	
	
	



A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers
Introduction
This essay critically compares and contrasts two JSTOR papers: Daniela Bertol, ‘Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment’, Leonardo, 39.2, 125–130, (2006) and Christopher Key Chapple, ‘Thomas Berry, Buddhism and the New Cosmology’, Buddhist - Christian Studies, 18, 147–154, (1998). Beginning by examining each paper’s written style and structure, this paper will then consider the sources each author uses and how their respective approaches to culture influence their arguments and conclusions. For orientation, this paper first provides background on each author, subject matter and the publications in which their work appeared.
Daniela Bertol
Daniela Bertol is a transdisciplinary multi-media artist, designing physical and digital spaces that explore the intersection of self, time and environment through spatial journeying. Her scholarship includes an MA in Architecture from Rome University, Italy (1980), and a PhD in Arts and Education from Deakin University, Australia (2017).
Bertol’s Paper: Framing the Land and Sky: Art Meets Cosmology in a Sustainable Environment
Bertol’s article details her lifetime project Sunset Farm, a 68-acre rural landscape in the Hudson Valley, New York, in which participants are invited on an experiential meditative journey through a celestially aligned solar-powered nature trail of calendrically and cosmographically functional land art. 
Publication
Published in 2006 in the international journal Leonardo, Bertol’s intended readership are those working at the intersection of art and science including scholars, artists, and industry innovators. 
Christopher Key Chapple
Christopher Key Chapple is Professor of Indic Religions and Comparative Theology at Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles, (2007 – present). Chapple holds an MA in Buddhism, Fordham University, New York, (1978), and a PhD in Religious Studies, Fordham University, New York, (1980).
Chapple’s Paper: Thomas Berry, Buddhism, and the New Cosmology
Chapple’s article ‘Thomas Berry, Buddhism and the New Cosmology’, looks at how Buddhist Asia’s contribution to environmental destruction might be mitigated through the doctrines and practices of Theravada Buddhism and the teachings of his former University tutor, Professor Thomas Berry. 
Publication
Published in 1998 in the scholarly journal: Buddhist – Christian Studies, Chapple’s intended readership are specialists in Comparative Theology and Religion.
Definition of Key Terms

Written Styles and Structure
Daniela Bertol’s paper effectively conveys her project Sunset Farm using clear, engaging writing that strikes a balance of evocative and logical prose. Neatly bookending the papers main expository technical content with mirroring cosmological context of the introduction and conclusion, Bertol effectually showcases her diverse skills as an artist, designer, researcher and author with an authoritative tone. The integration of digital architectural drawings and photographs of Sunset Farm provide an engaging visual connection to Bertol’s ongoing creative process. By including a progress status of each component of Sunset Farm, Bertol provides both transparency and potential donor engagement for those elements awaiting funding. 
Christopher Key Chapple’s paper begins with an abstract underscoring Theravada Buddhism (at once making distinctions from other Buddhist traditions such as Mahayana) as a methodology for an environmental ethic. Chappe writes:
“Our contemporary awareness of an environmental ethic is understood to be based on representing a cosmology of the interconnection of all beings. This construct is coincident with the emerging sense of our present view of the phenomenal world and resonant with the insights of Theravada Buddhism.” 
Ambiguity arises with the use of plural first-person pronouns, potentially leaving readers uncertain as to whose perspectives Chapple is representing and addressing. Along with a failure to define key terms and link ideas together, Chapple’s incohesive structure lacks flow and logic. Beginning with a stirring emotional narrative, Chapple depicts a cosmological crisis linked to environmental degradation. Whilst Chapple’s writing makes powerful appeal to pathos, claims regarding the environment in Buddhist Asia go unsupported as demonstrated in the following excerpt from Chapple’s introduction, where notably, he reframes his thesis statement:
“I propose to examine Buddhist influences within Berry’s thought and suggest ways in which Berry’s style of environmental advocacy might benefit the Buddhist world in Asia, which, due to burgeoning (mal)development, is encountering the sorts of environmental ravage that North America and Western Europe first identified in the 1960’s”. 
Chapple appears to switch from Theravada Buddhism as a key methodology, to the Buddhist influences and teachings of Thomas Berry, scarcely mentioning Theravada Buddhism directly again. It remains unclear but somewhat implicit, that Chapple is suggesting that those who are of a Mahayana or other non-Theravada Buddhist tradition convert to Theravada, via the Theravada influenced teachings of Berry. Due to this ambiguity around crucial issues, Chapple may attract claims of deliberate obfuscation intended to mask proselytism as scholarly exploration.
Finishing with what could be considered evangelical prose, Chapple ends his conclusion and paper with:
“Berry advises that in order to escape the ravage brought on the earth by over consumption and pollution, we must listen to the earth and understand the workings of our story to revision a world that can sustain itself and allow humans to flourish, not for the purposes of pursuing creature comforts, but to be established in a state of enlightened joy and affectivity.”
Whilst poignant, Chapple’s conclusion is wholly devoted to the work of Berry, veering towards a living eulogy than a rational synthesis of the paper’s broader points. Without including the fundamentals of his ideas, Chapple’s conclusion fails to address his own key points, and to meet the aims set out in his thesis, whilst further suggesting ideological motivations and bias in Chapple's arguments. 
Both papers seek to connect the reader to the importance of an interconnected relationship between self and the environment. Bertol’s approach to structure and written style, supports her presentation of Sunset Farm, and herself as it’s credible creator, whilst allowing the reader to fully engage with Sunset Farm and its broader metaphysical and cosmological implications. In contrast, Chapple presents a patchwork of notions via emotive rhetoric that lacks logical cohesion. These factors combined can leave the reader grappling with ambiguity rather than engaging with Chapple’s ideas intellectually. 
Sources and Approaches to Culture
A minor concern arises from Bertol’s introduction and conclusion, regarding the intended purpose of ancient megaliths. Bertol writes:
“These ancient monuments were aligned to celestial objects and phenomena. The early naked-eye observatories were the first built expressions of the human desire to connect with remote space; they were inspired not only by a metaphysical and spiritual motive but also by the search for solutions to practical problems such as the optimisation of agriculture and the understanding of weather patterns”. 
And later: 	
“My inspiration for Sunset Farm came from the intentions of the ancient monuments.”
It could be argued that any statement given as a definitive assertion of the original intentions of monuments such as Stonehenge, is problematic due to the inherent limitations of a lack of written evidence. When contemplating the extent of Stone Age astronomy evident in the British Isles from just before 3000 BCE, Nicholas Campion in his book “A History of Western Astrology” 2008 Bloomsbury, questions whether this astronomy was concerned with solstices and lunar phases, or if it involved stars and eclipse measurements, he concludes: 
“These questions will never be answered to everyone’s satisfaction, for the evidence requires modern judgements concerning the builders’ skill but, most of all, their intentions. The megalith builders left no writing, so we can only enter their minds through the awesome remains they left behind.” A History of Western Astrology Volume 1, Nicholas Campion, (2008), Bloomsbury
While Bertol’s summary of megaliths may use broad enough descriptors to be accepted as generally true, the paper could still benefit from minor editing that effectively conveys the enduring mysteries and evolving narratives of Stone Age astronomy, eliminating any potential grumbles of inaccuracy, whilst further enriching Bertol’s paper as a mirroring process of evolving ideas. In a more recent update on Sunset Farm, Bertol details her evolving conceptual processes, contemplating diverse religious practices which connect the body to earth and sky, including Buddhist meditation walks, Hindu astronomical breathing, and Islamic Solar timed prayers. In this way, Bertol highlights a cultural relativist approach in her ability to encompass diverse cultures, without elevating one above another via value judgements. 
Looking to Chapple’s use of sources, it is reasonable to expect Chapple to regularly quote Berry to meet his stated aims of examining Berry’s Buddhist influences and thought. However, in the list of fifteen sources used, thirteen are direct quotations of Berry’s work. The remaining two consist of a secondary source on the work of Berry, and a Theravada Buddhist text. This over-reliance on a single source raises questions around Chapple’s ability to consider diverse perspectives. 
To meet academic standards, Chapple would be expected to substantiate environmental claims such as:
“India, Thailand, Indonesia, Korea and China to name a few, have exploded in the last decade in terms of industrial output, and are fuelling a consumer boom in imitation of American and European models.”
Chapple’s arguments would gain substantial credibility through the inclusion of pollution data derived from environmental studies conducted in Buddhist Asia within the past two decades. These data would lend empirical support to claims regarding the role of industrialisation, modernisation and consumerism as drivers of environmental degradation in the region. Without clear demonstration of a direct correlation and comprehensive exploration of possible contributing factors like global economics and geopolitics, Chapple's argument lacks credibility. Furthermore, Chapple’s position may be critiqued as ideological fervour in the absence of any research or consideration of the extent to which Asian Buddhist’s, are receptive to the teachings of Thomas Berry and Theravada doctrines, particularly within communities of non-Theravada Buddhists.
Though Chapple refrains from clearly defining Buddhist traditions, he does go on to make geographical and cultural distinctions:
“The greatest challenge for Buddhist environmentalism lies not in its newly adopted homes in North America and Western Europe. In these areas Buddhism by definition is countercultural and accords well with other counter-cultural movements such as environmentalism. In its source of origin however, Buddhism is part of the mainstream society and vulnerable to the contemporary drive toward urbanization, modernization, and consumerism.”
Here, Chapple appears to elevate countercultural Buddhism over a mainstream Buddhism in terms of its environmentalist effectuality. Without supporting evidence these comments may translate as indicative of postmodern relativism, as defined by Terry Eagleton in his book “Ideas of Culture”, (2002). Eagleton contemplates the shift from a descriptive cultural relativism arising in response to early anthropological judgements of cultures as superior or inferior, to a modern-day postmodern relativism, Eagleton writes:
“For the postmodernist, by contrast, whole ways of life are to be celebrated when they are those of dissident or minority groups, but to be castigated when they are those of majorities.” 
Eagleton’s ironic remarks highlight the consideration needed before making value judgements in the assessment of outside cultures and the pervasive nature of ethnocentrism. Chapple’s failure to consider Buddhist communities such as American immigrant Asian Buddhists and their descendants, who may not identify as a counterculture, suggest blinkered perceptions of Western Buddhism. Similarly, not all Asian Buddhists in Asian Buddhist countries may identify as being vulnerable to a capitalist mainstream, complacent to environmental destruction, including those who have been part of long-established Asian environmental projects such as Buddhist Perception of Nature. 
In “Describing the Elephant, Peter N Gregory, Religion and American Culture, V.11 (2001)”, Peter writes of the complex interaction between American and Eastern Buddhist cultures:
	“Many of the forms of Buddhism that have been most successful among the growing population of non-Asian converts in the United States are themselves products of various reform and modernisation movements in Asia that, in turn, are responses to the impact of Western colonialism and imperialism.”
Gregory’s remarks further reinforce the need for Chapple to consider broader and more nuanced historical and global cultural influences to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how cultures evolve and respond to contemporary issues. 
Conclusion
The critical comparison of the two HSTOR papers by Daniela Bertol and Christopher Key Chapple has shed light on their distinct writing styles, structural choices, use of sources, and approaches to culture. Bertol’s well-structured and precise paper takes readers on a guided tour of Sunset Farm, showcasing her cultural relativist approach that connects and transcends cultures. This approach enables her to explore profound existential and metaphysical questions. On the contrary, Chapple’s paper is marred by insidious ambiguity and unsupported claims. It lacks the rigorous evidence-based arguments necessary for academic discourse. Moreover, it makes implicit, broad and sweeping assertions about millions of Asian Buddhists without proper substantiation. In summary, this comparison emphasises the significance of academic rigour, cultural relativism, and evidence-based arguments in scholarly work. Bertol’s approach allows for a meaningful exploration of cosmological and metaphysical questions, while Chapple’s paper falls short of these standards, ultimately undermining its’ credibility.









	
	
	



