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A Critical Evaluation of the Ecological Legacy of Neopaganism.

Introduction

Neopaganism is a relatively young spiritual tradition thus this essay question presents a challenging task. A legacy is inherited from a predecessor and Neopaganism does not yet have an abundance of descendants, nor academic research enquiring into its ecological nature. To engage with this dilemma, this essay aims to situate the origins of Neopaganism; drawing upon its ancient roots to explore any potential modern day ecological legacy. The ecological movement is of a similar age to Neopaganism and correlations between both are established. The reality of modern day life impacting spiritual choices is reflected upon and this essay investigates pagan influence in terms of ecological activism. 
The Old Religion
To evaluate the ecological legacy of Neopaganism this essay begins with a reflection on pagan spiritual roots. To explore paganism is to journey through the history of human life. Paganism is at once ancient and new; encompassing beliefs considered heathen, shamanic, esoteric and Celtic. Pagan thought is interwoven into philosophies such as thealogy, folklore, pantheism, animism and indigenous, nature-based traditions. Paganism could be placed among the religions that MacDonald describes as ‘global’ and ‘available to anyone’ and yet it can be compared to religions considered ‘primitive’, ‘primal’, ‘local’ and ‘indigenous.’
 MacDonald describes the indigenous ritual ‘repertoire’ as ‘concerned with enhancing and restoring life’
, placing an emphasis on spiritual agency and thus animistic. Such practices are also central to pagan traditions and in Europe one can argue that certain strands of paganism are embedded in the immediate environment and therefore it can be considered a ‘local religion’ or indigenous (p.819).
 

An earth-based spirituality, paganism sits, as Toynbee claims, among practices that are possibly ‘the original religion of all mankind’. Toynbee considered most pre and non-monotheistic religions, such as paganism, to be more ecologically aware and purported that when these ancient religions were practised, ‘man’s greedy impulse to exploit nature’ was ‘held in check by his pious worship of nature’. In theory paganism’s ecological legacy should be impressive and influential and yet, we still find ourselves today in a world where humans of all faiths and beliefs are involved in environmentally, destructive lifestyles. 

Perhaps a legacy of ancient paganism is impossible to discover as the ‘triumph of Christianity’ and monotheism took hold of much of the world for thousands of years, wiping out many pre-monotheistic practices. Or potentially the ecological legacy of paganism is the reality that with its demise, the earth suffered too. Tucker argues that over the last few thousand years, as indigenous pagans converted to monotheism, believers have shifted their focus of worship from earth and located the sacred outside of this world; worshiping a male, sky God. Starhawk, a well-known Neopagan leader and author, shares her pagan perspective on this pattern of disconnection from nature, expounding that unlike paganism, monotheism reinforces dualistic thinking, promoting all that is light, good and high and demonising aspects of life that are low, dirty or embodied. She comments that historically Christian society has "located God, as the source of true value, outside the living world."

Ecofeminists argue that the earth and the female have simultaneously suffered greatly. Parallels are drawn between the female body and our planet’s ecosystem, both of which are considered sacred in paganism. One could argue that with the monotheistic promotion of a far away, heavenly, male, divine being, monotheism allows humans to aggressively use the planet’s resources while concurrently accepting the subjugation of women. Spiritual ecologist, Llewellyn Vaughan Lee, defines this imbalance as a need to understand ‘the wisdom and transformative nature of the feminine’ so that we can ‘move individually and collectively out of the wasteland created by masculine consciousness and values ….’
.
Ancient pagan lifestyles may well have finely tuned the balance between masculine and feminine energies and the relationship between nature and human. Conversely, with the onset of monotheistic society and then intellectual, secularised philosophy humans have become disembodied from the earth. However, this argument would accept the unrealistic assumption that pre-monotheistic life, when humans worshipped many gods and saw nature as sacred, was a time of gender equality and ecological harmony. It also creates a dualism between paganism and monotheism which brings little light on the legacy of paganism’s environmental heritage. Bringing into question if it is possible for an ancient pagan ecological legacy to exist.
Contemporary Pagansim

Our planet is seen by pagans as female and ‘mother’ and yet another word for soil is ‘dirt’. Ecological destruction is a by-product of modern, globalised lifestyles. As the human population increases and standards of living rise, these lifestyles continue to be embraced, consuming the earth’s resources and polluting the planet. For a species to knowingly destroy the very ecosystem that supports life, disembodiment is required. This corrosive behaviour requires a disembodied relationship with the natural world as well as with our own bodies. 
As Plumwood defines it, many humans are in a state of ‘Hyperseparation’
 and as Orr states ‘the solution lies, simply, in how we behave. On what basis of beliefs are we making decisions and prioritising?’
 Since the Roman context of paganism, Orr purports that central to pagan belief is an awareness of human reliance ‘upon the cycles of nature for its health and well-being’
 and that a pagan spiritual path attends to the ‘flows of nature for guidance’.
 As our ecological outlook darkens, paganism is experiencing a renaissance and is on the rise. To explore the world of contemporary paganism and evaluate its ecological legacy is challenging as it includes such a wide spectrum of groups and is considered a relatively young form of spirituality. Certainly, one can contest that paganism’s underlying belief in a living, conscious, network of relationships on earth, encourages an ecologically positive cosmology and has much potential but, being so young, there is little evidence of its legacy. 
Plumwood argued that ‘the ecological crisis is the crisis of a cultural mind that cannot acknowledge and adapt itself properly to its material body’. She targeted ‘reason centred culture’ as the cause of our environmental demise, claiming that it reinforces a ‘desensitisation to nature’
 and that ‘the further and more radically we separate ourselves from nature in order to justify its domination, the more we lose the ability to respond to it in ethical and communicative terms.’
 Contemporary pagan belief offers an alternative to this disembodied existence and since the 1970s there has been an increase in people identifying as pagan.
The fifty year window since the 1970s coincides with a period of intense industrial development, the rise of globalisation, an increase in consumerism and an awareness that these developments are having a destructive impact on the planet’s environment. Taylor points out that with the birth of the environmental movement and the greening of religion, ‘intellectual practitioners of contemporary paganism..….joined in the religion and ecology ferment’
. Paganism offers an holistic notion of interdependence between man and nature and as such paganism intuitively became part of the religious environmentalist paradigm. Furthermore, according to von Schnurbein, those turning to paganism may naturally choose ‘environmentalism as their political forum’
 and indeed there is evidence of pagan influence throughout the growth of the modern ecological movement. 
Ecology Movement
A correlation with the intensification of the ecological movement and the rise of paganism is not sufficiently researched but aspects of ecological activism and philosophy deeply resonate with pagan values, suggesting that paganism’s legacy, in part, is its influence on prominent environmentalists and their ‘pagan sensibilties’ 
(Letcher). 

In the 1970s Arne Naess, a contemporary of Toynbee, coined the term, Deep Ecology, an eco-centric philosophy respecting the inherent value of all life on earth. He too was a critic of western dualism preferring animistic spiritualties that worshipped nature’s intrinsic worth and influenced a number of radical environmentalists. Deep Ecology is open to all faiths and beliefs but there are strong parallels with paganism. 
Orr purports that the word pagan derives from the ‘Roman context of the word pagus, a village community’
, also understood to mean a ‘region delimited by markers’ and the pagan practices within these communities obliged practitioners to develop an in-depth knowledge of their local environment. She describes Pagan principles as ‘rooted in the value of ecosystems, localism, diversity, natural balance, and understanding of the cycles..’.
 Correspondingly, in deep ecology the notion of ‘bioregional consciousness'
 is advocated when one intimately relates with the locality in which one lives and thus identifies with the natural surroundings, developing an ‘Ecological Self’
. A comparison with the pagan connection to nature is clear and Abram highlights the link further by describing Naess’s curated field of thought as potentially a most ancient perspective when stating,  ‘deep ecology opens a new (and perhaps also very old) sense of the sacred.’
 Deep Ecology has its roots in intellectuals such as Aldo Leopold, John Muir and Rachel Carson none of whom are pagan but whose passion for protecting the environment was akin to a sacred form of activism. Naess’s work has had a considerable impact on the ecological movement and the comparisons with pagan thought would suggest a significant ecological legacy for paganism if Naess did indeed look to this philosophy. 
Following Toynbee’s argument that ‘nature worship was the original religion of all mankind’ and that pantheism offered a remedy to the current destructive inertia, a connection between modern day environmentalism and paganism appears valid. Starhawk and others argued that pagan religions could and should be revived as they offered an alternative world-view in which the earth is considered sacred and worthy of reverent care. As Harvey describes ‘ Pagan cosmology reenchants the world…The world is an exciting and sacred place to live.’ 
 

NGO campaigns, mainstream media, scientific and academic research all point to the fact that humans are destroying the ecosystem on which we depend and to which we belong but we are not acting adequately to reverse this pattern. Like Plumwood, Taylor proposes that there are ‘cultural hindrances’
 preventing suitable changes in society and that we need broader cultural transformation. In agreement with Toynbee, Taylor suggests that in history humans limited their use of natural resources due to religious law and that ‘environmentalism comes from an emotional connection to nature’. Developing from ethics such as Deep Ecology, Taylor brings into play the spiritual nature of humans and their connection to the environment with his concept of Dark Green Religion. Taylor leaps beyond the trend of greening major world religions to a future where nature spiritualties dominate our lives. He predicts that fostering these ‘dark green spiritualties and ethics’ will create a sustainability revolution, without which the most likely outcome is ecological and social collapse. 
The Nature spiritualties and Deep Ecology described by Ness and Taylor, compare closely with the foundations of paganism. Orr outlines that paganism is distinguished from major world religions by being ‘founded on the power of nature’ and that it allows believers to find their own truths ‘within a framework of connectivity’
. She explains that fundamental to the Pagan vision is an interaction founded on ‘wakefulness both to spirit and the web of connection’, an interaction she calls ‘sacred relationship’.
 A perspective that fits well with Taylor’s Dark Green Religions. Whether it is contemporary paganism that comfortably joins Taylor’s concepts or paganism that influenced his line of thinking is difficult to decipher but certainly Taylor admits that he has been deeply influenced by radical, pagan environmentalists. 

Romancing Nature

Paganism does not monopolise a sacred relationship with nature, most global indigenous traditions are similarly in awe of the planet’s eco-system and worship nature. Equally, nature has been romantically venerated throughout time in art and poetry by artists of all backgrounds. Wordsworth called himself ‘A worshipper of nature’, Byron claimed that his love for nature had pagan influences; ‘There is something pagan in me’ and laments in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage ‘I love not Man the less, but Nature more,’. However, we are reminded by their contemporary, William Blake, that ‘England’s green and pleasant land’ was being overshadowed by the growth of Britain’s Industrial Revolution and ‘Dark Satanical Mills’. The dedications to nature in Romantic poetry were not protecting the earth from ecological harm. Similarly, pagan practice may worship nature but the reality of modern, western life involves a lifestyle that is not earth-kind.
A love of natural surroundings and celebrating earth through words or images alone are not enough. Despite pagans believing the earth is sacred, as humans on earth at this time; pagans are part of a system that uses the earth as a resource. Whether Christian, pagan or any faith and belief, romancing or worshiping nature in ceremony, is not in itself creating a positive ecological legacy. Activism is at the heart of change and eco-spiritual activism will be key to what Berry calls in his Dream of the Earth a ‘new story’, one of ‘emerging ethical evolution’.

In its earlier days, Halstead purports that Neo-Paganism had ‘real potential as a new “Earth religion” and in his article, “How Earth-Centered is Neo-Paganism Really?” he cites Margot Adler as describing the Neo-Paganism of the mid-to late 1970s as a “celebratory, ecological nature religion.” However he claims that as the decades have rolled by this ecological potential seems to have dissipated.  Halstead quotes anthropologist, Susan Greenwood’s research among Pagans in the 1990s which claims “that there was more emphasis on ritual and psychospiritual ‘internal’ nature as personal experience rather than a connection to, or even an interest in, the environment.”
 Suggesting that any potential ecologically sound legacy is less obvious.
Conclusion
Pagan spirituality has always been intrinsically interwoven with nature and belief in the interconnectedness of all life remains central to contemporary paganism. Pagans work towards living in harmony with earth, valuing non-dualism and non-violence in their spiritual practices as well as in their daily existence. The responsibility of the individual to make ethical choices and the notion of earth as sacred has led many pagans towards ecological activism.
Kirkey proposes that,
‘As long as our relationship to the natural world is one of romantic symbolism and abstractions we remain alienated and dissociated from the Earth. Critical reflection must then take its place right alongside the knowledge of myths, ritual and meditation’.

For a positive shift and clear evidence of an ecologically sound inheritance, Neopagans can only hope to impact their descendants if they are ‘eco-literate’ and ‘engaged competently with the reality of nature’
 (+ p.152 (Salmon p.154) Halstead article….) In our western society it is difficult to live within a system that views the earth as a resource and a society where economic growth is central to all political decisions. It leaves Neopagans little choice but to engage in environmental activism and more research is required to discover if the ecological frontline is populated with a high number of individuals from this spiritual tradition.
There is evidence of pagan influence throughout the ecological movement and as a belief system there is great potential for a constructive ecological legacy but we are yet to have this corroborated with statistics and academic research. Possibly, as Taylor’s Dark Green Religion philosophy suggests, paganism or other earth-based spiritualties will be the only choice for future life on earth, but in our current social framework perhaps many pagans remain held back by the systems in which we live.
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