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A Comparative Exploration of the Rights of Nature and the Role of Human through the Lens of Spiritual and Indigenous Philosophical Ecologies:
A comparison of two articles: Kelly D. Alley’s (2019) River Goddesses, Personhood and Rights of Nature: Implications for Spiritual Ecology and Deborah Rose’s (2005) An Indigenous Philosophical Ecology: Situating the Human.

There have been initial wins for indigenous and traditional people throughout the planet, in which personhood is recognized by governing bodies, granting’ human rights’ to waters, places held sacred, and/or their associated deities (Hunter, 2019; Alley, 2019). With motivations spanning from indigenous beliefs to the political and environmental, recognizing personhood brings mixed reactions and questions motivations. For many, this is seen as an initial win to protect the non-human beings/persons/kin. This essay is an exploration and comparison of the human role in the context of rights-of-nature, personhood, country and law in relation to nature, the environment, and the more-than-human. 
Personhood and Rights of Nature
A traditional worldview sees personhood, not as a sub-category of human, separating the human and the more-than-human/non-human. There are human-persons, river persons, tree persons, mountain persons, animal persons, etc. and varying species (Bird-David, 1999; Kimmerer, 2013). Granting personhood and rights-of-nature has become more widespread, and arguably the first step in creating meaningful protections and restoration to places not only deemed sacred, but that are also detrimental to the health and survival of the humans and the more-than-human inhabitants of the waters and lands. The international rights-of-nature movement:
[A]ims to address the way western legal systems treat nature as property, making the living world invisible to the law. It uses western legal constructs, such as personhood and rights-based approaches, to shift the status of nature from property to a subject in law in an effort to protect the natural world, (Gleeson-White, 2018).
Dr. Michelle Maloney, co-founder of the Australian Earth Laws Alliance 2012, believes “rights of nature is inspired and led by Indigenous traditions of Earth-centred law and culture, but it’s also ‘whitefellas talking back to the white system,’” believing rights-of-nature approaches are the bridge to a “Earth-centered way of being,” (Gleeson-White, 2018). 
Rights of Nature evolved from the 1970s conservation debates (Alley, 2019). In 1972, Christopher Stone introduced the rights-of-nature concept in his article Should trees have standing? (Gleeson-White, 2018). Later that year in the 1972 case, Sierra Club v Morton, Justice William O Douglas ruled that “trees should be granted personhood and have the ability to sue for their own protection,” ultimately blocking the development of a Walt Disney ski resort inside Sequoia National Park (Gleeson-White, 2018). While Stone introduced this concept to the West in 1972, it seems that rights-of-nature were recognized legally in Europe before the birth of the modern-Western worldview and the separation of human and nature perpetuated by colonialism and capitalism. When I speak to ‘Western’ or the ‘West’, I am referencing a dominant mindset within the geographical West that has pervaded the planet due to globalization and capitalism. This is not to minimize the many people living in the geographical West who align with animistic, relational, nature-based spiritualities and ontologies, including the indigenous and traditional peoples. Luc Ferry, a French philosopher references European trials in which humans vs. creatures such as weevils, leeches, dolphins, and beetles were recognized as these creature were worthy of trials, seen as ‘creatures of God’ (Sepie, 2017). Documented in the 1500s, these trials remained before ‘western’ culture permeated the world, “for a certain period in European history, there was the possibility to think of other species in a manner which afforded them agency and equated their rights with those of human beings,” (Sepie, 2017: 7).
In 2006, the US Community Environmental Legal Defense Fund successfully defended a small community, granting the right to reject sludge being dumped in their Pennsylvania borough. Within the decade that followed, countries have recognized the rights-of-nature by enacting laws and constitutional protections. In 2008, Ecuador was the first county to recognize rights of nature in their constitution, and ultimately brought more legal protection to Indigenous peoples. Further nations and countries have followed suit: 
New Zealand granted legal personhood to the Te Uruwera forest in 2014, and to the Whanganui river and Mount Taranaki in 2017. An Indian court granted legal personhood to the Ganges and Yamuna rivers in 2017, citing the Whanganui Act, and soon after Colombia awarded rights to the Atrato river, (Gleeson-White, 2018).
In the case of the Ganga and Yamuna rivers, unfortunately the Supreme Court halted these rulings a few months after granting juristic-personhood (Alley, 2019).
Juristic-Person’s and the Rights of Deities and Nature
Alley (2019) explores the two High-Court cases, Mohd Salim v. State of Uttarakhand and others and Lalit Miglani v. State of Uttarakhand and others which granted juristic-personhood to the Ganga and Yamuna rivers. Alley approached the essay through the lens of spiritual ecology, “an international movement that highlights cases where religious and/or spiritual values and practices are interwoven with concerns and activities involving environmental or ecological protection or advocacy,” (2019: 503). Unlike other rulings, these cases were seen as an attempt to combine “religious and legal concepts of deity and person with a rights of nature approach,” (Alley, 2019: 502). Judges argued that the River Goddesses also constituted nature, therefore granting juristic-personhood not only to the rivers, glaciers, and tributaries, but to the River Goddesses (Alley, 2019). Granting of juristic personhood was an attempt to address ongoing concerns as related to river pollution, dam obstruction, and reduced water flow that not only threatened the physical health and wellbeing of the human and more-than human inhabitants, but also for the health of the River Goddesses and her devotees. 
In Roman law, the concept of juristic-person was defined as persona ficta, “a category of law used for nonhuman entities when societies want to recognize them as subjects of rights and obligations,” (Alley, 2019: 505). Alley (2019) traces the historical roots of granting juristic-personhood in India, identifying it as a colonial political tool to appease religious devotees while establishing land and property disputes, temple endowments and land acquisitions. The recognition of deity-personhood contributes to the wealth of Hindu religious communities, allowing deities to own property and assets, reaffirming “the ritual of prana pratistha, where the life spirit of the god or goddess is invited into the idol (murti) to establish personhood,” (Alley, 2019: 506). Within modern-day Hindu practices and philosophy, “deities have been viewed as personifications of abstract energies and qualities or as real beings embodying divine energies and qualities,” (Alley, 2019: 506). The Ganga River is seen as: 
[T]he Supreme Shakti of the Eternal Shiva’, “our tarini” (remover of sin), and a personified goddess in several mythological stories […] conceived by all as a Mother and provider; devotees bathe in her waters to be cleansed of their sins; the ashes of the dead are immersed in her waters and lead the departed soul to a higher birth; and her name is chanted with the belief that it will bestow freedom from poverty and protection and lead to liberation, (Alley, 2019: 506).
The Yamuna River Goddess, “is the daughter of Surya (the sun god) and Saranyu. The Lord of death, Yama, is her brother,” (Alley, 2019: 506). Following precedent from colonial and post-colonial laws and hearings, the Judges acknowledged the Goddesses as powerful, yet endangered: 
The right to life is then given to the Goddess as a juristic person and then justified by scientific reasoning that considers these Goddesses as rivers and natural entities subject to environmental and climatic conditions. The entrance way for justifying such rights appears to be a Hindu worldview and values, but the outcomes are considered to be beneficial for ecology, water, all humans, and their adaptations to climate change, (509).
In Alley’s (2019) interviews, Goddess devotee’s expressed disapproval in the rulings as they disagreed with the insinuation that the Goddesses were vulnerable, in need of guardianship and protecting. Responses from devotees mostly seemed lack-luster, and felt the rulings did not impact their everyday lives, nor the Goddesses’ survival. While some devotee’s believed in advocating for the Goddesses, they also felt there was no point as the system was corrupt and inept at following through with government initiatives. In an interview with one devotee, they felt this was the path of the Goddess, her seva. The only real complaint is of the continued pollution dumping into the river, especially in spaces of ritual bathing (Alley, 2019).
Ten days after the Rivers were granted personhood, the glaciers, lakes, tributaries, and wetlands, the same Judges ruled in the Miglani case, but did not reference sacred values, deities and Goddesses, and focused on rights-of-nature from a ecological, scientific model; yet acknowledged the rights of Hindus to worship their Goddesses in alignment with their values (Alley, 2019). Alley makes note that granting personhood to Gods and Goddess comes with varying responses in a variety of cases with varying social implications. Could this be the reason the Judges chose not to include in the Miglani case? Could aligning with the spiritual framework harm government and constituent support? Alley asks whether a spiritual approach to ecological activism is helping or a hindrance? I would think it would depend on the culture, history, backgrounds, and beliefs of the human-people residing in the region/state/nation. These cases seem to want to bridge the ecological and the spiritual, but does this further perpetuate the colonial roots of dualism and separation, rather than recognizing that the ecological is spiritual and the spiritual is ecological?

Law, Country, and the Rights of Nature
In the petitions to the Supreme Court, Government officials cited fears of liability due to boundaries between states, as the Ganga and Yamuna rivers flows through multiple states. State and central government officials feared being sued in cases of damage from river flooding, and river pollution that flowed into other states. This fear of liability led to the petition, resulting in the rulings to be stayed (Alley, 2019). And when it comes to environmental and ecological initiatives and laws in the current climate/ecological crisis, we cannot be limited by national boundaries and politics. 
Country & Law
Kimmerer (2002) defines Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) as, “the knowledge, practice, and belief concerning the relationship of living beings to one another and to the physical environment, is held by peoples in relatively nontechnological societies with a direct dependence upon local resources […] independent of ethnicity,” (432). Kohak defines philosophical ecology as “our conceptions of our place and task in the world,” (Rose, 2005: 294). To conceptualize the role of the human through the lens of science and the humanities, Rose (2005) explores the Australian Aboriginal philosophical ecology, drawing from her research in the Northern Australian Territory of the Victoria River Valley and Wagait region of southwest Darwin. To understand this worldview, the concept of ‘country’ needs to be named. In contrast to defining countries as nation, marked by geographical boundaries, the Aboriginal in Australia define ‘country’, as the lands, as nature:
[W]ithin Indigenous concepts a country is small enough to accommodate face-to-face groups of people, and large enough to sustain their lives. It is politically autonomous in respect of other, structurally equivalent, countries and at the same time is interdependent with other countries. Each country is itself the focus and source of Indigenous law and life practice. Countries come into being through Dreaming creation. Dreamings demarcate a world of difference, and at the same time make the patterns and connections that cross-cut difference. Among these patterns are those that cross-cut human and other species, creating the consubstantial kindreds known as totemic groups. Other patterns include the ‘culture’ or way of life of different species including their habitats, foods, and patterns of behaviour, (295).
Country communicates and tells you how to live, it “positions human responsibility as knowledgeable action in response to country. Human action is thus both directive and responsive,” promoting mutual benefit that, “promote synergistic entanglements across species and country such that life is enhanced through beneficial connectivities,” enmeshed and entangled, “Care of country means caring for others as well as self. Human care responds to country’s communication,” (Glaskin, 2012: 300). 
The Aboriginal law is law of country, not that of a governing body or nation, law is:
[A] word that denotes a code of living and associated values based on traditions established by living and spiritual ancestors, both human and more-than-human, which encompass the entirety of the Australian history, Country (or, landscape), and the life that inhabits it. Law, Country, Dreaming, when considered together convey a worldview that has, at its heart, an ethic of how to be in the world, (Sepie, 2017: 16).
The country is the land and the land is the law; the land is a living being:
The land is a sacred entity, not property or real estate; it is the great mother of all humanity. […] The two most important kinds of life are, firstly, those between land and people, and secondly, those amongst people themselves, the second being always contingent upon the first […] all meaning comes from the land, (Graham, 1999: 106). 
Law is defined not by humans, but by nature—the ways of being and interacting. Country and law are about mutual benefit, for the human and the more-than-human, asking the human to listen to, care, and respond to ‘country’. When referring to ecological ‘law’ it would be important to move beyond the boundaries defined by governing nations, recognizing the interdependency in this global ecology 
Re-situating the Human
Rose (2002) sets out to ‘re-situate’ the human, referencing Plumwood (2002), “re-situating is a process of overcoming the West’s long-term hegemonic anthropocentrism, a philosophical ecology that separates humans from the natural world in the most extreme ways,” (303). Plumwood identifies this dualism, this extreme discontinuity as hyperseparation (Rose, 2002). An ecocentric philosophy moves away from the view that resources are meant only for human benefit, into a place of respect for the entanglements of all persons. Rose (2005) identifies totemism as “a manifestation of a broader metaphysics of ecological beneficial connectivity,” (296) recognizing the interconnectedness of multiple-species and their relationships as mutually beneficial:
The totemic metaphysics of mutual life-giving draws different species into overlapping and ramifying patterns of connection through benefit. Many of these benefits are not immediately reciprocated. Rather, they keep moving through other living things, sustaining life through the twin processes of life for itself and life for others (297).
Rose (2005) recognizes that information communicated across species and persons is a key benefit in understanding ecological patterns and relationships, “These relationships are all about the regeneration of the world,” suggesting “they articulate principles for how life really works […] the metaphysics of beneficial connectivity that concerns me here is communicated by and through the living world itself, within the matrices of interconnected countries,” (298). Humans are seen as intracule parts of the self-organisation and life-processes of country (Rose, 2005). Referencing Freya Matthews (2003), “living beings’ desire for self-realisation is both for self and for other, this desire can be understood as a desire ‘to participate in the realness of the world’,” Rose believes, “the desire to care for country is just such a desire to be participating in the realness and eventfulness of living country,” (2005: 302). The realness and eventfulness of the living country in 2021 is that country is in crisis. To re-situate the human, there must be a ‘desire to care for country’.
Conclusion
Alley and Rose present differing frameworks, identifying the limits of post-colonial law and worldviews of country as related to ecological reform, identifying both the disconnect from humans and nature, and looking for solutions to the ecological crisis.  Alley stated in the beginning of their article, “Designating rights for nature is a potentially powerful way to open up the dialogue on nature conservation around the world and provide some enforcement power for an ecocentric or nonhuman approach,” (2019: 502). Alley explored two cases in which the granting of juristic-personhood fell short of expectations, asking questions that exposed the underbelly of colonialism, corruption, and fear that prevent meaningful, relational solutions comprised of mutual benefit for all persons. Through archival data and qualitative interviews Alley started a conversation for exploration, demonstrating we need more, moving past the media headlines to action. Rose presented another perspective, an indigenous framework that may be the solution to the ecological crisis.
“Animists are people who recognize that the world is full of persons, only some of whom are human, and that life is always lived in relationship with others,” (Harvey, 2019 [2005], xiii). Looking forward towards action, we need to move past short-term solutions and appeasements to relational actions. We need to find solutions that are beneficial to all Beings, finding a place of collaboration and mutual benefit:
If we were to adopt a relational attitude, and interact with rivers, streams, trees, animals, soils and so on as if they are persons, our behaviors and actions would also necessarily be altered as a consequence. We wouldn’t want to pump sewage into another person, for example, or destroy the home of another person, or abuse, misuse or exploit another person, (Hunter, 2019: 34).
At the center of the ecological crisis are human rights crises. Exploitation of human-persons continues to persist, even with all the governance and laws. We as a collective have been exploiting lands and dumping waste to areas inhabited by humans deemed  ‘lesser’ or ‘other’ for centuries. At the heart of the ecological crisis is a crisis in relationship towards all persons, human and the more-than-human. Hunter (2019) goes on to say that “need to develop good relationships with the other persons in our ecosystem— prosperous, mutually beneficially relationships,” (34). Good relationships with the ‘other persons’ needs to extend to all human-persons. Decentralizing the human and decolonizing our beliefs and relationships requires moving past the hierarchies of social Darwinism that have perpetuated racism, classism, sexism, nationalism, etc. Sepie (2017) recognises that:
[T]o decolonize is to interrogate all cultural, religious, and scientific content that is a part of westernization and assess these elements in terms of their contemporary utility,” offering “a way out of this chronic state of alienated insecurity. Decolonization may be a way to find a crossing into another way of being in the world, and perhaps one which still exists under the convincing artificiality of westernized cities, structures, families, and selves, (25).
Besides the current ecological crisis, what are the motivations for governments to decolonize relationships with other humans, the environment/nature/planet and move into a space of relationality?
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