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Compare, contrast and critique the work of two ‘sacred activists’, paying close attention to how their understanding and practice of spirituality informs their actions.
Word Count: 2,502
Introduction
In this essay I will consider the activism of environmental thinker and activist Dr. Vandana Shiva and political activist and Witch Starhawk (given name Miriam Simos). Born within 12 months of each other in the 1950s and prominent on the activist world stage for many decades these two campaigners share a passion for the health of the planet, protest against globalisation and weave their feminist ideology throughout their social justice advocacy. Coming from different continents and academic backgrounds and spiritually guided by differing traditions, both Shiva and Starhawk contrast greatly in their cultural motivations but ultimately both women centre their life work on political activism and reversing the ecological breakdown of planet earth. These activists have galvanised non-violent, social movements while grounded in their spirituality and for the purposes of this essay, their missions and lives are reflected upon in terms of Sacred Activism.  
Defining Sacred Activism
Rothberg writes of an emerging ‘socially engaged spirituality’ which incorporates fully in ‘social, political and communal life.’ (1993: 105) He explains that those embodying this approach explore the ‘sacred’ through activism that is embedded in the world, as opposed to contemplative, passive, quietist methods. According to Rothberg, a socially and spiritually engaged activist maintains practices and ethics that support ‘lived transformations of self and community toward a fuller alignment with or expression of what is ‘sacred’(1993: 105). The tools requiring cultivation for this approach are listed as ‘love and compassion, wisdom and deep understanding of the human condition, ethical integrity, personal and social liberation, harmony and justice’ (Rothberg 2005: 105). Theologian and author Andrew Harvey claims to have coined the term ‘Sacred Activism’ and defines it as a force created when ‘profound spiritual awareness is married to radical action for justice and compassion’ (172 A Guide to Sacred Activism with Andrew Harvey, 2018).
Both Shiva and Starhawk are prolific writers, speakers, campaigners and work tirelessly and courageously to promote thriving life on earth and to bring equity to humanity and the planet. When describing Shiva’s work, Deepak Chopra claims ‘the spirituality is on her side’ (Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. 2019) Similarly, Bloom (2000: 217) introduces Starhawk as ‘Without a doubt …the most influential, well-known and radical spiritual feminist.’ Summarising her work as explicitly motivated by ‘the healing of the whole community and the creation of balance’; descriptions that align well with Harvey’s Sacred Activist definition. 
Dr Vandana Shiva’ activism
Dr Vandana Shiva is an internationally recognised scientist and environmentalist who writes and speaks about the dominance of Western science and development and how this has negatively impacted development in the Global South, in particular in India. She criticises the modern world view as sanctifying scientific knowledge at the cost of the ‘sanctity of life’ (Jensen 2008: 1539). Shiva focuses on protecting sustenance economies in India and describes globalisation as considering both women and nature as resources for the ‘accumulation of capital’ (Jensen 2008: 1539). Shiva maintains that the creative feminine force of Hindu cosmology, Shakti, requires a balance with Purusha (masculine principle) and can provide a ‘basis for ecological thought and action in India’ (Jensen 2008: 1539). 
Shiva’s activism is deeply rooted in her Hindu heritage but critics claim that her ‘feminist religious ethics’ (Jensen 2008: 1539) are based on an ungrounded belief that women are intrinsically closer to nature than men – an accusation commonly attributed to ecofeminism. Her approach is aggressive and accusatory, describing the globalised structures she campaigns against, as ‘pathetic, miserable and impoverished’ (Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. 2019). Conversely, she describes the necessary activism of our time as ‘to serve the earth fiercely, with a deep, deep love but resist the hate and the violence with all the energy that you can bring.’ (Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. 2019)
The Hindu religion obligates followers to live in harmony with creation (p. 168), in a dharmic manner. Shiva asserts the Vedic concept of vasudhaiv kutumbakam (all of earth is an extended family), to raise awareness of how our ‘every act has not just global but cosmic implications’ (Dwivedi 2010: 167). At an early age she joined the Chipko movement and has continued to adopt Gandhian methods of the Hindu value ahimsa (non-violent action) within her activism. Ahimsa was introduced to the English language by Gandhi (Hardiman 2013:44) providing a term suitable for the political sphere’s understanding of peaceful civil resistance. 
Non-violent action is central to Sacred Activism and attempts to inform the social roots of the campaign issues, refusing to mirror the state or conglomerate on its own terms which Schock asserts on some level is ‘that of violence’. (2004: 37). Non-violent action was termed ‘passive resistance’ in Marxist ideology condemned as ‘a counter-revolutionary strategy of the bourgeois’ (Hardiman 2013:42) and a method that actually stalls a revolution. Violent action however, precludes vulnerable members of society and usually precipitates a violent response. Embracing non-violent methods of resistance enables dialogue and Hardiman believes is a ‘far more effective force for building a future democracy.’ (2013:44)
Shiva is described as a ‘one-woman movement’ (Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. 2019) and in 1991 she created a national movement, Navdanya, to protect nature resource rights. Beej Swaraj (seed sovereignty) is central to Navdanya’s mandate and the proclamation that ‘we shall defend it with our life’ typifies the expressions used in Shiva’s mission to stem the use of GMO crops in India, seeing the seed as ‘sacred’ (Navdanya’s website - www.navdanya.org) and to be protected.  She writes in Spiritual Ecology, (Shiva 2013:110) of the Hindu concept of annadana, the sacred gift of food. She describes food as a ‘sacred being’ (Shiva 2013:110) emphasising the important connection between, land, farmer and consumer. By forgetting annadana she claims ‘humans create agriculture without people’ (Shiva 2013:111) and thus allow for a system dominated by the globalised industries. Her critics argue that commercial agriculture produces higher yields and are essential for planetary sustenance but she claims that these statistics are false and are expounded by ‘scientists whose careers are locked into the development of a failed technology.’ (Shiva 2016:13). 
Shiva’s support of Gandhi’s legacy is evident in her campaign to protect Gandhi’s Ghani (native cold-press oil mills). Gandhi also focussed on the local production of goods to emancipate reliance from the British Empire and now Shiva believes the ghani can be considered a ‘symbol of our freedom in times of a new corporate imperialism’ (Shiva 2014:15) Gandhi’s Ghani). Shiva articulates her revolutionary ideas with scientific transparency, accompanied by a self-assured battle cry to rally communities against the food and agricultural monopoly controlling modern life globally. Chopra describes her as a modern day David pitted against Goliath and that her ‘quest’ is a ‘non-battle’. (Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. 2019).
Starhawk’s Activism
Starhawk is best known for her role in the revival of Witchcraft and as an adherent of the revisionist history of Goddess spirituality. Starhawk’s feminist spirituality is central to her activism and in light of the ecological crisis; she argues that our connection with the earth and all sentient beings is limited by our religious influences. Based in the United States and writing from a western viewpoint, Starhawk perceives Western culture as shaped by Judeo-Christian dogma that maintains God as ‘outside of nature’ which gives western society ‘a rationale for our own destruction of the natural order’, and justifies ‘our plunder of the earth’s resources’ (2000:218). Drawing on her belief that Witchcraft is the descendant of a Goddess spirituality which can support all humans and sentient beings, Starhawk purports that our society can be transformed if people reject ‘patriarchal disciplines’ (2000:220) and turn towards the immanence of the Goddess:
‘The model of the Goddess, who is immanent in nature, fosters respect for the sacredness of all living things. Witchcraft can be seen as a religion of ecology. Its goal is harmony with nature, so that life may not just survive, but thrive’ 
(Starhawk, 2000:218).
The practice of Starhawk’s spirituality not only informs her activism but adopts a co-creative role.  As an activist, Starhawk sees her approach to feminism aligning with a ‘magicospiritual movement as well as a political movement.’ (2000:219) and she has been influential in defining the practice of ‘Eco-magic’; a ‘use of magical and spiritual techniques for the benefit or protection of the environment’. (Harris 2008:554) Through the use and promotion of Eco-magic, her spiritual beliefs are manifested as a tool for activism, to effect social change. Starhawk has also encouraged modes of ‘Eco-Paganism’ arguing that ‘direct action was a necessary extension of Pagan spiritual practices’ (Lecher 2004:182).
Since her earliest writings during second wave feminism, Starhawk has been allied with other prominent proponents of a goddess spirituality who rely on a belief in a pre-historic, ‘matriarchal hypothesis’.  Believers describe a ‘Matriarchal golden age’ (Gross 2008:703) existing before the rise of patriarchy and monotheism, descriptions of which have been inspired in the modern, Western era by the work of archaeologist Marija Gimbutas (1974). Starhawk’s fellow Goddess spirituality advocates, Christ and Plaskow, acknowledge that ‘using the prebiblical past in constructing new feminist spiritual traditions’ does not break adequately from the past and distorts history by romanticizing it (1979:11). Nevertheless, Eller elucidates that revising history to include a strong role for female deities and of potential gynocentric societies is a prerequisite for feminist spirituality, ‘a way of understanding the long history of patriarchal rule that does not make this rule normative but leaves the path clear to establish societies in which women share or control social power.’ (1997:282)
Critics have regularly admonished the Goddess spirituality movement for their belief in an ancient, egalitarian, matriarchal society. Opposing scholars claim that this ‘Sacred History’ (Eller 1997) is ‘a kind of pseudo-mystical mixing and matching of symbols’ (Lefkowitz 1999:83) or ‘hopeful and idealistic creations reflecting the contemporary search for a social utopia.’ (Meskell 1999:83). More vehement criticisms of Starhawk’s promotion of the Goddess, describe it as ‘therapeutic solace for the angst-ridden middle class’ and ‘anti-rationalist’ (Thornton 1999:73)
In Dreaming the Dark: Magic, Sex and politics, Starhawk writes of the ‘Old Religion’ destroyed primarily by the Witch-hunts, citing fellow feminists, Rich, Daly, Ehrenreich and English as exponents of this history. Her Eurocentric account of the loss of an ‘Old Religion’, accuses an Old Order enforced by the Catholic Church, which was centred on land power, and a New Order focussed on money advocated by a Protestant ideology, as the destructive forces wiping out evidence of a positive female role in society (1990:206).
Federici  (2014) recognizes Starhawk as a feminist writer, who has ‘most consciously identified the history of the witches with the struggle for women’s liberation,’ (2014:206). Reclaiming history by writing about the witch-hunt could be considered another form of Starhawk’s Sacred Activism as well as her role in creating the modern, feminist, Witchcraft collective, Reclaiming. Federici describes the witch-hunt as the ‘most understudied phenomena in European history’ (2014:163) and that the feminist movement played a central role in revisiting this period and adopting it as a symbol of ‘female revolt’ (2014:164). Starhawk is recognised by Federici as one of only two feminist writers who have situated the witch-hunt in the context of Marx’s ‘primitive accumulation’, to explain the formation of capitalism. Starhawk expounds Marx’s belief that separation of the peasantry from the land was a necessary condition for the development of capitalism, in tandem with other factors such as the rise of professional medicine. She thus explores the witch-hunt in the context of the rise of a market economy in Europe. 
Since the 1970s her work has analysed the concepts of ‘power-over’ – a form of control with an underlying threat of force and ‘power- from- within’ or empowerment, namely a ‘spiritual power, the force we feel flowing through us in moments of deep connection with the great creative, compassionate energies of the universe’ (2011:44). As activists Starhawk espouses that ‘power-from-within’ leads to ‘collective power’ otherwise known as solidarity, a key component when ‘acting in the service of common goals’ (2011: 45).
In the late 1980s Starhawk was introduced to Permaculture design and sees it as the ‘practical application of the idea that the earth is sacred’ (Permaculture and the Sacred: A conversation with Starhawk. 2013). She now considers her work as intersecting the sacred, spiritual and ecological.
21st Century Activists
Starhawk’s rebellious and inventive approach to activism is situated in a Euro-American context rooted in a modern interpretation of spirituality and effecting change within the rich Global North. She has simultaneously shaped an emerging spiritual movement while advocating for social and ecological justice. In contrast, Shiva’s ancient and unbroken Hindu lineage is focussed on social and ecological justice within her native India and advocated as a global call for change. She is also deeply rooted in her spiritual beliefs, including the Goddesses of the Hindu pantheon but her scientific background leads her work and reputation with facts and data to support her activism. 
Shiva is known for her combative delivery of beliefs, claiming her opponents ‘lie’, describing the key players in the chemical industry as the ‘poison cartel’ and that she is fighting ‘bioimperialsim’ and ‘brutality’ (Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. 2019). In contrast, Starhawk embraces dance, collective living, permaculture training and magic in order to enact her activism. Whereas Shiva critiques the dominance and establishment of Western science, Starhawk targets the religious grip on medieval life as the turning point for an ideology focussed on ‘work’ and both conclude that the accumulation of capital and a market economy is the central challenge the world faces today. 
Both activists perceive regeneration as a key solution to humanity’s treacherous, ecological position and their work calls for a recovery of the feminine aspect in our emotional and spiritual lives which they embrace through their beliefs. They prioritise the health of the planet’s soil in their ecological campaigning, promoting permaculture, seed sovereignty and natural farming methods. Their ecofeminist mandate endorses the belief found in both their spiritual traditions; that the divinity is present in creation and should thus be protected. Shiva situates the ecological challenges India faces with the assault of globalisation, within the context of Indian spiritual traditions, specifically the sacred connection between the divine and nature within Rigvedic cosmology. Starhawk offers ‘the principles of magic not as a belief system…but as an alternative descriptive system that can help develop a psychology of liberation’ (1987). 
Well known in the ecospiritual field, both Shiva and Starhawk  have created and spearheaded their own individual campaigns, at times leaving them exposed to reproach.  Critics have judged Starhawk’s promotion of a revisionist Goddess history and her interpretive essay writing around the witch-hunt as invalid and lacking evidence.  Shiva’s incendiary rhetoric has been described as misplaced and incorrect. Such criticisms have not curtailed the work of these women and they continue to connect global political, environmental and spiritual debates with their version of Sacred Activism endorsing the words of Graham Harvey: ‘the personal is political is spiritual’. (2008:554)

References
Bloom, W. 2000. Rothberg, D. 1993. The Crisis of Modernity and the Emergence of Socially Engaged Spirituality, from ReVision 15. California: ReVision Publishing, (p. 105-114)
172 A Guide to Sacred Activism with Andrew Harvey. (2018) YouTube video, added by Path Eleven [Online]. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BdCB2u2LmGY [Accessed 28 June 2019]
Seeds of Love with Deepak Chopra & Dr Vandana Shiva. ( 2019) YouTube video, added by The Chopra Well [Online]. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WarbGqmMig8 [Accessed 28.6.2019]
Christ, C & Plascow, J. 1979. Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader in Religion, New York: Harper & Row
Dwivedi, O. P. 2010. Gottlieb, R. (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Religion and Ecology. Oxford: Oxford University Press
Eller, C. 1997. Relativizing the Patriarchy : The Sacred History of the Feminist Spirituality Movement, History of Religions, Vol. 30, No. 3, Chicago: University of Chicago Press 
Federici, S. 2014. Caliban and the Witch – Women, The Body and Primitive Accumulation. New York: Autonomedia.
Gimbutas, Marija.(1974). The Gods and Goddesses of Old Europe, 7000-3500BC. London: Thames and Hudson.
Gross, R. 2008. Taylor, B. (eds.) Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature New York: Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd
Hardiman, D. 2013. Towards a History of Non-violent Resistance. Economic and Political, Vol. 48, No. 23, Mumbai: Economic and Political Weekly
Harris, A. 2008. Taylor, B. (eds.) Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature New York: Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd
Harvey, G. 2008. Taylor, B. (eds.) Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature New York: Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd
Jensen, M. 2008. Taylor, B. (eds.) Encyclopedia of Religion and Nature New York: Continuum International Publishing Group Ltd 
Lecher, A. 2004. Raising the Dragon: Folklore and the Development of continuing British Eco-Paganism, The Pomegranate 6.2, London: Equinox Publishing
 Lefkowitz, M. 1999 in Thornton, B. The False Goddess and Her Lost Paradise, A Journal of Humanities and the Classics, Third Series, Vol. 7, No. 1, Boston: Boston University
Meskell L. in Thornton, B. The False Goddess and Her Lost Paradise, A Journal of Humanities and the Classics, Third Series, Vol. 7, No. 1, Boston: Boston University
Permaculture and the Sacred: A conversation with Starhawk, (2013) YouTube video, added by Harvard Divinity School [Online]. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zV-MsQYrW0g [Accessed 28.6.19]
Schock, K. 2004 Unarmed Insurrections: People Power Movements in Nondemocracies (Social Movements, Protest and Contention),  Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press
Shiva, V. 2013. Vaughan-Lee, L. (eds.) Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth. California: Golden Sufi Center,U.S
Shiva, V. 2016 False Claims and Scaremongering Underpin what has become a Load of GMO Mumbo-Jumbo, Resurgence and Ecologist magazine, No. 296, May/June 2016, Devon: Resurgence Trust
Shiva, V. 2014 Gandhi’s Ghani, Resurgence and Ecologist magazine,  No. 282, January/February 2014, Devon: Resurgence Trust
Starhawk, 1987. Truth or Dare, New York: Harper and Row,
Starhawk, 1990, Dreaming the Dark: Magic, Sex and Politics, California: Mandala Books 
Starhawk, 2000, Bloom, W. (eds) Feminism and Witchcraft, Holistic Revolution: The Essential New Age Reader. London: Allen Lane /The Penguin press
Starhawk, 2011. The Empowerment Manual: A Guide for Collaborative Groups, Gabriola Island: New Society Publishers




[bookmark: _GoBack]
2

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU —————————
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David




