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This essay is a critical review of Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future  (Dark Green Religion) by Professor Bron Taylor.  Taylor is Professor of Religion, Nature and Environmental Ethics at The University of Florida and editor of the Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature, amongst other roles. Taylor’s research focusses on both historical and contemporary dimensions of environmental movements and Dark Green Religion forms part of the burgeoning field of studies on religion and the environment.[footnoteRef:1]  Taylor’s website includes a personal statement ‘offered in the hopes that it will help those reading my published work to better understand and evaluate it.’[footnoteRef:2] This describes the personal impact on Taylor of environmental incidents when he was young, mentions his 13 year stint as an ocean lifeguard while earning his degrees and that he matriculated at a seminary. Dark Green Religion appears to fuse some of these experiences and Taylor’s own personal attitudes to its subject matter, with mixed results. [1:  https://religion.ufl.edu/faculty/core/bron-taylor/]  [2:  http://www.brontaylor.com/] 

Taylor’s core focus is ‘dark green religion’ (DGR), which he defines as religion that views nature as of intrinsic value, interdependent and worthy of care. [footnoteRef:3][footnoteRef:4] Taylor identifies four main types of DGR, which he categorises as: Spiritual animism, Naturalistic Animism, Gaian spirituality and Gaian naturalism. The former two categories cover attitudes where either ‘supernatural forces or life forces animate natural objects or living things’.[footnoteRef:5] Of the latter two, Taylor describes Gaian spirituality as ‘avowedly supernaturalistic’ whereas Gaian naturalism is rooted in mainstream scientific attitudes. Taylor describes the boundaries between these categories as ‘complicated’ and ‘fluid’.[footnoteRef:6] Emphasising that his use of the word religion does not require a belief in divine being/s, he states: ‘there are no better roots for the word than the ancient ones having to do with being tied fast or connected.’[footnoteRef:7]  Taylor identifies the roots of dark green tendencies in the US in the work of leading thinkers such as Leopold and Thoreau, before moving on to what he describes as ‘case studies of the irruption and growing, global influence of dark green religion’ that include surfing, the role of the arts and advocacy at international negotiations, as well as more radical forms of DGR.[footnoteRef:8]  Viewing Abrahamic religions (and Christianity in particular) as promoting a dualistic, exploitative attitude between people and nature, he argues that Westerners are deeply conditioned by these attitudes even when not religious.  While noting that Asian and pagan religions do not take the same approach in this regard, Taylor concludes that existing religions have precipitated more harm than good and that perhaps a new one is needed. In this context he sees DGR as a key development. [3:  Page ix DGR]  [4:  P102]  [5: Taylor p15]  [6:  P41]  [7:  p40]  [8: P70] 

 
Analysis 

The first sentence of Dark Green Religion states: ‘While this is a scholarly book, I have taken care to write it so that it is accessible to a general readership.[footnoteRef:9]’ In keeping with this intention, Taylor uses a readable tyle that includes a wide range of primary and secondary sources, interviews and mini-biographies of key individuals. He uses the term “bricolage” to describe a mixing of ideas, concepts and sources that leads to a strand of deep green thought.[footnoteRef:10] Dark Green Relegion can itself be described as a bricolage that Taylor uses to engage the audience in his argument. In many ways Dark Green Religion is an engaging and informative read. However the “bricolage” approach, which appears to focus on areas of particular interest to Taylor, has implications for some of his arguments and has led to a number of gaps in analysis, as well as setting up unhelpful binaries and oppositions. [9:  xii]  [10:  p72] 

In Dark Green Religion Taylor brings scientists and environmental movements within the religious fold through separating the belief in a supernatural being from the use of religious language and metaphor. A lack of belief in the former, he argues, does not preclude a sense of awe, wonder and love for the natural world. On this basis David Attenborough and James Lovelock fall into the category of Gaian naturalism. Taylor also refers to the finding of Jonathan Benthall that almost all aspects of the environmental movement ‘affirm a sense of the sacred, the spiritual or the aesthetic- however it is defined- in the cosmos.’[footnoteRef:11] Taylor also views such organisations, whether large global entities or smaller grassroots ones as “having a parareligous aspect.” He notes that this movement is also engaged at the national and multilateral levels.[footnoteRef:12] He adds that large numbers of people in Europe and the United States express deep trust in nature as inherently spiritual or sacred.[footnoteRef:13] Taylor’s recognition of a spiritual dimension to the environmental movement, as well as a religious dimension to naturalistic science is an important contribution to the debate in this area.  [11:  Taylor p205 referencing Benthall]  [12:  P176]  [13:  P205 ] 


Science versus religion
Towards the end of the work, Taylor defines DGR as (1) based on a felt kinship with the rest of life “often derived from a Darwinian understanding that all forms of life have evolved from a common ancestor and are therefore related” 2) encompassing feelings of humility “often inspired or reinforced by a science-based cosmology” and 3) reinforced by metaphysics of interconnection and the idea of interdependence “found in the sciences, especially in ecology and physics”. It is therefore clear that scientific concepts are embedded in his understanding of DGR in a way that is unusual in other religious perspectives. Concluding the book, Taylor expresses his own conviction that ‘the theory of evolution is the best explanation for the beauty, diversity and fecundity of the biosphere.’[footnoteRef:14]  While he also expresses the view that religion ‘confers meaning and provides transformative and healing power’ he stresses that for him this should be grounded ‘in what we can confidently say is the real world’ rather than “a belief in non-material spiritual beings.”[footnoteRef:15] Taylor also explains that he seeks a ‘rationally defensible’ and ‘socially powerful’, sensory, post-Darwinian religion.[footnoteRef:16]  The world’s major religious traditions, significantly pre-date evolutionary theory, regardless of whether or not their teachings can be regarded as compatible with modern scientific understandings. According to Taylor’s views however, a religion can generally only be dark green if it specifically incorporates Darwinian understandings. He states that ‘most forms of what I am calling dark green religion will have been unfolding for only 150 years by the time this book is published.’[footnoteRef:17] He also describes dark green religion as “not easily fused” with older religious traditions.[footnoteRef:18]  Taylor’s approach narrows the boundaries of what can be considered dark green religion considerably. It also makes his approach to the promise of existing religions, particularly those that reverence nature, rather restrictive.  [14:  P220]  [15:  P122 (and p221)]  [16:  P222]  [17:  P200]  [18:  P21] 


In discussing existing religion, Taylor focuses on the role of Christianity in particular. For example, when discussing the well-known environmentalist politician, Al Gore, Taylor distinguishes between Gore’s identity as a Christian and what he describes as his ‘greater affinity’ to dark green religious themes. It is clear therefore that for Taylor the two are distinct and the greening of Christianity cannot make it dark green religion.  Noting that his methodology raises questions about including indigenous peoples or people practising religions of Asian origin, he views these as ‘insurmountable questions’ opting instead for a ‘descriptive and analytic strategy which looks for patterns and resemblances without labouring obsessively to demarcate boundaries.’[footnoteRef:19]  However, as we shall see, this approach leads to him to generalise about the approach of all religions to the environment on the basis of discussing the specific practices of a few. [19:  p42] 


For instance, Taylor contrasts DGR with ‘green religion’ which he defines as religion in which environmentally friendly behaviour is an obligation.[footnoteRef:20] This appears to contrast religious obligations towards the environment with a sense of reverence towards the environment, when both can exist simultaneously. He states that theistic religion cannot be dark green as ‘in good theistic fashion, the sacred is reserved for God alone and his heavenly realm.’[footnoteRef:21] Here, he makes a sweeping generalisation about what theism that may reflect the Abrahamic traditions but is not applicable to many forms of Hindu, indigenous and pagan traditions. The New Age/neo-Pagan traditions post-date Darwinism and so, unsurprisingly, Taylor sees these as “fertile ground” for dark green religion, although he criticises their otherworldly elements. Rather than simply seeing transcendent elements as unnecessary to DGR, Taylor appears to view them as detrimental, which would accord with his personal views.[footnoteRef:22] Taylor also makes a binary distinction between the immanent and the transcendent, stating: ‘In short, both sides of the divide- those who see the sacred above and beyond the world and those who view the world as sacred- understand that these worldviews are incompatible.’[footnoteRef:23] Again, this statement has little relevance for faiths that do not take such a binary approach to immanence and transcendence.  [20:  Ref]  [21:  P45]  [22:  P165, p166]  [23:  P205] 


Notwithstanding the above,Taylor does refer to a number of commentators and scholars who view Asian and indigenous traditions as more compatible with dark green values than Abrahamic religions. He refers to Rozzi’s research on the Yahgan and Mapuche, two distinct groups of South American indigenous peoples whose narratives reflect evolutionary insights about birds and humans sharing a common ancestor.[footnoteRef:24] He also interviews a Green Belt movement lawyer who explains that indigenous African religions store traditional ecological knowledge and values.[footnoteRef:25] He further notes that Native Americans had very different values to their Christian settler counterparts. [footnoteRef:26]  However, he does not consider the implications of any of the above for his methodology. Likewise, Taylor notes the indigenous beginnings of surfing and the influence of Asian religions on modern surfers. However, he does not examine why these traditions might be conducive to the surfing spiritual ethic.[footnoteRef:27]  In  identifying American and European thinkers of the post-enlightenment period, such as Thoreau and Arne Ness as ‘saints’ of Dark Green Relegion (again using Christian terminology) Taylor acknowledges that they were influenced by indigenous and eastern thought.  An excerpt from Thoreau contained in Dark Green Religion explains its value to him:”In the morning I bathe my intellect in the stupendous and cosmogonal philosophy of the Bhagvat-Geeta”. However, in opting to give no further consideration to this, the (likely unintended) consequence of Taylor’s approach is to ignore the influence of these traditions on dark green religious approaches and instead focus its genesis a largely white, male group of men.[footnoteRef:28]  [24:  P172]  [25:  P189]  [26:  Pp43-44]  [27:  P112]  [28: ] 


Similarly, Taylor views an ‘important’ aspect of dark green religion as being ‘to protect and defend those peoples considered the best remaining stewards of this critically important spiritual and ecological knowledge’ (ie. indigenous peoples).[footnoteRef:29] However, this framing excludes such peoples as exterior to the practise of dark green religion, presumably because of the requirements related to scientific and evolutionary understandings[footnoteRef:30]  In fact, Taylor views the influence of DGR as largely “within the world’s educated intelligentsia”, such as national and international policy-makers, believing this to be important than its impact on the world’s majority.[footnoteRef:31] Again, this is a disconcerting inversion of  power to a small elite operating from a western naturalist-scientific viewpoint, rather than those who have been engaged in sacred nature practices for millenia. [29:  P154]  [30:  P201]  [31:  P201] 


Another recurrent theme of DGR is the contrasting/oppositional approach that Taylor takes to wilderness versus agriculture. In this he describes the hostility of European settlers in America, condition by Puritanism to the north American wilderness and praises John Muir and his views on wild nature, seeing him as “instrumental in inaugurating the modern day era of environmental activism”.[footnoteRef:32]  He touches briefly on American proponents of the back to the land/homesteading movements as a form of dark green religion. However his preference for a wilderness-focussed environmental activism is clear. For example he argues that “The notion that wildness constitutes the best aspects of nature and people and that domestication must therefore be resisted” is now common among all stripes of environmentalist.  He also refers to the views of Paul Quinn that the “religions of imperial agricultures, whether Abrahamic or Vedic, all promise divine rescue from the world instead of promoting feelings of reverence towards and belonging to nature.”[footnoteRef:33] Again, in Taylor makes no critical engagement with this binary. [footnoteRef:34]  Likewise, his linking of the environmental movement with wilderness does not address discussions on regenerative farming, greening urban centres and similar that have been taking place for many years in the environmental movement. Again this appears to be based on Taylor’s own preferences. [32:  P60 ]  [33:  P79]  [34:  P71 ] 

Humans versus Nature

The view that humans are pitted against nature surfaces several times in Dark Green Religion. For example, Taylor discusses the stance of James Lovelock and David Attenborough on the necessity for the reduction of human population.[footnoteRef:35] Responding to criticism of their views, he cites arguments that ”the compassionate path is to warn humankind of the suffering that will intensify if fertility rates are not reduced.”[footnoteRef:36] However he makes no reference to, for example, the vast difference in per capita consumption and resource use rates among people in different parts of the world; the impact of increased life expectancy among older people in developed countries (it is notable that Lovelock is 102 and David Attenborough 95) or the environmental impacts of diet including meat and dairy consumption. Taylor touches on consumption towards the end of the book with a statement that the per capita increase is: ‘directly causing a concomitant decline in available ecosystem services.” Leaving aside the odd reference to “ecosystem services’ in a work that argues for the value of nature in its own right; it is notable that Taylor does not address the broader justice-related aspects of existing consumption patterns. These include the fact that resources are largely extracted in the global south for consumption in the north, which has used the lion’s share of these since colonial times. Lack of inclusion or discussion of these elements leave Taylor’s arguments in this area looking skewed and simplistic. [35:  DGR p85 and p145]  [36:  P8] 


 Taylor also sees humans and nature at odds with one another in a battle for values, arguing ‘Those with anthropocentric values tend to fear that biocentric values produce indifference to human suffering and those with biocentric values tend to believe that anthropocentric values lead to indifference to the well-being of the rest of the community of life.’ Again, this sets up an oppositional binary, rather than considering how the well-being of humans and nature is both interdependent and interrelated as is the case in the modern human rights system. Taylor’s response is to assess the ‘competing’ views and their impacts rather than considering more harmonious viewpoints.[footnoteRef:37] In discussing an omitted passage from a book by John Muir, in which he states he would be tempted to side with bears rather than men in a war between the two, Taylor refers to Muir as displacing ‘humanity from the seat of exclusive moral consideration’, despite his recognition of the widely differing views of native Americans to those of Christian settlers. [37:  P179] 


Taylor ends Dark Green Religion by acknowledging the need to consider the interrelationship of social and environmental justice in order to ‘save both human and natural communities’, without having given any real consideration to how to do this in the course of the book[footnoteRef:38]  Indeed, he misses important opportunities to examine this question in the course of the material he presents. For example, Taylor notes that Muir was criticised for his ‘indifference’ to racial and economic injustice towards native americans, the urban poor and African slaves, however he does not consider what impacts that might have had for the comprehensiveness or fairness of his environmental message. In noting that the national parks model inspired by Muir displaced indigenous peoples from their lands, Taylor does not engage not engage with the irony or injustice of the displacement and denial of rights of peoples holding the very views of nature reverence that he is calling for.[footnoteRef:39]  These omissions create a significant gap in his analysis. Taylor states that “dark green views do not easily lend themselves to indifference towards human suffering, let alone to virulent streams of religious, ethnic or territory-based hatred.”[footnoteRef:40] Yet he does not engage with the implications of policies he mentions that are either indifferent to or perpetuate injustice among humans.  [38:  P216]  [39:  P70]  [40:  P218] 

While Taylor identifies important new approaches to religion in the context of environmental issues, he does this in an unnecessarily exclusionary way. His methodological decision has the effect of privileging western male thinkers or activities while simultaneously discounting and overlooking the eastern and indigenous sources of inspiration for their thought. He also ignores a key aspect of existing belief systems in their ability to adapt to address the core demands of a particular epoch.
At present environmentalism is one such core demand.
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