community as overly anthropomorphic
and instead to interpret these relations as social.

31. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 82.
32. Clark, ‘Municipal Dreams: A Social Ecological Critique of Bookchin’s Politics’, p. 146.
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These criticisms do not refute Bookchin’s position. Instead, they ques-
tion the absolute priority that he gives to intrahuman hierarchy as the
source of the idea of the domination of non-human nature. (In similar
fashion, a mirror-image position that declared that all social hierarchy is
to be sourced to the domination of nature by the human would also have
to be subjected to detailed scrutiny.)
Why Bookchin encounters these difficulties is, I think, beginning to

emerge: hewishes to affirm the centrality of the community as the ground
of social being. To be precise, Bookchin wishes to affirm the polis as the
ground of social being: the communitarian municipality in which face-
to-face democracy is practised and where the individual is immersed in
the strenuous paideia of citizenship. This is the anarchist perspective, in-
terpreted by Bookchin in terms of municipality, that insists that humans
are naturally social. By this means, Bookchin resists any attempt to retro-
ject hierarchy in society or the state into non-human nature. The distinc-
tion between community and society serves this purpose also.
However, Bookchin wishes to give an ontological foundation to this

centring of community or polis. To argue that human beings are by nature
social is no mere rhetorical flourish: this argument must, for Bookchin,
have an ‘objective’ ground in nature. Bookchin is thereby not recount-
ing the origins of organic society and its ‘fall’ into hierarchical societies
to offer some historical warrant for the anarchist position. It sometimes
reads as if, by tracing this history of anarchist forms of association,
Bookchin is delivering a ‘golden thread’ type of argument: we can have
confidence in the attempt to build an anarchist polity because there have
beenmany attempts to do so in the past. But that ‘golden thread’ of anar-
chist events is not, I think, the hard core of Bookchin’s position. Rather,
confidence in anarchism relates to the emergence of the human out of
nature. ‘Libertarian’ is thereby to be defined by reference to his ‘descrip-
tion of the ecosystem: the image of unity in diversity, spontaneity, and
complementary relationships, free of all hierarchy and domination’.33

There is some truth therefore in Eckersley’s suggestion that Bookchin
denies any movement from society to nature, but permits movement in
the other direction, from nature to society.
Why Bookchin affirms this position is, on one level, clear enough: he

wishes to avoid the retrojection of hierarchy onto nature by a society and
the consequent legitimation of hierarchy in society bymeans of appeal to

33. Bookchin, The Ecology of Freedom, p. 352.
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that already ‘hierarchialised’ nature. However, the issue is probablymore
complex: seekinganobjectivebasis forhisnaturalistic ethics, he is obliged
toprotect ‘first nature’ fromany taint of hierarchy. That is, naturemust be
fundamentally benign.Hence the affirmationbyBookchin ofKropotkin’s
appeal to metaphors of mutuality to comprehend evolutionary develop-
ment.Andfirst naturemust beprotected fromany taint in order todefend
the anarchist claims of the centrality of community and that human be-
ings are by nature social. Bookchin is obliged to argue in this way, I think,
because he finds the warrants supplied by a ‘golden thread’ defence of an-
archist politics too weak and insufficiently ecological. Nor is he prepared
to accept what we might call, broadly, cultural resources – including the
religions – as one of his ways of building a case for anarchist politics. To
makehis case for an objective ethics, Bookchin turns instead to an account
of evolutionary nature, which he dubs the ‘philosophy of social ecology’.
To an assessment of this philosophical position, I now turn.

Dialectical naturalism

‘A social ecology, as a holistic vision’, writes John Clark, ‘seeks to relate all
phenomena to the larger direction of evolution and emergence in the uni-
verse as a whole.’34 In his ‘dialectical naturalism’, Bookchin proposes to
think together nature and society. ‘Social ecology, in effect, stands at odds
with the notion that culture has no rootswhatever in natural evolution.’35

We cannot then be freed from nature; if capitalism seeks to do so, it is
false. Bookchin thereby opposes attempts to separate society from na-
ture (which he terms dualism) or collapse society into nature (which he
calls monism). Bookchin holds to the term ‘dialectical’ as a way of indi-
cating that he wishes to hold together natural development and social
development.
This development is always evolutionary. At this point, however,

Bookchin takes issue with standard treatments of evolution which priv-
ilege ‘struggle’ and ‘competition’. He writes: ‘Ecologists have yet to come
to terms with the notion that symbiosis (not only “struggle”) and partici-
pation (not only “competition”) factor in the evolution of species.’36 Here
wemay detect the influence of the work of Peter Kropotkin.37 This dialec-
tical naturalism is also organic: Bookchin proposes that social evolution

34. John Clark, ‘A Social Ecology’, Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 8:3 (1997), 3–33 (10).
35. Bookchin, The Philosophy of Social Ecology, 2nd edition, p. 85.
36. Ibid., p. 78 37. Ibid., p. 61.
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has its precondition in – indeed, phases out of – natural evolution. In the
development of evolution, a continuum of the emergence of the human
from naturemay be discerned.
Bookchin’snaturalismmakesa strongclaimconcerning theemergence

of the human from natural conditions. ‘The power of social ecology lies
in the association it establishes between society and ecology, in under-
standing that the social is, potentially at least, a fulfilment of the latent
dimension of freedom in nature, and that the ecological is a major organ-
isingprinciple of social development. In short, social ecology advances the
guidelines for anecological society.’38Weshouldbecarefulhere:Bookchin
is not proposing that we should read off from nature blueprints or tem-
plates for human, social organisation. Rather, he wants to argue that
some of the characteristics of humanity have precursors in natural evolu-
tion; human characteristics such as freedom, creativity and rationality are
the products of evolution; humanity is evolutionary nature become self-
conscious.
The emergence of second nature thus has as its precondition a vibrant

and lively first nature. More than this, ‘one may claim . . . that there is a
natural tendency towardgreater complexity and subjectivity infirstnature,
arising from the very interactivity of matter, indeed a nisus toward self-
consciousness’.39 We may now appreciate the ontological foundation of
the claim that nature is not only the precondition of the emergence of the
humanbut also the precondition of its development. As Bookchin confirms,
‘the study of nature exhibits a self-evolving nisus, so to speak, that is im-
plicitly ethical. Mutualism, freedom, and subjectivity are not solely hu-
man values or concerns. They appear, however germinally, in larger cosmic
or organic processes.’ In other words, Bookchin seeks an objective basis
for the ethics that he is proposing. ‘If social ecology’, he continues, ‘can
provide a coherent focus on the unity ofmutualism, freedom, and subjec-
tivity as aspects of a cooperative society that is free from domination and
guided by reflection and reason, it will have removed the difficulties that
have plagued naturalistic ethics for so long’.40 In such fashion, Bookchin
seeks to break down the epistemological cordon sanitaire that has separated
mind frommatter, the human from non-human nature.
Hence Bookchin can describe his naturalistic ethics as objective. As

he puts it, ‘we must invert Nietzsche’s dictum “All facts are interpreta-
tions” and demand that all interpretation is rooted in objectivity’.41 The

38. Ibid., p. 87. 39. Ibid., p. 31. 40. Ibid., pp. 65–6. 41. Ibid., p. 179.
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objectivity to which he appeals is set out in this dialectical naturalism,
in which nature is seen as lively, active substance, out of which the social
evolution of humanity phases. Thus we must see ‘nature as a ground for
ethics’ as long as that nature is construed not hierarchically but instead as
‘a nascent domain of freedom, selfhood, and consciousness’.42 Important
clues are thereby given in this movement, always dialectical, from first to
second nature.
As humanbeings are by nature social, Bookchin appeals to a concept of

nature togroundhis anarchist ethics.Theanarchist emphasis on freedom,
creativity and rationality is not subjective or arbitrary, but instead has an
objective basis. Thus we may appreciate that the anarchist politics that
Bookchin proposes elsewhere – the self-governance of human communi-
tiesby citizen’s assemblies, and theprivilegingof citizenshipasbotha cru-
cialway of understanding thehuman individual and as offering a training
for individuals – has its objective basis in a naturalistic ethics. This anar-
chist politics emerges out of the tendencies to participation and differen-
tiation that Bookchin has already detected in nature; and hierarchy and
domination interrupt such participation and differentiation.
‘In what sense does social ecology view nature as a grounding for an

ethics of freedom?’ asks Bookchin.43 To avoid the charge that naturalism
leads to natural law, or fascist construals of Blut und Boden, or Stalinist nat-
uraldialectics,Bookchin stresses thathisposition isdialectical.Dialectical
reason is not deductive but, rather, eductive reasoning: ‘Dialectic . . . is
a logic of evolution from abstraction towards differentiation.’44 Thus
Bookchin will insist on a continuum of the emergence of the human
from nature but such a continuum is always dialectical. The natural and
the social should not be run together: ‘indeterminacy’ in nature is not
‘autonomy’ in humanity; ‘openness’ in nature is not ‘freedom’ in human-
ity. Instead, the integration of second naturewith first nature involves ‘an
abiding ecological sensibility that embodies nature’s thrust toward self-
reflexivity’.45 In short, the relationship is always dialectical. As Bookchin
summarises the ontological–ethical commitments of social ecology:

The power of social ecology lies in the association it establishes

between society and ecology, in understanding that the social is,

potentially at least, a fulfilment of the latent dimension of freedom in

nature, and that the ecological is a major organizing principle of social

42. Bookchin, TheModern Crisis, p. 10. 43. Ibid., p. 72.
44. Bookchin, The Philosophy of Social Ecology, 2nd edn, p. 112.
45. Ibid., p. 132.
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development. In short, social ecology advances the guidelines for an

ecological society. The great divorce between nature and society – or

between the ‘biological’ and the ‘cultural’ – is overcome by shared

developmental concepts such as greater diversity in evolution; the

wider and more complete participation of all components in a whole;

and the ever more fecund potentialities that expand the horizon of

freedom and self-reflexivity. Society, like mind, ceases to be sui generis.

Like mind, with its natural history, social life emerges from the loosely

banded animal community to form the highly institutionalised

human community.46

A political theology that explicates a common realm of God, nature and
humanitywillfindmuchtowelcome in thisdialecticalnaturalism:aholis-
tic emphasis on the unity of nature and society; a dialectical account of
human–nature relations towards the affirmation of diversity and differ-
ences; the stress that nature is a companion of society and is always the
condition of its development; and the insistence that restrictive or oppres-
sive political organisation cannot be read off this dialectical construal of
nature. Before beginning a critique, I want to completemy analysis of the
political trajectory of Bookchin’s position by reviewing his notion of con-
federal municipalism.

Confederalmunicipalism

Social ecologist John Clark writes: ‘If social ecology is an attempt to un-
derstand thedialecticalmovement of societywithin the context of a larger
dialectic of society andnature, ecocommunitarianism is the project of cre-
ating a way of life consonant with that understanding.’47 Although ‘con-
federal municipalism’ is Bookchin’s preferred term for his programme
of anarchist politics, Clark’s summary captures well the trajectory of
Bookchin’s political theory. Bookchin proposes a politics, a critique of
contemporary urbanisation, and, moreover, suggests a programme for
moving towardsmunicipalism.48

True to his anarchist commitments, Bookchin argues that, although
politics is today ordinarily associated with statecraft, politics should in-
stead be associated with a polity organised by direct democracy. To make

46. Ibid., p. 87. 47. Clark, ‘Municipal Dreams’, p. 137.
48. Through this section, I draw mainly on Bookchin’s most recent statement on this topic,
Urbanizationwithout Cities: Towards a New Politics of Citizenship (London and New York: Cassell,
revised edn 1995). A case could be made, I think, that Bookchin’s confederal municipalism
represents a narrowing of his politics; nevertheless, here I concentrate on his most recent,
substantial statement.
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his point, Bookchin distinguishes between three ‘realms’: the social, the
state and the political.49 Arguing that ‘politics’ is usually understood as
the operations of the state, Bookchin argues for the recovery of a genuine
polis. Properly understood, the political is independent of the social and
the state. The state he characterises as the ‘professional apparatus with a
monopoly of violence that is used by ruling classes to controlmeddlesome
lower classes’.50 Opposed to this are the face-to-facedemocratic operations
of themunicipality. Bookchin identifies certain precursors to this munic-
ipal politics: the Athenian polis, of course, but also the Parisian sections
of the French Revolution and the tradition of town-hall meetings in New
England. Whether or not these precursors have had an ecological com-
ponent, Bookchin argues that his confederal municipalism includes the
attempt ‘to achieve a new harmonization between people, and between
humanity and the natural world’. Further, ‘any attempt to tailor a hu-
man community to a natural “ecosystem” in which it is located cuts com-
pletely against the grain of centralized power, be it state or corporate’.51

We see how the outworking of the critique of domination together with a
critique of statism emerge as a political programme. Any hierarchical so-
ciety – which for Bookchin must include a statist society – will be unable
to tailor itself to its natural surroundings butwill, rather, dominate them.
Hierarchical, statist society is anti-ecological.
Confederal municipalism is thereby dedicated to formulating a polit-

ical programme that is non-hierarchical, opposes the centralising power
of the state and affirms the values of diversity, participation and freedom.
Nor is the link between confederal municipalism and dialectical natural-
ism hard to discern: a statist society – particularly the modern city – se-
cures the ‘dissolution of nature and society’s evolutionary thrust toward
diversity, complexity and community’. And this must be regarded as ‘an
ecological problem in the sense that diversity, variety, and participation
constitute the basis not only for the stability of human consociation but
also for thecreativity that is imparted tousbydiversity, indeed,ultimately,
the freedom that alternative forms of development allow for the evolution
of new, richer, andwell-rounded social forms’.52 On account of the dialec-
tical relationsbetweennatureandsociety, amunicipalist formofpolitics is
therebyalso anecologicalpolitics.WearebackatBookchin’spoint thatna-
ture is theprecondition fornotonly theemergencebutalso thedevelopment

49. Bookchin, ‘Comments on the International Social Ecology Network . . .’, 158.
50. Bookchin, FromUrbanization to Cities, p. 3.
51. Ibid., p. 237. 52. Ibid., p. 158.
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of society. The development of society is thereby interpreted – in terms
of unity in difference – always in relation to the development of nature;
both developmental paths are evolutionary. And what is the telos of such
development? Bookchin’s answer privileges an ever-increasing richness,
diversity, complexity and, in human society, rationality. For such a state
to be achieved, the political programme must be one that secures a
non-hierarchical, non-dominating polity in which human freedom and
participation towards self-realisation are secured, and in which the va-
riety, diversity and fecundity of nature are protected. Hence, Bookchin’s
municipality is an ecological municipality: it seeks harmonious relations
with non-human nature, which is its dialectical ground.
WhatBookchin thenattempts– perhapswith too little justification– is

to deduce his confederal municipality from these premises. In such
fashion, Bookchin renews the anarcho-communist tradition of political
organisation founded in neighbourhoods, with its principal forum of
decision-making being face-to-face discussion in an assembly (in which
all citizens of a neighbourhood would be eligible to participate). The
governing principle here is unity in diversity: through such assemblies
the good of a community can be established and diverse expression of
that good can be respected. The small-scale nature of the polity also
permits the natural context in which the neighbourhood is situated
to be acknowledged: the assembly dialectically includes in its holistic
deliberations the content of its relationswith its regional nature. This po-
litical programme is confederal aswell asmunicipal: by confederal (earlier
anarchist tradition employed the term, federal), Bookchin means ‘demo-
cratic and truly communitarian forms of interdependence’53 in which
localism is rescued from parochialism and by which neighbourhoods
interact with one another (which may include a group of neighbour-
hoods calling to account a fellow neighbourhood for, say, anti-ecological
practices).
In coming to an interim assessment of Bookchin’s politics, I focus on

two issues: the characterisation of the three realms of the social, the state
and the political; and the character of the political relations between
nature and the polity.54

53. Ibid., p. 252.
54. Plainly, these are not the only criticisms that might be made. Other areas for critique are:
the utopian aspects of Bookchin’s politics; the concentration on libertarian municipalism as
the only form of anarchist politics; the polyvalence of the notion of citizenship; whether
confederalism is an adequate response to the range of relations operative between
ecocommunities in an age of globalisation.
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First, I review the relation between the social, the state and the
political. Clearly, the aim of this threefold distinction is to find ways of
construing politics as other than statecraft. Rather than, say, operate a dis-
tinction between civil society and the state, Bookchin tries to open up a
third political front, so to speak, as the realm of true citizenship and au-
thentic political paideia. Furthermore, it must be true that the state can
be undermined only by means of a ‘shared communitarian practice’ that
opposes the state.55 I fail to see why, however, such shared practice might
not emanate from the realm of the social. That is, why should opposition
to the state be sourced only to the municipal polity? May not such oppo-
sition also emerge by way of shared communitarian practice in the realm
of society? (And, to put my theological cards on the table, the church as
community may also, I contend, be a guarantor of, as well as a contribu-
tor to, that shared practice towards social and ecological unity in the com-
mon realm.) A more dialectical reading would see the variety of society
andpolity in a unity that is in distinction from (although also dialectically
related to) the state.
At the rootof this effort toprivilege themunicipality is, Iwouldargue, a

determinationtoprotect thecentralityof community.The trajectoryofhis
thought therefore begins in community (note the construal of an organic,
non-hierarchical past). The community suffers the privations of hierarchy
of which the modern city and the modern state are outcomes. To these
unhappy developments, municipality as polis is opposed. Such a reading
renders intelligible the high significance that Bookchin ascribes to the
concept of municipality. Consider this statement: ‘Conceived in more in-
stitutional terms, the municipality is not only the basis for a free soci-
ety; it is the irreducible ground for genuine individuality as well.’56 Yet
why should the political organisation of a society be its basis and ground?
We may agree with Bookchin that the elements of a true society are com-
munal but that is not the same as maintaining that these elements are
municipal. A true society must be tested by reference to activities under-
taken throughout the social realm rather than only in the municipality.
Bookchin seems to grant normative status to the polis but not also to the
societas. Thereby he grants prevenient status to the political over the soci-
etal. The societalmaybedescribed as ‘the overall quality of a societywhich
at its best has a supportive and enabling culture, a culture whose root

55. Clark, ‘Municipal Dreams’, p. 144. Through the next few paragraphs, my thinking is
deeply indebted to Clark’s essay.
56. Bookchin, FromUrbanization to Cities, p. 226.
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paradigms are intact and capable of comprehending both differentiation
into particularities and universals which hold the human together in the
ancestral sense of a religio, amutual binding informed by aGospel of grace
and truth’.57 By proposing themunicipality as the ground and basis of so-
ciety, Bookchin protects his anarchist presuppositions, but at the expense
of the societal.
Second, how are the political relations between nature and themunic-

ipality to be understood? For Bookchin, themunicipalitymust operate on
the basis of face-to-face democratic procedures inwhich citizens gather to
deliberate and decide onmatters that affect the whole community. Forms
of democracy that are not based on such direct interaction turn upon sys-
temsof representation. Such systems are rejectedbyBookchin.However, a
difficulty arises when one considers the relations between themunicipal-
ity andnon-humannature.Within adialectical naturalism, such relations
mustbeattendedto: after all, themunicipality is the contextandagentof a
political programme where humanity, as nature rendered self-conscious,
seeks both the affirmation of diversity, complexity and spontaneity in the
human polity and ecologically benign ways of affirming these same ten-
dencies in the natural realm. None the less, how is nature accounted for
in the political deliberations of the polity? Bookchin says very little about
this in his proposal for a confederal municipality.
One reason for this lack of discussion may be that any attempt to con-

ceive thepolity andnatureholisticallywill, of course, require some system
of representation. For Bookchin, however, all systems of representation
are anathema. In a non-representational politics such as Bookchin’s, such
representationcannotbe thought,much less achieved.None the less, adif-
ferent conclusion is here inescapable: in the political realm (the realm of
human deliberation) nature must be represented. Nor should this matter of
representation surprise us: as Clark notes, there are many people and en-
tities that are represented in the democratic process: ‘Just as we can relate
as moral agents to entities that are not agents, we can exercise duties of
citizenship in relations to other beingswho are not citizens.’58 Indeed,we
must effect such representation over, say, water supplies and sewage dis-
posal, not least as these affect ‘other beings’, if such matters are to be at-
tended to at all as part of the political process. So the question returns: in

57. Richard R. Roberts, ‘A Postmodern Church? Some Preliminary Reflections on
Ecclesiology and Social Theory’, in D. F. Ford and D. L. Stamps (eds.), Essentials of Christian
Community (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1996), pp. 179–95 (p. 179).
58. Clark, ‘Municipal Dreams’, p. 146.
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a non-representational system, how is the representation of non-human
nature to be achieved? (And are notmany of our ecological problems to be
sourced to the fact that the West has not been able to secure in its demo-
cratic deliberations a workable system of representation for nature?)

An anarchist common realm?

One striking aspect of Bookchin’s position is that he refuses the notion
of hierarchy in nature not by widening but by reducing the gap between
society and nature.59 Such a reduction ensures that Bookchin’s position
addresses effectively the questions posed at the beginning of this chapter.
The distance between nature and society is reduced through the commit-
ment to read both in terms of the developmental emergence of diversity,
mutuality and spontaneity. Yet the reading is dialectical in order to insist
that the narrowing of distance is never the overcoming of difference.Hier-
archies cannot be projected ontonature; neither cannature be interpreted
as a resource for natural laws (or, worse, fascist notions of blood, race and
soil or Stalinist materialist dialectics) to which humanity must conform.
Bookchin also offers a sophisticated account of the emergence of the hu-
man from the non-human and offers an account of the dependence of the
human on the non-human. The diversity of humanity and the diversity of
nature are linked in a dialectical relationship.
As such, Bookchin may be understood as a thinker in the movement

of Left-Aristotelianism. According to John Ely, whose designation this
is,60 such Left-Aristotelianism offers, first, a civic republicanism theory of
democracy, based on the participation of the citizen, which, in turn, in-
volves a criticism of the nation-state and the Weberian construal of ‘pol-
itics as statecraft’. As Ely notes, citizen is a ‘non-ascriptive’ notion which
thereby undercuts identities based on familial, ethnic or racial character-
istics. Second, Left-Aristotelianism provides a philosophy of nature. That
is, Bookchin offers an account of nature in relation to an ‘“objective” or
“substantive rationality”’ which cannot in turn be disassociated from the
‘problem of ontology in general’.61 Bookchin is a Left-Aristotelian to the
extent that a moral pluralism and relativism is to be rejected in favour of
an ethics grounded in an ontology of nature.

59. Bookchin, TheModern Crisis, p. 64n.
60. John Ely, ‘Ernst Bloch, Natural Rights, and the Greens’, in David Macauley (ed.),Minding
Nature: The Philosophers of Ecology (New York: Guilford, 1996), pp. 134–66 (p. 143).
61. Ibid., pp. 137, 139.
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How does this discussion inform a political theology of nature? What
is remarkable and important about Bookchin’s position is theway that he
relates nature and society. Bookchin refuses to oppose some abstraction
dubbedhumanity to an abstraction callednature. Instead, Bookchin spec-
ifies the hierarchies of domination that blight contemporary society and
explores how these cannot be read off a non-hierarchical nature. Such a
conclusion is very important for the concept of the common realmofGod,
nature and humanity. How so? Because the common realm also proposes
a holism in which the unity of the created order – humanity in, with and
alongside nature – forms a whole (in asymmetrical relation to the activity
of God). However, the construal of such a holism must be alert to differ-
ences: nature and society are internally differentiated.
The common realm is also committed to the affirmation of diversity or

differencewithin that unity.Nordoes the common realmwish todeny the
restrictive ‘differences’ to be associated with hierarchical structures and
patterns of dominationbut ratherwishes to theorise these in oppositional
fashion. The construal of the common realmas a theological holismmust,
in short, be alert to differences. Nature and society are internally differ-
entiated. And the differentiation within society may be hierarchical. Fur-
thermore, the relations between these zones should not be construed in
domineeringways inwhich nature is employed in support of dominating
and unjust practices. For Bookchin, the principal errors in this regard are
the projections of nature in Stalinism andNazism, and the view of nature
asmean, cruel and stingy.
At the risk of making a crass political judgment, in my view the prin-

cipal political problem for a politics of nature in the Western democra-
cies is neither a sclerotic Communism nor a restrictive fascism. Rather,
contemporary politics of nature situates itself around the problem of the
stinginess of nature. This is especially true in the discussion of population
growth. In other words, the stinginess of nature is employed to underpin
the scarcity of ‘natural goods’ and hence their unequal distribution. A lib-
eral state will therefore seek to persuade us of three conclusions: that the
human storymaybe toldwithout reference to the story of nature; that dif-
ficulties with nature’s lack of fecundity will best be addressed by the tech-
nical resources of the state; and, finally, that the best arbiter of access to
nature’s goods is the state. Of all three conclusions, a political–ideological
interpretation of nature is suspicious.
Against these conclusions, a political theology of nature affirms the

continuities between humanity and nature, insists that the interactions
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between nature and society must be the subject of political delibera-
tion, and queries whether the state has a monopoly of insight in these
matters. Furthermore, in denying that these aremerely technicalmatters,
an ecological theology founded on the common realm of God, nature and
humanity will always wish to ask: which hierarchies are served, and dis-
guised, by this construal of access to nature as a technical problem? At the
very least, Murray Bookchin’s social ecology invites a political theology of
nature not to construe the whole of humanity and nature in terms of an
harmonious unity or convergent political or social interests. The common
realm is fractured both by gender (as we saw in the previous chapter) and
by the elitism of technical managers who assign nature’s goods in some
underspecified yet ‘general’ interest.
What is vital here is to subject this account of the domination of na-

ture by technique to the scrutiny of the concept of temporality. Two re-
sults follow from such an affirmation. First, that nature is not to be zoned
off from human society but is rather always the companion of a society;
nature, as Bookchin reminds us, is the condition of the development, not
merely the emergence, of human society. Second, hownature relates to so-
ciety is always a matter of temporal emergence: the full range of how na-
ture is incorporated inhumansocietymustbe attended to. Inotherwords,
such incorporationmustnot be restricted to the activities of the state. Fur-
thermore, the stress on emergence as temporal indicates that the modal-
ities of emergence are not fixed and can be countered and tested through
forms of agency, both natural and social. Put another way, nature is not
static nor are nature–society relations unalterable. In relation to both
these commitments, thenotionof agency – ours andnature’s – needs to be
rethought.
A secondway inwhich Bookchin’s social ecology contributes to the de-

velopment of a political theology of nature is more problematic. The way
that Bookchin construes the polity as the ground of social being I have al-
ready rejected as too undialectical a formulation. By privileging the com-
munityof themunicipality in this fashion,Bookchinoverlooks the themes
of the sociality and spatiality of nature. Althoughhemaintains awelcome
emphasis on the subjectivity of nature, the teleological–evolutionary
strain in Bookchin’s thinking considers human beings as extending and
completing this subjectivity. Hence the lack of detail offered by Bookchin
on the relations between a municipality and nature. Throughout, I have
preferred to stress the sociality of human–nature relations: nature in its
otherness is the companion of humanity across all dimensions of human
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society. In such fashion, the necessary transformation of nature if there is
to be human life at all is properly accounted for. Indeed, as part of its
nature, humanity shares this stress on the construction of a habitable
‘society’ with all other life.
This, in turn, leads to a third issue which a political theology of nature

may derive from Bookchin’s social ecology: the political representation
of nature. Nature is always present, for Bookchin, but not in the political
life of the polis. Bookchin thereby breaches my rule of sociality, for he
cannot specify under the conditions of direct democracy how nature is to
be construed as present. That is, Bookchin protects his notion of anarchist
community construed as polity but at the expense of the political repre-
sentation of nature. Bookchin is forced to arrive at this conclusion because
for him direct democracy is constitutive of his account of the polis. And,
because it is not a democratic subject in the ordinary sense, non-human
nature cannot be present in face-to-face democratic discussion. Here
the dialectic between the social and the ecological in Bookchin’s social
ecology comes to a halt. What is required is the mediation of nature
so that it may be present in the political sphere. However, Bookchin’s
proposal domesticates nature by thrusting it outside of the political
realm. (There is a further, ecclesiological, issue here: Bookchin’s schema
in fact places the church ‘beyond’ the polity in ways that are theologically
unacceptable. For the Church in its identity is witness to the political rule
of God and thereby cannot be excluded from the political realm.)
To put the matter somewhat differently, community alone cannot be

understood as the ground of social being. Instead, the ground of social
being is always in part natural. Immediately, we see that, if community
needs to be supplemented by natural conditions, the notion of commu-
nity is called into question. This is because, although communities are sit-
uated in particular regions yet nature cannot be zoned into regions. The
spatiality of nature requires that the horizon of nature, as this surpasses
all communities, cannot be ignored. (If the city of Bristol,where I amwrit-
ing these lines, may be called a community, then Bristol makes a con-
tribution through its pollution to the accumulation of greenhouse gases
and thereby to global warming. In this fashion, Bristol makes a contribu-
tion to the melting of the ice caps and the disruption of the lives of polar
bearswhosehabitat – especially access to food – is being alteredby shorter,
warmer winters. In sum, nature surpasses community.) In this context, at-
tempting to understand nature as a local phenomenon makes no sense.
The question returns: how is such nature to be represented politically?
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Recall that back in chapter 2 I argued that the philosophical theology
being proposed in this book interprets God in terms of activity, ground
and force. Such differentiation in God is required if the totality of reality,
in its determinations and in its wholeness, is to be thought theologically:
without privilege either to the whole or to the parts. Thinking through
the totality of theworld from this perspective requires that both parts and
wholes are related to the activity of God: the ‘whole’ of creation does not
compete with God, and God is the ground of all the parts and the force
that secures the whole.
These are abstract categories. However, in the light of the discussion

of Bookchin, the theologico-political content of these categories may be
enriched.Wemay conclude that nature–society forms both awhole, and a
variety of parts. Nature and society comprise a unity, but always a unity of
differences. Nature must be understood as both part and whole: it is the
context of human living but also a horizon that surpasses all humanhabi-
tats. Functioningas awhole in relation tohumanity, naturedoesnot func-
tion as the source of hierarchy. However, the presence of nature through
all human endeavours is to be affirmed. There persists between nature
and society a dialectic of continuity and difference. (Epistemologically,
this is the correct order: the consideration of continuity precedes the iden-
tification of difference.) Nevertheless, the continuity is not that secured
by some variant of natural laws, and the difference is not one of ‘mastery’.
A political theology of nature will thereby be alert to any attempt to

construe the unity of nature as a template for humanity, and to construe
the unity of humanity in the form of the supremacy of the human. Nor
will a political theology of nature invest in accounts of nature as support
for hierarchical thinking but will agree that humanity is by nature social.
The sociality of humanity and nature is thereby confirmed as the princi-
pal theme of the common realm, with spatiality of nature affirming the
critical otherness of nature, and temporality affirming that both nature
and society name processes of becoming.
A political theology of nature will take issue with some aspects of

Bookchin’s thought: the tendency of social ecology is perhaps towards
a personalism in which humanity summarises and completes nature:
humanity is nature become self-conscious. There are other tendencies
in Bookchin’s thought, but this Hegelian stress fits uneasily with the
affirmationofnature as alwayspresent. Themovement of social ecological
inquiry tends not to highlight an encounter with the otherness of nature.
The whole of nature is thereby somewhat downplayed in this holistic
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account. And the tendency towards voluntarism and idealism is evident
in Bookchin’s thought: the structure of Bookchin’s inquiry focuses on
the tendency to stress the centrality of a certain sort of politics as the
way forward, rather than on the material labour by which humanity
transforms nature.
None the less, the themes of sociality, spatiality and temporality are

acquiring further definition: the whole of the common realm is not to
be interpreted as hierarchical, nor should nature be employed as the
source of hierarchy. Only by such means are the wholes and parts of the
common realm to be construed in liberatory ways.



6

Socialist ecology: the production of nature

Ecological reconstruction ofMarxism

‘In almost every period since the Renaissance’, writes Murray Bookchin,
‘the development of revolutionary thought has beenheavily influenced by
abranchof science, often inconjunctionwitha schoolofphilosophy’.1 Can
thedevelopment of the revolutionary thought ofChristianity be advanced
by a combination of ecological science andMarxist philosophy of praxis?2

That is the question for this chapter. In what ways might the task of a
political theology of nature be advanced through dynamic yet critical
articulation with socialist ecology?
Of vital importance to a political theology of nature is how to think

about natural limits, and their relation to scarcity. The notion of natural
limits suggests that nature is mean and indifferent, to pick up one of
Bookchin’s refrains, and offers an explanation of the scarcity of social
goods by reference tonature, thereby stabilisingpresent society.However,
a straightforward denial of natural scarcity is unpersuasive, not least as
such a denial invites an expansionism without limits. Much ecotheology
and political theory seems uncertain on this issue of limits. Socialist
ecology is highly pertinent to this study, as we shall see, in that it offers
away of exploring the relationships between scarcity, social limits and the
finiteness of nature. Further, socialist ecology has paid some attention to
theecological aspectsofplacewhichwill informadiscussionof eucharistic
place at the conclusion of this book (see chapter 9). For these two reasons,
then, socialist ecology is relevant to this study.

1. Bookchin, Post-Scarcity Anarchism, p. 79.
2. That Marxism has contributed to the development of Christian theology needs little
defence: consider only the theologies of Barth, Bonhoeffer and Tillich; Rahner, Moltmann
and Metz; Gutiérrez, Sölle and Schüssler Fiorenza.

[136]
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Socialist ecology neither stresses the ecosphere over the technosphere
nor privileges the technosphere to the detriment of the ecosphere.3 In
Castree and Braun’s summary, ecoMarxism has ‘tempered the unabashed
anthropocentrism ofMarx’s political economy, but without evacuating it
altogether’ and ‘haswidened bothMarxiannotions of political action and
challenged the political separatisms of “green politics”’.4 Over against
the anti-capitalistic, yet romantic, strains of deep ecology, with its turn to
nature, socialist forms of ecology stress the production of nature and the
matter of the just distribution of the results of human labour. Yet environ-
mentalists have, in turn, complained that Marxism, first, is productivist
and, second, promotes themastery of nature.5

Are these charges fair? In one sense, it is true to say that Marxism is
a form of humanism. Yet the humanism of Marxism is both pessimistic
and natural. In other words, the means of human advancement is by way
of struggle, and the measure of the human cannot be taken without ref-
erence to the natural conditions of humanity. Thus we should expect
to find within ecological Marxism a firm stress on the construction of
nature as a human project, coupled with a sense that the reconstruction
of humanity’s relations with nature turns upon the alteration of human
social relations. To these two commitments a thirdmust be added: a stress
on the social metabolism between humanity and non-human nature.
Ecological Marxism explores ways in which Marxism has been weak in
its attentiveness to nature, and offers a reconstruction of human economy
and natural economy in ways that are more attentive to the otherness of
nature.
Acknowledging important difficulties in the work of Marx and later

Marxists, the ecological reconstruction of Marxism has concentrated on
the concept of historicalmaterialism. In other words, attention is focused
on the theme of human production and the use of nature rather than pay-
ing attention to, say, the nature of Nature under discussion or nature as

3. For the terminology, see Barry Commoner,Making Peace with the Planet (New York: The New
Press, 1992), p. 7.
4. Noel Castree and Bruce Braun, ‘The Construction of Nature and the Nature of
Construction’, in Braun and Castree (eds.), Remaking Reality: Nature at theMillennium (London
and New York: Routledge, 1998), pp. 3–42 (pp. 9–10). Cf. the critique of Marxism in David
Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), p. 193.
5. See O’Connor,Natural Causes; Kate Soper, ‘Greening Prometheus: Marxism and Ecology’,
in Ted Benton (ed.), TheGreening ofMarxism (New York: Guilford Press, 1996), pp. 81–99. Other
grounds for disagreement are the lamentably poor environmental records in the countries of
‘actually existing socialism’ and social agency being located by Marxism almost exclusively
in the working class.
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the measure of the human.6 In one sense, such ecological reconstruction
suffers from some of the standard weaknesses for which Marxism is tra-
ditionally attacked: lack of attention to the normative bases of the good
life; excessive attention to thematerial interpreted as the economic to the
detrimentof thematerial interpretedas cultural.Tobegin,however, Iwish
todrawout some themes from thework ofMarx andEngelswhichwill set
up the analysis of the ecological reconstruction ofMarxism.
In their analysis of capitalism,Marx andEngelswere concerned inpart

with the ideologies ofMalthus and liberal political economy.Understand-
ing ideology in the strict, negative, sense to indicate a theoretical practice
in which the emancipatory potentials of a circumstance are persistently
misrecognised and misrepresented, their concern about both these ide-
ologies may be understood in terms of tendencies to de-historicise the
workings of capital.7 To combat such ideology, Marx stresses the social
forms, practical and epistemological, of capitalism.8 ForMarx’s main tar-
get was the tendency of capitalism’s apologists to dehistoricise capitalism
and thereby to place it outside the realm of human agency. However, as a
consequence of emphasising that capitalism is a historical formation, and
thereby reformable, Marx tended to understate, undervalue and under-
theorise the fact that production is always ecoproduction. That is, human
productive activity includes aspects of nature.
If we follow the Marxian emphasis that the fundamental creative/

productivehuman relation is betweenhumanity andnature,9 thedivision
of labour that follows is tobe interpreted fromthisbasic insight. Inecolog-
ical perspective, humanity produces its social life yet always in the context
of the ‘inorganic body’ of Nature. What is this ‘inorganic body’? This is,
Marx claims, both humanity’s ‘direct means of life’ and ‘the material ob-
ject and instrumentofhumanity’s life activity’.10 It follows fromthis claim
that nature is independent of humanity yet is also the essential condition
of human life. Nature, asMarx writes, is not a human product.

6. See Ted Benton, ‘Introduction to Part II’, in T. Benton (ed.), The Greening ofMarxism (New
York: Guilford Press, 1996), pp. 103–10 (p. 104); Ely, ‘Ernst Bloch, Natural Rights and the
Greens’, pp. 134–66.
7. For a fuller articulation, see my Theology, Ideology and Liberation, chapter 1.
8. The questioning of the notion of natural limits in the work of, say, György Lukács may
thereby be traced back to one aspect of Marx’s work. See György Lukács,History and Class
Consciousness (London: Merlin Press, 1972); cf. John Ely, ‘Lukács’s Construction of Nature,’
Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 1 (1998), 107–16.
9. Such a position contrasts with Bookchin’s argument that the idea of the domination of
nature is to be sourced to intrahuman domination.
10. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, ‘Marx and Engels on Ecology’, in Merchant (ed.), Ecology
pp. 28–43 (pp. 30, 36).
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Is this a naturalism? Not quite, because Marx argues – on the basis of
a distinction that human beings produce nature yet animals collect from
it – that it is not possible to transfer laws of nature to human social life. In-
deed, he states quite specifically that there are no ‘eternal natural laws of
society’.11 What is truly human is not attributable to natural laws trans-
ferred to the social sphere but rather to the mastery by humanity of its
social life. And, as is well known, he saw in the capitalism of his day not
mastery but rather irrationalities of a punitive kind.
Ourmastery of nature is incomplete yet need not be so:Marx links the

themeof freedomas themasteryofour social circumstancewith the theme
of themastery of nature.12 A significantweaknessmaynowbediscerned in
Marx’s thinking. Themastery of social life is to be thought together with
the themeof themastery ofnature; social irrationalities involve irrational-
ities in ourproductive relationswithnature also. Scarcity is here theorised
not as a basic limit in the forces of production but as restrictions, located
in capitalist relations of production, to be overcome. It remains true that
Marx noted that capitalism denudes natural wealth: ‘Capitalist produc-
tion, therefore, develops technology, and the combination together of var-
ious processes into a social whole, only by sapping the original sources of
all wealth – the soil and the labourer.’13 However, it is not clear, according
to Marxist commentators, that Marx in emphasising the overcoming of
‘natural irrationalities’ developed an adequate theoretical account of such
exploitation.

Fromhistoricalmaterialism to environmental
ecomaterialism

From such a reading, it is not hard to see why James O’Connor might
characterise historical materialism as neither sufficiently historical nor
material.14 To overcome this lack, two moves are required. First, environ-
mental history must be grasped as the culmination of historical inquiry:
the history of nature is now to be included alongside the history of hu-
manity. Second, ecology (not restricted to thedisciplineof the life sciences)
must be understood as the telos of materialism in which the relation
between thematerialities of human ecology and nature’s economy is the-
orised.How, then, is historicalmaterialism tobe rethought to incorporate

11. Ibid., p. 33. 12. Ibid., pp. 41–2. 13. Ibid., p. 36.
14. O’Connor,Natural Causes, pp. 48–70.
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suchadouble amendment?Here I surveybriefly theworkofO’Connorand
Ted Benton.
O’Connor and Benton respond in similar fashion to the demand for

the ecological reconstruction of Marxism by attending to the way in
whichMarxismtheorises theproductionofnature.According to standard
interpretations of Marx, an important distinction is drawn between the
forces and relations of production. Productive forces refer, broadly, to
the resources used in production – people, plant, sometimes land –

understood as a mode of cooperation. Relations refer to the social/
economic relations in which these productive forces are operated: capi-
talist relations of production are always class relations. This is the clas-
sical first contradiction of capitalism identified by Marx: the social nature of
the productive processes of capitalist accumulation is disclosed as capital
goes throughcrises of overproduction, produces enormouswealth andyet
leaves some in poverty.
Yet O’Connor notes, with some caveats, that Marx offers the begin-

nings of an account of a second contradiction: here the tension resides
not between the forces and relations of production but instead between
the forces and relations of production on the one side and conditions of
production on the other. What are these conditions of production? Accord-
ing toO’Connor,Marxproposed three conditionsof capitalistproduction:
physical conditions; personal conditions of labour power; communal or
general conditions of social production. Hidden behind this technical
armature are, O’Connor suggests, three basic ecological conditions of
capitalist production whichmay be described as follows:

Today, ‘external physical conditions’ are discussed in terms of the

viability of ecosystems; the adequacy of atmospheric ozone levels; the

stability of coast-lines and watersheds; soil, air, and water quality; and

the like. ‘Laborpower’ is discussed in terms of the physical and mental

well-being of workers; the kind and degree of worker socialisation;

toxicity of work relations and the workers’ ability to cope; and human

beings as social productive forces and biological organisms generally.

‘Communal conditions’ are discussed in terms of ‘social capital,’

‘infrastructure,’ and so on.15

In such fashion, O’Connor retheorises Marx to offer an account of the
basic environmental conditions of the interaction of human economy and
nature’s economy. Against the overly abstract commitments of the second

15. Ibid., pp. 160–1.
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platform of deep ecology, presented here are not only the crucial ecologi-
cal conditions of life but also reference to the conditions of the individual
worker (the theme of much trade union negotiation) and that which de-
velops and sustains the capacity of labour to labour: education, the urban
transport system, the family. The metabolism of the relations between
humanity and non-human nature thus has three modalities: physical
conditions, environment of the worker and social infrastructure.
O’Connor identifies the tension between the natural conditions of

production, and capitalist forces and relations of production, as a second
contradiction of capitalism. In the increasing struggle over use of non-
renewable resources, the toxicity of workers’ environments and the in-
creasing traffic congestion in cities (with the attendant health risks) – to
give a few examples – the nature of the social arrangements that structure
these problems becomesmore apparent. Greenmovements, trade unions
and urban justice groups emerge in response to the greater awareness of
the social origin and cause of environmental problems. In the same way
that the first contradiction of capitalism generated the labourmovement,
so the second contradiction generates an environmental, if heteroge-
neous, movement.
Is thismerely anthropocentric? Letusnote,first, that thisquestionmay

not be thebest one to ask:we saw in chapter 3 that thedetermined attempt
to overcome anthropocentrism in favour of biocentrism generates a series
of theoretical difficulties, including the affirmationof a self and the steady
retreat of nature. However, O’Connor notes that Marx generally failed to
interpret the mode of production with sufficient radicality to grasp that
labour has the form of cooperation between nature and culture.16 Nature
is, properly, to be understood as ‘an autonomous partner’.17 Elsewhere,
O’Connor indicates the importance of acknowledging, theoretically and
practically, that non-human nature has its own dynamics and tendencies:

Nature’s economy, however, is organized (or organizes itself) on very

different principles [to that of capital]. As biological and physical

systems, hydraulic cycles, heat/energy systems, soil cycles, ecosystem

diversity, and so on, at some point on the production curve, nature’s

productivity is self-limiting – a ‘barrier to be overcome’ by capital.18

O’Connoralso introduces the conceptof a logicof reciprocity. Sucha recip-
rocating logic complements an understanding of themode of production
as amode of cooperation. To this themewe shall return.

16. Ibid., p. 39. 17. Ibid., p. 45. 18. O’Connor,Natural Causes, p. 181.
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WhereasO’Connor appears to regardMarx’swork as normative yet un-
derdeveloped, Ted Benton’s view is more sceptical. However, Benton also
begins his analysis from the conceptual apparatus of historical material-
ism: the productivity of the labour process. Benton argues that the way in
which Marx conceptualises the labour process fails adequately to give an
account of the natural conditions of human life and features only one in-
tentional structure (the transformative). According to Marx, in Benton’s
interpretation, there are three aspects of the labour process: the worker,
that which is worked on and the instruments of labour. Furthermore, the
instruments of labour refer both to the ‘natural’ condition of land and the
‘produced’ condition of social infrastructure.
Two important criticisms of this schema are made by Benton. First,

the intentional structure of the labour process is depicted as one of trans-
formation. While the privileging of this account is readily understand-
able given the context in which Marx and Engels were writing, Benton
concedes, yet such a model seems appropriate only for the production of
certain types of commodity. The eco-regulatory practices of agriculture
whichdonot transformbut instead establish andmaintain the conditions
for crop growth are not properly described in the model. A second exam-
ple, which has yet a different structure, is that of mining: here the basic
material – coal, for example – is not transformed but rather appropriated
or extracted.
What are the consequences of such a valorisation of one model of

production, that is, the transformative? These are many: the claim that
raw materials and the instruments of production are limited in quantity
is occluded; lost to sight is the important point that all rawmaterials have
their origins in collection fromnature; the reproductionof labourpower–

reproduction itself, the home – is undertheorised; the contours of
contextual conditions – natural and produced – need greater definition;
unforeseen consequences of labour processes are not attended to.19 The
larger conclusion to be drawn here is that Marx persistently overinter-
prets the transformative capacity of his own productivist – that is, already
narrow – account of the labour process. Benton concludes that certain
contextual conditions of production need to be theorised separately from
instruments of production; how the sustainability of contextual con-
ditions is to be secured needs theoretical articulation; and theoretical

19. Ted Benton, ‘Marxism and Natural Limits: an Ecological Critique and Reconstruction’,
in T. Benton (ed.), The Greening ofMarxism, pp. 157–83 (pp. 165–6).
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purchase is required to explain unintended consequences of labour
processes (e.g. pollution).
These commitments apply a fortiori to the type of intentional

structure – eco-regulative – which governs the labour process in agricul-
ture.Here the language of transformation is unhelpful, Benton contends.
Agricultural labour is not transformative but is instead directed to the
maintenance of the natural conditions as good for growth; such a con-
text of natural conditions also suggests a certain rhythm in which crops
are grown; nor do humans have complete control over these conditions
(for example, climate andweather).20

What is the significance forapolitical theologyofnatureof suchecolog-
ical reconstructionsofMarxism?First,wemustnote thatwearepresented
with interpretations of the range of ways in which human ecology relates
tonature’s economy.Weshall have reason to test their strengths andweak-
nesses shortly, butwe can already see an important emphasiswhich is new
to the present study. Whereas deep ecology, for example, tends to focus
on the general ‘fact’ of the placing of humanity in nature in a biocentric
account, here the emphasis is on the discernment of relations between
humanity and nature. A detailed account of the ways in which humanity
produces nature – earlier identified as a lacuna in Bookchin’s work – is pre-
sented. And, furthermore, whereas deep ecology tends to concentrate on
people and their capacities for identification with nature, here thematter
is social and economicpractices in their contextual conditions.Wearepre-
sented with a tendency towards concretion: the attempt to explore how
non-human nature acquires the characteristics of use-value under a de-
terminate set of conditions. This matter of concretion is vital, as we shall
see when it is raised in materially theological terms, in chapter 7, under
the rubric of Christology. In addition, the ecological reconstruction of
Marxism raises interesting questions for a political theology of nature
about the meaning of the mastery of nature, natural limits and the relation
of scarcity and abundance. To these issues, I now turn.

The ‘mastery of nature’ and the concept of ‘limits’

Raymond Williams has commented on the ideological employment –

‘mystique’, he calls it – of the concept of the ‘mastery ofnature’.21 Develop-
ing Williams’s argument, in what senses should the mastery of nature be

20. Benton, ‘Marxism and Natural Limits’, p. 161.
21. Raymond Williams, Resources of Hope (London: Verso, 1989), p. 214.
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regarded as ideological? First, mastery suggests that humanity is not part
of nature: in a triumph of alienation, humanity is against nature rather
than being both in and against nature. Second, the impression is given
that humanity has knowledge of nature which is conformable and suit-
able to such mastery: epistemic triumphalism. Third, mastery advocates
that humanity has the full capacity to judge errors in its attempts at mas-
tery: a self-reflexive triumphalism. Fourth, it proposes that humanbeings
do have, as practical agents, the capacities – what Marx would call the
‘instruments of labour’ – to master nature: technological triumphalism.
At this point, the gendered aspect of the metaphor comes into focus: for
what is required as operative presuppositions of themetaphor, in its ideo-
logical capacities tomake ameaning stick, is disembodied, self-correcting
rationalitywhich can bothproperly determine the needs of humanity and
respond to new circumstances: the abstract and triumphalist rationality
of liberal capitalism.22

The social aspect of thismetaphor of themastery of nature ismanifest.
The social project of a certain sort of society, the political project of a cer-
tain type of polity, and the economic project of a certainway of producing
nature is summarised – accurately yet untruthfully – under the rubric of
the ‘mastery of nature’. However, to offer a critique of themetaphor is not
to attend properly to the difficult matter that the metaphor conceals: the
limits of nature.
Muchof the ecological literature, including ecotheology, trades upon a

somewhat diffuse account of limits. There is a limit to the number of peo-
ple theearth cansupport; a limit to theamountofpollutionandwaste that
natural ecosystems can absorb; a limit to the destruction of natural habi-
tats; a limit to the reduction in species diversity beyond which the com-
plexity of ecosystems, and thereby their fragile capacity to support life,
is threatened. (This reading of limit is concerned with the preservation of
species, etc.) In other areas, a different concept of limits is operative: with
regard to the extraction of resources for the supply of energy, the finitude
ofoil andgas supplies isnoted– hence limit in the senseof afinite amount.
The term ‘non-renewable’ has, as part of its meaning, precisely such a
sense of limit. (Here limit is concernedwith the conservation of resources.)
What is less clear in the literature is precisely how these limits are con-

stituted and, furthermore, how such limits apply to knowledge of nature.

22. We should here, in advance of a full discussion in chapter 8, note the analogies between
the mastery of nature and the reinterpretation of dominion as stewardship.
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What is striking in the deep ecological literature reviewed in chapter 3
is – not least given the range of disciplines on which such arguments
draw – the sheer confidence by which claims are made.23 If ecological
thought provides us with such sophisticated yet general knowledge
regarding the relations of humanity with nature, why does the notion of
limits lack specification? Is there not a strangemismatch between, on the
one hand, the wide-ranging prescriptions on the greening of the world
and, on the other, the vagueness regarding the discussion of limits?
On account of such vagueness, the appeal to themastery of nature is at

least intelligible, if not persuasive. The appeal tomastery, in other words,
raises questions against the positing of limits. Defending such mastery,
Reiner Grundmann argues that Marx maintains the modern attitude to
nature: human beings seek, and should seek, to dominate nature; human
beings are both in and against nature and enact their domination of na-
ture through the construction of a ‘secondnature’.24 Fromsuch aposition
Grundmann argues that if a society encounters ecological problems, this
is clear evidence of a failure in themastery of nature. Ecological difficulties
are social irrationalities which require practical resolution. In a sense,
then, such problems requiremore domination, not less.
This affirmation connects directly to the consideration of limits. For

Grundmann, failure to attend to the domination of nature is thereby to
admit to naturalism. To go with biocentrism and ascribe value to nature
in the attempt to reduce its exploitation is to engage in naturalistic
‘mysticism’. In good Marxist fashion, he connects such mysticism to
religion: ‘But, unless one adopts a mystical or religious standpoint, there
is always a human interest behind the attitude that nature should be left
out there “for itself”.’25 To travel this way is to posit natural laws towhich
human beings are asked to conform, and so to naturalise scarcity. To take
this ‘mystical’ way, Grundmann argues, is to fall back behind themodern
treatmentofnature towhich the themeofmastery is central. Theoutcome
of such ‘scarcity’ is an alienatedprojectionof thefixity of laws on tonature
so as to protect the interests of the rich and powerful – after all, is it not
theWest thatwouldbenefitmost if, in accordancewith ‘nature’s laws’, the
target of zero economic growthwas adopted?Howdoweguard against an

23. Cf. Hans Magnus Enzensberger, ‘A Critique of Political Ecology’, in Benton (ed.), The
Greening ofMarxism, pp. 17–49 (p. 18).
24. Reiner Grundmann, ‘The Ecological Challenge to Marxism’,New Left Review 187 (1991),
103–20.
25. Ibid., 114.
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overreaching naturalismwhich lays out a set of laws – nature knows best,
to use Barry Commoner’s formulation – to which human beings must
conform?
Thematter of the limits of nature is complex. It is possible, as in some

forms of naturalism, to set out the limits of nature yet in abstraction from
the ways in which nature is produced in a capitalist economy. Alterna-
tively, it is tempting to try to avoid the issue by reference to the mastery
of nature. Neither approach is theologically congenial: one construes the
common realm in favour of nature, the other in favour of humanity.

Limits and scarcity

For Marx and Engels, the issue of scarcity was always associated with the
‘Malthusian problem’: the attempt to trace scarcity back to some abstract
account of the relation between food production and the ‘human popula-
tion’ rather than the dynamics of a particular society. Hence reference to
natural limits tends to be rejected in their thinking. Benton takes a dif-
ferent view: as we have already seen, the attempt to theorise the matter
of the natural conditions of the process of production indicates limits.
Benton readily acknowledges that such limitsmust be understood as rela-
tive; limitsmay be overcome but it is likely that other limits will subsequ-
ently take theirplace.26 Are there, then, limits inourknowledgeofnature?
Benton argues in favour of what he calls ‘epistemic conservatism’: lim-

its inourknowledgeofnature.Heacknowledges thatMarxismhas tended
to be triumphalist in its interrogation of nature: nature is a social project,
as Lukács once noted; there is no such thing as nature ‘in itself’. On this
view, there is no sense to the claim that nature might, in however atten-
uated fashion, be the measure of humanity. However, Benton argues that
there is a realist path between social constructionism and naturalism.27 It
is not the case that, epistemologically speaking, nature knows best. How-
ever, neither is it the case that humanity knows best: if everythingmust go
somewhere, to take another of Commoner’s ecological rules, it is not clear
that humanity knows where that ‘somewhere’ is.
TimHayward has also pressed this theme of epistemic conservatism in

his critique of unsubtle views of ecological and Enlightenment rational-
ity. Hayward draws on the theme of Enlightenment rationality as critique

26. Ted Benton, ‘Ecology, Socialism and the Mastery of Nature: A Reply to Reiner
Grundmann’,New Left Review 194 (1992), 55–74 (62).
27. Benton, ‘Marxism and Natural Limits’, pp. 56–8.
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rather than domination as a way of stressing the importance of limit in
our thinking on nature: ‘Thus although enlightenment thinking is some-
times criticized for arrogance, in its best and most critical form it also
emphasizes the limits to possible knowledge.’28 Of course, there are real
difficulties, as Hayward readily acknowledges: does the appeal to reason,
for example, validate the superiority of the human or only its epistemic
primacy? YetHayward holds to the view that central to Enlightenment ra-
tionality is the omnicompetence of criticism rather than the omnicompetence
of reason. Rationality as critique, Hayward suggests, should be rethought
in relation to ecological values.
However, the discussion of limits in Marxist circles is not restricted

to epistemology. Benton argues that Marx and Engels, reacting strongly
against the connectiondrawnbyMalthusbetweenhumanpopulationand
food production, tend instead to stress human productivity. Beyond not-
ing the theme, Marx and Engels do not offer an adequate theoretical ac-
count of natural limits.We have already seen that, in Benton’s view,Marx
offers only one account of the production process: the transformative.
Such a restriction is unhelpful, according to Benton, in that the focus of
Marxist inquiry is not on the intentional structures governing other pro-
cesses of production, the eco-regulative and the extractive.
Furthermore, Benton sharpens his critique by adding that evenMarx’s

account of the labour process as featured in the modality of transforma-
tion is too narrow. For the tendency ofMarxist discussionhas been to con-
centrate on the antagonisms generated between labour and capital in the
process of production. Thus, what has received less attention – even in the
discussion of the transformative intentional structure – is the interaction
between labour and nature. According to Benton, there are at least five as-
pects of the engagement with nature (human and non-human) left out of
account or insufficiently attended to inMarxist theory.
These are: first, both the instruments and the objects of labour arema-

terial. As such, they enjoy certain resistances tohuman intentionality. Sec-
ond, all processes have their origin – at whatever remove – in collection
from nature. Third, Marx pays insufficient attention to the conditions
of production, including the conditions of reproduction, of workers.
Persistently undertheorised in Marx’s account is, then, the ‘domestic’
sphere – birth and care of children – which has eco-regulative aspects but
also its own independent structure. Fourth, natural conditions are not

28. Tim Hayward, Ecological Thought: an Introduction (Cambridge: Polity, 1995), p. 11.
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manipulable, especially when we are speaking of geographical or clima-
tic conditions. Fifth, Marx pays too little attention to the unintended
consequences – pollution, accidents – of human actions in production.29

From this perspective, Benton concludes that the ecological recon-
structionofMarxismmust include the following amendments: (1) contex-
tual conditions of production are not instruments of labour and should
be considered separately; (2) how these contextual conditions are to be
maintained so as to permit the sustainability of productive processes is
a vitally important issue; (3) some account of unintended consequences
must be given: the use of fertiliser may have the unintended consequence
of desertification; the generation of electricity bymeans of nuclear fission
may have the unwelcome consequence of creating nuclear waste which is
difficult to dispose of safely.
Although it isnot clear fromtheargument, I take it thatBenton intends

these three points to be developed in relation to all intentional struc-
tures: transformative, eco-regulative and extractive. What account of nat-
ural limits emerges here? First, Benton insists that the natural conditions
of production need to be theorised separately. Thus, in steel production
processes (car manufacture, for instance), the source of iron would need
to be noted; or, in paper production, the source of the wood pulp needs
to be acknowledged; with regard to human work, the care and raising of
children is an important theme. Second,what is required ismore than just
bringing these conditions tomind, it is also attending to the conditions of
their long-termmaintenance. Different considerations will apply in con-
nection to the sustainability of different conditions. Third, unintended
consequenceswhichflowdirectly fromprocesses of production andwhich
may, for a variety of different reasons, react back on the production pro-
cesses, need tobe treated.What emerges as significant is theways inwhich
variousnatural conditionsaredrawnintoproductionprocesses,howthese
conditions are used and how renewed, and whether or not polluting
outcomes threaten the integrity of the production process itself.
The work of James O’Connor is less concerned with the issue of nat-

ural limits considered abstractly from the processes of capitalist accu-
mulation. O’Connor readily concedes that nature has its own laws to
which Marx and Marxists have not always paid sufficient attention. The
‘active, autonomous role of nature’ was too often ignored inMarx’s work.
Furthermore, ‘no account of production conditions can ignore the fact

29. Benton, ‘Marxism and Natural Limits,’ pp. 165–6.
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that external nature has its own autonomous “laws” or developmental
principles’.30

However, the central issue, as O’Connor presents it, is not limits –

strictly, capitalist expansion has no limits31 – but rather how capitalist
accumulation engages the conditions of production. Recall that the con-
ditions of production refer to the external, physical conditions (ecosys-
tems and like) as these enter into productive processes, the reproduction
of labour power (including the ‘domestic sphere’) and thematter of social
infrastructure (transport systems, education). The key issue is: if there are
no limits to capitalist expansion, then the matter of ecological limit will be en-
countered only in the form of economic crisis. If there are genuine limits to the
conditions of production, under capitalism these will only take the form
of crisis. How then does capitalist accumulation employ external condi-
tions through periods both of accumulation and crisis? If there are two
basic modalities of capitalist accumulation – expansion and crisis – how
do these relate to the production of pollution and waste, the treatment of
nature as a free good, etc.?
It is likely, O’Connor contends, that throughperiods of expansion cap-

itals will use up natural resources more quickly than at other times: re-
source depletion and pollution can be expected to increase through ‘good
times’. It may also be the case, of course, that capital seeks to improve its
profitability by reducing the costs of the reproduction of labour power
and the costs of sustaining the infrastructure.32 There is an important op-
portunity here for environmental groups in that, through periods of high
profitability, capital firms do at least have resources to invest inmore effi-
cient ways of using materials and undertake the clean-up of the environ-
ment. However, capital may also accumulate through crisis: here capitals
seek the cheapest raw materials, whatever their ecological cost, and wish
to avoid the costs of clearing uppollution, etc. In summary: capital always
accumulates, sometimes through expansion, sometimes through crisis.
(In fact, O’Connor argues, most of the time capital accumulates through
both crisis and expansion at one and the same time.33)
Hence, O’Connor insists, there are two dynamics of ecological degra-

dation operative in capitalism; there are two ways in which capitalism
depletes resources; there are two ways in which it generates pollution.
In general, these dynamic tendencies are operative simultaneously. The

30. O’Connor,Natural Causes, p. 147. 31. Ibid., p. 181.
32. Cf. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 195–6.
33. O’ConnorNatural Causes, pp. 180–6.
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analytical task is therefore to ascertain which sectors of capitalist produc-
tion are accumulating through expansion and which through crisis and,
of course, to take into account a set of further circumstances concerning
the reproductionofworkers, infrastructure andwhathave you.We should
not be surprised that through these processes, combined and uneven as
they are, that capitals degrade, and sometimes destroy, their conditions of
production.

Scarcity, sustainability and ‘marginality’

There are important differences between the views, presented above, of
natural limits by two contemporary Marxists. O’Connor concentrates on
the theme of political economy and seeks to introduce thematter of polit-
ical ecology only and always in relation to economic accumulation: hence
a second contradiction of capitalism is proposed in a tension between
the development of the forces and relations of production and the condi-
tions of production. Thus the basic shape of historicalmaterialism is here
extended. Benton is bolder in his attempt to reconstruct, rather than ex-
tend, historical materialism. Although he does note that Marx theorises
the theme of the conditions of production, he argues that the standard
Marxist account of the labour process is too narrow. Furthermore, the
matter of cultural resources for engaging with ecological crisis, a fac-
tor largely omitted in O’Connor’s account, is stressed by Benton. Hence
Benton proposes the reconstruction of historical materialism.
Of what use is this discussion for a political theology of nature?We are

ablenow, I think, to reconsider thematterof scarcity.Onereasonwhymost
of us are environmentalists now has to do with the sense that crucial re-
sources – non-renewable sources of energy, clean air andwater, safe work-
ing conditions, good schools – are felt to be in short supply. This despite
the fact that our culture is very creative and has already secured the po-
tential for providing the basic levels of subsistencemany times over.34 One
way a sense of environmental unease presents itself in the North is, ob-
jectively, through the anxiety regarding overpopulation and, subjectively,
in potential parents’ anxieties as to whether they should have more than
one, or any, children. And this matter is present in political ecology: for
instance, population reduction is part of the deep ecology platform.35

34. William Leiss, ‘The Domination of Nature’, in Merchant (ed.), Ecology, pp. 55–64 (p. 60).
35. We saw in chapter 3 that population reduction is one of the eight points of the 1984
platform of deep ecology. As northern populations are already reducing, this position may
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Marx and Engels confronted the problem of scarcity in the theory of
Malthus; contemporary Marxists, as David Harvey has noted, also con-
front the contemporary resurgence of the theory in neo-Malthusianism.
Indeed, it is a long-running show: although it emerges with full force in
the nineteenth century, there were important precursors to Malthusian-
ism in the eighteenth century.36 What, then, is the ‘Malthusian problem’?
Harvey presents it this way: ‘Passion between the sexes (a self-realization
argument) produced population growth beyond the natural capacities of
the earth’s larder and emancipation from poverty, war and disease was
necessarily frustrated as a result. The drive for self-realization automati-
cally thwarted any hopes for emancipation frommaterial want.’37 Clearly
here is presented the themeof natural limits. Iwant nowbriefly to present
Harvey’s reading ofMalthus andhis rather brief commentary on thework
of Benton andO’Connor.38

It is important to note, says Harvey, that Malthus himself derives his
argument from two basic deductive principles: ‘food is necessary to the
existence of man and the passion between the sexes is necessary and
constant’.39 The more recent neo-Malthusian argument operates from
the same principles yet within a technological context. Thus, the rela-
tion between population and ecoscarcity is noted, but also the fact that
technological productivity canmitigate but not overcome the connection.
Harvey helpfully notes that Malthus’ argument is class-based, part of
which is well known: support for the poorest bucks the natural law that
food is scarce and cannot support a steadily increasing population. Yet
Malthus also argues that the wealthy are charged with the task of con-
sumption. For, if the wealthy do not consume, then there is a threat to
capital accumulation: the economy requires a steady demand for goods.
The same argument is employed today: in order to ensure the smooth

workingof the international economy, thewealthiernations shouldbeen-
couraged to consume as much as possible, preferably in an international
zone of free trade, in order to ensure that a demand for goods from other
parts of the world is maintained. In the backgroundmay also be detected

function as code for the reduction of southern populations. For a sustained critique of the
‘population problem’, see Commoner,Making Peace with the Planet, ch. 7.
36. Clarence Glacken, Traces on the Rhodian Shore: Nature and Culture inWestern Thought from
Ancient Times to the End of the Eighteenth Century (Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University
of California Press, 1967), pp. 623f.
37. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 139.
38. Note here that I am not concerned to treat Malthus directly but rather to consider the
treatment by socialist ecology of Malthusianism and neo-Malthusianism.
39. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 141.
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the – finally, racist – view that the South is required to produce some
of the goods which support the consumption of the North but that the
South’s own internal economic difficulties – including the pressure on en-
vironmental goods – is the result of overpopulation, economic misman-
agement, ‘innate’ propensity to violence, etc.
That such a position – both in its Malthusian and neo-Malthusian

forms – is illogical needs to be noted. What, we may ask, is the re-
lation between population growth and ecoscarcity amongst the work-
ing classes/the South and the consumption among the upper classes/the
North? Would not one obvious way forward be to invite consumption by
the working classes/the South? Malthus, in Harvey’s view, has a double
response to this question. First, in fact the upper classes have a way –

through frugality – of avoiding the imperatives of population growth and
ecoscarcity. Second, capitalists will not wish to sell goods to their work-
ers: in other words, workers are the source of exploitedworker power, not
consumption.
In a sense, too, the same position is articulated today: the North, in its

reduction in thegrowthofpopulation,has shownitself able toemancipate
itself fromMalthus’s law: it accumulates rather than procreates! In addi-
tion, only the wealthy can truly accumulate: capitalism turns upon high-
value consumption which only the North can engage in. The self-serving
character of such an argument is all too apparent. In rejecting such ar-
guments, Harvey appeals to Marx. We should note that included in the
appeal is the aside that ‘Marx . . . had a profound respect for the quali-
ties of nature and the relational–dialectical possibilities within it.’40 Yet
Harvey explicitly rejects the ecoMarxist turn as a sad capitulation to capi-
talistic arguments. Even for Marxists, Harvey reports, ‘the universality of
“natural limits” and the deeper appeal to “natural law” as inherently
limiting to the capacity to meet human desires, is now increasingly
treatedas anaxiomatic limiting conditionofhumanexistence’.41 Harvey’s
constructiveproposal,however, fallsbehindhisearlier commitment to the
independence of nature. It is worth quoting his conclusion against the
notion of ecoscarcity at length:

To declare a state of ecoscarcity is in effect to say that we have not the

will, wit or capacity to change our state of knowledge, our social goals,

cultural modes, and technological mixes, or our form of economy, and

that we are powerless to modify either our material practices or

40. Ibid., p. 145. 41. Ibid., p. 146.
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‘nature’ according to human requirements. To say that scarcity resides

in nature and that natural limits exist is to ignore how scarcity is

socially produced and how ‘limits’ are a social relation within nature

(including human society) rather than some externally imposed

necessity.42

Of course, the warning is salutary: scarcity must be construed socio-
historically andnot simply as anatural fact. Limits are a social relation and
society may be reshaped according to human requirements. Yet the cru-
cial issue remains unattended: do not human requirements need to be in-
formed by a dialectical interpretation of humanity–nature which ensures
that human requirements incorporate nature’s requirements?
The problem needs to be stated differently from Harvey’s formula-

tion. The issue is neither agency nor social production but rather whether
the measure of human advance is only the human or whether it is the
human in dialectical relation to nature. Thus Harvey is correct when he
writes: ‘. . . all debate about ecoscarcity, natural limits, overpopulation,
and sustainability is a debate about the preservation of a particular order
rather thanadebateabout thepreservationofnatureper se’.43 However, the
issuewhichHarvey fails to tackle is whether or not the overcoming of this
current capitalist order involves the construction of a social order founded
on a society–nature dialectic. ‘Nature’ becomes a mere cipher in Harvey’s
account rather than amaterial presence. And themovement of the dialec-
tic is discovered to be conservationist rather than preservationist: in the
dialectic, the human is privileged.
What more can be said from within the resources of socialist ecology

on this matter of scarcity? As already noted, Harvey dismisses the work of
Benton andO’Connor as capitulating to the current discussion on scarcity
and limits. Yet, given the above presentation of their views, this seems
a hasty judgment. Indeed, their work provides, in my view, important
resources onwhichHarvey could draw.
First of all, we should note that Ted Benton’s work offers a way of

making more complex the dialectical process. To the productive process
construed as transformative, Benton adds two further ways of constru-
ing production processes: eco-regulative and extractive. The premise of
such an enlargement is that Marxist theory needs to be reframed to allow
for the logic of cooperation and interchange between humanity and non-
human nature to be recognised more clearly. The second point made by

42. Ibid., p. 147. 43. Ibid., p. 148.
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Benton points towards the ecological reconstruction of Marxism elabo-
rated in O’Connor’s work. Benton recommends that each mode of pro-
duction should be analysed for its ‘contextual sustaining conditions and
liability togeneratenaturallymediatedunintendedconsequences’.44 This
is to attribute the problem of the unequal distribution of social goods
to neither industrialisation nor the effects of increasing population.
Benton’s contribution is to remind us that the fecundity of nature resides
in part in its own tendencies, regulative processes and systemic feedback
loops.Nature is always capitalisednature; and capitalisednature is always
second nature. However, that does not mean such capitalised nature does
not relate to a first nature, as yet not capitalised, with its deep structures,
tendencies and processes.
Further, one way of interpreting O’Connor’s work would be to ac-

knowledge that he has indeed found a way of thinking in aMarxist – and
anti-Malthusian– fashionabout ‘scarcity’which supportsdirectly someof
the emphases ofHarvey’swork. Recall thatO’Connor identifies three con-
ditions of production: external, physical conditions; personal conditions
of production; and the communal, general conditions of production. By
means of such conceptuality, canwe discernways inwhich the operations
of capitals destroy their own conditions of production and thereby harm
potential forprofitable accumulation?According toO’Connor, the answer
is an emphatic, ‘yes!’

The warming of the atmosphere will inevitably destroy people, places

and profits, not to speak of other species life. Acid rain destroys forests

and lakes and buildings and profits alike. Salinization of water tables,

toxic wastes, and soil erosion impair nature and profitability. The

pesticide treadmill destroys profits as well as nature . . . This line of

thinking thus also applies to the ‘personal conditions of

production . . . laborpower’ in connection with capital’s destruction of

established community and family life as well as the introduction of

work relations that impair coping skills and create a toxic social

environment generally.45

In my view, O’Connor here presents the root of the social production of
scarcity of which Harvey writes. Furthermore, there is here a sense of the
ways inwhich external physical operations have their ownproper spheres
of regulative action.

44. Benton, ‘Marxism and Natural Limits’, p. 175.
45. O’Connor,Natural Causes, p. 166.
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Wehave, then, the introductionof ‘scarcity’ into the theoryof economic
crises in aMarxist, not a neo-Malthusian, way. At issue is not the relation
between food production and population, nor a technologicallymediated
version of the same relation, but instead a reading of how capitalism re-
lies upon nature to secure its profits and how, furthermore, in the process
of accumulation, it degrades its own conditions. Here O’Connor proposes
that capitalism underproduces: the failure to maintain the conditions of
production is precisely a feature of capitalist underdevelopment. Given
that development is uneven, any socialist transformation of capitalist
economic forces and relationswill also have to attend to theways inwhich
environmental clean-up, supportive family life and good education, and
the costs of traffic congestion and urban degradation – to give a few
examples – all require urgent attention.
The theme of this section is scarcity. In affirming the Marxist rejec-

tion of the relation between population and the availability of food, we
have noted that too Promethean a stress should not be placed on the cor-
rect judgment that scarcity is a social limit. If capitals do indeed destroy
the conditions of their own production, then these conditionsmay be im-
paired to such a degree as to create significant resistance to any liberatory,
socialist, project. In order to theorise the social construction of limits – the
capitalist production of nature – together with an account of the reality
of natural processes, wemay conclude that scarcity should be understood
as ‘marginality’.
To what does the concept of marginality refer? A compressed answer

is: the placing of nature – here referring to the conditions of production –

to the margins. It is not natural scarcity with which we have to deal but
rather natural marginality. Such conditions are to be considered not as
scarce but marginal: nature is treated both as free tap and sink, and the
conditions of the reproduction of labour power are overlooked as the en-
vironmental infrastructure is degraded in an attempt to increase the prof-
itability of capitalism. In this manner, capitalism displaces its problems
to the social and natural margins. This conclusion is of some importance
both forChristology, inwhich themarginality of nature is connectedwith
the marginality – that is, the cross – of Christ and for the marginality of
the place called Church. Therewill be explicit discussion of both points in
chapter 9.More generally, the theme ofmarginality runs throughpart III:
facing central Christian themes of the abundance ofGodand thegoodness
of creation, a political theology of nature resists the construal of scarcity in
apolitical ways, such as by reference to a stingy or mean nature. Scarcity
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as marginality contains two truths: that the scarcity of goods is a social
phenomenon and that such scarcity forces the use of nature’s resources
in exploitative ways. Which is to say that natural limits are always social
limits, and vice versa. Any redirective and restitutive effort against
marginality must reckon with both themes, as will be demonstrated
through the Christology and pneumatology of part III.

Space, place and environment

Marginality, in turn, requires a further step towards concretion. For
marginality, the practical interpretation of scarcity and natural limits,
occurs only within concrete processes of space and time. ‘Implied
in the concepts of “external physical conditions”, “laborpower”, and
“communal conditions”’, writes O’Connor, ‘are the concepts of space
and“social environment”.’46 Only through temporal–spatial practices are
problems of scarcity and limit to be grasped. The theme of scarcity can-
not be divorced from the place of scarcity which is the locus of the social
force of circumstance. So, for example, communities may endure in a
particular place through extreme scarcity.
To attend to the concept of place is an acknowledgement by historical

materialismthat the relationsofhumanitywithnature cannotbe engaged
without attention to the cultural desires of thosewhooccupy – sometimes
marginal – places. (Indeed, communities may defend their place from at-
tempts to ‘improve’ it.) What emerges at this point is a recognition of the
need to subjectivise and historicise the interpretation of the conditions
of production. David Harvey has written at some length on the theme
of space and its relation to place and environment; to his account I now
turn.47

There are three points, central to Harvey’s account, that I wish
to present: (1) That spatio-temporalities are always configured in and
through social practices: in a specific and restricted sense, space and time
are socially constructed; as such, these practices are open to amendment.
(2) A relational account of space and time can be employed to explore
the relation between space and place. (3) Considerable practical and the-
oretical difficulties exist in the construal of a liberatory relation between

46. Ibid., p. 161.
47. I should add that Harvey’s account in his Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference is
both wide-ranging and diffuse; what follows may make Harvey’s account more systematic
and coherent than in fact it is.
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space and place: the connection is sometimes oppressive, at other times
oppositional.
What does it mean to say, first, that space and time are always config-

ured by social practices? We must note, according to Harvey, that to say
that space and time are social constructions is not to say that these are
subjective. ‘Social constructions of space and time operate with the full
force of objective facts to which all individuals and institutions necessar-
ily respond. To say that something is socially constructed is not to say
it is personally subjective.’48 A sense of the objective, yet amendable, as-
pect of space–time may be won by attention to the ways in which new
practices, together with new accounts of space–time, can be imposed on
a society (fromwithin and without). Hence, Harvey argues, following the
work of William Cronon, that the clash between the first English settlers
and the American Indians can be traced to different accounts of space–
time; furthermore, the imperatives of Fordist-type working conditions
means strict adherence to time set by a clock (an imposition that was itself
resisted).
At this point Harvey rehearses the well-known argument from his

earlier The Condition of Postmodernity49 on the compression of space–time:
after the oil crisis of 1973, ‘Time-horizons for decision making (now
a matter of minutes in international financial markets) shortened and
lifestyle fashions changed rapidly. And all of this has been coupled with
a radical reorganisation of space relations, the further reduction of spatial
barriers, and the emergence of anewgeographyof capitalist development.
These events have generated a powerful sense of space–time compression
affecting all aspects of cultural and political life.’50 Nor shouldwe say that
there are two dimensions of space–time in capitalist society. Harvey re-
jects a duality posited between the operation of the market economy –

and the spatio-temporalities which comprise such amarket – and the dif-
ferent,multilayered and variegated spatio-temporalities embedded in the
practices of the household to whichmost turn for relationships governed
by the imperatives of affectivity rather than the imperatives of ‘efficiency
gains’. In rejecting this duality, he notes the ‘crossover’ between the mar-
ket and household: fashions changed by the shortening timescales of cap-
italist accumulation; previous spatial conditions in collapse, as indicated
by the fruit and vegetable display in any supermarket (in Britain, you can

48. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 211–12.
49. David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), esp. part III.
50. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 245.
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buy blueberries cultivated in the USA, potatoes produced in Egypt and
corn grown in Thailand).
Second, what are the details of this relational account of space–time?

Harvey’s argument moves by way of a loose combination of the views
of Leibniz with those of Whitehead. Here Leibniz seems to have the
priority. Yet this is a Leibniz whose philosophy is secularised and later
‘materialised’ by reference byWhitehead. From Leibniz, Harvey suggests
that space and time are not to be privileged one over the other; space is to
be understood as comprised of distinct spaces rather than a single over-
arching space with its sub-divisions; space and time inhere in particular
practices. Harvey rejects Leibniz’s metaphysical judgment that our world
is thebest of all possibleworlds.AlthoughLeibnizholds to this viewbased
onanaccountofGod’sprovidential orderingof theworld,Harveynotes its
deeply conservative implications. By contrast, the present ordering of the
world is not to be traced to God’s will, Harvey recommends, but rather to
a determinate social ordering.
For my purposes, this is an important point: we have already seen the

relation between the metaphysical judgment as to the ‘balance of nature’
and the matters of scarcity and sustainability. Here Harvey makes a simi-
lar point: the dynamics of space–time are not given; instead, these inhere
in specific practices – political, economic, social, personal. To revise the
dynamics of space–time thereby requires the alteration of such practices.
Themetaphysical presumption in force is thus against harmony, in a dou-
ble sense: there is no presumption as to harmony either in intrahuman
relations or relations between humanity and nature.
What follows from this is less clear. Harvey certainly seeks to respond

to the epistemological question: how can resistances to such processes be
thought? Before that, Harvey applies his reading of the dialectical inter-
relating of spatio-temporalities to the concepts of place and environment.
He summarises his conclusions thus:

Entities achieve relative stability in their bounding and their internal

ordering of processes creating space, for a time. Such permanencies

come to occupy a piece of a space in an exclusive way (for a time) and

thereby define a place – their place – (for a time). The process of place

formation is a process of carving out permanencies from the flow of

processes creating spaces. But the ‘permanencies’ – no matter how

solid they seem – are not eternal: they are always subject to time as

‘perpetual perishing’. They are contingent on the processes that create,

sustain and dissolve them.51

51. Ibid., p. 261.
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Wehave hereHarvey’s attempt to relate together the processes of time and
production of space. Such a perspectivemay be applied in straightforward
ways to what Harvey dubs environment or nature. On such a view it is no
longer possible to separate out the spatio-temporal processes governing
nature from those governing society. Academic disciplines which operate
on the basis of some such distinction are thereby to be rejected. Yet, when
applied to place, as Harvey notes, the matter is not so simple: for place is
more than a temporary permanence in the churning of spaces. Instead,
place is often associated with the affections and memory. How is this to
be thought?
So we come, third, to the consideration of the liberatory and oppres-

sive aspects of place. Harvey proposes two ways of considering the con-
struction of place. Of course, place is always constructed through social
processes. One sort of analysis might then concentrate on the ecological
processes which are included in the spatio-temporal processes of the pro-
duction of space as place. A different approach is to attend to the ways
in which the international movement of money over the last twenty-five
years has produced space. Harvey notes the threats to place (through de-
industrialisation, for example), and that capitals have become more so-
phisticated in detecting the differences between particular places which
are advantageous to accumulation. The competition between places for
capital investmentandthesteadyoverinvestment in land in the lastdecade
or two are clear evidence of this development.52 But, as Harvey notes,
that hardly accounts for the continued attachment to place. Why will
people dedicate themselves to defend a particular place? Why do some
people not wish to leave an impoverished housing estate even when of-
fered alternative, ‘superior’ accommodation? Why is a people’s sense of
identification with landscapes so strong that they persistently fail to see
that the landscape is everywhere worked over by human labour?53

The importance of place as a privileged location where people seek
to connect with the environment as the locus of community is noted by
Harvey. Useful objections to both these commitments are discussed. As
regards identification with a particular landscape, Harvey notes that
the knowledge that governs such areas is necessarily small scale and
thereby tends not to be concerned with the ways in which such spaces are
produced by larger processes (the recoding of landscape by the heritage

52. Ibid., pp. 297–8.
53. ‘[T]here was a perfectly well-balanced eco-system in place before man began trespassing
on it’, letter in Princeton TownTopics (23 September 1998), p. 25, in connection with a
proposed deer cull.
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industry, for instance). Nor is Harvey persuaded by the claim implicit in
some of these positions of direct, largely unmediated relationships with
nature. Instead, he considers that such notions might be constructed in
ways which are anti-capitalist in a romantic sense, but hardly opposi-
tional. With regard to place as community, the usual objections concern-
ing tendencies to sectarianism,hierarchicalismandsuppressionofdissent
are noted.54

Yet the constructive position advanced – a response to the question:
how is the relation between the construction of space and place to be
thought?– isbrief andunpersuasive.Harveymakes thevaluablepoint that
‘cultural politics in general (and the search for affective community inpar-
ticular) andpolitical–economicpower intertwine in the social processes of
place construction’.55 And, although some examples of the contradictory
processes of place construction are given, what is crucially missing from
the argument is a presentation of how to detect the difference between
positive and negative construals of place.
So the question remains: what are the tendencies and dynamics of lib-

eratory, rather than merely alternative, places? Harvey’s argument is es-
pecially valuable in its insistence that the cultural representations of a
particular place are as material as the other outcomes of social processes.
Thereby rejected is a common perception in Marxism that ideas are to be
denigrated as not being the causal motors of history. However, despite
this welcome emphasis on the materiality of representation, no account
is given of the relation between the construal of place and conceptions of
nature.More especially,which representations of naturemight be consid-
ered liberatory?
In sum, Harvey is right when he suggests that spatio-temporal pro-

cesses are social constructions which are material and objective. But the
vital issue occluded in this formulation is how does humanity relate to
an abundant nature? And the questionwhichmust be answered first here
is: what is this nature to which humanity both refers and is the mea-
sure of? Answering this questionwould enableHarvey to explore how the
construal of nature in a particular place does not necessarily yield a local,
‘unmediated’ knowledge. I return to this theme in chapter 9 in a discus-
sion of eucharistic place.

54. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 303–4.
55. Ibid., p. 320.
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Amaterialist theology of nature?

Whereas deep ecology did not yield many insights into the relations be-
tween humanity and nature, ecoMarxism – by its attention to the con-
ditions of production – offers a conceptuality for consideration of these
matters. Further, the issues of the ‘mastery of nature’, natural limits and
scarcity are also considered by Marxism. We noted also the stress in the
work of James O’Connor on the importance of the state as the mediator
between capitals andnature’s economy. That is, under contemporary con-
ditions, it is the agency of the state which regulates access to nature: to
give some examples, permissions for stripmining and new roads, and the
setting of permissible levels of pollution, all fall within the provenance of
the state. The theme of resistance to capitalist processes of accumulation
was also discussed by reference to the construction of space and place: are
some places cultural sites of resistance to expansionist capital?
From the vantage point of a social or practical materialism, ecosocial-

ism inquires how matter is produced in a particular social context. That
thematter of nature is being degraded is not disputed.What requires elu-
cidation is the social and economic processes in and through which such
degradation occurs. Should we then say that natural limits are merely
some externally imposed ‘necessity’ that mask an economic process? Are
these limits thereforeonly social limits?Or shouldwe say, by contrast, that
there are important natural conditions (the otherness of nature) to eco-
nomic processes that capitalist development will respond to by develop-
ing through crises? For a political theology of nature, this issue must be
faced in order to avoid the air of unreality that characterisesmuch ecothe-
ological discussion. Consider the following programmatic statement by
Larry Rasmussen on the task of ecotheology: ‘Substantively, conversion to
the Earth means measuring all Christian impulses by one stringent cri-
terion: their contribution to Earth’s well-being.’56 In the context of this
chapter, any contribution by theology to thewell-being of the Earthmust
indicate the ways in which the well-being is being threatened if any con-
version to the Earth is not to be merely voluntaristic and abstract. Such
voluntarism and abstraction are evident, so I shall argue in chapter 8, in
the popular affirmations in ecotheology of stewardship and the value of
nature.

56. Larry Rasmussen, ‘Eco-Justice: Church and Community Together’, in D. Hessel and
L. Rasmussen (eds.), EarthHabitat: Eco-Injustice and the Church’s Response (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 2001), pp. 1–19 (p. 7).
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The matter is made yet more complex by the fact that Christianity
will wish to affirm the abundance of a creation whose source is the lov-
ing purposes of a goodGod. Does reference to abundance invite sustained
scepticism towards notions of scarcity and natural limits? Or can the
issue of abundance be adhered to theologically while at the same time
accepting that social limits are always natural limits? To give an indica-
tionof thedifficulties here,what are the relationsbetweenHarvey’s denial
of natural scarcity and the Christian commitment to abundance, and how
should these relations be determined theologically? If, on account of its
independence – real yet circumscribed – fromGod, the theologianwishes
to stress thefiniteness of creation,howshould suchanemphasis be related
to O’Connor’s claim that capitalism accumulates through processes of
underdevelopment, as well as development? If the overriding criterion is
well-being of the Earth, can thewell-being of nature be affirmed at the ex-
pense of humanity without detailed consideration of the ways in which
nature’s well-being is being denied? Amaterialist theology of nature will
need to develop responses to these questions.
Which is not to say that the socialist ecologies presented in this chapter

are beyond criticism. First, there remains a sustained reluctance in these
Marxist theories to specify the otherness or independence of non-human
nature. Of course, there are legitimate concerns here: does the positing of
nature as independent play into the hands of neo-Malthusians? Yet mate-
rialism of a social and practical sort requires such an account of the mate-
rial interactions between humanity and nature in order fully to theorise
the relations between humanity and non-human nature. When speaking
of human–non-human relations, a comprehensive materialism will wish
to speaknotmerely of afirst nature and its relations to a secondnature. In-
stead, the schema is tripartite: (1) nature independent of humanity; (2) the
natural conditionsofhuman life; (3) the cultural or social sphereofhuman
life.57 The ecosocialist positions reviewed so far have focused on the sec-
ond and the third areas. As we have seen from the discussion of ecofem-
inism, however, a political account of the liveliness and subjectivity of
nature is vital for a full consideration of nature.
A liberatory materialism will thereby analyse the structures of

human–nature interaction by way of this tripartite schema. Suddenly,
Grundmann’s sniffy point about naturalism appears unpersuasive.
Recall his claim that to hold to nature as ‘for itself’ is to maintain a

57. I am drawing on John Clark, ‘The Dialectical Social Geography of Elisée Reclus’,
Philosophy andGeography 1 (1997), 117–42 (123), as well as the ecosocial ontology presented in
chapter 2.
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religious – that is, false – viewpoint. However, the issue now is: can
a materialism be developed that supports and develops the tripartite
schema set out in the previous paragraph? That is the vital question: the
proof of a liberative materialism is its capacious ability to encompass
the tripartite schema. In my view, such a materialism can be developed
by theology: I offer the outlines of such a theological materialism in the
next chapter. In other words, the relevant test is the ‘materiality’ of one’s
materialism, rather thanwhether or not amaterialism is religious.
Such materiality may follow Benton’s proposal to understand

human interaction with nature in three ways: the transformative, the
eco-regulative and the extractive require and shape different modalities
of interaction. These modalities each require different structures of in-
terrelation, different sorts of technologies and thereby different types of
humanaction, and are supportedbydifferent construals of themovement
of nature.58 Our most difficult issue resurfaces: what is the conception of
nature operative here? Andwhatmight a political theology of nature have
to offer such a discussion? To this question I turn in the next chapter.
Connectedwith the first point is, second, thematter of a philosophy of

nature as a proper basis for a normative theory of human social life.59 An
important strength ofMarxism is its power to explain the emergence and
persistence (in contradiction) of capitalism. However, it is less persuasive
in its account of the normative political life of humanity. In a commen-
tary on the political theory ofMarx, DavidMcLellan has noted important
contributions in the area of agency, relation of the state to civil society and
the analytic power of the concept of class.60 However, this is not to make
a contribution to the area of political theory which seeks to articulate the
political structures whichmight be both liberatory and sustainable in re-
lation to non-human nature. To discern social and economic movements
and structures is necessary but not sufficient. What is also required is an
account of the tendencies, liberatory and oppressive, of the political life
of humanity. And the determination of liberatory and oppressivemust be
made in relation to some account of non-human nature.
Involved here are normative claims on the relation between human-

ity and nature towards the construction and inhabiting of good space and
time: that is, towards liberatory accounts of place. Cultural resources are

58. We may note that Shiva’s account of the mediation of nature by women, discussed in
chapter 4, draws almost exclusively on the eco-regulative modality.
59. Ely, ‘Ernst Bloch, Natural Rights, and the Greens’, p. 138.
60. David McLellan, ‘Politics’, in D. McLellan (ed.),Marx: The First 100 Years (London: Fontana,
1983), pp. 143–87.
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required whichmight be brought to bear on the attempt to overcome the
alienation of capitalist society from non-human nature in the form of its
natural conditions of production. In the work of O’Connor and Harvey,
we saw that the emphasis is placed on how to think of the operations of
the political economy of capitalism. Yet, even if O’Connor is correct in his
insistence that the interests of workers need to be foregrounded, the im-
portantmatter of the cultural resourceswhichmightbebrought tobear in
support of thepursuit of these interestsneedsdevelopment. Itmaybe true
that, through the second contradiction of capitalism, a path to a socialist
society may be discerned. However, the cultural resources which remind
usof the importanceof sociality, often sustained through thequalities and
pleasures associated with place, need specification. In addition to libera-
tive political and economic analyses, anti-capitalist movements need op-
positional cultures to sustain the analyses and undertake practices which
support and anticipate an anti-capitalist end-state. In sum, in which di-
rections should communities of hopedevelop cultures of place inmemory
and sensibility? I return to this matter in a discussion of eucharistic place
in chapter 9.
Third, the difficult problem of the political representation of nature

emerges in consideration of O’Connor’s view that the state functions as
the contemporarymediator between capital, civil society andnature. Such
a position contrasts strongly with Bookchin’s stress on the community
as municipality as the central political locus. Without doubt, the contem-
porary state functions in the way described by O’Connor. Does the con-
temporary state function democratically, however? Should the contempo-
rary political task be to control the state and thereby control the ways in
which the state grants access to nature? Or should the political task be to
drain the state of its power in favour of different arrangements in political
authority? The political representation of nature is thereby raised. As we
have seen in the considerationofBookchin’s confederalmunicipalism, the
representation of nature is indirect. However, nature should be granted
a democratic standing and democratic participation encouraged. Both
are needed if the processes that develop well-being are to be participatory
and inclusive, and if the notion of the political is to include the non-
human. How should this be thought? I address this matter further in
chapter 8.
Ecosocialist insights are informed by an understanding of nature as

temporal and social: the holism proposed in these views stresses the
interactive relations between humanity and nature through time. Such
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interaction is understood materially: by an analysis of the practical ways
inwhich humanity transforms or regulates or extracts nature. Thematter
of the independence of nature is lesswell theorised.Howmight a political
theology of nature take forward such readings in political ecology and yet
also hold true to its own concerns? Part III of this book, ‘The triune God
and un/natural humanity’, offers a response to this question.





Part III

The triune God and un/natural
humanity





7

The worldly Christ: common nature

Reconstructing a political theology of nature:
theological holism

In this part, we come to the last movement in the dialectical passage of
this study: the dynamic yet critical articulation of Christian theology and
political ecology culminates in a Trinitarian reading of un/natural hu-
manity oriented towards the triune God. This chapter offers a theologi-
cal grounding of the key concepts of sociality, temporality and spatiality:
that is, a Christological ecosocial ontology. In chapter 8, the discussion
moves into pneumatology. As the operation of theWord is alwayswith the
Spirit, I develop the transcendental of openness by seeking to explore how
the ecological relations given determinate content in this chapter are to
be construed as dynamically drawn towards and oriented towards fellow-
ship. An ecosocial ontology, in other words, is always directed either to-
wards the greater richness or intensity of community or towards patterns
of alienation, fragmentationandbreakdown.Lastly, Ihold to theviewthat
Christianity is not best understood as a set of beliefs but instead as a way
of life, and thereby as participation in the community of disciples. Thus,
in chapter 9, I discuss, as oneway of completing a political theology of na-
ture, participation in the eucharist as the principal political resource that
Christianity offers in and for an ecological age. Throughout, I shall indi-
cate how the adventure in political ecology of the previous four chapters
clarifies the theological eco-anthropologyproposed in thispart andassists
in the development of a political theology of nature.
The theological orientation of this inquiry has been secured from the

outset by the concept of the common realm of God, nature and human-
ity. Presenting a theological holism, the common realm has as its central

[169]
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premise a dialectical unity in which all three actors are oriented towards
each other, yet asymmetrically. As I sought to make clear in chapter 1, my
position affirms the creator/creature difference but regards that very dif-
ference as the source of differences in the creaturely realm. Moreover, the
concept of the common realm also indicates that nature andhumanity are
best understood in mutual co-explication with the concept of God. The
difference between creatures and the creator is the difference that enables
the identification of wholes and parts, unities and differences in the crea-
turely realm. In this connection, I am intrigued by Michael Welker’s ar-
gument that the standard ‘model of production and dependence’ should
not, on biblical grounds (that is, by reference to Genesis), be understood
as an adequate doctrine of creation.Welker argues that the doctrine of cre-
ation has been colonised by this understanding of God’s creative activity
inwhichGod’s activity and the theologicalunderstandingof creationhave
been unduly simplified. In my view, however, Welker’s highly important
conclusion,which Idiscussbelow, canbe supportedonlyby creatio exnihilo.
Or, to put themattermore weakly, I do not think that the notion of God’s
creative activity as the traditionhas construed it points towards amonistic
interpretation of the creaturely realm, asWelker seems to think.1

A preliminary attempt to make good such a bold claim was offered in
chapter 2: I argued that a philosophical theologymust, in order to do jus-
tice to the world and to God, think in terms of unity and difference in
understanding both God and world. As a unity or unifying force, God se-
cures the unity of theworld: nature (including humanity) has its source in
the activity of God. God is present as its ground to all parts (humanity and
nature) of theunityof theworld.To thinkotherwiseoneitherpointwould
be for the whole or the parts to compete with God. Such a competition
would, of course, breach the rule of God’s freedom secured by creatio ex
nihilo. I argued from these theological grounds that fixing the zones of
nature and humanity, and their interactions, is a task mademore difficult
by reference to the Godwho is activity, ground and force. Although unity
indifferenceof theworld is securedby reference to thedifferentiatedunity
ofGod, a detailed programmeof the demarcation of theworld into nature
and humanity does not follow from this theological judgment.
However, such epistemological reticence on the relations between

humanity andnature is, finally, unhelpful. In such indeterminacy, neither

1. Michael Welker, Creation and Reality (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1999), pp. 6–20
(quotation from p. 12).
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political nor practical agency are well or truly founded. If we are to act
differently, or desist from acting, in this manifold of unity and differ-
ences, some further specification is required.After all, the four inquiries of
part II report efforts to persuade us to think about unity and differences
in very precise ways. In support of this aim of further specification, I pro-
posed the four transcendentalsofbecoming,unity, socialityandopenness.
Thinking about the common realm, I argued, was properly secured by
understanding reality as unitive, social, open and in the trajectory of be-
coming. And the theological warrant for such a view is the resurrection of
Jesus Christ. In a furthermove, I argued that the transcendental of social-
ity is best ascribedmetaphorically to theWord in creation, liberation and
fulfilment.
Whatdoes itmeantomaintain that the frameandgroundof thecreated

order is social? I offered a very brief answer in chapter 2: affirmed are con-
tinuities betweenhumanity andnature. In developing the terminology of
whole and part, one such whole comprises the relations of humanity and
nature. Analytic to the notion of sociality are spatiality and temporality:
the otherness of nature in temporal becoming. These three notions – so-
ciality, temporality and spatiality – are my attempt to present afresh the
material commitments of Colossians 1.16–17: ‘ – all things have been cre-
ated through him and for him.He himself is before all things, and in him
all things hold together’ (NRSV). The creating of the creaturely through
Christ, in whom the creaturely has its unity, is to be understood in terms
of sociality, temporality and spatiality within a differentiated whole. In a
terminology developed for an ecological age, thewisdomof Christmay be
restated: all parts and wholes participate, as social, in a unity which dis-
assembles and recomposes into wholes and parts through the temporal
and spatial dynamics of creatureliness. This activity is the agency of Jesus
Christ.Furthermore, according to the interpretativeprincipleswhich Iam
calling transcendentals, set out in chapter 2, it is important tonote that or-
der, relations and temporality are capable of transformation. The order is
already dynamic, but not unstable; disorderly, but not disordered. Such
ordering is, finally, to be traced to the life of God.
Theseare the theological commitments thathave informedthecritique

of political ecologies undertaken in part II. Theywill be developed further
inTrinitarian fashion through this part. To begin,wemaynote that, in re-
cent Trinitarian theology, two tendencies are evident: on the one hand, a
stress on the importance of a Trinitarian account of the economy of salva-
tion; on the other, an emphasis on the importance of the inner-Trinitarian
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relationsof the immanentGodhead for trueknowledgeof andright action
in the world.2 I affirm both these tendencies but wish to develop them in
a particular way.
On the first tendency, the four transcendentals do indeed emphasise

God’s presence in the economy of creation: the form of the presence of
God lies in the unity, sociality, openness and becoming of the parts and
whole(s) of the world. Furthermore, these transcendentals can be ‘drawn
forward’ in theological interpretation to present creaturely reality as so-
cial, temporal and spatial. And I have noted that the transcendentals may
be appropriated to the persons of the Trinity: unity to the creator, social-
ity to theWord/Logos andopenness to the Spirit. Such anaccount, I have ar-
gued, denies a naturalism inwhich theworld is regarded as self-sufficient,
thereby excluding God; and a solipsism in which humanity never truly
encounters nature and so regards itself as sicut Deus. Yet there is truth in
both these aspects: for naturalism insists rightly that humanity is in na-
ture; and a certain type of idealism affirms rightly that nature exceeds our
knowledge and control. The theological transcendentals and the ecosocial
ontology are attempts tohonour the truths of naturalismand idealismyet
overcome these towards the common realmofGod, nature andhumanity.
The triune economy of grace in creation has thereby been the subject of
this adventure in philosophical theology.
On the second tendency – that is, the significance of the inner-relations

of the triuneGod –myposition is ontologically bold yet epistemologically
cautious. In chapter 2, I argued for the importance of differentiation in
God.Yet I stressed therealso that suchdifferentiation isnot the sameas the
differentiation in the world. Furthermore, I emphasised the importance
of ascribing unity, sociality and openness to the Trinitarian persons. Yet I
also stressed that such an attribution is metaphorical: for we cannot know
what we mean when we say this. However, the becoming of God is gen-
uinely social: the attempt to imitate the sociality of God is both gift and
responsibility in the economy and is pleasing to God in God’s own life.
Thus the world is not to be deduced from the inner-Trinitarian rela-

tions of the Godhead. Instead the approach adopted here is to draw in an-
thropological andnaturalmatters yet correct them theologically. The task
of theological criticism is to showhowGod is present despite the attempts

2. See Catherine Mowry LaCugna,God For Us: The Trinity and the Christian Life (San Francisco:
Harpers, 1991); Hodgson,Winds of the Spirit; Jürgen Moltmann, The Trinity and the Kingdom of
God (London: SCM Press, 1980); Colin E. Gunton, The Promise of Trinitarian Theology
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1991); John D. Zizioulas, Being as Communion: Studies in Personhood
and the Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1985).
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in human knowledge and practice to obscure that presence. For the iden-
tity ofGod revealed in Jesus Christ is a Trinitarian identity. As Trinitarian,
God invites consideration of God’s Trinitarian, that is, non-identical, pre-
sentation. Thus the creaturely identity bestowed by God upon the world
follows after this non-identical God: human identity is not to be found in
nature but then neither is it not to be found there. The end of nature is
not to be found in humanity but neither is it not to be found there. God’s
identity is not to be traced to the world but neither is it not to be traced
there. In sum, the implications of the resurrection of Christ-in-nature are
radical: in Christ, we have the reordering of humanity–nature out of the
Trinitarian life of God. How is this to be thought?

Creation and incarnation

How is the creaturely to be understoodTrinitarianly – that is, by reference
to Jesus Christ – to include both ecological society and ecological nature?
At issue here, I shall argue, is the matter of creaturely difference and the
origin of that difference in the creative act of the triune God in incarna-
tion. From thematter of creaturely difference, the issues of both the com-
monorigin anddestiny of ecological society and ecological nature and the
contingency of creation come into theological focus.

Incarnation
The theme of incarnation suggests that distinction fromGod is both part
ofwhat it is tobea creatureandthat, as theperfect ‘summary’ of creatureli-
ness, Jesus ofNazareth, in his perfect practice of obedient self-distinction,
is the Word enfleshed of the creator God.3 As the concrete embodiment
of the Logos of God, Jesus of Nazareth thereby points to God’s intention
to create an independent creation and, in Trinitarian perspective, rec-
ommends the interpretation that the origin of creation, the source of
the creative act, is the differentiation of the Logos from the creator God.
Incarnation is not thereby some ‘emergency measure’ of the creator God
(who suddenly appears ‘down here’ because things cannot be managed
properly from ‘up there’), nor an action externally related to creation, nor
some general process whereby God is reconciled to God,4 but is rather the

3. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, i i , p. 34.
4. For such a view, see Hodgson,Winds of the Spirit in which the world is presented as the
mode of God’s self-differentiation, and Christ as the gestalt moment in that process of
differentiation and reconciliation. A similar difficulty may be detected in the work of Jürgen
Moltmann in relation to the suffering of Jesus of Nazareth: see Douglas B. Farrow, ‘In the
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most concentrated expression of God’s intentions in creation. Creation
is thereby intended by God to be independent in and through its origin
in the self-distinction of the second person of the Trinity from the first.
Creation is then notmerely ‘other’ than God; nor is creation the principle
of difference by which the fullness of God is somehow secured. Rather, if
incarnation is to be properly acknowledged, creation, of which incarna-
tion is the summary, has its source and ground in the relation of the Logos
to the creator.
Both Wolfhart Pannenberg and Karl Rahner have argued along these

lines for a Trinitarian account of creation that understands the Logos to
be the mediator of creation and the ground of creaturely life. Rightly,
in my view, Pannenberg sees the second person of the Trinity as the ori-
gin of the difference, the independence of creation. In turn, he traces the
differences of creaturely totality to the presence of the Logos in creation.
‘[T]he Logos of creation’, Pannenberg writes, ‘gathers the creatures into
the order that is posited by their distinctions and relations and brings
them together through himself (Eph. 1.10) for participation in his fellow-
ship with the Father’.5 Although his argument is differently organised,
in formal terms Rahner makes the same point: ‘If God wills to become
non-God, man comes to be, that and nothing else.’6 Rahner relates the
otherness of the creation to God by reference to a primal difference in
God: ‘The immanent self-utterance of God in his eternal fullness is the
condition of the self-utterance of God outside himself, and the latter con-
tinues the former.’7 Although Rahner is here materially discussing the
doctrine of the incarnation in relation to the assumption of human na-
ture and ‘change’ in God, the usefulness of his position for my argument
is readily apparent: here the incarnation ‘qualifies’ creation in the sense
of being its inner rationale, origin and destiny. Creation is ‘authored’ in
the distinction of creator and Logos, made known in the incarnate, Jesus of
Nazareth.8

End is the Beginning: A Review of Jürgen Moltmann’s Systematic Contributions’,Modern
Theology 14:3 (1998), 425–47. See also Pannenberg’s discussion of Hegel in Systematic Theology,
i i , pp. 27–8, 31.
5. Ibid., p. 32. Again, comparison with the work of Peter Hodgson is instructive: see the final
chapter ofWinds of the Spirit.
6. Karl Rahner, ‘On the Theology of the Incarnation’, Theological Investigations (New York:
Crossroad 1982), i v , pp. 105–20 (p. 116). Cf. Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An
Introduction to the Idea of Christianity (New York: Seabury Press, 1978), pp. 212–28 (p. 225).
7. Rahner, ‘On the Theology of the Incarnation’, p. 115.
8. In stating the matter thus, I seek to do no more than represent the commitments of John
1.1–18.



The worldly Christ: common nature 175

Interpreting creatureliness theologically
We need now to develop further a vocabulary with which to consider the
theme of ecology: the creaturely contours, movements and interactions
of ecological society and ecological nature. Rahner’s concern lies in the
origins of creation in relation to incarnation rather than the creaturely
outworkings of God’s creative activity.WhenRahner does engage in a dis-
cussion of anthropology, he reiterates his well-known view of the tran-
scendental openness of the human creature to themystery of God. Such a
resolutely anthropological interpretation of transcendentality is ill suited
to the determination of ecological relations.
Difficulties with Pannenberg’s position from the perspective of our

theme also emerge: the conceptuality proposed is insufficiently detailed
to offer an account of the relation between humanity and its habitat. The
evidence for such a judgment emerges most forcefully on the occasion of
Pannenberg’s defence of dominion as a function of the imago Dei. He is
careful tomake clear that dominionmust be understood absolutely as re-
stricted.Yetwhatdominionpresupposes– the transcendenceofhumanity
over its natural conditions – is neither elucidated nor defended. Thus the
radicality of Pannenberg’s conceptuality is blunted.9 Noting the level of
generality with which Pannenberg is content to operate in the domain of
ecology is also tomake a judgment on the politics of Pannenberg’s theolog-
ical position.10 A different way is required to set out the relations between
humanity and nature in order to speak, for theology, of their common
origin and destiny. I return to this task in the following sections.

Contingency of creation
We must note that, if the foregoing discussion of the relation of incarna-
tion to creation approximates to the truth, creation must be understood

9. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, i i , pp. 116, 131–2, 137. In contrast, Moltmann, rightly,
notes the importance of the interaction between concepts of polis and eschaton: see The Coming
of God: Christian Eschatology (London: SCM Press, 1996), p. 133.
10. It is the merit of Jürgen Moltmann’s position that he sees this issue clearly. Yet his
attempts to engage the matter are, in my judgment, unsatisfactory. For Moltmann links
incarnation to creation in resolutely soteriological terms. We may agree with Moltmann on
the importance of the social character of the career of Jesus of Nazareth: see Moltmann, The
Way of Jesus Christ, pp. 145–50, esp. p. 149. Yet it remains unclear how the ‘whole’ of the career
of Jesus of Nazareth qualifies the totality of that which we call nature. Further, although
Moltmann seeks to link history and nature in a second Christological sense, yet the result in
TheWay of Jesus Christ appears to be two Christologies: the suffering God and the cosmic
Christ. What, crucially, needs elucidation – which Moltmann does not provide – is the
relation between these two. Lately, in The Coming of God, Moltmann places ecological issues in
the discussion of cosmic eschatology when, it could be argued, such issues are transgressive
of the conventional divisions of eschatology into personal, historical and cosmic.
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as having its contingent origin in the loving act of God. Creation emerges,
so to speak, not out of an abstract determination to create, but out of the
primacy of God’s own life as love. If the resurrection of Jesus Christ is the
election of social nature, such election points forward to the completion
of nature, human andnon-human, in eschatological glory. As contingent,
then, the created order lives out of the future of God. To speak of ecolog-
ical nature as contingent is to say that the creation is not a necessary em-
anation of God but is rather rooted in God’s primary determination, as a
loving God, to love. It is also, by holding to the unity of God’s acts in cre-
ation and fulfilment, tomaintain the openness of creation: its orientation
to the future and its living ‘out of’ that future.
A highly significant point may be derived from such an eschatological

clue: to affirm, as part of the interpretation of the common realm, the es-
chatological destiny of humanity and nature in God is to press thematter
of the eschatological destiny of nature. Against a tendency in some sec-
tions of Christianity to deny this point, the eschatological fulfilment of
nature cannot be denied, inmy view,without severely distorting the basic
Christian schema. To argue for an eschatological consummation is not, of
course, to argue that the consummation for nature and humanity will be
identical. As Bonhoeffer notes, whereas humanity will be reconciled, na-
ture will be set free from its enslavement.11 None the less, in the theme of
consummation lies the theological rationale for speaking of the otherness
and spatiality of nature.

Incarnation as pedagogy

The further reconstruction of a political theology of nature will need to
consider the implications of the inquiry in philosophical theology under-
taken in part II. Given the theological critique of the previous chapters,
which ways forward are to be affirmed? Andwhich denied?
In the theologico-political analyses presented through chapters 3 to 6,

the problem of nature as ‘whole’ was raised.We have found ecocentric ap-
proaches tobe, at the least, problematic.Theascriptionofgood,worthand
value to nature trades upon either an account of nature as totality or an ac-
count of an expansive self. There is a totalitarian logic at work here: the
aggrandisement of the self or the suppression of differences and determi-
nations. Either way, we move quickly to an account of identity thinking.

11. Bonhoeffer, Christology, p. 64.
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However, the importance of the development must be noted: although it
may be Romantic, it is anti-capitalist. Of course, we must be suspicious
of such general anti-capitalism: short on analysis, anti-capitalism fails to
grasp theways inwhich capitalismdegrades the environment. Yet amove-
ment that is anti-capitalist cannot be all wrong.
The welcome stress on the agency of nature was one of the impor-

tant lessons learned from an engagement with social/ist ecofeminism.
The second important lesson was the affirmation of the reproduction of
nature: the centrality of such work needs to be foregrounded, together
with women’s role in that labour. Women are not to be identified with
non-human nature; neither arewomen and nature external to the human
project. Instead, such ecofeminism points towards the demand for a new
conception of nature in which the continuities of humanity with nature,
and the differences of humanity and nature, are construed in fresh ways.
Similarly to the positions of social and socialist ecologies, such a develop-
ment of a human–nature materialism cannot be founded upon domina-
tion. Domination affirms differences and continuities but in the wrong
sequence and in restrictiveways.What, however,was identified asmissing
in theecofeminist literaturewas apersuasive accountofhowtheotherness
of nature is to be thought.
Of special importance for a political theology of nature was social ecol-

ogy’s attempt to relate more closely nature and humanity in ways that
opposed hierarchy and domination: to secure an objective yet dialectical
basis, as Bookchin understands it, for social ethics. That human society
cannot be thought except by reference to nature is an important conclu-
sion, although I am not convinced that Bookchin always adheres to this
insight.However, Bookchin does press thematter of an ecological holism:
nature and society must always be understood as a whole. For a political
theology of nature, a vital amendment follows: in a theological holism,
such a whole is to be understood as reformed as part within a common
realm of God, nature and humanity.
It is the strength of socialist ecology that it seeks to identify the

ways in which nature should be interpreted as being degraded. The pre-
sentation of natural conditions of production – together with a stress
that such a productionmight be transformative, eco-regulative or extrac-
tive – is clearly valuable in advancing some differentiating categories.
Furthermore, ecosocialism notes that there are difficulties concerning
neo-Malthusian tendencies, underproduction and the issues of scarcity
and limits of nature. What emerges less clearly in these accounts is
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whether or not, and if yes, in which fashion, nature is to be considered as
other. What tends to be less developed, we might say, is a philosophy of
nature. Furthermore, the relation between culture and nature is not care-
fully presented. On the one side, the relation between natural conditions
andnature is undertheorised; on the other, the relationbetween such con-
ditions and culture is underdeveloped.
It is not difficult to trace these political valuations of nature back to

the distorted social performance of humanity. The expression of the deep
need to seek ontological wholeness and security in nature can, of course,
be traced in Romanticism. If humanity is not to be its ownmeasure, then
to appeal to nature seems a useful option. Yet it is also easy to see why the
appeal to anaturalism invokes ahumanist response: humanitymaynot be
the measure of all things but it is the measure of its own difficulties with
nature. Such a humanist response discloses its own deep anxieties, for we
have abundant evidence that we are not even a good measure of our diffi-
cultieswithnature.AsBonhoeffernotes, togo this route is toacknowledge
that in the end all is thrown back on humanity.12 In that there is a deeply
felt concern thatwe neednew resources, we nowhave an explanation as to
why, throughout the various ecologies studied inpart II, there is reference
to ‘spirituality’. Such reference to spirit tries in a variety of ways to indi-
cate the openness of humanity to nature as a way either of reducing the
immersion of humanity in nature (‘we are spiritual beings!’) or of soften-
ing the opposition between humanity and nature (spirituality as affective
relationship with nature).
Thepolitical issues arenothard to see: onnaturalist principles, the the-

orising of abundance is difficult. Quickly, we arrive at the point at which
thehealthofnature is tobe judgedbythe integrityof its systems– towhich
humanity is a threat. It is, aswehave seen, a short step fromtheaffirmation
of such integrity to the affirmation of neo-Malthusian principles. Yet the
humanistic reaction seems partial also: for now the relations, active and
variable,betweenhumanityandnature– howahumanismrelates toaphi-
losophy of nature – are less than clear.
The theological issues are easily identified: Christian theologydoesnot

support a hard naturalism. To go that way is to accept that the common
realm is constituted by humanity and nature (or only by nature?) – to the
exclusion of God.Nor is a stress on humanity as themeasure of its own re-
lationswith nature acceptable, as this position connects humanity to God

12. Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 380.
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inwayswhich, aswehave already seen in the critique byGordonKaufman
(chapter 2 above), use the terminology of moral personalism to describe
thehumanity–Godrelationship– to the exclusionof all that isnot-human
and not-God. Instead, if the commitments of chapter 2 are well founded,
the common realm of God, nature and humanity has a Christological
foundation.
In the literature in ecological theology or the theology of nature one

finds theaffirmationof certaindescriptionsofnaturebut too little attempt
to relate such descriptions in the doctrine of creation to Christ. (We have
already seen as much in the discussion in chapter 2 of the avoidance of
explicit consideration of transcendentals in the work of Sallie McFague
and James Nash.) However, if truly theological transcendentals must be
derived from, and related to, the economic actions of God in the career of
Jesus ofNazareth, hownature (andhumanity) are tobe thought fromsuch
a perspective is raised. In other words, we are engaging here with God for
us. The content of that for us requires elucidation. AsWelker puts it, ‘“The
relation” between creator and creatures cannot be illuminated in abstrac-
tion from the fundamental “relations” between complex structural asso-
ciationsof creaturely existence.’13 If creationemerges exnihilo in amoment
of difference between triune persons, and is presented and recapitulated
in the resurrection of Jesus Christ, in evidence is the pro nobis structure of
creation and incarnation. Creatio ex nihilo also points towards this pro nobis
structure. Ex nihilo secures the claim that there is no compulsion or arbi-
trariness in God’s creating; creation is God’s free act. As Rowan Williams
argues:

[T]he absolute difference between God and the world presupposed by

the doctrine of creation from nothing becomes also a way of asserting

the continuity between the being of God and the act of creation as the

utterance and ‘overflow’ of the divine life. Belief in creation from

nothing is one reflective path towards understanding God as trinity;

and belief in God as trinity, intrinsic self-love and self-gift, establishes

that creation, while not ‘needed’ by God, is wholly in accord with the

divine being as being-for-another . . . For God to act for God’s sake is for

God to act for our sake.14

Creation, as an act of God’s triune life, is God being for God which is
for us. God is divine being-for-one-another; the world is God in divine
being-for-us. And the content of that being-for-us is best discerned by ref-
erence to the incarnation of the Logos in Christ. Incarnation emerges as a

13. Welker, Creation and Reality, p. 2. 14. Williams,OnChristian Theology, p. 74.



180 The triune God and un/natural humanity

pedagogical category inwhich the for us structure and dynamic of the world
is affirmed and reordered.What do we learn, then, of non-human nature,
and human relations to that nature, if we say that the incarnation of the
Word/Logos in Christ is the origin, rationale and destiny of creation? The
remainder of this chapter essays an answer to this question: what do we
learn of this common realm?

‘For us’ : the sociality of nature and humanity

In chapter 2, I proposed the concept of sociality as the principal transcen-
dental for the interpretation of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The resur-
rection of Christ requires, I argued, the interpretation that in the return
of Christ to the world by God the creator, which is praise of Jesus by the
Father in the Spirit, we have a Godly judgment on sociality. That is, the
breach in sociality – the solidarity of humanbeings to be for one another –

does not concretely in and for Jesus of Nazareth end in death. God, nature
and humanity are thereby social concepts which are fully intelligible only
if their social intention is drawn out: in sociality are the concepts of self,
society and God properly explicated. I also argued that humanity and na-
ture share in the transcendentality of sociality. Thus the promise of the
continuation of solidarity even throughdeath pertains also to nature. The
promise of God the creator in Jesus Christ grants a future to that which is
social. Hence if the act of election byGod the creator in the resurrection of
Jesus Christ is the election of social humanity then that same act of God is
the election of social nature.
The scriptural witness is the source of this position. As David Tracy

points out, ‘The “appearance narratives” of the resurrection intensify
those relationships [to earth and cosmos] by their relationship to both
resurrected “body” and cosmic reality’.15 The point is made explicitly
when the commission to evangelise given by the risen Jesus is prefaced
by the claim that all authority both in heaven and earth has been given
to him (Matt. 28.18) and in the pre-Passion prayer in which Jesus asks his
Father to glorify him in the manner of the glorification that he enjoyed
with the Father before the creation of the world (John 17.5). The theme
is also explicit in the accounts of the ascension of Jesus (Mark 16.19; Luke
24.51) and is anticipated by the event of the transfiguration (Matt. 17.1–8;

15. David Tracy, ‘Models of God: Three Observations’, in R. Gill (ed.), Readings inModern
Theology (London: SPCK, 1995), pp. 82–6 (p. 85).
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Mark 9.2–8; Luke 9.28–36). The theme of the relationship between the
resurrected body and creation continues in the Christological debates of
the early Church until it is established that the creativity associated with
the return of Jesus from death is to be connected with the transcendence
of God who creates ex nihilo: ‘So Jesus shares the creativity of God . . . he
is God as dependent – for whom the metaphors of Word, Image, Son are
appropriate.’16

What is established by reference to the resurrection of Jesus in sociality
and thereby the renewal of sociality is a sacrificial dynamic: the sociality
of nature and humanity is part of the ordering of creation and its libera-
tion is secured through the passion of Jesus Christ. The ‘for us’ character
of the creaturely realm is reaffirmed in the actions of Jesus Christ.17 The
relation between resurrected body and the world both affirms and redi-
rects the world according to the logic of sacrifice. As Colin Gunton notes,
‘Jesus’ sacrificial recapitulation of human life is achieved for the human
purpose of a completing of the creation, of a setting free for the living out
of creaturely being.’18 Sociality insists that such livingout of creaturely be-
ing refers both to nature and humanity and, especially, to their social in-
teraction. In sum, the appearance narratives in the Gospels are the basis
for the Church’s connection of the sacrifice of Jesus to the ‘sacrifice’ of cre-
ation: ‘it is not a mistake’, argues Gunton, ‘to conceive creation, too as a
function of the self-giving of God, in which out of the free, overflowing
goodness of his life he gives reality and form to something that is other
than he’.19 The connection between Christ and creation is being explored
here by way of the notion of sociality.
Sociality proposes, then, the presentation and development of a sacri-

ficial ontology of relations that encompasses humanity and nature. If we
conceive of humanity and nature as interacting in a series of overlapping
‘societies’, how are these societies to be thought? How are such ‘societies’
subject to change through time (i.e., how are these societies temporal)?
How does alteration in one area affect the rest?
To affirm both humanity and nature as social is to make a first, and vi-

tally important, point: humanity is ‘in’ nature. If wemust think in spatial
images, we have not a humanity alongside nature but rather a humanity
placed, in its societies, in the societies ofnature.Thispoint isnicely caught

16. Williams,OnChristian Theology, p. 140.
17. Scott, Theology, Ideology and Liberation, pp. 195–203.
18. Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany, p. 226.
19. Colin Gunton, The Actuality of Atonement (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1988), p. 149.
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by David Harvey when he, provocatively, describes New York City as an
ecosystem. Michael Welker comes close to this view of interlocking soci-
eties when he argues that ‘[C]reation is the construction andmaintenance
of associations of different, interdependent creaturely realms.’20 Later,
Welker will stress that the centrality of such interdependence should be
construed in relational terms. Welker’s account helpfully points away
from any tendency in a doctrine of creation to construe the creaturely in
terms of a single quality. Instead,Welker performs a (perichoretic?) decen-
tring: the emphasis is on a multitude of interacting realms rather than
a single theme or quality.21 However, the character of the associations
Welker proposes, and an account of the interdependencies he identifies,
lack detailed specification.22

Sociality in apolitical theologyofnature is, I have argued, to be sourced
to the resurrection of Jesus Christ, which, in turn, indicates that the ori-
entation of human beings towards each other, and orientation of nature
towards humanity, have eschatological significance. To think through the
sociality of humanity and nature is thereby to begin from the actuality of
relations between human and natural societies. That is, it is with con-
tinuities between humanity and nature that theological analysis must
begin. The common realm of God, nature and humanity agrees thus far
withMurray Bookchin’s dialectical naturalism: the distance between hu-
manity and nature operative in Western sensibility must be challenged.
However, the common realm represents a materialism in which the dom-
inant ways humanity works over nature cannot be disregarded. Although
commitment to the continuities between humanity and nature functions
here as a default theological position, yet the dominant modes of inter-
action of Western humanity with nature presuppose the separation and
domestication of nature. Nature is regarded in Western society not as a
co-participant in the common realm but either as domestic servant or
wild animal (requiring to be tamed). A theology of nature must face such
political circumstance.
Jesus’ table-fellowship suggests such political ‘realism’ and recom-

mends a standpoint fromwhich to analyse the fractures anddistortions in

20. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 186; Welker, Creation and Reality,
p. 13.
21. Welker’s proposal also helpfully stresses the interaction between creaturely realms that
may involve no human participation at all. However, it must now be doubted whether there
are realms on this earth in which human beings do not participate in some fashion.
22. There is an exception: Welker’s defence of human dominion over nature, which I shall
briefly discuss in chapter 8.
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the performance of Western humanity of its continuities with nature (see
Luke 5.29–32; Matt. 9.10–13; Mark 2.15–17). As David Tracy notes: ‘“The
table fellowshipwith outcasts” suggests not only a prophetic liberationist
strand but also, by the very choice of eating and food, our intrinsic rela-
tionship to earth as well.’23 In other words, thematter of interaction with
nature towards the fulfilment of basic needs is not alien to Jesus’ ministry,
and indicates that the ‘fruits of the earth’ occupy a place within the econ-
omy of God’s liberating basileia project. It is true that the emphasis has
been on the prophetic aspect: ‘The central symbol of the new vision of life,
the Kingdom of God’, writes Sallie McFague, ‘is a community joined to-
gether in a festive meal where the bread that sustains life and the joy that
sustains the spirit are shared with all’.24 In this commitment, an impor-
tant feature of the life of Israel, as in the feedingof thepeople of Israelwith
manna in the wilderness (Exod. 16), is continued.
However, what is ‘recentred’ in such an account as requiring theolog-

ical attention is not only the ‘radical inclusiveness of this vision’ but also
themodes of access to nature’s goods which groups enjoy (or not). Agency
is always linked in theGospels to responsibility: consider only the parable
of the widow’s mite or the richman and Lazarus. The range of modalities
of interactionwith non-human nature is opened up by this commitment.
McFague hints at this conclusion: ‘Without enough bread, some cannot
be invited.’25 We must address the range of labouring practices that en-
gage non-human nature, but also attend to the ways that the needs and
interests of the disadvantaged are engaged in this dispensation. To draw
on a distinctionmade by James O’Connor: wemust attend to that contra-
diction of capital through which goods are produced, distributed and ex-
changed and to theways inwhich such production processes interact with
the natural conditions of human life. Do such production processes serve
the interestsofothers,whensuchothersmustalso includenon-humanna-
ture itself? The issue is: who benefits from these arrangements? Are these
arrangementsgenerous to theneedy, andgenerous to thepurveyor,nature
itself? It cannot be denied: nature is in nobis. However, such a commitment
cannot be read abstractly: is the for us dynamic employed restrictively or
generously?
Although it is vitally necessary to see humanity as placed in the mid-

dle of nature through a series of interlocking societies which relate to

23. Tracy, ‘Models of God: Three Observations’, p. 85.
24. McFague,Models of God, p. 52. 25. Ibid.
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other – natural – societies, we must note, further, that such nature is
oriented towards humanity. We have already seen that temporality is a
crucial way of thinking of the orientation of nature towards humanity. If
nature were not temporal, it would be spatially fixed. As spatially fixed, it
would thereby not be amenable to transformation byhumanity.However,
as temporal, a social nature is oriented towards a social humanity through
a range of interactions and relations. Nature persists in and through its
temporality thereby providing stable conditions for the development of
human life. We are already, by our embodiment, co-participants in na-
ture’s economy. Nature, we might say, is oriented towards humanity in
themode of preservation. This theme is clear in theGospel ofMark, in the
narratives of Jesus’ power over natural forces (Mark 4.35–41 (and parallels
at Matt. 8.23–7 and Luke 8.22–5), Mark 6.45–52 (and parallels at Matt.
14.22–33 and John 6.16–21)). As Robert Faricy summarises: ‘Jesus’ divine
power to rescue his followers from nature-as-hostile represents his lord-
ship over all creation.’26 Interpreted sacrificially, nature is pro nobis.
Understood in such fashion, we may appreciate that human actions

are bound to alter natural societies. In fact, this is too abstract a way of
putting the matter: for all human actions, as embodied, already presup-
pose interactions with air, food andwater. The pursuance of basic human
conditions thereby demands alterations. Yet, on the view proposed here,
such alteration is not in itself the issue. As Richard Lewontin has argued,
‘Organisms . . . do not adapt to environments; they construct them. They
are not simply objects of the laws of nature, altering themselves to the in-
evitable, but active subjects transforming nature according to its laws.’27

The sheer facticity of change is not the issue; life requires processes of al-
teration; life requires reproduction and ecoproduction. Life, above all, re-
quires through ecological transformation the shifting of the boundaries
in the relations betweenwhat we call ‘humanity’ and ‘nature’.
Consider some of the advanced techniques now available to ensure

the safe delivery of a human baby. One could not say that such human
reproduction is not a natural process (with, as we shall see, natural con-
ditions). Yet, due to various sorts of medical interventions, the capacity
for life has been changed: medical practices have altered the capacity
for life (although not the conditions of life itself). Hence there is deep
mutual interaction between two tendencies: the first, the natural process

26. Faricy,Wind and Sea ObeyHim, p. 44.
27. Richard Lewontin, ‘Organism and Environment’, cited in Harvey, Justice, Nature and the
Geography of Difference, p. 185.
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of reproduction, the second, the dis/enabling techniques of modern
medicine. Here natural processes have the qualities of pro nobismaterial-
ity; medical techniques have the quality of interventions in the otherness
of nature. That is why, despite the paraphernalia of medical technology,
the birth of a child remains so extraordinary: for the child is the gift of
processes largely outside of our control yet clearly oriented towards us (in
the manner of the reproduction of humanity). To intervene, medically or
surgically, is thereby to engage the otherness of nature, that aspect which
we do not truly understand, and which has been glossed as the sublime,
themonstrous, the unruly. Yet, of course, the child remains the gift of the
economies of nature oriented towards us: the reproductive potential, now
realised, of parents; the sustenance of the mother and thereby the suste-
nance of the child; the process of childbirth itself. Nature is pro nobis.
The final aspect of the relations between the economies of the human

and natural is the otherness of nature. Although such otherness can be
interfered with (for example, as in the present-day increase in the inci-
dence of human infertility), otherness is the very condition of its creativity
and points to a dialectical relation in the mode of nature’s preservation.
For part of nature’s capacity to preserve human beings is its otherness.
Consider a simple oil slick: the spillage threatens landscapes and animals,
animals on which people may rely for food or exchange. On occasion, de-
spite predictions, the sea is able to absorb such a spillage . . . inexplicably.
Theothernessofnature isonewayof speakingof this capacityofnature for
self-renewal. Which is to acknowledge that nature does not have its ends
only in humanity. This point is made clear by the concept of the common
realm of God, nature and humanity: the fulfilment of nature lies in God.
Nature is extra nos.
Of course, to speak of the otherness of nature is also to speak of the

demand which nature places on humanity. We tend to see this expressed
more in literature and art than in theology or philosophy. Yet its recov-
ery in theology and philosophy is vitally important. According to Tim
Hayward, philosopher Jürgen Habermas notes that we might enjoy very
different practical or aesthetic relations with nature.28 Yet Habermas con-
tends that, on account of our particular interests in the production of
knowledge, such considerations of the otherness of nature do not apply
in epistemology. In other words, there can be no knowledge that is not
governed by human interests. And there can be no knowledge of nature

28. See the discussion in Tim Hayward, Ecological Thought, ch. 1.
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that is not governed by the human interest in the control of nature to-
wards the support of human life.29 However, the position advancedhere is
thatknowledgeofnature invokes theprincipleof itsotherness:weneed, as
Haraway notes, to combine the view from subjugated bodies with a stress
onarealist accountofknowledgeof theworld.Partof thedemand– episte-
mological andpractical – placedonhumanity is the sense of theunknowa-
bility of nature which includes its knowability, and a sense of caution
in engaging nature in that many of the consequences of human–nature
interactions cannot be foreseen. Nature is extra nos.
So far, I have argued for the interactions of humanity and nature to-

gether with a sense of nature as both other to and oriented towards hu-
manity. However, how are the differences between humanity and nature
to be thought? There is no denying that the incarnation of the Logos in
human formprivileges the human in a certainway: for the human person
is thegreatest concentrationof thecapacity tobe social.30 Thus theclaimof
creaturely reality to be social also notes that thehuman is different, in spe-
cificways, fromthe social dynamics of non-humannature. In otherwords,
what is proposedhere is not a theological naturalismbut rather a theolog-
ical materialism.
What is thedifference betweennaturalismandmaterialism?The incar-

nation of the Logos, and the theme of the common realm of God, nature
and humanity, require that humanity and nature cannot be separated,
yet neither can humanity be folded into nature. On the one hand, what
matters are the ecological relations between humanity and nature. On the
other hand, these relations are not to be secured by reference to a natu-
ralism to which human beings must conform. For the claim that ‘nature
teaches’, is always selectiveandgenerally ideological:whatnature imposes
‘by necessity’ trades upon anon-dynamic reading of nature (the balance of
nature) and is usually reductionist.31 If critiques of deep ecology find their
mark, the dangers of naturalism are not always avoided in contemporary

29. For more detail, see my ‘Imaging God: Creatureliness and Technology’,NewBlackfriars
79:928 (1998), 260–74 (here 265).
30. Here I am formally repeating the point made by Pannenberg and Rahner regarding the
rationale for the incarnation of the Logos in humanity. The justification for such incarnation
must, in some way, relate to the human as universal. For Pannenberg, only the human is both
universal and concrete (Systematic Theology, i i , p. 64) and thereby ‘matches’ the creating
concrete principle of the Logos; for Rahner, the human universal resides in the claim that
‘Man is . . . mystery in his essence, his nature’ (‘On the Theology of the Incarnation’, p. 108).
My position is different: both concretion and universality reside in the human capacity to be
social.
31. See Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 163; O’Connor,Natural Causes,
p. 121; Grundmann, ‘The Ecological Challenge to Marxism’, pp, 114–15.
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ecological theory.32 Such an ecological perspective, wemight say, is insuf-
ficiently generative.
The generative, Christological, principle of sociality proposed here re-

quires a theory of a dynamic, concrete order that brings into focus the de-
terminations – the permanencies and alterations – of ecological relations.
In a highly interesting passage, Ernst Blochmoves towards amaterialism
consonant with this view.33 Building on the philosophical traditions of
German idealism, yet crossedby the commitments of the earlyMarx to see
the interchange between humanity and non-human nature through the
metaphor ofmetabolic exchange, Bloch proposes an account of humanity
asbuilding itshomeon its ‘nature-subject’, arguingalong theway that the
steady failure ofWestern humanity to grasp the ‘subject of nature’ may be
traced to our alienated conditions of living. Indeed, Bloch astutely notes
that progress in human mastery over nature can readily coexist with the
greatest social retrogression. Bloch does not develop the implications of
his viewwith reference to either an account of ecological relations or a po-
litical theory. Yet, he is working towards an account of properly propor-
tionedhuman living in its natural habitat or homeland in away that takes
seriously the openness of nature and history (including the present social
and economic arrangements).

Christological shaping: sociality

In chapter 2, I stressed the importance of sociality by noting that,
metaphorically, it is to be ascribed to the second person of the Trinity.
Through this chapter, the implications of this claim are being explored.
Wehave seen through the last section – in the explorationofnature as extra
nos and pro nobis – that spatiality and temporality are analytic to sociality.
How could there be social interactions, which the concept of sociality as
transcendental indicates, without space and time? The condition of soci-
ety thereby requires the conditions of space and time. However, given its
importance in the argument, I propose, through this section, tooffermore
detail on the concept of sociality.34

32. See Plumwood, Feminism and theMastery of Difference, ch. 7; Plumwood, ‘Nature, Self and
Gender’, pp. 162–4; Northcott, The Environment and Christian Ethics, pp. 116–18.
33. Ernst Bloch, The Principle of Hope (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995), i i , 658–98. For an
attempt to contextualise Bloch’s work for ecology, see Ely, ‘Ernst Bloch, Natural Rights and
the Greens’, pp. 134–66.
34. Through this section I am indebted, in ways that I cannot now discern, to the writings
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer. For an attempt to acknowledge the debt, see Peter Scott, ‘Christ,
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To speak of sociality as transcendental is to argue that society is not
produced by human beings. Instead, social relations always pre-exist
human beings. Human beings thus enter into social relations (of work,
of culture, of embodiment, including reproduction). All these social rela-
tions have natural conditions. Sociality points towards amaterialism: hu-
manbeingsengage in social activitieswhichhave theunintendedoutcome
of reproducing society. This we might call a transformational account of
society: there is no societywithouthumanagency, andyet social outcomes
are not identical with the intentions of social agents. We should also add:
there is no society without natural agency, and yet social outcomes may
not be identical with the intentions of natural agents. To speak of a soci-
ety is thereby to speak of the reproduction of society, and the utilisation
of already established social products: to speak is to participate in a cul-
ture (with its natural condition of a voice); tomake is toworkwith already
established social products (including relationswith non-humannature);
to act is to participate in a situation governed by social rules (which have
their own reference to nature).
To speak of a society from theperspective of the social transcendental is

thereby always tomaintain nature as co-participant: through all projects,
non-human nature is active. Such a view is working with the grain of
Daniel Hardy’s insight into the situated character of human society: ‘The
conditions for human society are, loosely speaking, situational: sociality
is formed and constrained by ecological conditions, such as location on a
delimited land area and the natural resources that are available there.’35

This circumstance must be presented in its full radicality: however soci-
ety is organised, every transformative activity hasnature as co-participant;
all practices are co-constituted by nature. We should therefore speak of
the mutual, shaping and irreducible interrelationality of all things in so-
ciality. Indeed, we might say: nature lies between people.36 On this view,
ecological nature is the ‘in-between’, the middle of life. In the interstices,
the joints of human living, nature is always already present. Nature is not
then in themiddle of life but is thatmiddle.What happens between selves
is never not nature; as ‘in-between’, nature insinuates itself everywhere.
Thus, in any humanproject, wemust assume the in-between of nature: in

Nature, Sociality: Dietrich Bonhoeffer for an Ecological Age’, Scottish Journal of Theology, 53:4
(2000), 413–30.
35. Hardy, ‘Created and Redeemed Sociality’, p. 44.
36. Here I am adapting some remarks by Hannah Arendt, as reported by Douglas John Hall,
The Steward: A Biblical Symbol Comes of Age (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans and New York: Friendship
Press 1990), p. 230.
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farming, however mechanised; in production, the transformation of
nature; in extraction, the drawing out of nature; in urban living; in the
health and safety of workers and others; in education; in aesthetic enjoy-
ment. The metaphor also works in terms of human embodiment: what I
am in-between my sense of myself and myself is, precisely, nature. Thus,
medical therapies and disciplines are performed onmy body, as nature; to
alter the genetic constituents of human, or other, life, is always an inter-
vention innature. In theological theorisingweneed to understandnature
as that which is in-between.37 Nature, we may affirm, is a dialectical con-
cept: it demands an account of humanity in nature, yet as differentiated
fromnature. Yet suchdifferentiation isnot thedistance ofdominationbut
the difference of otherness which both preserves and exceeds us: nature is
in-between.38

Keywords that emerge in this analysis of sociality are: self, nature
and relation. Through participation in and enactment of social relations,
the self reproduces society, and him or herself, in relations with nature.
Furthermore, as present to social relations, nature is an essential partner
in the reproductionof self andsociety. Indeed,onaccountof the conceptof
sociality, it would be theoretically proper to begin not from the concept of
self but from the concepts of nature or relation. From either of these con-
cepts, an inquiry into the transcendental character of the transformation
and production of societymay be pursued dialectically. Such a dynamic of
social interaction, in which the whole is to be grasped dialectically by ref-
erence to sociality, is the natura in nobis structure of human ecology.
We have here a conceptuality – which does, of course, need to be aug-

mented by reference to temporality and spatiality – that permits the spec-
ification of a number of interactionswith non-humannature (and human
embodiment) across a variety of dimensions. On this view, we are not
merely placed in non-human nature. Rather, nothing can humanly be
done without nature as co-participant; nature is in-between all human
projects. Wemust, finally, stress the important interactive dynamic of so-
cial relations.Bybeingplaced innature,humanity is able to respond tona-
ture as directed to humanity and as the otherness of demand. Responding

37. We encounter here the problem of abstraction: we learn that nature is an abstract
concept. The dimensions of its conceptuality emerge as vitally important: nature functions
as a Kantian regulative idea by interpreting that which cannot be grasped in its entirety by
theory. A certain modesty of reason is required here; nature cannot be ‘mastered’ in an
epistemology.
38. Joel Kovel, ‘Commentary on Herbert Marcuse’s “Ecology and the Critique of Modern
Society”’, Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 3:3 (1992), 40–2 (42).
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to the other as creative, and responding to the proximate as preservative,
involves changes in relationships. Such is the logic of sacrifice, a ‘setting
free for the living out of creaturely being’.39

Christological relating: temporality

I have already said that temporality is analytic to sociality. Through this
section, I explore what it means to speak of the temporality of nature.
Such temporality can be ascribed, I think, to the inner dynamics of the tri-
une life, specifically to the relation between creator and Logos. What fol-
lows is an attempt to explore the notion of difference in God in terms
of a divine boundary or limit which informs our notion of temporality.
Although what follows is too brief to do more than indicate a path, if
the notion of difference in God as this relates to temporality could be
defended, we would have a theological way of engaging with nature as
various. In short, I shall argue through this section that differences in the
interpretation of nature are to be sourced theologically to difference in
God. In a further sense, the sociality of nature and humanity is thereby
to be understood as sacrificial.
I am making a double claim: temporality provides a key for ordering

and relating the senses of nature; temporality has its prefiguration and
condition in a difference of the triune life. To sketch the case for this claim
all too briefly, I quote fromDonaldMacKinnon:

Yet within the context of totally uninhibited, but triadic aseity, we have

to reckon with the actuality of limit, of peras or boundary. It is through

this actuality that, for instance, the idiotes of the Son as eternal

receptivity is constituted, a receptivity that in the manner of the

Incarnate life is expressed in his dependence . . . and also in the role of

the Spirit. If we suppose that in the theology of the Trinity an analogia

personarum can be complemented by an analogy of limits . . . it may go

some way towards grounding within the eternal, the essentially

human element of temporality, the sense of inescapable limitation. For

this element of temporality (clearly dependent, as it is, upon awareness

of temporal direction as a cosmological ultimate) belongs to the

substance of Jesus’ comings and goings.40

39. Gunton, The One, the Three and theMany, p. 226.
40. Donald MacKinnon, ‘The Relation of the Doctrines of the Incarnation and Trinity’, in
Richard W. A. McKinney (ed.), Creation, Christ and Culture: Studies inHonour of T. F. Torrance
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1976), pp. 92–107 (p. 104).
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Dependence in the form of receptivity is amark of the life of the Incarnate
and is grounded in the boundary of God’s triune life. Constitutive of the
dynamics of the inner Trinitarian life of God is the notion of boundary,
not in the sense of limitation but in the sense of the nature of divine rela-
tionality. That is, in theGodhead, in amoment between creator and Logos,
there is that which prefigures the sending forth of the Son in Jesus Christ
(see pp. 173–4). Such dependence in the form of openness can be under-
stood in terms of the life of Jesus as the transcription of the immanence of
God. God’s boundary is the condition of Christus pro me; the ‘who’ of Jesus
Christ is constitutedby triune limit. (Norwould it bedifficult to show that
some notion of ethical limit is characteristic of our thinking on person-
hood. As Bonhoeffer has suggested, personal otherness requires holding
to a view of the other as a genuine ethical limit.)
The notion of limit in the Godhead has a pleasing Christological

derivation. The unity-in-difference of God constitutes the openness-in-
dependence of Jesus Christ, the temporal struggle in finitude to be obe-
dient to the Father. Such a triune limit thus enables that which is not
God, but formed by God, to become itself. Precisely, to become itself not
through independence alone but through openness. The presence ofGod,
wemust say, is given yet contingent. The perasofGod confers dependence-
in-openness on Jesus; yet the actuality of such conferment is through the
freedomof Jesus.Obedience in action is givenby thedifference inGodand
enacted by Jesus in the blessing of the second difference of the Spirit.
What are the basic conditions of the temporality which marks the

openness-in-dependence of the life of Jesus? These are two: the tempo-
ral irreversibility of the universe and the temporality of sociality. To ex-
plore these conditions directs our attention towards a theology of cre-
ationwhichmakes the incarnation intelligible.Whatnowbecomes clear is
that Jesus does not emerge out of a culture which is separate from nature.
Instead, if themotifs of temporality, obedience, openness and freedomare
to be treated with theological seriousness, these aspects must be under-
stood as the transcription in creaturely structures, by analogy, of the limit
of God revealed in the career of Jesus Christ.
In other words, the theme of temporality must be explored anthropo-

logically and cosmologically and not simply as a contingent feature of the
life of Jesus Christ. Temporality is a basic feature of the universe which
renders a context for the temporality of Jesus Christ, which, in turn, rein-
terprets what temporality is (it is from God). Indeed, we must say that
temporality is directed towards creatures. Interpreting temporality this
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way – not as a Kantian intuition but as a universal, unconditional cate-
gory – enables a reconfiguration of the relations between humanity and
nature. Indeed, such phraseology itself is called into question. We would
do better to speak not of nature and culture, but of ‘fields of difference’
(Haraway). These fields, overlapping and not separable, are mapped by
the concept of temporality. Anthropologically, the pro nobis form of tem-
porality is sociality, part of which comprises the histories of socio-ethical
encounters.
Yet such sociality is also extra nos, founded in the proper freedom of

others and is thus contingent.Wemight, following Roy Bhaskar, describe
this in terms of the distinction between condition and outcome. Social-
ity is the given condition of the freedomof human beings, yet it is also the
contingent outcomeof the freedom-in-actionof social persons. Embodied
human personhood must be seen as emerging through a series of socio-
ethical relations;humanity is the temporal emergenceof embodied selves-
in-relation. Such a notion of sociality – truly given (that is, temporal) and
yet contingent on the actions of persons (that is, temporal again) – can be
ascribed todifference inGod.The ‘openness’ of human social life,which is
a condition for Jesus Christ, is to be ascribed to the difference between the
actions of the creator and Logos in creation. The location of social freedom,
receptivity and openness is prefigured in the actions of the triune God in
creation. The pro nobis form of God’s presence in creation is the blessing of
the temporality of sociality: the basic human solidarity to be for one an-
other. Yet, of course, such sociality has natural conditions; sociality and its
natural conditions are separable only as fields of difference in temporality.
Thus sociality has a contingent, extra nos character.
Such a view is secured if we also consider the theme of temporal-

ity in cosmological, rather than anthropological, perspective. Wolfhart
Pannenberg has stressed the irreversibility of time and the temporality of
the universe, according to the ‘Big Bang’ model.41 The totality of natural
structures is to be understood as enjoying its own form of openness, of re-
ceptivity, to the actions ofGod.Nature, in the sense of totality, thus has its
own form of dependence on God, its own openness and directedness to-
wards God. Nature is thus both contingent and yet has its ground inGod;
it, too, has God as extra ipsam and pro ipsa. We have seen already that such
dependence in openness is to be ascribed to the difference in God’s life as

41. Pannenberg, Toward a Theology of Nature.
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this is transcribed in creation. Temporality is part of God’s blessing to the
orders and life of natural being. The finite totality of the world may be
cursed, as Bonhoeffer suggests in his interpretation of Genesis, but it is
not without hope. That is, God has a future for nature. Neither fixed by a
staticmetaphysics nor caught up in cycles of endless return, the temporal-
ity of nature invites attention to its own future.42

Temporality, grounded in the immanence of God, and transcribed in
the dynamics of creation, liberation and fulfilment, is thereby a theolog-
ical way of engaging with concepts of nature. Yet temporality – the form
of God’s condescension – has a range of reference: from the temporality
of the life of Jesus Christ to the natural history of sociality to the tempo-
ral irreversibility of the universe. Nature can thus refer to human embod-
iment, the natural conditions which allow the emergence of the social life
of humanity and the totality of processes and structures of the universe.
Responsibility, respect for a common habitat and wonder are all proper
human attitudes to nature. All these references refer to the contingency
as well as the condescension of God’s action. Condescension refers to the
development of nature – nature’s freedom – that is permitted in this inter-
pretation; yet suchopenness independence is contingentupontheactions
of God.
In this theological perspective, nature can be read Christologically,

anthropologically and cosmologically: humanity can be understood as
other than nature, in continuity with nature and part of the totality
of nature. That is, the field of human actions can be related to the
field of natural actions in a number of ways. These fields are never
separate, although the relations can be construed differently. Yet such a
construal is not possible apart from reference to difference in God. The
presence of God is thus not to be understood in terms of a single extended
incarnation (Sallie McFague). Instead, the condescension of God is to be
understood in terms of temporality, an action known on account of the
revelation of God in Jesus Christ. Temporality is God’s pro nobis way with
God’s world.
‘Human social activity . . . is therefore capable of reconstituting its

own ways’, writes Daniel Hardy.43 The theme of temporality denies that

42. This paragraph, and the previous, are reworked from my ‘The Technological Factor:
Redemption, Nature and the Image of God’, Zygon: Journal of Religion and Science 35:2 (June
2000), 371–84.
43. Hardy, ‘Created and Redeemed Sociality’, p. 45.
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a theological concept of nature is to be framed in a static manner such
that human beings, facing a static cosmology, are unable to reconstitute
their own ways. To the contrary, the theological account of temporality
presented here operates within the logic of sacrifice: the gift of time by
God is an enablinggift. A theological account of temporality doesnot sim-
plify human–nature relations through time. Instead, it makes these re-
lations more differentiated and complex: three different conceptions of
nature (human embodiment, natural conditions of society, totality of all
processes) are invoked by the notion of temporality.

Christological placing: spatiality

The enlisting of Simon of Cyrene to carry the cross of Jesus, as reported in
theSynopticGospels (Matt. 37.32;Mark 15.21; Luke23.26), is an interesting
literary device: this carrying of the killing instrument by a passer-by func-
tions to delay Jesus’ encounter with its unyielding wood. However, it is
against thisworked-over tree that the body of Jesus is eventually smashed.
Nor is this Jesus’ only encounterwithnon-humannature: duringhispost-
baptismal testing, Jesus lives with thewild animals (Mark 1.13).Moreover,
there is his celebrated encounter with the fig tree (Matt. 21.18–22; Mark
11.12–14) which, in its Markan version, is perplexing: despite the fact that
it is not the season for figs, Jesus curses the tree and as a result it withers.
I cite these episodes to emphasise that the encounters of Jesus with what
wemight broadly call natural space and its inhabitants are a theme in the
Gospels. Too often, theological attention is focused on the healing mira-
cles and the occasions in which Jesus demonstrates his power over natu-
ral forces. In fact, Jesus’ comings and goings include not only missionary
journeys but also encounterwithnatural circumstance. Jesus is placed in a
natural contextwhich includes other agents in their own ecological space.
How should this ecological space be understood?
The claim of the emergence of the world in the difference of Logos from

creator recommends, as I have argued, the interpretation of creatureliness
by way of the concept of sociality. Thus, we are referred to the doctrines
of creation and incarnation, guided by the commitment to see the world
as dependent on God, yet contingent. Yet I have also argued that the
themeof space is analytic to thenotionof sociality.Temporality, the theme
of the previous section, invokes a conception of space (and vice versa).
By reference to spatiality, we are referred to the notion of the critical
otherness of nature that we have encountered at various points already.
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Transcendentals, as metaphysical concepts, are ways of construing
difference.44 How, then, shall the otherness or difference of nature be
construed?
In a relevant analysis, Jürgen Moltmann argues for an ecological con-

cept of spacewhich is, he argues, acceptable to and compatible with an ac-
count of creation as kenotic.45 That is, it is through the restriction ofGod’s
omnipresence (and eternity) that creation comes to be.46 Moltmann’s ar-
gument moves by way of the presentation of general anthropological ac-
counts of ecological space. A summary of this reading of space, which, he
argues, approaches the understanding of space in biblical traditions, is as
follows: ‘every living thing has its own world in which to live, a world to
which it is adapted and which suits it’.47 Moltmann argues that such an
ecological conception of space as ‘living space’ resists reduction to a geo-
metrical conception of space.
Moltmann’s position presents a series of difficulties. It is not clear, as

critics point out,48 that Moltmann manages to avoid a container view of
space. This problem is associatedwith a second: drawingon the anthropo-
logical findings ofMax Scheler, Moltmann seeks a way ofmoving beyond
the ecological concept of space to take on some of the quantitative aspects
of the geometrical account of space. Why he might want to do this is not
hard to discern: for in the construal of space as ecological, the universal
aspect of space is lost. We cannot merely talk of space associated with ob-
jects, for in that case the relationofGod to thewhole of the createdorder is
imperilled. However, neither can we affirm a geometrical account which,
posing as infinite and absolute space, in fact substitutes for God.
The notion of ecological space is, of course, vital for the argument of

this book. For agents and ecosystems to have their living space is also to
speak of their otherness. I do not mean such otherness simply in terms
of geometric space: for example, that the space of an ecosystem is not the
space of another system. I mean rather that natural agents and systems
have their ownworld. In that world, these agents and ecosystems develop

44. For the claim that a concern for difference is finally a metaphysical undertaking, see
Rowan Williams, ‘Between Politics and Metaphysics: Reflections in the Light of Gillian
Rose’, in L. Gregory Jones and Stephen Fowl (eds.), RethinkingMetaphysics (Oxford: Blackwell,
1995), pp. 3–22 (p. 5).
45. See Moltmann,God in Creation, pp. 140–57; cf. Moltmann, The Coming of God, pp. 296–308.
46. See Moltmann,God in Creation, pp. 79–98.
47. Ibid., p. 147.
48. Alan J. Torrance, ‘Creatio ex Nihilo and the Spatio-temporal Dimensions, with special
reference to Jürgen Moltmann and D. C. Williams’, in Colin Gunton (ed.), TheDoctrine of
Creation (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1997), pp. 83–103 (pp. 84–93).
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their own life: seeking ‘tomaintain themselves bymetabolizingmaterials
fromtheir environmentandreproduce their like’.49 Suchprocesses,which
require their own room, have a developmental trajectory. Such a position
is the basis for speaking of the otherness of nature and, finally, of nature as
subject.
Geometric and ecological space: can these two be harmonised? Molt-

mann’s own proposal centres on a kenotic doctrine of creation. The idea
seems right: God wills to be not God through a restriction or letting-
be which has creation as its consequence. Here, however, I plan to
follow Robert Jenson, who writes of the ‘roominess’ of God: ‘for God to
create is for him to open a place in his triune life for others than the three
whose mutual life he is . . . In that place, he makes room, and that act is
the event of creation.’50 How then should we think theologically about
space? Jenson argues that wemust interpret space in terms of time: ‘Space
is the distention within which things can be now there for us.’51 Space is
thereby unintelligible without reference to time: the spatial extension of
things through time is their pro nobis structure. In fact, this movement of
spatio-temporalities Jenson calls ‘histories’, which returns us, of course,
to the matter of sociality. Furthermore, interpreting Kant, Jenson points
towards an ecological account of space: ‘Space . . . is the a priori of other-
ness.’ That is, space is the transcendental (in a Kantian sense) condition of
the interpretation of the other as other. The first problemwith such tran-
scendentality, as Jenson notes, is that it remains unclear how it relates to
geometric space in which the spatial otherness of things is maintained. If
space is understood restrictively as a condition of experience (as in Kant),
how does it also inhere in objects?
Jenson’s response to this dilemma is elegant: by developing the doc-

trine of creation, he argues that God grants space. ‘God opens otherness
between himself and us’, hewrites, ‘and so there is present room for us’.52

And such room is to be understood in a double sense: ‘space can be at once
an aprioriof our consciousness anda structurewithinwhichwe locate our-
selves, because it is an aspect ofGod’s enveloping conscious life’.53 In other
words, the God who creates ex nihilo establishes an independent spatial

49. Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol. 2, TheWorks of God (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1999), p. 15.
50. Jenson, ‘Aspects of a Doctrine of Creation’, pp. 17–28 (p. 24). Cf. Jenson, Systematic
Theology, i i , p. 25.
51. Jenson, Systematic Theology, i i , p. 46. 52. Ibid., p. 47. 53. Ibid.
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reality that has its own structure and dynamic. As independent, space –

theway that things are ordered for agents –maybeunderstood as the con-
dition of otherness and of the relations that pertain between others.
Here Jenson draws explicitly on the type of Trinitarian doctrine of

creation discussed earlier in this chapter. The extensio (my term) of space
must be referred to the agency of the Word as the mediator of creation.
Thedifferenceof creation fromcreatormaybesourcedto thedifferencebe-
tween creator and Logos. As Jensonwrites earlier, the creative agency of the
Sonmay be understood ‘to hold open the creatures’ space in being’. Jenson
develops the theme thus:

The relation of the creature to the Creator, by which the creature is,

holds in the present tense of created time without thereby being a

timeless relation, in that one of the three, the Son, has his own

individual identitywithin created time, in that he is himself one of

those among whom and upon whom the creatures’ participation in

God’s story is being ‘worked out’.54

Thereby we are returned to the beginning of this section with its portrait
of some of the comings and goings of Jesus. Therewenoted in theGospels
some encounters in what we might call ecological space. The ecosocial
ontology of spatiality points, we may conclude, to a principle of encounter.
The dynamism of human–human, human–nature and nature–nature re-
lations may be referred to the active relations of spatial encounter. For in
the differences and commonalities of human and non-human nature, in
their range of interactions, we have a series of encounters: of humanity
by nature; of nature by humanity. This is perhaps a difficult principle to
grasp. Why so? Because it contradicts a dominant Western view that hu-
manity is self-sustaining. On this dominant view, theWestern attitude to
nature concentrates on theways that (non-)humannature is a problem for
us: diseased bodies, animals in the ‘wrongplace’, ‘inadequate’ crop yields,
etc. Nature is part threat, part challenge.
By contrast, the principle of encounter in social interaction suggests a

sense of the demands placed on humanity by a lively nature. Humanity
is truly placed in nature: we must speak of the reality of humanity in
nature. This is, to borrow some formulations from Jim Cheney, the core
of the theological attempt to affirmtheotherness, thedifferenceofnature:
against strategies of containmentwhich seek – either throughnegation or

54. Ibid., p. 27.
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immersion – to organise nature, the emphasis here is on ‘genuine
recognition, acknowledgement, and embracing of the other’.55 Indeed,
the otherness of nature – precisely, its spatiality – indicates its capacities
for renewal (including the renewal of the habitat for human living). We
should not be sentimental here: sometimes nature’s embrace is unkind.
This is one aspect of its otherness.
Such adynamic of encounter is to be sourced to a theological reading of

spatiality: theotherness tobe found in thespatial relationsbetweenthings
is given in the spaceGod grants for the creaturely realm. Jenson’s position
needs development thereby: space as the condition of otherness needs to
be construed dynamically. The trajectory of nature is throughmodalities
of social interaction. Through spatial movements things are there for us
and for each other in ecological space. Nature is extra nos.
That nature has its space is the source of the claim of nature as active

subject. Arguing along such lines, Donna Haraway proposes to speak of
nature as actor or agent.56 Indeed, perhaps it is now time to affirm the in-
dependence of nature but to do so without reference to subjectivity, lan-
guage and consciousness that ‘nature as subject’ suggests. So the position
that we saw first in ecofeminism here receives theological warrant. From
such awarrant a theological correction follows. The correction is this: I re-
main unconvinced that any quickmove should bemade to code nature as,
say, coyote or trickster.57 Of course, the metaphors are intended to desta-
biliseourviewsofnature.However, I amnotpersuaded thatnature should
be quickly coded, and the notion of trickster carries furthermore the sug-
gestion that nature is capricious and deceitful. Neither fits easily with the
perspective of creatio ex nihilo. Which is not to deny, of course, that nature
is sometimes not benign.
The independence of nature, secured by reference to spatiality, func-

tions in a political theology of nature as a delegitimating strategy.
Politically restrictive uses are here denied. Such restrictive uses tend to do-
mesticate nature by reference to God for certain political purposes: polit-
ical arrangements are ‘naturalised’. Nature as heterogeneous agent – as
proposed here – denies such naturalisation.

55. Cheney, ‘Nature, Theory, Difference’, pp. 158–78 (p. 164). As a consequence, democratic
‘negotiation’ will emerge as a key theme in chapter 8.
56. Constance Penley and Andrew Ross, ‘Cyborgs at Large: Interview with Donna Haraway’,
in Penley and Ross (eds.), Technoculture (Minnesota and London: University of Minnesota
Press, 1991), pp. 1–20 (p. 3).
57. Of course, I have taken the metaphors from Haraway: see Donna Haraway, ‘The Actors
are Cyborg, Nature is Coyote, and the Geography is Elsewhere’, in Penley and Ross (eds.),
Technoculture, pp. 21–6. I thank Elaine Graham for this point.
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Wordmade fleshly: the realm of nature–society

To invoke the name of Jesus Christ is, in my account, to propose a dif-
ferentiated and complex holism. Interpreted by reference to sociality, the
ecological situatedness of un/natural humanity must be grasped dialecti-
cally: by reference to human societies, natural societies and their relations
in the pro nobis, sacrificial structure of creation. The description of human-
ity as un/natural is dialectical: humanity cannot be grasped by reference
to itself (anti-natural) nor can it be subsumed in nature (natural). Human-
ity, as located in a common realmofGod, nature and humanity, is thereby
best understood as un/natural: oriented towards the triune God as both
social and natural. In turn, non-human nature may be understood as ori-
ented towards the triuneGodasbothnatural and social. Ecological identi-
tiesmust therefore beunderstood as given yet not static: human identities
are to be interpreted relationally with reference to God and nature; natu-
ral identities are to be interpreted relationally with reference to God and
humanity; the divine identity is to be interpreted relationally (that is, as
triune) by reference to the act of God in incarnation as fleshly: social and
natural.
A rich Trinitarian ontology emerges which affirms the organisation of

the world as social, permits an account of the proper otherness of nature
andrecommends threedifferentmodalitiesofhuman interactionwithna-
ture. Can theology engage with the complexity of the concept of nature
and yet reform such complexity in relation to the idea ofGod? The answer
is in the affirmative: difference in the interpretation of nature in political
theology is required by creatio ex nihilo. Differences of nature in the com-
mon realm are founded in the idea of God as triune creator. That is, the
implication of the claim that Christ transcribes the intrinsic character of
God is considered from the perspective of creation.

What is realised in the mission of Jesus and perfected in the Father’s

raising Him from the dead is the very unity of God, the consistency of

God with himself in relation to his creation. We have to do with a

privileged human action that is grounded in God, that in fact provides

the very rationale of creation itself.58

In this compressed passage, Donald MacKinnon reprises the Christology
of the theology of the common realm of God, nature and humanity
presented in this chapter. Such theology is ‘revealed’, related to the incar-
nation ofGod inChrist. The unity that is founded in the economic actions

58. MacKinnon, ‘The Relation of the Doctrines of the Incarnation and Trinity’, p. 99.
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of the narrative of the creator and Son has to do with the triune unity of
the immanent God. The immanent unity of God precedes the economic
unity of God: the career of Jesus, especially the cross and the resurrection,
is the ‘repetition-in-difference’ (Catherine Pickstock) of the immanent
Godhead. That is not to say, as MacKinnon may perhaps be read as sug-
gesting, that creation is for the incarnation. Rather, bothmay be regarded
as sacrificial actions of God: acts of condescension which grant a future to
creatures. Yet, of course,we knowof creation only in the perspective of the
narrative of suffering and derelictionwhich is the conclusion of the career
of JesusChrist. Creation and incarnation are related: the LogosofGod is the
Incarnate, Jesus Christ; the Logos as the shaper of creation emerges in the
very textureof shaped,material, socialitywhich is the lifeof JesusChrist. If
the incarnation provides the ‘rationale of creation’, this should be read in
the sense not of ‘justification’, but rather of the continuity betweenGod’s
commitment to redeem andGod’s initial and continuing action to create.
Thepractical significanceof thismulticonstrualofhuman–nature rela-

tions can easily be seen. In theological perspective, humanity is other than
nature, nature ismediatedonly through social contexts andhumanityhas
natural conditions which escape its control. Further, there is no require-
ment to opt for naturalistic interpretations of the relation between hu-
manity andnature nor to propose Stoic attitudes in the face of nature. The
blessing of natural life is to be understood in a number of ways but always
interpreted as mediated by God (in Christ). Christian wisdom here resists
any hasty divisions and determinations in the ‘worldly’ interpretation of
human–nature relations.
Throughout this chapter, although I have tried to learn from them, I

have not sought to correct the positions in political ecology presented in
part II. Instead, I have sought to highlight the contours of an emerging
theological ecomaterialism which stresses both the actual, material rela-
tions operative in ecosocieties, and the theme of cooperation between the
human and the non-human. Thinking theologically with the transcen-
dental of sociality we have learned of the mutual relations of nature and
society,maintained in a Christological thought.None the less, the picture
is incomplete. In that Christ is never Christ without the Spirit, we must
consider once more the theme of un/natural humanity situated in a com-
mon realm but this time from the different perspective of pneumatology.
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Life in the Spirit: un/natural fellowship

A dynamic common realm

The theology of the common realm of God, nature and humanity con-
sidersGod’s action towards non-humannature andun/natural humanity,
and specifies the difference inGodwhich such action presupposes. To this
end, in the previous chapter aChristological reading of human–nature re-
lations was offered. That is, if any account of nature’s economy is to be
persuasive for theology, it must be interpreted in relation to the Logos as
agent of creation. In such fashion is both the dependence on the creator
and the contingency of the created order to be understood. In engage-
ment with a number of disciplines in political ecology, I have stressed the
otherness of nature to humanity together with an emphasis on encounter
in human–nature relations best understood in the dynamic interaction –

demandandresponse– ofnatural–humansocieties inprocesses ofbecom-
ing in time and space. In exploring this theme of a worldly Christology,
I stressed the dynamic, interactive shifts in boundaries which such a
relational view of the ecology of humanity and nature requires. Through
this chapter, I explore the logic of fellowship – that is, thepneumatology –

which is indicatedby theChristologyof theprevious chapter to answer the
question: how shall we learn to act in the common realm? In other words,
what are the tendencies of thepracticeswhichareboth thegift of theSpirit
and towhich the Spirit provides themode of participation? Such practices
will be ‘excentric’: the economy of that which is social, spatial and tempo-
ral surpasses itself towards new forms of organisation.1 Howmight this be
thought?

1. Cf. Hardy,God’sWays with theWorld, p. 83: ‘The right use of our freedom is excentric.’

[201]
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I begin to answer this question by setting out some of the contours of a
pneumatology of fellowship. An accent on the Spirit stresses non-human
nature, the human nature of Jesus and the eschatological perfection of all
creation ofwhich the resurrection of JesusChrist is proleptic anticipation.
As will become clear, however, attention to the theme of fellowship is not
the most common way of approaching the matter of Christian responsi-
bility in an ecological age. Hence, I criticise and reject the popular themes
of stewardship and valuing nature. The chapter closes with a constructive
theologico-political proposal: a ‘democracy of the commons’ as a concrete
political way of considering the fellowship in sociality of humanity and
nature as the gift of the Spirit.
In sum, the wisdom of Christianity is reframed towards the discern-

ment of God’s particular and universal presence in the world, to which
human action should reorientate itself in order to recover the fullness of
God’s blessing of creatureliness in fellowship. The actions of the Spirit,
co-working with the Word, relate the movements of encounter through
the spatio-temporal field of sociality. Through practices towards fellow-
ship, which are the gift of the Spirit, and the enjoyment of fellowship,
which is the life of the Spirit, the presence of the Spirit is to be under-
stood. By attention to losses of fellowship, to deformations in the realm
of spatio-temporal sociality, we glimpse the counter-evidential actions of
the Spirit who seeks the reprising and redoubling of fellowship and pro-
vides the means to fellowship. What is this ‘reprising and redoubling of
fellowship’?What are these ‘means to fellowship’?
By the Word yet in the Spirit, creatures are placed in a material order

which is premised upon fellowship and oriented towards fellowship.
Through the practices of the common realm, including the practices of
human–nature relations, fellowship is both given and practised. In other
words, the relations of the social realm are real and yet dynamic. And, of
course, the quality of fellowship of these relations depends on how the
agents of the social realm interact with one another – that is, towards
fellowship, difference and peace or enmity and violence. The means to
fellowship is provided through those practices which enhance the mu-
tual orientation of the agents of the common realm towards one another
(although, of course, the orientation is not symmetrical). I shall suggest
that there are enough structural similarities between an eschatological
orientation towards newness anddemocracy, such that the practice of eco-
logical democracymay be seen as one such ‘means to fellowship’.
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An ecological pneumatology

Amuch-cited and earlyChristianbenediction interprets theHoly Spirit in
terms of fellowship: ‘and the fellowship of theHoly Spirit be with you all’
(2 Cor. 13.13New JerusalemBible;NRSVhas ‘communion’. Cf. 1 Cor. 12.13).
In the Nicene Creed, the Spirit is described as ‘the Lord, the giver of Life’.
How shall these commitments be understood to develop the theology of
the common realm of God, nature and humanity?
The first point is to note that fellowship is not to be restricted only

to human agents: ‘To experience the fellowship of the Spirit inevitably
carries Christianity beyond itself into the greater fellowship of all God’s
creatures. For the community of creation, in which all created things exist
with one another, for one another, and in one another, is also the fellow-
ship of the Spirit.’2 Against a tendency to associate the actions of the Spirit
with the benefits of Christ and thereby to restrict arbitrarily the sphere of
the efficacy of the Spirit to the Church,3 the third person of God’s Trinity4

is here understood as Creator Spiritus. The theological warrant for such an
affirmation is easily discerned: ‘God’s spiritual transcendence of matter,
and of all other spirits than himself’, writes Geoffrey Wainwright, ‘is the
unique transcendence of their Creator ’. Out of this logic,Wainwright con-
cludes: ‘In Christian tradition, therefore, the Holy Spirit may be invoked
as Creator Spiritus.’5

Wemay then concurwithMichaelWelker that the benefits of the Spirit
are not for humans only but are also for ‘spatial and temporal, proximate
and distant environments’.6 In what ways is the notion of fellowship for
a common realm to be further specified? What is ecological fellowship?
Moltmann argues that ‘Fellowship means opening ourselves for one an-
other, giving one another a share in ourselves’.7 Although referring here
only to human persons, Moltmann argues that fellowship enables and
permits sharing amongst those who are different. To speak of fellowship

2. Jürgen Moltmann, The Spirit of Life: A Universal Affirmation (London: SCM Press, 1992), p. 10.
Cf. p. 219: ‘The creation of community is evidently the goal of God’s life-giving Spirit in the
world of nature and human beings.’
3. Identified by Colin E. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark,
1996), pp. 105–6.
4. This formulation from Nicholas Lash, The Beginning and the End of ‘Religion’ (Cambridge
University Press, 1996), p. 64.
5. Geoffrey Wainwright, ‘The Holy Spirit’, in C. E. Gunton (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to
ChristianDoctrine (Cambridge University Press, 1997), pp. 273–96 (p. 281).
6. Michael Welker,God the Spirit (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1994), p. 338.
7. Moltmann, The Spirit of Life, p. 217.
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in the Spirit across the common realm is, of course, to speak of commu-
nion between creator and creatures: difference indeed! Which means, of
course, that, if fellowship is grantedby the gift of the Spirit betweenGod’s
Trinity and human creatures, the difference between creatures and creator
cannot be used to exclude the non-human from participation in fellow-
ship. The fellowship bestowed by Creator Spiritus knows no such arbitrary
restriction.
Moltmannassociates thegift of fellowshipwith thegivingof life.There

is only life through fellowship: ‘There is no life without its specific social
relationships.’8 As the giver of fellowship, God the Spirit is also the giver
of life: ‘In fellowship with himself and through his creative energies, God
the Spirit creates a network of social relationships inwhich life comes into
being, blossoms and becomes fruitful.’9 Diversity is thereby not alien to
the project of creation. Instead, diversity is to be sourced to the giving of
the Spirit. In God in Creation, Moltmann makes the same point: ‘Creation
is also the differentiated presence of God the Spirit, the presence of the
One in the many’, in which the relationality of the world subsists in the
presence of the Spirit of the triune God.10 To interpret this ‘differentiated
presence’ requires a further range of distinctions: creating subject, renew-
ing energy and consummating potentiality form the acts and efficacy of
the Spirit. It makes no sense to restrict such differentiated presence to
human community alone: ‘for all human communities are embedded in
the ecosystems of the natural communities, and live from the exchange of
energy with them’. Acknowledging this point is ‘not the least important
element in a full understanding of the fellowship of the Spirit’.11

What more may be said of the fellowship of the common realm? In
chapter 2, I proposed that the transcendental of openness should be as-
cribed to the work of the Holy Spirit. The sociality of nature–humanity
is to be construed in terms of a dynamic of openness. Elsewhere, I have
argued that ‘The presence of the Spirit is the opening up, the raising up,
the freeing up of social forms of social organisation . . . social life is from
the Creator (whose “mark” is creative liberty) in the ordering and reorder-
ing work of the Word (in creation and redemption) and is to be brought
to its eschatological futures in the action of the Spirit.’12 This view needs
expanding for apolitical theologyofnature. If, asproposed, theSpirit’s ac-
tions are eschatological actions, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ – and

8. Ibid., p. 219. 9. Ibid. 10. Moltmann,God in Creation, p. 14.
11. Moltmann, The Spirit of Life, p. 225. 12. Scott, Theology, Ideology and Liberation, p. 228.
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thereby the reinstantiation of sociality – is the model for considering
eschatological destiny, then amongother things the Spirit’s actions renew
the varied and variable social relations between humanity and nature and
enable their fuller openness. The Spirit energises the dynamics of social-
ity eschatologically. As Elizabeth Johnson recommends, the Spirit may
therefore be understood as eschatological movement in and towards the
openness of creaturely reality: ‘the Spirit characteristically sets up bonds
of kinship among all creatures, human andnon-human alike, all ofwhom
are energized by this one Source’.13

A second point emerges: the actions of the Spirit are eschatological ac-
tions. John Zizioulas has forcefully made this point: contrary to some
emphases in theological tradition, if wemust ascribe the categories of im-
manence and transcendence to God’s Trinity, we should say that the Logos
becomes history, whereas ‘the Spirit is the beyond history, and when he
acts in history he does so in order to bring into history the last days, the
eschaton’.14 Such a theological position is in conformity with, and devel-
ops, the Trinitarian doctrine of creation proposed in the previous chapter.
There I argued that creation is to be understood as authored in the move-
ment of God’s triune life ad extra in the difference of the creator from the
Logos. Creation is intended by God to be independent in and through its
origin in the self-distinction of the second person of the Trinity from the
first. Further, if incarnation is properly acknowledged, creation, of which
incarnation is the summary, has its source and ground in the relation of
the Logos to the creator. It is theologically appropriate, therefore, to refer to
the incarnation of the Logos in Jesus Christ as the principle of immanence,
for want of a better term, in Christianity. Immanence is a Christological
‘function’: creation, the realm of immanence, is to be sourced to the dif-
ference between Logos and creator; the Logos becomes history.
Transcendence is thereby to be ascribed to the Spirit, as ColinGunton –

consistently amplifying Zizioulas’s insight – has long argued: ‘The Son
is the mode of God’s immanence in the world . . . The Spirit is God’s
eschatological transcendence, his futurity, as it is sometimes expressed.
He is God present to the world as its liberating other.’15 Such a view re-
quires that a certain tendency to regard the Spirit as unrestricted divine

13. Elizabeth A. Johnson,Women, Earth and Creator Spirit (New York/Mahwah: Paulist Press,
1993), p. 44.
14. Zizioulas, Being as Communion, p. 130.
15. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, p. 122; also p. 108. Cf. Gunton, The One, the Three
and theMany, pp. 180ff.
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presence is checked.16 The turn to the Spirit in some ecological theologies
exhibits this tendency. For example,Mark I.Wallace at one level helpfully
argues that ‘hope for a renewed earth is best foundedonbelief in the Spirit
as the divine forcewithin the cosmoswho continuallyworks to sustain all
forms of life . . . [T]he Holy Spirit [is] God’s invigorating presence within
the global society of all living beings.’17 While there is much to be wel-
comed in Wallace’s essay, a tendency to stress the immanent presence of
the Spirit is evident.18 Thus, in a paradigmatic statement, Wallace con-
tends that the Spirit is best understood ‘as a living, embodied being who
works for healthy communion within our shared planet home . . . nature
in all its variety will be construed as the primary mode of being for the
Spirit’s work in the world’.19 Such an argument is open to Gunton’s ob-
jection that the Spirit is identified with ‘cultural and historical develop-
ments’, here construed broadly as the historical development of natural
forms.20 As a consequence of such identification, the actions of the Spirit
are construed as internal to creation in such fashion that the actions of the
Spirit as the opening up and turning outwards of the social ordering of
creation are obscured.
Amoreseriousobjectionconcerns theway inwhichtheunityanddiver-

sity of creation is handled theologically. Wallace correctly argues that this
matter of unity and diversity can be stated adequately only by reference to
the immanent Trinity, the triune God inGod’s own life. In an unclear for-
mulation, he writes: ‘As the Spirit exists perichoretically in the Godhead
to foster communion between the divine persons, my proposal is that the
Spirit also performs the role of the vinculum caritatiswithinnature in order
to promote the well-being and fecundity of creation.’21 The unity of cre-
ation is grounded theologically thereby; the essay is replete with phrases
that reinforce the sense of the unity of creation. What of the diversity of
creation,however?Following the logic ofWallace’s argument, thebasis for

16. The stress on the presence of the Spirit also diverts attention from the important matter
of the Spirit’s hypostasis: more on this below.
17. Mark I. Wallace, ‘The Wounded Spirit as the Basis for Hope in an Age of Radical Ecology’,
in Dieter T. Hessel and Rosemary Radford Ruether (eds.), Christianity and Ecology: Seeking the
Well-being of Earth andHumans (Cambridge, MA: Harvard/CSWR, 2000), pp. 51–72 (p. 52). In an
earlier work, Fragments of the Spirit: Nature, Violence and the Renewal of Creation (New York:
Continuum, 1997), pp. 133ff., Wallace offers a pneumatology that can barely be distinguished
from pantheism. As ‘The Wounded Spirit’ essay avoids such pantheism, a charitable reading
requires a concentration on this later statement.
18. It may be that both tendencies are to be sourced to what appears to be a breach in the
traditional view of creatio ex nihilo: see Wallace, ‘The Wounded Spirit’, pp. 60–1.
19. Ibid., p. 55. 20. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, p. 108.
21. Wallace, ‘The Wounded Spirit’, p. 56.
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diversity must also be found in the role of the Spirit in the being in com-
munion who is the triune God. The closest that Wallace comes to making
such an affirmation is the following comment: ‘It is the move to embodi-
ment – the procession of Godself into the biotic community that sustains
life [in threeways: creator Spirit; embodimentofdivine life in Jesus; union
of Jesuswith the Spirit] – that is the basis for unitywithin theGodhead.’22

This is baffling: how can the actions of Jesus and the Spirit in the econ-
omy be the basis of the unity of God in God’s immanence? Not only does
the direction of the argument have the trajectory of projection, but the
unityofGod isnotunderstood inTrinitarian fashion.The result is a rather
forbidding divine unity. How can the diversity of creation be secured if a
monolithic God is the author of creation?Wallace’s is a bold andwelcome
attempt to recover the theological theme of Creator Spiritus. However, the
resources of a Trinitarian theology need to be deployedmore fully.
A third point becomes clear: for there to be true theological interpre-

tation of the common realm (which, as we shall see, involves political
judgments), the matter of the hypostasis of the Spirit cannot be avoided.
The Spirit’s work, argues Wolfhart Pannenberg, is ‘creative activity in the
bringing forth of life and movement’. However, no immanent process is
named thereby. Instead, as Pannenberg suggests: ‘By the Spirit creatures
will be made capable of independence in their relation to God and at the
same time integrated into the unity of God’s Kingdom.’23 How is such in-
dependence andunity tobe thought? In an important essay,ColinGunton
argues that the recovery of an account of the Spirit’s action in the econ-
omy cannot be fully and properly secured without an account of the per-
sonal being of the Spirit in God’s own life. The impersonal descriptions
of the Spirit as – for example – force, energy and power are not entirely
wrong.That is, the actions of the Spirit aredirected towards the renewal of
matterwhich invites an identification of the Spirit in impersonal terms.24

However, personal metaphors cannot be avoided if the freeing and open-
ing out of the Spirit’s personal and particular acts are to be established
conceptually.
Differently from Wallace, Gunton argues that the recovery of the

Spirit as personal being cannot rely on the Augustinian understanding
of the Spirit as vinculum caritatis or vinculum Trinitatis. To take such an

22. Ibid., p. 58.
23. Wolfhart Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1998), III, pp. 7, 12.
24. In The Spirit of Life, pp. 274ff., Moltmann identifies three sets of impersonal metaphors:
formative, of movement and mystical.
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Augustinian path, Gunton argues, is to see the immanent actions of the
Spirit as the ‘closing of an eternal circle’ in which the Spirit functions as
a link between Father and Son, A better option, Gunton maintains, and
onemore in conformity with the biblical witness, is to see the work of the
Spirit as the agent of ‘the unity of the Godhead, but also of the diversity of
the persons’.25 The Spirit frees the becoming-in-communionwho isGod’s
Trinity to become ‘itself’ butnot in the sense of undifferentiatedunity but
rather as a communityof freepersons.TheSpirit perfects theGodheadbut
not towards a unity but rather towards excentric community. Such excen-
tric community is ‘not a closed circle, but a self-sufficient community of
love freely opened outwards to embrace the other’.26 From this position,
Gunton draws the following conclusion: ‘if the Son is the basis of God’s
movement out into creation to bring that which is not God into covenant
relation with him, the Spirit is the dynamic of that movement, the one
who perfects creation by realising the communities of persons and the
transformationofmatter’.27 Secured thereby is an affirmationofdiversity:
the opening-out actions of the Spirit are directed not towards unity but
instead to the perfection of human and non-human societies, for which
‘the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead serves as a model for the
possibilities for the transfiguration of matter in general’.28 Interestingly,
Moltmannmakes a nearly identical point, sourcing true fellowship to the
inner, yet personal, triune life: ‘[Fellowship] issues from the essential in-
ward community of the triuneGod, in all the richness of its relationships;
and it throws this community open for human beings in such a way that
it gathers into itself these men and women and all created things, so that
they find eternal life.’29 What, however, is the significance of this conclu-
sion for the development of a pneumatology for a common realm?
The reference to the resurrection of Jesus Christ gives a clue: the per-

fecting of creation cannot be thought except by the renewal of sociality se-
cured by the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The ‘bringing forth of life and
movement’, as Pannenberg puts the matter, directs theological attention
to particular liberations in which relations between humanity and non-
human nature are renewed. The vinculum of creation is in fact secured by
the Logos; the opening-out of this vinculum is to be sourced to the actions
of the Spirit who affirms the diversity of creation. That is, the Spirit does
not obscure diversity, but instead is a theological discourse that demands

25. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, p. 126. 26. Ibid., p. 128.
27. Ibid., p. 127. 28. Ibid., p. 120. 29. Moltmann, The Spirit of Life, p. 219.
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it. More precisely, the discourse on the Spirit affirms and requires libera-
toryaffirmationsofdiversity: adiversity, inotherwords, that canbeunder-
stood only in terms of the renewal of sociality, only by way of the renewal
of the human (although not only human) practices of sociality, temporal-
ity and spatiality in a common realm. (Whichmeans in turn that I am not
convinced byGunton’s argument that the actions of the Spiritmust be re-
lated to praise: ‘whenever the created order, in any of its levels or aspects,
is able to praise its maker, there is the agency of the Spirit’.30 Praise is, to
be sure, a category of agency and interaction, but it is also a cognitive and
affective notion. Therefore I remain unsure what it can mean to say that,
for example, inorganic nature praises God.)
The task of un/natural humanity is thereby understood by considera-

tion of the form, energy and direction of the Holy Spirit of God’s Trinity
in the world. ‘Being in the truth of God’, as Bonhoeffer might have put
it, is core to my position. The issue is not possibility – the possibility
of human action, etc. – but instead the identification of the actuality of
God’s presence-in-difference to which human praxis must reorientate it-
self. This presence is always eschatological. The wisdom of Christianity is
reframedtowards thediscernmentof tracesofGod’spresence in theworld,
to which human action should reorientate itself in order to recover the
fullness of God’s blessing of creatureliness.
We arrive at a fourth point: in turn, the vinculum caritatis ad extra needs

to be rethought in order to indicate some of the detail of the Spirit’s life in
creaturely life. Obliquely, Pannenbergmakes this point:

The Spirit’s work is always in some measure linked to an imparting of

his dynamic even though he is not in the full sense always imparted

and received as gift. We are to find the Trinitarian basis for this in the

fact that in the Trinitarian life of God the Son is in eternity the

recipient of the Spirit who proceeds from the Father. But only to the

degree that the Son is manifested in creaturely life does the work of the

Spirit in creation take on the form of gift. This is definitively so only in

relation to the incarnation of the Son.31

Much of the discussion of this section is recapitulated in these few
sentences. In my discussion of incarnation, I have linked the ecosocial
ontology of sociality, temporality and spatiality to the life, death and res-
urrection of Jesus Christ. How is such an ontology – an ontology of the
resurrection – to beunderstood as gift, and asmadedynamic in the agency

30. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, p. 120.
31. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, i i i , p. 9.
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of the Spirit?How is the social openness inGod’s life that is secured by the
Spirit to be thought in terms of the social openness inGod’s world, in this
common realm? How is the vinculum caritatis/Trinitatis, ad extra to be given
further specification?
In a highly interesting essay, Daniel Hardy has argued for the impor-

tance of understanding the Spirit’s interweaving in the interweaving of
our contextuality. Defining contextuality as ‘the interweaving of human
subjects with their cultures and the natural world, and of cultures with
each other and the natural world’, Hardy argues that one of the tasks for
a pneumatology is ‘discovering the way in which God is present through
the interweaving of humanbeings, cultures andnature’.32 If, inmy terms,
un/natural humanity must grasp in theory and in practice that nature is
the in-between of all human projects, how is the agency of the Spirit of
God to be understood in such circumstance? How is our contextuality to
be understood in terms of unity and diversity, as the dynamic towards the
building up of the social through the spatio-temporal realm?
Hardy conceives of the activity of the triune God economically and im-

manently in terms of energy. In the economy, Hardy argues that God ‘is
himself in maintaining the consistency of his life in an ordered but en-
ergetic congruence [sc. by the Son] with his world; he is capable of self-
restructuring in a controlled response to the perturbations (constructive
or destructive) which occur in that interaction and in thosewithwhomhe
interacts’. Openness is here construed in terms of order and freedom, sta-
bility and alteration in and through which God’s orderly life is reordered
butalwayswithconsistency. Suchconsistency is sourced immanently toan
understanding of God in God’s own life which comprises ‘a dynamic con-
sistency,not inertbut energetic in the consistencyofhis self-structuring in
self-sameness . . . God is a dynamic structured relationality inwhom there
is an infinite possibility of life.’33 What is remarkable about this theolog-
ical position is that it permits the identification of the dynamic of move-
ment inGod’s life and inGod’s lifewith theworld: the open contingencies
yet orderly structures of our contextuality areGod’swayswithus inwhich
the gift of the fellowship of the Holy Spirit is imparted. The triune God is
not isolated from contextuality; rather, by the Spirit, God seeks to bring

32. Hardy,God’sWays with theWorld, p. 70.
33. Ibid., p. 81. Cf. Daniel W. Hardy, Finding the Church: The Dynamic Truth of Anglicanism
(London: SCM Press, 2001), p. 16: ‘That is, the Trinity immanent in God is his consistent
performance of holiness, but this is maintained – as the Trinitarian economy in the world –
through God’s energetic congruence with the world.’
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such contextual fellowship to its fullness. The ‘outpouring of energy’ that
Hardy employs as a trope for the interpretation of the dynamic life of God
also occurs through (and throughout) God’s creation in the consistency
of God’s own being. The triune God constitutes and sustains contextual-
ity but not from a position of some unity posited behind the forms. In-
stead, the consistency of God’s triune being is transcribed into the crea-
turely realm in formsof diversity: such ‘activeunity’ arises in the ‘diversity
of all things’.34

How does such energy manifest itself in creation in the reconciling
works of the Spirit? The infinite possibility of life in the Godhead arises
in creation as ‘excentric’: ‘the right use of our freedom is excentric, out-
ward turning, conferring the benefits of our particularity upon those
withwhomweare interwoven.Our freedomconfers freedomthroughour
love’. Again, ‘The sign of the blessing which God confers is in our confer-
ral of suchblessingonothers,with all thenatural and socialmodifications
thatmay require, and even the creativity to fashionnewandmorehumane
contextual interweavings.’35 This is a remarkable conclusion: reconcilia-
tion occurs in and through our contextuality as agents seek to practise
more humane – perhaps we should add, more just, freer, more peaceful
and truer – life in the in-between of nature.
Nor is this idealist: Hardy acknowledges that mostly we live in a ‘con-

textuality of falsehoods’ in which the energies of God conferred on us
in our contextuality are diminished or dissipated. In turn, this leads to
a lack of order, presumably to be understood in terms of either licence
or simplification.36 Hardy also operates a version of the ‘preferential op-
tion for the poor’: ‘the principal means by which God reconciles is to
be interwoven in the lives of those most “decontextualized”, those most
diminished in their contextuality, providing new life for them in their
abandonment.’37 The vinculum caritatis ad extra thereby exhibits a ten-
dency: towards the rescue of those who are impoverished in and by their
contextuality.
Where Hardy’s position is less secure is in facing the theme of the oth-

erness of nature. To speak of the conferral of blessing by the human to
the human in freedom and by love is to restrict the reconciling work of
the Spirit to the interhuman. What lacks attention is the ways in which
nature may confer blessing on human beings through its own agential

34. Hardy,God’sWays with theWorld, p. 81. 35. Ibid., pp. 83, 84. 36. Ibid., p. 70.
37. Ibid., p. 87.
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processes. That is, as extra nos, nature has its own agency in the common
realm, both in relation to God and to humanity. In my judgment, Hardy
needs some account of the otherness of nature in its spatiality to ground
more convincingly his argument – with which I agree – that the ‘fuller
dynamic order from which the ecosystem operates, by which it is ener-
gized for its unity and reconciliation’ cannot be framed only by reference
to the energy within the ecosystem. However, to speak in theological
idiom of a ‘higher quality of relationality’ does not exclude the possibil-
ity that God’s energetic recovery of just and peaceful contextuality is by
way of the ‘natural order’. Although it is proper to speak of the restora-
tion of the full contextuality of human beings with the natural world,
we must also note – if the actions of the Spirit are eschatological and
are thereby directed in and towards matter – that nature requires its full
contextuality restored to it. This is not to say that nature can become it-
self without the human. However, it is to say that the redoubling of the
blessing of contextuality is not directed only towards the human. Part
of the problem may lie with Hardy’s basic metaphor, energy. To speak of
the exchange of energy arguably requiresmore detailed specification than
given byHardy: for example, the exchanges of energy operative in extrac-
tive, eco-regulative, and transformative interactions of the human with
non-human nature are different. To be convincing, Hardy’s metaphor
of energy would need to demonstrate some structural similarities with
such descriptions (while, of course, bearing a theological supplement of
meaning).
I have argued that the notion of fellowship encompasses the non-

human. This may be described as the theme of Creator Spiritus; that the
actions of the Spirit are eschatological: the turning outwards and the in-
tensification of the social nature of creatureliness are to be sourced to the
Spirit; that the diversity of creaturely life can only be fully accounted for
by insisting on the personal becoming of the Spirit whose actions in the
Godhead secure the diversity aswell as the unity of divine life – put a little
too simply, only if there is personal fellowship of the Godhead, can there
be a creaturely diversity in fellowship; and that human–nature relations
arepart of contextuality and, althoughcontingent, arehighlyorderedand
are to be traced to the actions of the triune God. The Spirit is to be under-
stood as themovement that seeks to re-establish peaceable social relations
betweenhumanity andnature after themodel of theovercomingof the in-
terruptionof sociality in the resurrectionof JesusChrist. These are aspects
of an ecological pneumatology.
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Standard theological options: stewardship; valuing nature

This section has the character of a hiatus, because now the shout goes up:
‘Butwhat about stewardship?’ Inmyview, the taskof glorifyingGodgiven
to un/natural humanity cannot be achieved through stewardship: that is,
the attempt at the administration by the human of God’s realm accord-
ing to the will of the creator. In putting the matter thus, I am rejecting
the two standardways of construingChristian responsibility in the face of
non-human nature. Stewardship I have already mentioned; the other op-
tion found wanting is that of valuing nature. Why are these options to be
rejected?

Stewardship
There are, of course, a number of non-theological objections to the notion
of stewardship.38 These are, I consider, largely persuasive. However, here I
wish to attend to the theology which supports the notion of stewardship.
What are the theological commitments which the notion of stewardship
requires?39 Andwhat are its weaknesses?
The notion of the steward is an attempt to reinterpret the presentation

of the role of thehuman in thefirst chapter ofGenesis: ‘ThenGod said, Let
usmake humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them
havedominionover thefishof the sea, andover thebirdsof theheaven, and
over the cattle, and over all the wild animals of the earth, and over every
creeping thing that creeps upon the earth . . . God blessed them, and God
said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it;
and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air
and over every living thing that moves upon the earth”’ (Gen. 1.26, 28
NRSV). As Douglas John Hall has pointed out, the metaphor of the stew-
ard is the attempt to reconstrue this theme of the lordship of the human
or the dominion of the human. Indeed, the sub-title of one ofHall’s books
is:Dominion as Stewardship. Thenotion of stewardship is then an exercise in
contextual theology for an ecological age: humanity is not lord of nature,
but steward; humanity does not have rights of dominion but the respon-
sibilities of a steward. As such, stewardship, in my judgment, enjoys a

38. See Clare Palmer, ‘Stewardship’, in Ian Ball, Margaret Goodall, Clare Palmer and John
Reader (eds.), The Earth Beneath: A Critical Guide to Green Theology (London: SPCK, 1992),
pp. 67–86; Kathryn Tanner, ‘Creation, Environmental Crisis, and Ecological Justice’, in
Rebecca S. Chopp and Mark L. Taylor (eds.), Reconstructing Christian Theology (Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1992), pp. 99–123; Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, pp. 233–6.
39. I thank Dee Carter for conversation that has helped me to clarify my thinking on
stewardship.
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Christological basis and rationale. For example, the themes of incarna-
tion, sacraments and stewardship are to be found in the stress on the pri-
macy of humanity over nature in the work of Thomas Sieger Derr and the
interpretation of dominion as stewardship by Douglas JohnHall.
The incarnation of God in Christ and the sacraments are noted by

Derr as constitutive of the Christian view of the goodness and reality of
nature.40 Yet Derr does not hesitate to hold to the view that God’s self-
revelation occurs in history; nature shares only derivatively in this reve-
lation. Hence, in theological perspective the drama of human history is
primary; the development of natural processes has only secondary status.
Human beings are thereby placed by God in a special position: in that na-
ture is for humanity, the latter has a special responsibility to care for the
former.41 Derr vigorously rejects attempts to downgrade this stress on
the responsibility of humanity for the non-human order. True dominion
thereby requires the subjugation of nature. What the current ecological
crisis teaches is that humanity has failed to exercise dominion fully and
responsibly; the ideal must be the ‘full human dominion’ portrayed, it is
claimed, in chapter 1 of Genesis. This view is closer to that of stewardship
than the strong sense of dominion (humanity is in relation to nature as
God is to the world and thereby imitates God’s rule42). The purposes of
humanity in relation tonature are in correspondencewithGod’s purposes
for nature. Dominion, to stick with Derr’s term, is always ‘for God’. Derr
thereby qualifies his stance regarding the superiority of the humanby un-
derstanding human agency in terms of stewardship.
In his book on stewardship, Imaging God: Dominion as Stewardship, Hall

resists the term ‘theology of nature’ as a description of his work. Instead,
he suggests that the view humanity has of itself in relation to nature
needs altering.Here, theological reflectionon the imagoDei is theprincipal
Christian resource for considering the difference between humanity and
nature. Indeed, Hall holds to the view that the biblical ontology presup-
posed and required by the imagoDei rejects the views that humanity is over
against nature or that humanity is subsumed under nature. Instead, bib-
lical ontology suggests that humanity is alongside nature.43 AlthoughHall

40. Derr, Ecology andHumanNeed, p. 20.
41. Ibid., p. 87. In a reading of Aquinas, van den Brom, ‘The Art of a Theo-ecological
Interpretation’, 299, argues that dominion requires an account of an order of being,
hierarchically organised, in which ‘the world is made exclusively for the benefit of
humanity’. Cf. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, p. 229.
42. Tanner, ‘Creation, Environmental Crisis, and Ecological Justice’, pp. 104–6.
43. Hall, Imaging God, p. 162.
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concentrates on the idea of imago Dei, the root of his position is Chris-
tological. The movement of God towards the world, together with the
‘worldliness’ of the Hebrew scriptures and the love ethic, are the princi-
pal, if ambiguous, clues to the Christian affirmation of the world. In the
final chapter, Hall connects the tradition of theologia cruciswith the theme
of stewardship in order to stress the sacrificial – in the sense of self-
sacrificing – aspect of human responsibility towards nature.
In a later book,The Steward: A Biblical Symbol Come of Age, the Christologi-

cal andecclesialbasisof stewardship is clearer still.Consider thisprogram-
matic statement byHall:

The Steward is a particularly apt metaphor for humanity because it

encapsulates the two sides of human relatedness, the relation to God

on the one hand and to non-human creatures on the other. The human

being is, as God’s steward, accountable to God and responsible for its

fellow creatures.44

Notice how the claim to relatedness slides easily into an affirmation
of responsibility; the claim about human situatedness slips into a moral
claim. Hall thereby often refers to the physical interrelatedness of the
world, but without development.45 It is true that Hall seeks to identify
humanity with nature in terms of a dialectic of difference and participa-
tion: we are creaturely but not reducible to non-human nature. Yet large
consequences are drawn from this view: ‘We can represent them [other
creatures] becauseweparticipate in the same creatureliness as they.’46 The
resonances of incarnational language are unmistakable. However, no ac-
count is offered of how we participate in nature. For example, do ‘we’
all participate in nature in the same way? Does not this language of ‘par-
ticipation’ thereby both level and simplify? And why should nature not
present itself before God?MayGod not have purposes for non-human na-
ture directly which do not require mediation by human beings? How are
we helped in then thinking through the relations between humanity and
non-human nature if such reconciling mediation is worked through by
humanity? If I am right about nature being in-between human projects,
the language of mediation denies this intimacy. It suggests two abstrac-
tions – humanity and nature – one of which is mediated by the other.
Why, we may ask, should such language of participation and rep-

resentation be privileged? Because, I consider, Hall is working with a
Christological basis within the dynamic of reconciliation. ‘[T]he symbol

44. Hall, The Steward, p. 20. 45. See ibid., p. 131. 46. Ibid., p. 212.
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of the steward is at bottom a symbol of representation . . . the steward is a
vicar, deputy, Stellvertreter.’47 Resonanceswithkey concepts in the articula-
tion of the logic of atonement are evident here. Such representation turns
upon the substitutionary, participatory and representative understand-
ing of Christ’s death: in that death God is reconciling all things to God
(2 Cor. 5.18).
Stewardship remains a popular option in the ecotheology literature.

We can now discern part of the reason for that popularity: stewardship
operates as an atonement metaphor, albeit an atonement metaphor on
vacation.48 One of the central difficulties in theological interpretation of
the atonement is to avoid subjectivist and exemplarist tendencies. That is,
to focus overmuch on the response of believers following the example of
Christ downplays, as Donald MacKinnon has pointed out, the identifica-
tion of God in Christ and the depth of moral evil.49 But is that not exactly
what stewardship proposes?
Stewardship, it seemstome,displays theweaknessesof subjectivist and

exemplaristmodelsof atonement.First, it fails tonoticehowtheconstrual
of stewardship in voluntaristic ways is eminently suitable for our present
culture of bureaucratic managerialism. Second, it does not attend to the
sheer wickedness evident in our relations with non-human nature: how
access to natural goods is entwined with access to social goods (access to
medical care anda safe environmentaregoodexamplesof this).Nor, third,
does it attend to the ways that nature itself may be a source of evil.
This may seem strange. Is not stewardship derived somehow from the

Genesis narratives? That is, should not stewardship be considered from
the perspective of the doctrine of creation?50 Indeed, the eco-theological
literature pushes this line. However, in my view, stewardship remains

47. Ibid., p. 240; cf. p. 241.
48. In a double sense: it turns up where you do not expect it; and it does not do much work!
Additionally, I note that stewardship is not an atonement model but ‘only’ a metaphor. It is
largely exemplarist in tendency and, as John McIntyre points out, The Shape of Soteriology
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1992), 49, exemplarist models of atonement rely on other models:
for the promotion of Christ as an example requires an account of the nature of the death that
‘ends’ the exemplary performance. But which model is operative – McIntyre lists 12 others:
ransom; redemption; salvation; sacrifice; propitiation; expiation; atonement; reconciliation;
victory; punishment/penalty; satisfaction; liberation – remains unclear.
49. Donald MacKinnon, ‘Objective and Subjective Conceptions of Atonement’, in F. G.
Healey (ed.), Prospect for Theology (Welwyn: James Nisbet, 1966), pp. 167–82.
50. In Creation and Reality pp. 70–3, Welker does hold to the doctrine of creation in proposing
that caretaking and dominion be linked in tension in an account of the primacy of the human
in the created order. What this position does not explain is how a hierarchy of power – as he
concedes that the mandate of dominion must be interpreted – can preserve ‘complex
structures of interdependence’. How does the simplifying power of hierarchy relate to
diversity?
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deeply entrenched in the ecclesial imaginary of Christians because it func-
tions as anatonementmetaphor; it draws its life as a concept fromapartial
reading of a Christological dynamic of reconciliation.
A second difficulty now emerges: atonement theory operates with cul-

tic metaphors.51 But how does such discourse connect to worldly voca-
tion? Hall is convinced that there is a connection. But the connection
is asserted rather than explicated. Thus Hall can claim that stewardship
has ‘apologetic potential for communicating the essential meaning of
Christian (and human) representation’.52 In so doing, he is clearly alert to
the problem: if stewardship is to serve apologetic purposes, theremust be
a relationship between Christian and human representation. But what is
that relationship between ecclesial and general representation?Howdoes
the concept of stewardship, founded in the dynamic of reconciliation and
funded by culticmetaphors, engage the public realm?Hall’s position sug-
gests that the human representation of nature to God is intelligible in a
post-Christian society. Is that so?
Furthermore, an important weakness of the concept of stewardship is

that the content of human–nature relations is left unattended. I acknowl-
edge thatHall proposes that humanity iswithnature, not over or innature.
Such a perspective is to be welcomed and is a useful start, but smacks too
much of what Arne Naess calls ‘the man-in-environment image’.53 This
criticism is reinforced by the fact that Hall appeals to the language of
‘vision’ in defence of stewardship:

When we speak about stewardship as the key to the relation between

humanity and nature, we are speaking about a vision. Under the

conditions of history, this vision is never fully realised. It is an

eschatological vision, the vision of a state of final reconciliation, in

which the enmity between creature and creator, creature and creature,

and creature and creation will have given way to true mutuality and

unconditional love: ‘being-with’.54

However,wemust ask, is not one of the rules for thinking eschatologically
that there is some connection between the vision and this world? It seems
tomethatweare leftwith the impression that stewardshipproposes a con-
cept of nature unintegrated with the practice and experience of present,

51. See McIntyre, The Shape of Soteriology, pp. 103ff. The primary source of cultic metaphors is
the identification of God in Jesus Christ which supports such notions as Jesus as priest,
sacrifice, victim.
52. Hall, The Steward, p. 241.
53. Naess, ‘The Shallow and the Deep, Long-Range Ecology Movement: A Summary’, p. 151.
54. Hall, The Steward, p. 214.
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late capitalist, human society. Or, should we rather say that stewardship
is very well integrated into the ideology of present society: the eclipse in
human practice of the ‘in-between’ of nature.
In stewardship, we may conclude, the operative metaphysical schema

remains traditionally Christian: God and humanity ‘provide the basic
framework within which the Christian drama is worked out’.55 Such a
view of human responsibility for nature stresses the ‘administrative’ role
of human beings for the care of nature, a task which is, in turn, bestowed
by God: ‘As the primary administrators of God’s will, human beings are
charged with special responsibilities by God, delegated crucial functions
in the fulfilment of God’s plans, deputized as God’s agents.’56 Thus God’s
presence to nature ismediated byhumanity. ‘Humanbeings’,Hallwrites,
‘are different in certain respects from other creatures because they are, so
to speak, “assigned” a particular role in relation to others in the scheme of
things’.57

What is correct in the emphasis on stewardship is the reference to
Christ. In Christian tradition, the human creature is also imago Christi.
However, by the time some attempt is made to expand the concept of
stewardship to indicate that the stewards are also imago mundi, a prior
exemplarist narrowing is usually determining. Thus Hall seeks to connect
dominion as stewardship to the Dominus. However, the proposals that
emerge are disconnected from any consideration of how it is that the hu-
man creature is itself creaturely and is situated in its own ecological rela-
tions. In fact, a conventional theological picture emerges: Christ, Church,
World, in which stewardship operates as the core concept for articulating
Christian responsibility in and towards the world. How the Church is lo-
cated in a specific societywhich employsnature inparticular kindsofways
emerges only at the end of the inquiry, as theologymoves into theological
ethics. In an ideological moment of unknowing, the Christian churches
offer a moral strategy almost entirely isolated from the concerns that
animated the beginnings of the inquiry. In a delicious irony, the final
theological terminus may be a treatment of the sacraments. Yet such a
treatment presupposes the distribution of grace by a universal church –

and such universality is precisely not available in this strange post-
Christian world in which we live. Thus the churches contribute to the
moralising of Christianity. We can be sure that if such moralising gains
ground then the functionalising of Christianity is not far behind.

55. Kaufman, ‘A Problem for Theology’, p. 349.
56. Tanner, ‘Creation, Environmental Crisis, and Ecological Justice’, p. 110.
57. Hall, Imaging God, p. 181.
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Valuing nature
Adifferentway of construing the fellowship of humanity andnon-human
nature is to place all consideration within the sphere of environmental
ethics. The crucial matter now becomes not dynamic relations and shift-
ing boundaries but rather the determination and assignment of the value
of nature. In Christian theology, such a view – which can be articulated
in more than one way – tends to be associated with the attempt to down-
play the significance of the relation between the incarnation of God and
the particular person, Jesus of Nazareth.
Two examples of this approach I have already mentioned: the work of

MaxOelschlaeger and SallieMcFague. Although rather different, the ten-
dency of their views is to converge on a single affirmation: an increase in
the value of nature leads to a greater likelihood of its care. I shall concen-
trate here on the theological commitments operative in support of such a
claim.
In a summary of the programme of his book, Oelschlaeger writes,

‘[the] new metaphor – caring for creation – can engender a psychologi-
cally satisfying (emotionally evocative, powerful), religiously distinctive,
and scientifically plausible ethic for our time’.58 Shortly, I shall set out
how the metaphor emerges. However, we should first note the aim of the
metaphor: to develop an ecologically sensitive ethic. Thus the programme
of this civil theology is dedicated to, and oriented towards, the develop-
ment of an environmental ethics. The way in which Oelschlaeger makes
his case is clever: he argues that America (his argument is restricted, he
makes clear, to the USA) needs to overcome its narrative of utilitarian in-
dividualism in favour of its biblical and republican traditions. In that he
argues for a cultural–linguistic construal of Christianity, Oelschlaeger is
less concernedabout thevariety and truthclaimsof religious traditions. In
otherwords,byappeal toGeorgeLindbeck, in theprocessgivingastrongly
pragmatist reading of The Nature of Doctrine, thematter of the truth claims
of various types ofChristianity, and the accounts of appearance and reality
required, are all placed to one side in Oelschlaeger’s argument. For Chris-
tian religion, in all its forms, provides a legitimating narrative within
which American society operates.
The basic premise, then, seems to be: ‘the modern world devalues

nature’.59 To this commitment is opposed the ‘Great Code’ of the bibli-
cal traditions. It is not quite clear to what these biblical traditions refer:

58. Oelschlaeger, Caring for Creation, pp. 37–8 (italics removed from original).
59. Ibid., p. 94.
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sometimes it seems that what is central is the ‘transcendent, creator God-
as-person’,60 especially in relation to the critique of idolatry; on other oc-
casions, the ‘fundamental inspiration’ of Christianity seems to be ‘exem-
plary texts’, particularly the creation narratives.61 The second wins out
over the first, I consider. That is, in order ‘to expand a cultural conversa-
tion about ecology beyond the language of utilitarian individualism’, ap-
peal is made to the metaphor of caring for creation which ‘might serve
to unite all traditions of faith in setting an environmental agenda’. After
all, Oelschlaeger informs us, ‘A creation story is primordial, carrying both
obligationswith it and injunctions for humanbehavior toward all aspects
of the world.’62 Thus we get another glimpse of the ethical nature of the
argument being made here: ‘environmental questions are not primarily
economic questions: they are first ethical and then political’.63 Of course,
this is not all of the argument. Nevertheless, perhaps this bald summary
may suffice to disclose the ecumenical method operative here.
Nor is there any doubting the persuasiveness of this argument.

Oelschlaeger succeeds in presenting, with some force, the outline of a
publicly responsible, ecologically aware and environmentally supportive
theology. Indeed, he manages to show – conclusively, in my view – the
strength and relevance ofmainstreamChristian commitments to ecologi-
cal concerns. Yet, if we ask what theological decisions are operative in the
argument, we must note a restriction: the important matter, we may dis-
cern, ispublic, ethical action inprotectionof theenvironment.Theology is
thus drawn into the conversation byway of providing ethical norms taken
from the consideration of theGreat Code of the Jewish–Christian creation
narratives.Even ifOelschlaeger is right to stress the commonalitybetween
various interpretations of the creation narratives (Oelschlaeger operates
with a fourfold typology: conservative, moderate, liberal, and radical in-
terpretation of the Genesis narratives), the primary ‘result’ of these narra-
tives is to stress theoriginof theworld inGodandtheproblemsof trying to
map the world into distinct spheres. The concretion of Christ, the actions
of God and the ends of creation are subsumed under general ethical prin-
ciples. However, what if the primary matter is not environmental ethics
but concrete interpretation of the actuality of human–nature relations in
their dependence on God?
In The Body of God, Sallie McFague proposes what at first sight seems to

be a different approach: she seeks rather to persuade us of the humanising

60. Ibid., p. 89. 61. Ibid., p. 93. 62. Ibid., p. 120. 63. Ibid., p. 114.
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potential to be derived from her construal of the metaphor of the world
as the body of God. Rather than present in summary form the argument,
let us attend in somedetail to her Christology.HereMcFague is amodern:
we are told that the scandal of particularity is indeed scandalous. How-
ever, as the centralmessage of Christianity is not to dowith the individual
figure, Jesus Christ, but rather that God became flesh in human form, the
high claims of the incarnation of God are here transferred from Jesus to
the immanent presence of God in the world, which is then interpreted –

for Christianity – by reference (but not sole reference) to Jesus Christ and
his disciples.64 Or, as McFague puts it, what is required is the making of
two moves: ‘the first is to relativize the incarnation in relation to Jesus of
Nazareth and the second is tomaximize it in relation to the cosmos’.65

Noting that the cluegiven tous fromthe incarnation regardingembod-
iment is that ‘the shape of God’s body includes all, especially the needy
and the outcast’, McFague makes a direct connection with the notion of
value. For if God’s body includes all, and all is related to, and loved by,
God, then the intrinsic, as opposed to the instrumental, value of nature
is secured. From a ‘cosmological and theocentric perspective’, we have the
overturning inhierarchiesof value: suchaperspective is the criticismof the
traditional hierarchical valuation in which instrumental (that is, anthro-
pocentric) ascriptions of value take precedence over the intrinsic value of
creaturely life.
From the perspective of the commitments presented here, such a view

fails to specifywith sufficient clarity the detail of the interactions between
humanity and nature. (I have elsewhere criticised what I regard as the in-
adequateChristologyoperativehere.66)Theproblemisnot, it seems tome,
immediately thematter of value but rather howwe are to think of the rela-
tion of humanity andnature inwayswhich are both theological andpolit-
ical. At issue here, then, is thematter of how to bring in under theological
theory the deeply problematic matters of theorising the theme of abun-
dance in relation to scarcity, the technologicalmediationofnature, thede-
velopment of ways of negotiating alternative uses of non-human nature.
At the back of this is the problem of construing the otherness of nature,
and the character of the demandwhich this otherness places on us.
With this emphasis onvalue, comes a tendency towardsdeism.Perhaps

this is not surprising: a cosmos or world conceived abstractly in terms of

64. McFague, The Body of God, pp. 159–60. 65. Ibid., p. 162.
66. Peter Scott, ‘Nature in a “World come of Age”’,NewBlackfriars 78:919 (1997), 356–68.
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value invokes an abstract, yet still personal, God. As I have been suggest-
ing, the way proposed through this political theology of nature is some-
whatdifferent: in theactionsof the triuneGod, theconcretionof theworld
is given; the theological task is then to explicate the dynamics of this con-
cretion.

Fellowship with nature: democracy of the commons67

How is the openness of the Holy Spirit as gift and presence to be under-
stood in a political theology? If stewardship and valuing nature are not
theologically well-supported ways of speaking of fellowship in the com-
mon realm, which way is preferable? Attending to the logic of fellowship,
how might the sociality of creaturely life in its dependence and contin-
gency be grasped in the dynamic ofmovement towards fellowship? In the
matter of human–nature relations, how shall fellowship be thought?
I have already argued that the actions of the Spirit are eschatological. If,

in eschatological perspective, we are directed towards the quality of eco-
habitation (fellowship, by the Spirit), howmight such fellowship be prac-
tised ahead of the full establishment of the rule of God? An appropriate
pedagogy is the vital matter here. For what needs to be learnt by human-
ity are ways of participating in the common realm towards fellowship. Of
especial importance is the matter of the practice of spatiality towards the
otherness of nature: humanity learning how to act in friendlyways in eco-
logical space.
One way of approaching the common participation of humanity and

nature in a spatio-social field is by democratising human relations with
non-human nature. As Vandana Shiva notes: ‘In the final analysis, the
ecological crisis is rooted in the mistaken belief that human beings are
not part of the democracy of nature’s life, that they stand apart from
and above nature.’68 In short, what the theological position sketched in
this chapter points towards is the extension of democratic, rather than
moral, considerability to non-human nature.69 How so? Extending the
franchise to nature is oneway of acknowledging that nature–human rela-
tions aremarkedby thedynamics of encounter: ademocratic exchange en-
compasses a number of agents taking different initiatives. Furthermore,

67. Of course, the theme of democracy was present in part II, especially in the discussions of
deep and social ecologies.
68. Shiva, ‘Decolonizing the North’, in Mies and Shiva, Ecofeminism, p. 265.
69. Cf. Kenneth E. Goodpaster, ‘On Being Morally Considerable’, Journal of Philosophy (1978),
308–25.
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democracies function best when all parties are committed to democratic
procedures and see themselves as oriented towards one another. Democ-
racy is also concerned with the negotiation of difference and the attempt
to explore and negotiate differences in ways that are non-violent and do
not lead to violence. Thus democracy is also concerned with fellowship.
Analogous to programmes of economic democratisation,70 such a process
of ‘natural’ democratisation would seek to make nature present in and to
thepolitical sphere. Sucha recoveryof thepoliticaldimensionsof the com-
mon realm I shall call a ‘common democracy’.
Thus the recommendation of a ‘common democracy’ is rooted firmly

in the preceding theology of the common sociality of nature–humanity.71

What, then, is the content of such a ‘common democracy’? According to
one commentator, a ‘consolidateddemocracy’ is ‘a system inwhich thepo-
litically relevant forces subject their values and interests to the uncertain
interplay of democratic institutions’.72 The significant challenge in the
theorising of a ‘common democracy’ is how to speak of non-human nature
as among the politically relevant forces. Howmight this be thought? It is
important to note here that a theological claim is being made: non-human
nature is rendered concretewithin the commonrealmbydemocratic prac-
tices founded in, and proportioned by,mediations of the Logos in creation;
democratic practices are founded in the life of the Spirit who is both the
agent and harbinger of fellowship. Such practices may be said to be ori-
ented towards the eschatological rule of the triune God in that they re-
late to creatures, human andnon-human, and yet leave the political realm
open tonew, surprising interactions betweenhumanity andnature: inter-
actions that are unlooked for andwhich cannot be anticipated.
Hence, the award of democratic status to nature is not thereby a conve-

nient fiction, a conceit by which to bring nature into the human, political
realm. It is rather an acknowledgment that humanity is always already
placed in the common realm by God with nature. The present-ness of na-
ture to humanity, the crucial condition of its democratic participation,
is, as I argued in the previous chapter, to be sourced to the action of the
Logos in creation. The attempt by humanity to acknowledge such present-
ness as part ofGod’s blessing is the practice of eschatological fellowship in

70. See Gary Dorrien, Reconstructing the CommonGood (New York: Orbis, 1990).
71. As such, as I hope to show through this section, there are structural similarities between
the fellowship of excentric relations between humanity and nature and the practice of
democracy.
72. Adam Przeworski,Democracy and theMarket, cited in Markoff, ‘Really Existing
Democracy’, p. 59.
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the Spirit. Here I am suggesting that the form of such acknowledgement
should be the extension of processes of political negotiation to a ‘common
democracy’. Such a ‘common democracy’ – sourced to the eschatological
actions of the Spirit – is oriented towards God’s eschatological rule, and
prefigures it, in that it acknowledges that through the interactionof polit-
ical forces, alterations of relationships between humanity and nature will
result. Such alterations are, after all, the point of democratic negotiation
(although, of course, not the point of democracy itself).
However, it remains true that the form of a common democracy will

be settled by human beings. The scale of any such democracy is anthropo-
logical. It is therefore unlikely that a ‘common democracy’ might be prac-
tisedwithout themost radical democracy being secured. If nature is oneof
God’sways tous– as the commonrealm invitesus to think– suchademoc-
racy would emerge in many zones of human social life. To misappropri-
ate Bruno Latour somewhat, we have here the dissolution of boundaries
and the redistribution of agents.73 Human responsibility is thus properly
to organise human affairs – here a ‘common democracy’ – founded in the
actuality of the presence of nature to humanity in the common realm.
RaymondWilliamscapturespartof this inadiscussionof theenvironment
of coal mining in SouthWales:

It is no use simply saying to South Wales miners that all around them is

an ecological disaster. They already know. They live in it. They have

lived in it for generations. They carry it with them in their lungs . . . But

you cannot just say to people who have committed their lives and their

communities to certain kinds of production that this has all got to be

changed. You can’t just say: come out of the harmful industries, let us

do something better. Everything will have to be done by negotiation,

by equitable negotiation, and it will have to be taken steadily along the

way.74

Commonality with nature cannot be secured without the achievement of
commonality among those sharing a human nature. Such an extended
democracy will be the crucial way in which human beings may learn to
live with the political effects of the tension between ecologically harm-
ful practices and the material well-being of human beings.75 This we
might call the negotiation of the intersection of political and ecological

73. Bruno Latour, ‘To Modernise or Ecologise?’ in B. Braun and N. Castree (eds.), Remaking
Reality:Nature at theMillennium (London and New York: Routledge, 1998), pp. 221–42 (p. 229).
74. Williams, Resources of Hope, p. 220.
75. See Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 200. Of course, in this instance,
the material well-being of the many turns upon the potential ill health of the few.
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contingencies, in an anthropological scale but including the otherness of
nature. Such a pedagogy of ‘living out of the future’, sourced to the escha-
tological actionsof the Spirit,will thereby involve all thepresent complex-
ities of interhuman democratic negotiation together with its extension to
the commons.

Democracy and difference

Earlier I argued that the themes of stewardship and valuing nature sim-
plify human–nature relations and, arguably, our notion of God. The
concept of common democracy is a theological attempt to develop an
ecological pneumatology for a political theology of nature. The escha-
tological actions of the Spirit engage us in and through our contextual-
ity, towards the renewal of sociality and affirm both unity and diversity.
The ‘democracy of the commons’ is a theologico-political attempt to
develop a pneumatology towards such fellowship in a common realm.
Vandana Shiva writes: ‘An earth democracy cannot be realised as long as
global domination is in thehandsofundemocratic structures.Neither can
it be realised on an anthropocentric basis – the rights of non-human na-
ture cannot be ignored.’76 Shiva presents a truism, and the reference to
rights is to be regretted. However, a common democracy attempts to do
justice to the insight that thepolitical representationofnature is thekey to
the renewalof relationsbetweenhumanity andnature and theaffirmation
of diversity. The openness-in-fellowship that arises through the actions of
the Spirit in democratic representation prefigures the eschatological re-
newal of the common realm. In the common realm of creation, the inter-
actions of nature andhumanity are best understoodbywayof thepolitical
discourse of democracy.
Why is this so? The intimacy of our relations with nature may be at-

tended to in democratic discourse – what I am calling a ‘democracy of the
commons’. Democratic practice seeks to secure two aims: the represen-
tation of political agents; and peaceful negotiation. The aim of a democ-
racy of the commons is thereby to include the presence of natural agents
towards peace.
This is difficult to grasp. Let me make two sets of comments as a way

of amplifying this notion of a ‘democracy of the commons’. In his ac-
countof thehistorical relationsbetweenChristianity anddemocracy, John

76. Shiva, ‘The Greening of the Global Reach’, pp. 155–6.
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de Gruchy suggests that democracy may be thought of as a ‘vision’ or
a ‘system’.77 That is, democracy points either towards a goal of greater
representation or peaceful negotiation; or it indicates the operative po-
litical structures of a political system. I prefer to think of democracy as a
way of life – precisely, as a pedagogy. What is involved in this educative
practice of a democracy of the commons is an acknowledgement that na-
ture cannot be contained, managed, or organised; nature is, to borrow a
thought fromDietrichBonhoeffer, disorderly.78 Thewaywe acknowledge
the importance of the negotiation of agency in our political life is democ-
racy. That is, if, on theological grounds,wewish tomaintain an account of
the world as the common realm of God, nature and humanity, the agency
of nature in encounterwith us needs articulation and practice. Such artic-
ulation and practice is the democracy of the commons.
This reinforces a claimmade throughout this book: nature is a political

concept. In his Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, David Harvey
notes eight different political tendencies – ranging from ‘authoritarian-
ism’ to ‘decentralized communitarianism’ – that each construe nature in
their different ways.79 As always a political concept, nature is subject to
ideological strategies of containment.80 In other words, given the culture
in which we live, we should expect that the disorderliness of nature is ev-
erywhere suppressed, domesticatedornegated.Arewe to regardourselves
as split off from nature or instead differentiated from it? If we regard our-
selves as split off from nature, we may then, of course, grant it the status
of the hostile Other: to be tamed, controlled andmastered.However, if we
understand ourselves as differentiated from nature, then nature encoun-
ters us in a dialectic in which both humanity and nature are changed: na-
ture is the us that is not us; as un/natural, humanity is the nature that is
not nature.81 The notion of the democracy of the commons seeks to repre-
sent politically such a commitment.

77. John de Gruchy, Christianity andDemocracy (Cambridge University Press, 1995), pp. 7f.
78. Bonhoeffer, Ethics, pp. 123–4. In a similar vein, David Macauley has suggested that what
should concern us most is overcoming not the domination of nature but the domestication of
nature: see Macauley, ‘On Critical Theory and Nature’, Capitalism, Nature, Socialism 9:3 (1998),
32–4 (34). Cf. David Macauley, ‘Be-wildering Order: On Finding a Home for Domestication
and the Domesticated Other’, in R. S. Gottlieb (ed.), The Ecological Community (London and
New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 104–35.
79. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 177–81. The remaining six are
corporate and State managerialism; pluralistic liberalism; conservatism; moral community;
ecosocialism; and ecofeminism.
80. This phrase is from Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious: Narrative as a Socially Symbolic
Act (London: Routledge, 1981), passim.
81. Here I am drawing on Kovel, ‘Commentary on Herbert Marcuse’s “Ecology and the
Critique of Modern Society”’, 40–2.
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Nor, in theological tradition, is such a position of a democracy of the
commons so strange.82 The notion of commonwealth, with its resonance
of political participation, has been used in theologies of creation to indi-
cate the status of non-human nature in Christian thought. Commenting
on Francis of Assisi, Roderick Nash writes: ‘Francis . . . lived long before
the age of democratic revolutions, and he did not speak of the “rights” of
birds, worms, wolves, and rocks. But he did remove them from the cat-
egory of “things” by including them with humans in a single spiritual
fellowship.’83 In a sequel to his much-remarked, ‘The Historical Roots
of our Ecologic Crisis’, Lynn White also presses this theme: ‘Scattered
through the Bible, but especially the Old Testament’, he writes, ‘there are
passages that can be read as sustaining the notion of a spiritual democracy
of all creatures’.84 And, finally, Leonardo Boff argues that ‘an ecological–
social democracy . . . accepts not only humanbeings as its components but
every part of nature, especially living species’.85

Nor is this democracy of the commons alien to philosophical tradi-
tion: arguingthatoppositionalmoralknowledge is formedincommunity,
Lori Gruen claims that there is no obvious reason why empathetic loving
shouldnot includenature. And she claims that one obviousway of includ-
ing nature in the moral community is to give a place to those ‘who are
in community with nature’.86 Val Plumwood also suggests that it is pos-
sible within a moral community to speak for those who cannot speak for
themselves inwayswhich are liberatory and not oppressive.87 We are back
to the point made by Daniel Hardy: the conferral of true contextuality by
the Spirit is directed to those whose contextuality is most diminished or
impoverished,whose quality of habitation is degraded. Those towhomso-
ciety is least hospitable – and failures, distortions and interruptions with
regard to hospitality will also be structured by race, class and gender – are

82. I am here agreeing with van den Brom’s judgment, ‘The Art of a Theo-ecological
Interpretation’, 303, that the democratic model has important strengths. However, his
preferred account of humanity as servant (310–13) does not, in my view, adequately develop
these strengths.
83. Roderick Frazier Nash, The Rights of Nature: AHistory of Environmental Ethics (Madison: The
University of Wisconsin Press, 1989), p. 93.
84. Lynn White, ‘Continuing the Conversation’, in Ian Barbour (ed.),WesternMan and
Environmental Ethics: Attitudes towardNature and Technology (Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley
(1973), pp. 55–64 (p. 61, italics mine).
85. Boff, Ecology and Liberation, p. 89. Although Boff sets out various types of democracy, he
does not develop his ecological–social democracy in relation to any of these.
86. Gruen, ‘Toward an Ecofeminist Moral Epistemology’, pp. 120–38 (p. 129). Cf. Lori Gruen,
‘Revaluing Nature’, in Warren (ed.), Ecofeminism:Women, Culture, Nature, pp. 356–74 (pp. 362f.).
87. Plumwood, ‘Androcentrism and Anthropocentrism’, pp. 327–55 (pp. 348f.).
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likely to be those eithermost in communitywith nature88 or those denied
sustainedandsustainable access tonaturalgoods.Theseare thevoices that
need to be heard in a democracy of the commons.
Inmaking this point, I do not think an account of nature’s strong sub-

jectivity is required in defence of the notion of a democracy of the com-
mons. Certainly, neither Gruen nor Plumwoodwould support the view of
nature as a knowing, speaking subject. Nor does the concept of common
democracy require such a view. An account of the agency of nature, as pro-
posed in theprevious chapter, is sufficient, as is suggestedby the following
commentby JimCheney: ‘This sortof expansionofmoral community . . . is
simply (or complexly) a matter of trying to come to an understanding of
what it might mean to care, to respond to something in the nonhuman
environment as amember of one’s moral community.’89

The democracy of the commons is a theological as well as a political
concept. That is, why Christians take the positions that they do in the de-
bate on ecology is for theological reasons.90 The theological account of the
difference of nature in a common realm being proposed here suggests it
is neither possible nor required to separate nature and humanity. A com-
mon democracy thereby seeks to extend – in a pneumatological thought –

the commitments of the perspective of the common realm of God, nature
and humanity. If the intimate relations between humanity and nature re-
quire specification in a rich, Trinitarian ontology, common democracy is
one way of giving an account of such interrelationality. It is, of course,
a position in which a ‘mastering’ humanity is called into question. For
democracy requires the redistribution of agency and the reconfiguration
of power in negotiation. Such redistribution and reconfiguration are, I
suggest, the gifts of the Spirit of God in redemption. And such gifts in-
vite an appropriate pedagogy in response. By this means, that human
beings are ‘the subjects, not the objects, of history’91 may be honoured.
The redistribution of agency and the reconfiguration of power are ways
of securing the subjectivities and histories of those who have been placed
on the underside of history and thereby had their cultures subjugated or
denigrated.

88. In making this point, I seek to maintain the dialectical stance of social/ist forms of
ecofeminism: in a historicising move, the patriarchal identification of women with nature
may be interpreted as ontologically false yet epistemologically liberative.
89. Cheney, ‘Eco-feminism and Deep Ecology’, p. 140.
90. In other words, to discern: ‘What is really at stake in any political dispute, the real life
questions involved, and why different people take the positions that they do’ (Bertell Ollman,
Dialectical Investigations (London: Routledge, 1993), p. 104).
91. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, p. 233.
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What the proposal of a ‘common democracy’ amounts to is a political
and ecological defence of an extended representative democracy. We have
seen already in chapter 5 the difficulties encountered by the type of par-
ticipatory democracy proposed by Murray Bookchin’s social ecology. Such
participatory democracy, I argued,must exclude nature, perhaps contrary
to Bookchin’s intentions in this matter. A democracy of the commons ex-
tends democratic community to include non-human nature by demand-
ing that the representation of such nature is secured by the voices of those
‘identified’withnatureordeniedaccess tonature’s goods.Thedemocratic
rationality that emerges will thereby be ‘holistic’, to borrow a term from
AdolfGundersen.92 ForGundersen, such rationality isholistic in the sense
that it grasps environmental issues as interrelated. The position proposed
in this book is bolder, more radical: holistic here refers to the political
representation of the agency of nature which is to be understood as the
co-constituting ground of the development (notmerely the emergence) of
human, social life. Present systems of democratic representationwill have
to be altered, therefore, in twoways.
First, the argument for some form of proportional representation is

compelling from this pneumatological perspective: that is, there needs to
be greater participation by groups whose social and economic situation
requires them to deliberate in holistic ways.93 A contrast is often drawn,
certainly in British political culture, between an apathetic electorate in a
system of representative, ‘winner-takes-all’, governance and the vibrancy
of ‘single-issue’ campaigns, especially environmental campaigns. Perhaps
the contrast is overstated: what we have here is, rather, the failure of the
present system of representation to enable the representation of nature
which, in turn, creates and enforces the division between ‘system’ and
‘enthusiasm’. When traditional politicians complain about apathy, they
fail – according to the democratic rationality proposed here – to see the
way in which the present system of political representation is the source
of that apathy.When environmental activists complain at the indifference
of the representativegovernment to their concerns, they fail to see that it is
only a specific configuration of democratic representation that funds and
requires such indifference. Second, the view of what counts as collective –

that is, political – action requires expansion. If, as Gundersen argues, all

92. Adolf G. Gundersen, The Environmental Promise of Democratic Deliberation (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1995), p. 22; cf. pp. 159 and 170f. For Gundersen,
environmental rationality is collective, long-term and self-reflexive/concerned with
environmental ends, as well as holistic.
93. Cf. Gundersen, The Environmental Promise of Democratic Deliberation, p. 204.
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political action is collective action94 – democratic politics, at least, is the
attempt to develop common responses to common problems – then the
notion of collectivity needs to be extended to non-human nature, and
those groups that claim to represent such nature. These two points are
intimately related.
A third point: I have argued that the representation of nature must be

understood dialectically by reference to groups (self-)identified with na-
tureordenied in somemanner access tonature’s goods.95 However, in con-
nectionwith the second group, itmust be acknowledged that ‘the biggest
structural barrier to [democratic] deliberation . . . is poverty’.96 Tomake a
contribution to collective action depends on the enjoyment of economic
security by individuals and groups. The proposal of a democracy of the
commons thereby has a social and economic component: there will be a
continuing failure to represent nature adequately should chronic poverty
persist. For such groups in poverty – that is, without sufficient economic
security – are the principal mediators of non-human nature in the politi-
cal realm.The issue of poverty ismademoredifficult ifwenote that part of
what povertymeans is difficulties over access to nature’s goods. As the so-
cialist ecologists stress, with poverty goes an impoverished environment.
We are therefore in a vicious circle: thosemost able towitness to an impov-
erished environment are, on account of the associated poverty, least able
tomake a democratic contribution. Thuswemay now see that the present
configuration of representative democracy (at least in Britain) has an eco-
logical – strictly, anti-ecological – component. I cannot claim any expertise
in knowledge of democratic arrangements, but there is clearly an ecological
deficit in present democratic arrangements, which needs to be addressed.
Such a deficit is, on a theological level, an incursion into the fellowship
and gift of life of the Holy Spirit. From the perspective of the democracy
of the commons, we may conclude that present democracy supports the
denial of difference: the difference of nature, and the difference of groups
(self-)identified with nature or impoverished in relation to nature.

TheHoly Spirit: giver of common life

So far, I have argued that the actions of the Spirit in support of unity
anddiversity are contextualisedwith reference to democracy: the political

94. Ibid., pp. 165f.
95. As Boff notes, Ecology and Liberation, p. 88, social injustice must be related to ecological
injustice.
96. Gundersen, The Environmental Promise of Democratic Deliberation, p. 196.



Life in the Spirit: un/natural fellowship 231

affirmation of peaceable relations between humanity and nature identi-
fies an ecological deficit, human impoverishment and political paths to
fellowship. These are the contours of un/natural fellowship. A concrete
pneumatology, indeed, for a political theology of nature! By this means
the openness of God’s Trinity and of the common realm is best under-
stood. Such openness is, to borrow again from Pannenberg, ‘creative ac-
tivity in the bringing forth of life and movement’. This life is fellowship
in a democracy of the commons. Such movement is to be understood as
democratic negotiation in an extended system of representative democ-
racy. How then – to return to the question I put at the beginning of this
chapter – shall we learn to act in the common realm of God, nature and
humanity?Not, I havemaintained, as stewards or as valuers of nature, but
as democrats-in-common, committed to the political representation of
nature by reference to groupswho are (self-)identifiedwith nature or who
experience difficulties in accessing nature’s goods. This is my recommen-
dation of a theological account of contextuality – a political way of ac-
knowledging the in-betweenness of nature – for a political theology of
nature.
Such democratic practices are sourced to the eschatological actions of

the Spirit. Such actions are liberatory affirmations of diversity towards fel-
lowship through the personalwork of theHoly Spirit. In this account, the
Spirit is not some general divine presence through the world but is rather
the force andmovementofdemocratic extension,negotiationandrenewal
through the common realm. Such force and movement is not to be un-
derstood as levelling or simplifying. (This tendency can be safely left for
the bankrupt options of stewardship and valuing nature.) Instead, pneu-
matological force and movement turn outwards and intensify the social
relations that bind togethernature andhumanity. These relations are ren-
dered concrete and energised by the actions of the Spirit who liberates di-
versely intodiversity. Such liberativediversity is thedirectionofa common
democracy, enlivened by theHoly Spirit, towards fellowship.
Democratic practice, we may conclude, diversifies but always in the

unity of collective action. Here the terminology of movement, structure
and tendency, first broached in chapter 2, may be grasped in its full sig-
nificance: as categories of historico-natural emergence to be related to the
openness of the Holy Spirit. In the account of the Spirit’s actions given
here, through the open structure of a representative democracy, themove-
ment is towards the intensification of the rich ontology of human–nature
relations in a tendency that affirms both humanity and nature, yet differ-
ently. Democratic negotiation in a common democracy is the impress of,
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and towards, the fellowship of God: of God with God, of God with crea-
tures. Such a pedagogy of fellowship presents the practice of the common
realm towards richer forms of association. Such associations in turn en-
liven, energise and empower the social, temporal and spatial dynamics of
the common realm by the conferral of the blessings of the Spirit. Hence,
in themovement towards fellowship sourced to the diversifying actions of
the Spirit – who opens up and turns outwards – humanity and nature in
their social relations practise the redoubling of the blessing of creatureli-
ness, in eschatological expectation and preparation.



9

God–body : un/natural relations, un/natural
community in Jesus Christ

Fromdistorted sociality to the common realm: God–body

The subject of a political theology of nature is the distortions of social re-
lations of un/natural humanity with nature, in relation to God’s Trinity.
At the conclusion of this theological inquiry, the contours of such a po-
litical theology are now evident: a theological social anthropology in a
doctrine of creation has emerged, constructed out of an intensive engage-
ment with political ecology, which is both Trinitarian and founded in the
resurrection of Jesus Christ, the God–body. Some of the central concepts
and commitments of Christianity have therefore been deployed in a dy-
namic, yet critical, articulationwith political construals of nature. Impor-
tant political issues – for example, the otherness of nature; democratic
negotiation – have emerged during the inquiry. Yet these political issues
have emerged always within a theological argument. The Christology of
chapter 7 stresses the placing of human society in its wider environment:
the situatedness of un/natural relations. The pneumatology of chapter 8
stresses fellowship towards overcoming distorted social relations of
humanitywith non-humannature and the overcoming of distorted social
relations of nature with human habitats.
The concepts of common realm and pedagogy of the commons have

emerged through consideration of the identity of the creator God and the
identity bestowed by God on creation. The identity of God revealed in
Jesus Christ is Trinitarian. As Trinitarian, God invites consideration of
God’snon-identical presentation in the economyof theworld.God’s iden-
tity is not to be traced to the world, but neither is such identity not to
be traced there. The creaturely identity bestowed by God upon the world
is also dialectical: human identity is not to be found in nature, but then

[233]
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neither is such identity not to be found there. The end of nature is not to
be found in humanity, but neither is that end not to be found there. The
ecosocial conceptuality of the Christological relating of temporality, the
Christological shaping of sociality and the Christological placing of spa-
tiality are, of course, dedicated to the elucidation of this claim.
This Trinitarian theology of nature stresses the sufficiency of the liber-

ation of nature in Christ. For, in the perspective of the sufficiency of the
salvationwhich inheres in Christ, there is no Christian imperative to ‘save
theworld’.1 Tomake such an attemptwould be to deny the actuality of the
common realm of God, nature and humanity. Furthermore, if we are not
to fall into Pelagian traps, wemust stress also the necessity of the liberation
of Christ. Attempts by human beings to reorient their practices must be
worked through by re-entering the blessing of common fellowship: a re-
doubling of the blessing of the ecological relations of the common realm.
These commitments are central to the argumentof this book.However,

wemaydiscern anomission in thediscussion so far: howarewe to thinkof
the life, death and resurrection of Christ in the context of a political the-
ology of nature? How are they internal to a pedagogy of fellowship and
friendship? Of course, as I stressed in chapter 2, the theological, transcen-
dental inquiry practised here begins from the career of Jesus of Nazareth.
Yet I have pressed the insights drawn from such a beginning towards the
consideration of a Trinitarian doctrine of creation. What happens if we
now return from such a theology of creatureliness – a Trinitarian theol-
ogy of ecological nature (human and non-human) – to consider explicitly
howtheGod–body, crucifiedandresurrected,may informandsupport the
theology of creaturely relations proposed here?
God–body: the subject of this chapter is how attention to the ‘career’ of

the Christ of God may be grasped as internal to un/natural relations and
un/natural fellowship andmay guide and test such practice. I understand
such a pedagogy of the commons, to which the cross and resurrection of
the God–body are internal, as open to two persistent temptations: ignor-
ing or evading the non-identical relations between humanity and non-
humannature, and substitutingdiscourses andpractices of identity – that
is, respectively, personalism and naturalism.
Against such temptations, praise of the God–body resituates human

beings in the un/natural relations of the common realm. Praise of,

1. The obverse side of claims to save the world are those which maintain that we can with
impunity ruin the earth and deny its capacities to support humanity. See Harvey, Justice,
Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 194–5.
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participation in, the God–body occurs in actual gathered congrega-
tions: ‘Christ existing as community’, as Bonhoeffer put it in Sanctorum
Communio.2 Participation in the life of theGod–body invites anewtheaffir-
mation of the creaturely blessing of life in its un/natural fellowship with
non-human nature, in the orientation of the common realm towards the
eschatological fellowship of the triune life of God.
In this final chapter, I explore the matter of the cross and resurrec-

tion as internal guides to un/natural relations and the criticism of hu-
manised and natural relations. In a discussion of the eucharist, I consider
more directly the church as the principal ‘location’ in and from which
Christians construe place. I briefly reconsider the gift of the Spirit and
the God–body: participation in Christian community is to participate in
and practise un/natural fellowship and friendship. Here is the nerve of
a political theology of nature: against a dominant order which carelessly
treats nature as backdrop, and which permits a few alternative protests,
oppositional ecclesial practices undermine the false, unsatisfying and
ecologically destructive antithesis of ‘either us or nature’.

The crucifixion of nature and the realism of the cross

The political theology proposed here addresses the matter of the shape
of creatureliness in the perspective of the cross and resurrection of Jesus
Christ. Attempts to reconfigure un/natural humanity will always en-
counter the cross of Christ: all utopian attempts are, indeed, ‘crossed’.
Put differently, Christian hope is founded upon a cross; thereby, it is in-
tensely realistic. For a political theology of nature, what does this mean?
According to Peter Hodgson, the cross has a certain meaning: the basileia
vision of Jesus Christ ends in death, thereby indicating that world-
historical projects of liberation are bound to fail. This is not quietism:
the significance of the cross forGod indicatesGod’s involvementwith and
against suffering.The cross thereby indicates thepresenceofGod through
suffering and God’s work against negation. ‘The meaning of the cross’,
summarises Hodgson, ‘is the victory of life over death, the resurrection of
the dead’.3

Despite this welcome affirmation, Hodgson’s account fails to under-
score that on the cross the God–body is crucified. Contrary to Hodgson’s
tendency to treat the cross as a cipher in the interaction of God andworld,

2. Bonhoeffer, SanctorumCommunio, passim. 3. Hodgson,Winds of the Spirit, pp. 263–4.
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I wish to emphasise that part of the ‘meaning’ of the cross is dead (human)
nature. If we are to accept the point that in the cross all attempts to save
the world are indeed crossed, such wisdom and judgment can only be
maintained if we follow in the steps of the God–body: the crucifixion is
a political death in nature. How then might the cross of the God–body be
construed andpractised as internal to theChristocentric practice of friend-
ship towards fellowship in the Spirit?
This is a paradoxical matter: the cross of Christ is both an event of

the margins and the place of the redemption of the world. For a polit-
ical theology of nature, the cross is the liberation of nature; the telos of
nature is to be discerned by way of the cross of the God–body. However,
in this connection ‘emancipation’ is commonly practised by humanity, as
we have seen, either as mastery over nature or the demand for immersion
in nature: as anti-natural or natural. Thus the cross of Christ as the cen-
tre of nature is construed by humanity as a boundary to be overcome, as
curse rather than blessing;4 or the cross of Christ is marginalised in order
to stress the self-sufficiency and purity of nature. In other words, person-
alism denies the sufficiency of Christ’s liberatory work and understands
the cross as a boundary in the middle to be overcome: the world must be
savedbyhumaneffort through technological artifice. In contrast, natural-
ism minimises the boundary as middle, denies the necessity of salvation
and thereby regards nature as self-sufficient: human beings should then
in some fashion seek immersion in ormimicry of that nature.
In contrast to these positions, I am arguing that, as mediated by the

cross, nature features both as centre and as boundary: as affirmation and
judgment,blessingandcurse.Wheredoes thisgetus? Inchapters 2and7, I
stressed the election of nature as social: in the resurrection of Jesus Christ,
all that is social is resurrected. If nature is social, as I have argued, then
such social nature is also resurrected. Yet, of course, there is no resurrec-
tionwithout crucifixion; that which is resurrected is previously crucified.
Thuswemayspeakof thecrucifixionofnon-humannature. If thecommit-
ments of social nature and resurrection are right, then nature is crucified
also. Yet, in that nature is a created unity, such nature is crucified as both
middle and boundary; in the God–body, nature is also crucified asmiddle
and boundary. If the Spirit returns the social Christ to theworld, the cross
of Christ is the representation of nature as middle and boundary. Thus,
the cross of Christ standswithmarginalised nature andwith nature as the

4. Here I am drawing freely on Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Christology, pp. 59–65.
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centre. To explore further the realism which the cross of Jesus Christ in-
vites in our construal, practical and theoretical, of nature, wemust return
to the interpretation of nature as social, spatial and temporal.
To speak of the cross as middle and boundary in connection with na-

ture as social is to stress thedistorted socialitywhich sinful humanity seeks
to overcome yet cannot. As we have seen, nature does not have its ends in
humanity. Yet neither are its ends to be understood as not in relation to
humanity. As a way forward, humanity is not obliged to reanimate a hu-
manismwhich sees humanity as the end of nature. For nature has its end,
and does not have its end, in humanity. From this perspective, perhaps
someof the commitmentsof the recent renewalofwisdomtheologymight
be reinterpreted. Of the crucifixion of Jesus, Denis Edwards has written:
‘in his death theWisdom of God is revealed in an evenmore shockingway
as radical compassion which knows no limits . . . The foolish excess of the
cross reveals what is at the heart of the processes of the universe.’5 In a
more restrictedway, perhapswemight say – by reference onemore time to
the theme of sacrifice – that the cross indicates thatGoddoes not abandon
God’s creation. Indeed, God re-employs nature as a way to us.
To speak of the cross as middle and boundary in connection with na-

ture as spatial is to note the ways in which humanity is placed in the life
of nature. Nor does the God–body, the Logos incarnate, escape the natural
destiny of creatures.6 Attempts by human beings to act sicut deus are coun-
tered by the cross of Christ. Nature therefore cannot be overcome, except
in fantasy. Of course, as Bonhoeffer notes, un/natural humanity may pre-
fer tounderstand itself as anti-natural: ‘Thismeans that for his knowledge
of Godman renounces the Word of God which constantly descends upon
him out of the un-enterable middle and limit of life. Man renounces life
from this Word and snatches it for himself. He is himself in the middle.’7

By contrast, true theory and practice must be oriented towards the cru-
ciform reminder of bodiliness. Here the blessing which the cross invites
is recognition and acknowledgement of, together with discernment and
response to, the ecological situatedness of creatureliness. If here we are
warranted to speak of wisdom’s ‘radical compassion,’ to borrow a phrase
from Denis Edwards, the death of the God–body refers to not so much a
compassion ‘without limits’ nor to the vulnerability of God in theworld,8

5. Denis Edwards, Jesus theWisdom of God: An Ecological Theology (New York: Orbis, 1995),
pp. 75, 76.
6. Moltmann, TheWay of Jesus Christ, pp. 169–70.
7. Bonhoeffer, Creation and Fall, p. 74. 8. Edwards, Jesus theWisdom of God, p. 75.
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but a recommendation that God’s actions cannot be understood apart
from creatureliness. Or, as Bonhoeffer liked to put it: ‘The bodily is the
end of God’s ways.’9

To speak of the cross as middle and boundary in connection with na-
ture as temporal is to stress the ways in which our relation with nature
as oriented towards us is always mediated by the cross. In cruciform in-
terpretation, all attempts by humanity to ‘save the world’ are ruled out.
Althoughorientedtowardsus,naturecannotbe incorporatedcomprehen-
sively within humanity’s schemes. The simplification of human–nature
relations in favour of a singlemetaphor (for example,master or steward) is
thereby toberejectedalso.At issuehere is thevulnerabilityofnatureas it is
brought under human administration and the foolishness of the human-
ity that attempts such administration. Failure to attend to the cruciform –

that is, realistic – interpretation of nature is to miss the vulnerability of
nature and the foolishness of humanity.
Through this section, I have been sketching an answer to the follow-

ing questions: inwhatwaysmay the cross of Jesus Christ be construed as a
guiding protocol for Christian practice? Howmight the cross of the God–

body– as anun/natural event– beconstruedandpractisedas internal to the
Christocentric practice of friendship towards fellowship in the Spirit? As
befits the complexity of the concept of nature itself, the response offered is
itself complex. The crucifixion of nature invites, supports and reinforces
practices which acknowledge the un/natural relations between humanity
and non-humannature, affirm the un/natural shape of creatureliness and
yet deny attempts to ‘master’ or organise such creatureliness.

Against the ‘re-enchantment of nature’

A stress on nature as space persistently invites the Romantic interpreta-
tion of the re-enchantment or resacralisation of nature. That is, natural
relations are persistently preferred over un/natural relations: human ends
are to be found in nature. The attraction of the re-enchantment of nature
lies in its rejection of the theme of the ‘salvation’ of nature by humanity.
‘Saving nature’ describes a hubristic and unsustainable programme that
denies the extra nos of nature.10 Given that, at first sight, re-enchantment

9. Cited by Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, p. 273. The phrase is originally by F. C.
Oetinger.
10. Of course, we are also invited, by the blandishments of the Nature Company and the
Body Shop, to contribute in a rather different way to the salvation of nature: through
consumption.
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appears opposed to saving nature, why, from the perspective of the res-
urrection of the God–body, is hope in the re-enchantment of nature to be
rejected as false?
To answer this question, and before addressing the issue of the resur-

rectionof theGod–bodyas internalguide toun/natural relations,wemust
first establishwhat ismeantby thephrase, ‘the re-enchantmentofnature’.
Inone sense,wehave alreadyattended to this theme:deepecologyandone
strain of ecofeminism are attempts to re-enchant nature. The tendency
here is to invoke nature, within a specific conceptuality, for the interpre-
tation of human–nature relations. The weaknesses of these approaches I
have already rehearsed: the naturalism of deep ecology deconstructs into
an anthropocentrism within an authoritarian logic (chapter 3); cultural
ecofeminism problematically proposes ‘direct connections with nature’11

(chapter 4).
However, an important strength of the theme of the re-enchantment

of nature is its promotion of ‘deep feelings of connectedness’ with
nature.12 Such sensibilities do, indeed, function in criticismof the rhetoric
of ‘saving nature’. In a discussion of Martin Heidegger, David Harvey
forcefully makes this point: the stress on ‘dwelling’ in Heidegger’s later
writing, together with the importance of ‘dwelling’ in the construction
of ‘place’, indicates the priority of home, and associations of home and
place, in thinking on the human predicament.13 Indeed, Heidegger
employs his argument in criticism especially of Cartesian notions of
geometric space, thereby questioning the preoccupation with the math-
ematical denotation of space. Furthermore, in giving priority to dwelling,
Heidegger questions the primacy given to material satisfactions to be
wrought out of nature in advance of attention to ‘aesthetic’ matters of
place.14 To amenda dictumofBrecht’s,Heidegger rejects the commitments
captured in the phrase, ‘Eats first, aesthetics later’.
Nevertheless, Harvey acknowledges that Heidegger’s position cannot

be accepted as it stands. Indeed, in line with the commitments of his ear-
lier work,15 Harvey interprets theworks ofMarx andHeidegger on nature

11. See Charlene Spretnak, ‘Ecofeminism: Our Roots and Flowering’, in Diamond and
Orenstein (eds.), Reweaving theWorld, pp. 3–14 (p. 13).
12. Neil Smith, ‘Nature at the Millennium: Production and Re-enchantment’, in B. Braun
and N. Castree (eds.), Remaking Reality: Nature at theMillennium (London and New York:
Routledge, 1998), pp. 271–85 (p. 280).
13. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 299–302.
14. Martin Heidegger, ‘Modern Science, Metaphysics, and Mathematics’, in D. F. Krell (ed.),
BasicWritings:MartinHeidegger (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 271–305; Martin Heidegger,
Being and Time (Oxford: Blackwell, 1962), pp. 122–48.
15. Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity.
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as dialectical oppositions in the struggle between modernism and post-
modernism. Although Marxism, as he acknowledges, has stressed capi-
talism as totality to the detriment of the adequate theorisation of locality,
yet the Heideggerian affirmation of the re-enchantment of nature also re-
quires criticism. Marx and Heidegger are names which stand for tradi-
tions of inquiry which need to be related to each other if the complexities
of space and place under capitalism are to be adequately understood.
Doyen of left theoreticians of nature, Neil Smith, also struggles with

the tension between space and place. Here the tension is explored in the
relation between the social production of nature – which includes the de-
bunking of the natural – and the otherness of nature. For, as Smith notes,
a stress on discursive nature plays into the hands of an environmental
managerialism. As constructed by social interests, nature here is already
shaped for administration by human beings: amenable, that is, to appro-
priation by the accelerating demands of capitalist accumulation. The oth-
erness of nature is the contrast position: Smith writes of ‘the emotional
appeal . . . from experiences of nature’, citing along the way the claim
made byDonnaHaraway that, in short, we cannot not desire nature.16 But
how, Smith asks, can this desiring be thought which leads to neither ‘save
the world’ managerial environmentalism nor Romantic escapism? Here
Smith finds himself unable to answer his own question: it may well be
that the ideologyofnature is too strong topermit a re-enchantmentwhich
avoids political terrors. Yet, if the energies which support the idolatry of
nature could be refashioned, he concludes, would that not make for the
beginnings of a liberative re-enchantment of nature?
Regrettably, no such reservations about the re-enchantment of na-

ture mark the work of theologian Sallie McFague. In recent writing on
spirituality, she coins the term, ‘super, natural Christians’, which clearly
indicates the direction of her thinking: the end of humanity lies in care
of nature.17 The two levels which we have been investigating – the pro-
duction of nature under capitalism and the connection to place – are not
present in McFague’s argument. Indeed, as we might suspect, her argu-
ment is stronger on the theme of connection with place, especially the

16. Smith, ‘Nature at the Millennium’, p. 280. Smith cites Haraway’s Simians, Cyborgs and
Women as the textual reference; however, a more likely source is Donna Haraway, ‘The Actors
are Cyborg, Nature is Coyote, and the Geography is Elsewhere’, in Constance Penley and
Andrew Ross (eds.), Technoculture (Minnesota and London: University of Minnesota Press,
1991), pp. 21–6 (p. 25). In turn, Haraway cites Gayatri Spivak as the source of the remark!
17. Sallie McFague, Super, Natural Christians: Howwe should Love Nature (London: SCM Press,
1997).
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relation of humans to animals. Nevertheless, little indication is given on
how this relates to the wider uses of nature. At the point of moving be-
yond the local, McFague offers a form of sacramentalism which seeks to
understandthediversityofnatural forms inGod.Howeverwelcomesucha
development is, its theological cogency is not obvious: ecological thought
seems to provide all the resources. There is no sense in which the forms
of nature need to be redescribed in theological perspective. Indeed, Chris-
tianity’smain functionseemstobe to relieve thehumanselfof its anxieties
and direct the human eye to the poor and the outcast, including nature.
Yet such a view repeats the errors of the ‘Enlightenment Christianity’

which McFague criticises elsewhere in the book. In McFague’s interpre-
tation, Christianity is presented as an ‘enlightened’ moralism: we really
should pay attention to nature; we are implicated as part of nature; we
should mend our ways. To make such a statement, however, you do not
need a concept of God. Furthermore, the matter of the relation between
the local and the global is effectively occluded inMcFague’s account. The
reason for this is, I think, that McFague adopts the ethical stance, also to
be found in deep ecology, of ‘moral extensionism’. Yet the weaknesses of
deep ecology are evident in McFague’s work also: Christianity buttresses
and promotes a form of transpersonal identification as we come to under-
stand ourselves as part of nature. The anthropocentrismwhich underpins
this view is all too obvious: consider only the claim to unmediated access
by the human to nature which such an argument presupposes.18 What is
more, it is precisely the wrong sort of anthropocentrism: for the theme of
the social production of nature is left out of the discussion.
At issue is not, then, the re-enchantment of nature. The natural world

is not to be regarded as sacred or as disclosing some numinous presence
of God. The reference is too wide: nature, in Christian tradition, should
not be seen as sacramental; instead, sacraments refer to particular signs,
such as the eucharistic bread and wine. ‘The fallen creation is no longer
the creation of the first creativeWord’, argues Bonhoeffer. Therefore: ‘The
creation is not sacrament.’19 Yet the reference should not be construed too
narrowly: for the capacity of the bread and wine to mediate the presence
of God turns upon the orientation of all creaturely order towards God, in
the unity of God’s acts in creation, liberation and redemption.20

18. I have tried to indicate the anthropocentrism in McFague’s account in my ‘Nature in a
World come of Age’, 356–68. A reading of McFague’s other books – Models of God and The Body
of God – would, I think, support such an interpretation.
19. Bonhoeffer, Christology, p. 53.
20. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, i i , pp. 137–8. The term ‘liberation’ is mine.
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In line with the commitments of this book, what is required instead
is an emphasis on the socialising of nature. For the common realm of God,
nature and humanity needs to be addressed from the perspective of the
resurrection of JesusChrist: God’s commitment to ‘the commons’ persists
even through death. The resurrection is concernedwith the reordering of
that which is social, and the disclosure of such society. Indeed, Christian
tradition invites us not to construe the matter in terms of body and pres-
ence, but in terms of the actions of the God–body in sociality.
How does this perspective permit us to think of the connections be-

tween humanity and nature so that we may speak theologically, and
thereby politically, of the production of nature and the connection to
place? We return to the central point of this book: the Gospel does not re-
enchant; neither does it only secularise. Rather, the Gospel socialises. To
participate in the dynamics of creatureliness – which is the blessing of
God – we are required not to re-enchant or resacralise relations between
humanity and non-human nature, but rather to socialise these relations.
What does this mean?
Ecological degradation cannot be addressed only from the perspective

of the local. The ecological relations between humanity and non-human
nature require analysis to disclose the global production of nature under
capitalism. None the less, how place is socially constructed yet engages
sensibilities is also vitally important: the particularism of social strug-
gle over uses of nature, and the social energy which such particularisms
provide, cannot be denied. Indeed, such energy needs to be shaped in the
direction of the global. Put differently, to stress the production of nature
is to move in the direction of explanation by reference to anti-natural re-
lations. To move in the direction of place is to stress the matter of natural
relations. Yet, throughout this book, I amproposing a theological alterna-
tive: un/natural relations in a common realm.
Such a perspective is helpful in thinking through the relation between

the production of nature and locality, the relation of space and place
within a political theology. For the construal of place must be referred to
the fellowship of the common realm. And consideration of the social pro-
duction of nature under capitalism cannot be separated from the histories
and cultural memories of peoples. The resurrection of the God–body
invites the socialising of ecological relations: to refer place to fellowship;
to refer space to active subjects living in friendship in the common realm.
The same point may also be put paradoxically. The true understand-

ing of ecological relations is not to be found in the construal of place, but
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neither is it not to be found there. The true understanding of ecological
relations is not to be found in the interpretation of the totality of space,
but neither is it not to be found there. Thus un/natural relations refer us
both to the natural associations given with place and the non-natural re-
lations given with space. In the perspective of the resurrection developed
here, both sets of relations aredeniedyet reaffirmed inanewdispensation:
oriented towards one another because joined and clarified in the reorder-
ing of sociality which is the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
The re-enchantment of nature thereby raises an important point: how

are the relations between the global and the local, space and places to be
thought in a political theology? I have argued that the re-enchantment
of nature contributes inadequately to a theological understanding of fel-
lowship. The blessing of fellowship is conferred through the true prac-
tice of sociality. Un/natural relations, as energised by the Spirit, are the
‘mechanism’ of the conferral of such blessing in which these relations
are understood as orderly, preservative and excentric. One way of recon-
sidering these issues theologically is to attend to the ways in which the
eucharist construes place.

Eucharist: ecclesial ‘place’

Christianity is best understood as a way of life before and from God, and
thereby as participation in the community of disciples. Through this sec-
tion, therefore, I argue that central to the identity of Christian practice is
a social act which relates space to place and globality to locality. That act
is the ‘time-laden and social’21 eucharist. How is the community of the
eucharist to be interpreted for the common realm? If to participate in the
eucharist is to participate in the cross and resurrection of the God–body,
howmight such participation be understood?
I begin by noting my agreement with Dietrich Bonhoeffer that ‘Christ

existing as community’ called Church has a threefold form: community,
wordand sacrament.22 Furthermore,Bonhoeffermakes thevaluablepoint
that the sacraments address the natural humanbeing inhis or her embod-
iment: ‘The sacrament is the form in which the Logos reaches man in his
nature.’ ‘[I]n the sacrament he [sc. Christ] makes use of our body and is
present in the sphere of tangible nature. In the sacrament, Christ is by our
side as creature, among us, brother with brother.’23 We are thus reminded

21. Hardy, Finding the Church, p. 21. 22. Bonhoeffer, Christology, pp. 49–59.
23. Ibid., pp. 53, 57. The restrictively gendered language requires correction.
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that the eucharist has – as the basis of its sacramental sign – material el-
ements. Later, explicating the mediation of Christ as the centre between
God and nature, Bonhoeffer writes:

[I]n the sacraments . . . elements of the old creation are become

elements of the new. In the sacraments they are set free from their

dumbness and proclaim directly to the believer the new creative Word

of God . . . Enslaved nature does not speak the Word of God to us

directly. But the sacraments do. In the sacrament, Christ is the

mediator between nature and God and stands for all creation before

God.24

Although a theology of the eucharist is more than can be attempted here,
for a political theology of nature the material elements of the eucharist
are sacramental by their reference to Jesus Christ. That is, neither thema-
terial nor the Christological reference can be lost if the sacramentality of
the eucharist is to be explicated. Both the bread and wine and their ori-
entation towards Christ are thereby required. How is their relation to be
understood?
To begin, wemust note the abiding relation between the eucharist, the

passion and the table-fellowship of Jesus Christ. Although I do not wish
to be drawn into a discussion as towhether the Last Supperwas a Passover
meal or not, that the eucharist has a central anamnestic aspect is not
to be doubted. Indeed, such an aspect of remembrance may, as Wolfhart
Pannenberg suggests, be construed broadly: ‘We have to evaluate the tra-
dition of Jesus’ last supper with his disciples before his crucifixion in the
context of themeals that he had with them in the preceding period of his
earthly ministry.’25 By such reference, our attention is directed a second
time to the theme of nature in Jesus’ ministry. Recall that in chapter 7
I argued that the table-fellowship of the God–body presents a dynamic of
generosity in which the hungry are fed and sinners made welcome. Such
remembering must, of course, be understood theologically: the recollec-
tion of thememory of the crucifiedOne is always to be associatedwith the
presence of Christ by the Spirit. ‘But it is of decisive significance’, notes
Pannenberg, ‘if we are to understand eucharistic anamnesis that we do
not see here merely an act of human remembering of which we are still
the subjects but the self-representing of Jesus Christ by his Spirit.’26

24. Bonhoeffer, Christology, p. 64.
25. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology (Edinburgh: T. and T. Clark, 1998), i i i , p. 284.
26. Ibid., p. 306.
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Certainly, if we follow and develop the work of Oliver O’Donovan,27

the eucharist is to be understood in relation to the passion of Jesus Christ.
For O’Donovan, the passion is recollected in the eucharist and invokes the
Church as a suffering community. Although O’Donovan stresses the con-
nection between eucharist and suffering – ‘The eucharist is the sign that
marks the suffering community . . . It determines the identity of this so-
ciety by reference to the passion: it is the community of those who have
not only gathered to God’s Christ, but have died with him.’28 – the link
between eucharist and place is less clearly set forth. That is, the passion is
not, in my view, merely a report of a death, but is an account of a partic-
ular death, at a particular place, Golgotha. Thus, in Christian eucharistic
construal, place is associated, first, with suffering.
The resurrection, in O’Donovan’s interpretation, is enacted in the

observance of the Sabbath and calls forth joy by the community, not
least in the acknowledgement of the ‘recovery of creation order’. Here
O’Donovan’s account is especially interesting: ‘Gladness belongs to the
creature, as glory belongs to the creator . . . If the church’s gladness is the
gladness of creation, that means it is the gladness of Jesus himself; for
the renewed order of creation is present in him.’29 We may add further:
if the renewed order of creation is present in the God–body, then the
eucharist is a sacramental means of participation in this new order, in
which humanity and nature are understood together in a social concep-
tuality. As we have already seen, in Jesus Christ is the election of nature
as social. Eucharistic theology cannot fall behind this insight. Thus the
eucharist, a celebration of and participation in the resurrected life of the
God–body, joins againhumanitywithnature.TheGod–bodywho is other
in the eucharist is the source and destiny of the sociality of nature and
humanity, and provides a sacramental mode of participation in that des-
tiny. And, to be sure, important practical consequences follow from such
participation. In a fewwonderful sentences, O’Donovanmakes this point:
‘[B]ecause we ourselves are God’s work, not mere observers of it, our plea-
sure is part of that good order of things that God has made; so that by
delighting in the created order, we participate in it. Our very joy places
us within that order, and by our gladness the ordered creation of God
is made complete.’30 What is suggested by the eucharist is the character

27. Oliver O’Donovan, TheDesire of the Nations: Rediscovering the Roots of Political Theology
(Cambridge University Press, 1996), pp. 174–92.
28. Ibid., p. 180. 29. Ibid., p. 181. 30. Ibid., pp. 181–2.
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of our place in the world and the ways in which we share in a common
creatureliness.
This line of thought may be developed a little further if we note that,

from the perspective of the ascension of Christ, the passion and resurrec-
tionmay be drawnmore closely together thanmaintained byO’Donovan.
Wehave already seen that the resurrection socialises. The eucharist remains
the core activity bywhich the identity of the Church ismaintained and its
community built up. In fact, for a political theology such a formulation is
too anaemic: as William Cavanaugh notes: ‘The eucharist is the [church’s]
true ‘politics’ . . . because it is the public performance of the true eschato-
logicalCity ofGod in themidst of another city that is passing away.’31 Such
acommunity is committed through itsparticipationas social ina social act
to witness publicly to the social character of creaturely reality. Thus, as a
political act, the eucharist embodies the goodness of the created order as
liberated by the God–body from futility and sin, and invites the recovery
of the acknowledgement of the goodness of the created order, precisely as
social.32

Of course, the association of the eucharist with the place of Golgotha
and suffering is never absent.However, the eucharist is also the sacrament
which, in its acknowledgement of the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the
defeat of evil powers and the surpassment of death by sacrifice, clarifies
the un/natural circumstance of humanity. It is correct, as O’Donovan
suggests, to associate the resurrection with joy and the recovery of cre-
ation order. Yet the eucharist, as re-enactment of the table-fellowship/Last
Supper of Jesus Christ from the perspective of the community of the
resurrection, also indicates the relations of eucharistic community to
the wider society. In the eucharist, eucharistic community is bound in
sociality to thewider ecological society, and interprets and clarifies it. If, as
RowanWilliams argues, the eucharist isGod’s ‘guarantee of hospitality’,33

such hospitality has no ecclesiastical restrictions, and encompasses the
non-human.

31. William T. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist: Theology, Politics and The Body of Christ (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1998), p. 14.
32. Part of what is meant here by social is captured by John Howard Yoder’s remark, in
‘Sacrament as Social Process’, Theology Today 48 (1991), 33–44 (here 37), that ‘What the New
Testament is talking about in “breaking bread” is believers’ actually sharing with one
another their ordinary day-to-day material substance [sic]’. The reference to the materiality of
the elements is not, however, developed; indeed, Yoder rejects a ‘sacramentalistic’ account of
the eucharist (38) that might have enabled him to make the connection.
33. Williams,OnChristian Theology, p. 217.



God–body : un/natural relations, un/natural community 247

The eating of bread and the drinking of wine constitute community:
material elements are central to the eucharist. As Pannenbergnotes: ‘Basic
here is the fact that the fellowship with Jesus Christ that each Christian
receives in the form of bread and wine unites all Christians for fellow-
ship with one another in the unity of the body of Christ.’34 Yet such unity
cannot be had except by the presence of the material elements, bread
and wine, that is, by reference to the Last Supper and the earlier table-
fellowship which the bread and wine summarise. Thus, in the eucharist,
‘sacramental nature’ is not only God’s way to human embodiment, but is
also taken up into the action of the remembrance of cross and resurrec-
tion of the God–body. That is, the un/natural event of eucharistic practice
draws in non-human nature and re-establishes the un/natural fellowship
of the Church.
Here may lie the truth in the following comment by Terry Eagleton

on the significance of the eucharist for nature: ‘of man’s eucharistic rela-
tion to nature, the material world: in the symbolism of bread and wine,
man’s products cease to be alien to his life and become instead, the pliable
medium of his expressive communication with others.’35 What is right
about this comment byEagleton is the stress on the deep relation between
nature and the eucharist as a sacramental indicator of the preservation
of humanity by nature. What is wrong is that nature does not become
plastic in the sense of being at human disposal, but rather the reality of
humanity’s natural conditions are underscored in eucharistic fellowship
as having their own, proper, eschatological orientation. As un/natural,
therefore, the eucharist is an eschatological event, indicating the destiny
of human and non-human nature.36 In such fashion, the false construal
of space is criticised ‘sacramentally’. For example, in a discussion of bap-
tism and eucharist, Barry Harvey argues that, ‘The church’s existence as
other thus signals to a world come of age the ultimate (i.e. eschatological)
triumph of time (in the sense of the perfecting of creation) over colonized
space, thus interrupting the processes of supervision that mark the mod-
ern world.’37 This is not, as Cavanaugh reminds us, to give up on the

34. Pannenberg, Systematic Theology, i i i , p. 292.
35. Terry Eagleton, The Body as Language: Outline of a ‘New Left’ Theology (London: Sheed and
Ward, 1970), pp. 46–7.
36. As Cavanaugh notes, Torture and Eucharist, p. 226, the parousia is central to correct
interpretation of the Eucharist.
37. Barry Harvey, ‘The Body Politic of Christ: Theology, Social Analysis and Bonhoeffer’s
Arcane Discipline’,Modern Theology 13:3 (1997), 319–46 (342).
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metaphor of space but rather to construe it eschatologically.38 Eucharistic
criticism thereby informs a liberative pedagogy and directs attention to
the spaces of ‘decontextualised’ others who, in this sacramental perspec-
tive, the God of the God–body has not abandoned.
Nor is the eucharist to be supplanted by different forms of practice, as

Michael Northcott has suggested. Discussion of local issues – although
valuable on other grounds – should not be added to the rite nor should
the liturgy be displaced by other activities (such as environmental clean-
up). Northcott correctly notes that: ‘The Eucharist affirms not just place
as building or land but place as community, for in the Eucharist, wher-
ever it is celebrated, the people of God are reconstituted as a community
of believerswhosemeeting creates a sacred place.’ Yet the questionhere is:
how do the material elements of the eucharist in fact construe place? If it
is true, asNorthcott notes, that: ‘The Eucharistic transformation of the el-
ements of human sustenance perhaps loses some of its resonance in urban
cultures’, what needs investigation is how themateriality of the eucharist
might function as the criticism of such a sensibility.39

Of primary importance in this regard is the eschatological interpre-
tation of the eucharist from the ascension of the God–body. O’Donovan
discusses the significance of the Exaltation of Christ, yet he is cautious
about the connection between Exaltation and eucharist on the grounds
that connecting the ascendedChrist to the eucharisticmeal undercuts the
‘corporeal language of body and blood’. Thus O’Donovan prefers, as we
have seen, to relate eucharist to the passion. However, he does acknowl-
edge the importance of an eschatological reference in thatwe see ‘through
the meal of Christ’s betrayal and suffering the great banquet which was
the symbol of God’s promised reign’.40

What is wrong with this? First, the relation between creation and in-
carnation is closer than O’Donovan acknowledges. Only a Christological
order, as I argued in chapter 7, is material and concrete. Thus, referring
the eucharisticmeal to the risen Christ is not to be construed as the denial
of such concretion. Indeed, a case can bemade for saying that the presence
of the resurrected Christ, in his ubiquity in the Spirit, is precisely ‘dense’
and concrete.41 As David Ford suggests, interpreting the eucharist from

38. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, pp. 269–70.
39. See Michael Northcott, ‘A Place of Our Own’, in Peter Sedgwick (ed.),God in the City
(London: Mowbray, 1995), pp. 119–38 (p. 135).
40. O’Donovan, TheDesire of the Nations, p. 181.
41. Cf. Daniel W. Hardy and David F. Ford, Jubilate: Theology in Praise (London: Darton,
Longman and Todd, 1984), p. 129.
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the ascension protects the ‘continuing particularity of his [sc. Christ’s] hu-
manity’ andmaintains ‘the eschatological tensionofpresence andabsence
in the eucharist’.42 The importance of theparticularity of the social bodyof
the God–body, in whose death and resurrection both nature and human-
ity are elected, ismaintained in suchaneschatological perspective, and the
dangers of a general sacramentality (see the previous section) resisted.
Second, as was also suggested in the previous section, to be intelligible

the notion of sacrament requires a double reference: to the material sign
(water, bread, wine) and the eschatological destiny of creation by which
we are able to understand that creation has a significance, and will enjoy
a state, beyond its current condition. Only in this double reference is the
notion of sacrament intelligible. ContraO’Donovan, we must say that the
eschatological reference of the eucharist is rooted in the actuality of part
of creaturely reality operating as a sacrament. In other words, the escha-
tological orientation of creation is a condition of the possibility of sacra-
ment and thereby of the eucharist itself. From a sacramental perspective,
weagain seehowhumanity andnature arebound together in the common
realm in terms of a common but not identical destiny.
So far in this section, I have sought to construct some aspects of an eco-

logical theology of the eucharist. Throughout, I have tried to hold fast to
the eucharist asmaterial and transformative: ‘Themateriality of the sacra-
ments’, writes ColinGunton, ‘reminds us that the transformation ofmat-
ter is at the heart of the Church’s being’.43 Holding to the commitments
adumbrated through this book, I have interpreted the eucharist from
the ascension of Christ, thereby protecting the actuality of the bread and
wine as a sacramental sign and, further, indicating the common destiny
of the human andnon-human: participation in the judgment of Christ by
the Spirit. The eucharist is, second, to be interpreted from the perspec-
tive of the resurrection: creaturely reality is social and joy breaks out in
the acknowledgement of the goodness implied by this claim in which the
Church participates by the eucharist. And, third, the eucharist has an im-
portant anamnestic aspect: the remembrance of the cross at a place called
Golgotha, understood as the ‘culmination’ of the provocative character of
Jesus’ table-fellowship.
These three interpretative moments require the material signs of

bread and wine: the natural elements are those of the Last Supper and,

42. David F. Ford, Self and Salvation: Being Transformed (Cambridge University Press, 1999),
p. 157, n. 41.
43. Gunton, Theology through the Theologians, p. 121.



250 The triune God and un/natural humanity

by extension, stand for Jesus’ table-fellowship and thereby recall the
‘outcome’ of that fellowship, the death of the God–body at the place of
the skull; as natural – the result of eco-regulative agricultural processes
and subsequent refining transformations – it is these elements,when con-
sumed, which constitute the body of Christ; and, finally, the possibility of
thebread andwinebeing sacramental signs is securedby theparticipation
of nature, as social and elected, in the eschatological event of Christ’s sac-
rificial death.
Similar to ecological pneumatology with its pedagogy oriented to-

wards fellowship (discussed in chapter 8), the eucharist invokes and in-
vests in a pedagogy of human–nature relations.What is the shape of such
a eucharistic pedagogy of the commons to which the Church is called?
To answer this question, we need to attend to the nature of the non-
human nature which is central to the eucharist. What is the commons in
eucharistic perspective? What is the theological concept of nature oper-
ative here? We might call it a concept of un/natural nature: although
eucharistic practice is founded on material elements which are social
productions, yet the theological point is the transformation of these
elements. In the emphasis on the plasticity of nature as sacramental sign,
the theological point is that the eucharist represents the resurrection and
crucifixion and thereby the sociality and openness of nature. This non-
technological, un/natural, nature is at the centre of Christian practice. Yet
sacramental nature stands in here – so to speak – for the creaturely nature.
In the sacrament of the eucharist, as Bonhoeffer says, Christ mediates
between nature and the creator in a Trinitarian action oriented towards
fellowship by the Spirit. Oncemore, immersion in nature – some natural-
istic fantasy – is ruled out.
Furthermore, and of vital importance, the alteration of nature is non-

technological. We are not presented with the manipulation of nature by
technique.For thenaturepresentedhereas creaturelyprecedes technique:
as a creature of God, such nature emerges prior to the modern division of
nature and humanity, and the domestication of the former by the latter
through technique. As Simon Oliver argues: ‘the Eucharist reconfigure[s]
nature and culture into a participative relationship in the divine life . . . by
viewing them . . . as fundamentally creaturely’.44 There is therefore nomys-
ticism here, such as that invoked by O’Donovan: ‘Whenwemake artefacts

44. Simon Oliver, ‘The Eucharist before Nature and Culture’,Modern Theology 15:3 (1999),
331–53 (here p. 349, italics in original).
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andmachines to exploit the forces of nature, it is becausewedelight in na-
ture, both in its raw givenness and in its possibilities for cooperation, and
that we are glad that God has restored it to fulfil his purposes for it.’45 It
is not the aesthetics of delightwhich are our concern, but rather our grati-
tude and thankfulness for a nature both pro nobis and extra nos. Thematter
is not only our reaction to nature, but also nature’s claim, as a fellow crea-
ture in the common realm, on us.
Why do I stress the importance of the eucharistic concept of nature

as non-technological? Such a commitment is vital if we are to avoid the
temptation to opt for a form of asceticism in response to an ecological
crisis.46 I certainly do not wish to deny that restraint is important in our
relationship with nature. Yet the importance of the affirmation of nature
as non-technological is to insist thatwe should not play off the technolog-
ical transformation of nature against ascetic practices. Such away forward
is reductive and does not fit well with the recovery of the goodness of cre-
ation reported earlier. Furthermore, itmakes such a eucharistic pedagogy
appear dull and restrictive. There is a sort of wildness to contemporary
capitalist culture, as ArneNaess has noted.47 I do not think that the attrac-
tiveness of eucharistic practice can be founded on a direct opposition to
suchwildness.
Here wemust be guided by the bread andwine asmaterial elements of

the eucharist: there can be no escape from the facticity of such elements.
Indeed, bread and wine are not raw nature; these are already transforma-
tions, the products of human labour. So human society and human tech-
nology are invoked by the bread and wine. Indeed, I do not see that the
fact that bread comes in plastic bags and wine in cartons in Western soci-
eties, asNorthcott laments, is a bar tograsping theun/natural significance
of the eucharist. For eucharistic practice is bound to the bread and wine
produced by a particular society in a particular place.
Perhaps, therefore, one should draw on Bonhoeffer’s suggestion as

to the recovery of an ‘arcane discipline’: eucharistic practice is predi-
cated upon the alteration of nature towards God and thereby towards
humanity. Christian discipleship is a reminder of the destiny of all flesh

45. O’Donovan, TheDesire of the Nations, p. 183.
46. For example, Albert Borgmann speaks of ascetic practices in the face of ecological
degradation: see Albert Borgmann, ‘Prospects for the Theology of Technology’, in Carl
Mitcham and Jim Grote (eds.), Theology and Technology (Lanham, MD: University Press of
America, 1984), pp. 305–22 (pp. 320–1).
47. Arne Naess, ‘Deep Ecology for the Twenty-second Century’, in Sessions (ed.),Deep Ecology
for the 21st Century, pp. 463–7 (p. 467).
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in Jesus Christ. Fellowship between humanity and nature as suggested by
eucharistic practice is to beunderstood in the formof an ecclesial common
realm. Here eucharistic sacrament does not suggest, as Larry Rasmussen
proposes, that ‘God is pegged to earth’.48 Instead, the fellowship of the
eucharist indicates the contingent suffering of creatures, joy in creature-
liness and the orientation of all creatures towards God in the Spirit by the
judgment of Christ.

Common Spirit: un/natural fellowship

What account of ‘place’ is suggested by eucharistic pedagogy? How does
the Christian community practise ‘place’? Place is the locus of community,
as Harvey observes, where militant particularism originates.49 Yet a non-
dialectical identification with place can fall into the trap of missing the
ways in which places are constructed, not least through the flows of in-
ternational capital. Only by keeping place in relation to space, the local in
tensionwith the global, canwe develop a liberative account of place. If the
eucharist is theChristologicalmediationbetween the ‘militantparticular-
ism’ of the Church and the peaceable Kingdom, what account of place is
thereby suggested?
‘The survival of religion as amajor institutionwithin secular societies’,

argues David Harvey, ‘has been in part won through the successful cre-
ation,protection, andnurturingof symbolicplaces’.50 Whatever the socio-
logical truth of such a claim, the Church does not seek to create, protect or
nurture ecclesial place.Rather, it responds andwitnesses to an eschatolog-
ical event: ‘[The church] has a place, but that place has its center of gravity
in the church’s home towards which it remains on pilgrimage.’51 We have
seen three modalities of such a response and witness: eucharistic place
can never be disassociated from suffering; place is always to be connected
to wider social relations which the eucharist both presents and clarifies;
place cannot be separated from the eschatological destiny of all things in
God. In the eucharist, the Church remembers, discerns oncemore its con-
text in the created order and looks forward in expectation to the return of
Christ. The Church does not originate a concept of place. Rather, in the
eucharist, it receives – by its remembrance and the invocation of the
presence of Christ by the Spirit – a notion of place.

48. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, p. 273.
49. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 310–13.
50. Ibid., p. 322. 51. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, p. 271.
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Such a perspective should not be misunderstood or idealised. The
eucharist refers us to material elements. So there is a sense that the
organisational place of the Church cannot be a matter of indifference.
Cavanaugh’s Torture and Eucharist offers a compelling account of how such
indifference led Chile’s Catholic bishops under the Pinochet dictatorship
to consider the ecclesiality of Chile in terms of an invisible, mystical com-
munion rather than the visible, public performance of the eucharist. Also
from an emergency situation, in the Barmen Declaration Karl Barth rec-
ommended that theorder of theChurchmustbe appropriate for the carry-
ing out of its sacramental operations.52 Beyond this, however, the Church
seeks to neither organise nor dispose of its place.53

Here the Church is peculiar. Generally, oppositionmovements wish to
secure their own places andwider spaces. ‘Anti-capitalismmovements are
generally better at organising in and dominating “their” places than at
commanding space’, notes Harvey.54 The labour movement is a fine ex-
ample: only recall the conclusion of The Communist Manifesto, which now
has an ironic resonance: ‘The proletarians have nothing to lose but their
chains. They have a world to win. Working men of all countries, unite!’55

However, a eucharistic pedagogy denies such attempts to dominate place
and organise and command space. Instead, place must always be referred
to the memory of the crucified and the sufferings of the ecclesial commu-
nity; to the gladness of the community, not least in its opening out to ac-
knowledge the goodness of creation; and to the expectation of the coming
rule of God.
Thus eucharistic pedagogy turns upon the narrowing and broaden-

ing of the concept of place. Ecclesial place cannot be understood except
by reference to the history of the remembrance of the crucified one, the
placing of the Church in creation and hope for the coming rule of God.
Harvey argues that work, imagined loyalties and aesthetic representation
are present in the construction of place.56 However, in the ecclesial con-
strual of place set out here, the eucharist presents the material works
of bread and wine as the representation of the suffering of the crucified

52. Karl Barth, ‘The Barmen Declaration’, in Clifford Green (ed.), Karl Barth: Theologian of
Freedom (London: Collins, 1989), pp. 148–51.
53. Citing Balthasar, William T. Cavanaugh, ‘The World in a Wafer: A Geography of the
Eucharist as Resistance to Globalization’,Modern Theology 15:2 (1999), 181–96, argues that ‘the
normal condition of the Catholica is . . . diaspora . . . catholicity is not dependent on extension
through space’ (190).
54. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 324.
55. Marx and Engels, The CommunistManifesto, p. 77.
56. Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, p. 323.
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God–body; loyalty refers to praise of the Christ of God as liberator and
judge which, in turn, invokes loyalty to the earth; and aesthetic represen-
tation may be understood theologically as the expectation of fulfilment
which can be understood only in aesthetic and affective categories.57

Eucharistic ‘place’ is therefore the criticismof nationalist, sectarian con-
struals of ‘place’. How so? Consider this: in a television series on nation-
alism, Blood and Belonging,58 Michael Ignatieff, observing a funeral in the
Ukraine, commented as follows:

Ukrainian Catholics are reburying the remains of their spiritual leader,

Cardinal Slippé, who died in exile in Rome. It’s a moment in which

modern nationalism taps into its ancient religious roots. Uniate

Catholicism is found nowhere else: it’s a mixture of Catholicism and

Russian Orthodoxy, it’s 400 years old and it’s the very core of Western

Ukraine’s distinctiveness. The honour guard at Cardinal Slippé’s burial

is a sinister crew, white shirted paramilitaries of the Ukrainian right,

who claim descent from the guerrillas who fought, sometimes

alongside the Nazis, against the Red Army in the Second World War.

Nationalism is where religion and authoritarianism sometimes meet:

it is the dream of unity, everyone singing the same hymn and moved by

the same inspiration.

Does such authoritarianism truly rely on a Christian dream of unity? A
sense of the past, and the underpinning of a story, to do with a particu-
lar people and a particular place: is this the legitimation that Christianity
provides?
In the eucharistic pedagogy outlined here, the sense of the past must

always begin from and refer to Golgotha.59 It is not just ‘the past’ that is
invoked, but the past of the God–body which also encompasses the his-
tory of the people of Israel. Further, the construal of land as place cannot
be thought except in thankfulness for the goodness of the created order
and within an eschatological orientation. It is true that the Christian Old
Testament portrays the deliverance of Israel as a deliverance to a land of
fecundity and justice but, as H. Paul Santmire argues, that deliverance is
accompanied by the blessing of all the earth by the creator.60 The account
of eucharistic nature operative here similarly is related always to creation

57. On the importance of affective categories for the interpretation of eschatology, see David
H. Kelsey, ‘Two Theologies of Death: Anthropological Gleanings’,Modern Theology 13:3 (1997),
345–70.
58. Programme broadcast on BBC TV, 2 December 1993.
59. Cf. Moltmann, TheWay of Jesus Christ, p. 204.
60. Cf. H. Paul Santmire,Nature Reborn: The Ecological and Cosmic Promise of Christian Theology
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2000), pp. 31–5.
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and the fulfilment of creation. It thus resists restriction to a particular
people and a particular place. As Cavanaugh notes, ‘[The Church] is a
gathering, but it is not therefore marked by a “fascist” binding – a ho-
mogeneous exclusion of otherness – precisely because the church must
constantly renew itself as a gift of God who is Other in the Eucharist.’61

Place and land are thereby rendered always excentric on account of such
eucharistic otherness: related to others and oriented towards the con-
summating actions of the triune God. The sacramental vision, to bor-
row a phrase from Rowan Williams, funded by such an account of the
eucharist is radically inclusive and provocative, embodying ‘the challenge
of how theremight be a social order in which the disadvantaged and even
the criminal could trust that the common resources of a society would
work for their good’.62True eucharistic place is thereby never sectarian
or oppressive.63

It remains the case, however, that eucharistic practice is embodied
practice: it refers to actual congregations in specific places. Thus it is not
possible to counter the nationalism observed by Ignatieff with the denial
of place. Christian communities are not resident aliens in the sense of
being rootless; the eucharist can only be celebrated in places. Thus
Christianity denies modern tendencies towards the denial of place, bril-
liantly presented by Marx: ‘The bourgeoisie has, wherever it has got the
upper hand . . . left remaining no other nexus between man and man
than naked self-interest, than callous “cash payment”.’64 Furthermore, a
eucharistic account of place would also deny the tendency under modern
capitalist conditions to construe place abstractly, that is, to concentrate on
the differences between places not in order to learn of the places them-
selves but instead to discern which place may yield the highest profit on
investment which, in turn, generates a competition between places.65 For
how could themarginalised trust such ‘discernment’ to work for them?
Eucharistic fellowship thereby does, by reference to its material basis,

make the spatial, ‘platial’ andthe individual,particular.Thisbreadand this
wine in this place represent the God–body. Yet the concept of fellowship
operative here refers to the binding of the bread and wine to the crucifix-
ion, the relating of the material elements to creation and the orientation

61. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, p. 271. 62. Williams,OnChristian Theology, p. 220.
63. See further, Peter Scott, ‘A Theology of Eucharistic Place: Pilgrimage as Sacramental’, in
C. Bartholomew and F. Hughes (eds.), Explorations in a Christian Theology of Pilgrimage
(Aldershot: Ashgate, forthcoming).
64. Marx and Engels, The CommunistManifesto, p. 37.
65. See Harvey, Justice, Nature and the Geography of Difference, pp. 297–8.
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of all space towards eschatological fulfilment. Thus, in the eucharist, fel-
lowship still turnsuponthedynamicsof temporality, sociality andspatial-
ity. The opposition between nationalist place and deracinated, bourgeois
space is denied in favour of eucharistic place: a life of service in themiddle
of a good creation in a community which endures through suffering and
in expectation of the new, by remembrance in the Spirit of the crucified
God–body. In such fashion, ecclesial practice construes space in liberatory
rather than oppressive ways.

Immanuel! common friendship

Thisfinal sectionproposes friendshipbetweenhumanity andnon-human
nature. The eucharist is an ecclesial action which requires a pedagogy;
the eucharist is a difference which makes a difference. That difference
is a pedagogy of friendship. Friendship implies reciprocity and alter-
ation. It is thus suited as a way of describing a eucharistic pedagogy of
human–nonhuman relations in the common realm. It also indicates a
way forward out of the distorted sociality of humanity in its relations
with nature. The damage of the distortion of sociality cannot be overcome
through the naturalistic extrusion of humanity through vitalistic or pro-
cessive categories. Nor is a resolution to be found in the incorporation
of nature into a ‘second nature’ of humanity. Eucharistic pedagogy takes
neither of these routes.
A liberative eucharistic theology of nature holds to the insight that the

common realm is to be construed as cruciform and resurrected. Such a po-
litical theology of eucharistic nature thereby can never give up on three
insights. First, Christian community cannot disassociate itself from suf-
fering. Second, the natural conditions of human life are a matter for joy
and thankfulness; being a creature is itself a good. Third, the clue that hu-
manity cannot be understood as separate from nature and God is main-
tained even in a theology of the eucharist: the bread and wine represent
the God–body in whom is the election of social nature and humanity.
The community of the common realm of God, nature and humanity is,
in Christian witness, that which endures. The Church labours to witness
truthfully to this claim: to ‘become’ eucharistic place, in joy and suffering,
and in hope.
Yet we should note that something strange happens here. If my inter-

pretation is right, the unity of the Church as given in the eucharist is then
an un/natural community which includes nature. As the representation
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of Christ, the eucharist invokes the participant members as bodily be-
ings: in its fullest sense, the Church is ‘the eternal gathering of all cre-
ation by Christ into the Father’s Kingdom’.66 Natural embodiment is
not denied in eucharistic community yet neither is it affirmed. Nature is
both drawn in and yet reconstituted by reference to the God–body. The
eucharistic Church can never regard itself as an alternative ‘society’ with-
out non-human nature. The elements of the eucharist are material pro-
ductions of a society: they are nature socially transformed. Indeed, the fact
that bread comes in plastic bags and wine in cartons reminds us of the
special engagement of the church with its society and as a product of that
society. Participants in the eucharist remain creatures, althoughnowcrea-
tures ‘located’ in a new set of relations. This set of relations cannot be fully
grasped andpractisedwithout attention to theways inwhich thehost cul-
ture construes nature. That is, the Church cannot practice its eucharistic
pedagogy fully unless it is attentive to the ways in which its context
construes nature.67

From this perspective, the judgment that Christianity has no stake
in non-theological classifications of the world, as proposed by Stanley
Hauerwas and JohnBerkman, is too hasty.68 On eucharistic grounds, such
an attempt at anti-naturalness in theology shouldbe rejected. If suffering,
joy andhope are actions andattitudes in adeterminate situation, theprac-
tice of common friendship will require precisely the attempt to discern
the commonalities and overlaps, as well – of course – as the differences,
betweenChristian andnon-Christian readings of nature. Indeed, it is cen-
tral to the theological integrity of eucharistic practice of friendship that
such an engagement be made: at stake is a properly theological construal
in which differences are called into question and commonalities affirmed
by reference to the purposes of God.69 These purposes are, of course,
‘displayed’ in the form of the eucharistic God–body.
If the analysis of this book is right, two temptations are to be avoided

in our thinking on nature: the technological and the Romantic. There is
an element of truth in both accounts, as we have seen. Humanity is creat-
ing a ‘second nature’ which transforms nature; we remain dependent on
the otherness of nature which, as other, is a condition of our continued

66. Cavanaugh, Torture and Eucharist, p. 224.
67. Cf. Harvey, ‘The Body Politic of Christ’, 340–1.
68. Stanley Hauerwas and John Berkman, ‘A Trinitarian Theology of the Chief End of all
Flesh’, in Stanley Hauerwas (ed.), In Good Company: The Church as Polis (University of Notre
Dame Press, 1995), pp. 185–97 (185–94).
69. See Hardy, Finding the Church, pp. 38–9.
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flourishing. Yet I have offered a theological argument which rejects both
understandings as reductionist:we shouldnot seenature’s end inhuman-
ity nor the end of humanity in nature.
The centralwayof avoiding thesemistakes is to construe thesehuman–

nature relations in a social conceptuality, founded in and funded by the
resurrection of the Christ of God. In this way, I am suggesting, we may
avoid being fooled by the technological model of human beings plugged
into machines. Rather, such a world must be analysed and criticised as it
contributes to and denies our view of ourselves, and non-human nature,
as social. The contrasting temptation to seek the wildness of wilderness,
the refreshment of ‘pure nature’, the solace of the country over against the
city will be a recurrent, if minor, theme. Yet such a Romantic modulation
must also be tested by reference to the relations of humanity with nature
as social.
Jesus Christ, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer noted from prison, engages us in

themidst of life. In social interpretation for a political theology of nature,
we come to understand ourselves as creatures in the middle of a world of
creatures: such creatureliness is the blessing of Christ, and the gift of the
Holy Spirit.
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