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I wrote the following reflections in the hope they will encourage further
research and debate about the phenomena I explored in Dark Green
Religion: Nature Spiritualty and the Planetary Future. These reflections are
adapted from the ‘Vorwort zur deutschen Neuausgabe: Dunkelgriine
Religion—Zehn Jahre danach’, with which I introduced the German
edition.!

The motion picture Avatar was written and directed by James Cameron
and released in December 2009. Set on Pandora, a lushly vegetated moon
circling a distant star, the film depicted the Na’vi, the moon’s aboriginal
people, in an against-all-odds struggle to defeat human invaders who,
having destroyed their Earthly habitat, were hellbent on taking the
mineral wealth of Pandora. The film’s crescendo was a furious battle in
which the Na'vi, several human allies who had come to respect and love
the Na’vi, and a host of fierce Pandoran creatures, all united to repel the
imperial invaders.

Like most viewers, I found the bio-luminescent landscape of Pandora
awe-inspiring and the devastation from the warfare emotionally
wrenching. I also immediately recognized that, in its depiction of Na'vi
spirituality, the film exemplified what I wrote about in Dark Green
Religion (henceforth DGR for the book, dgr for the phenomena).

1. Bron Taylor, Dunkelgriine Religion (trans. Kocku von Stuckrad; Leiden:
Wilhelm Fink, 2020), ISBN: 978-3-7705-6491-0. Originally published in English as Dark
Green Religion: Nature Spiritualty and the Planetary Future (Berkeley & Los Angeles:
University of California Press, 2010), ISBN: 978-0-5202-6100-6.
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On the one hand, the Na'vi perceived Pandora to be a Gaia-like
network of organisms, all of whom were essential to the tlourishing of
life within the moon’s biosphere. On the other hand, the Na'vi were
engaged in what could be called relational animism: they considered
themselves to be kin to, and in communication if not also communion
with, all Pandoran life.

Perceptions of the biosphere as a sacred, Gaia-like superorganism, and
a value system rooted in felt kinship and respect for all living things, is
typical of dgr. As is the case with the diverse social phenomena I
analyzed in DGR, some characters in the film understood the Pandoran
systems religiously while others understood them scientifically. The
Na'vi, for example, personified the Pandoran system as the goddess
Eywa, while the scientists who arrived with the invading forces to study
the Na'vi understood this system scientifically, as a bio-neurological
network. Still others blended these understandings.

Indeed, the boundaries between religious and scientific perceptions
became more fluid as the humans who studied and worked with the
Na'vi gained respect for them and their knowledge systems. In this, the
film reflected the respect for indigenous peoples that is common among
those expressing and promoting dark green spiritualities. This has
resulted, in no small measure, from scientific understandings of how the
‘traditional ecological knowledge’ of indigenous peoples, and their
spiritual beliefs and practices, are often entangled, having co-evolved in
ways that tend to promote resilient and sustainable socioecological
systems (also known as biocultural systems).?

I became especially interested in Avatar because it exemplified dgr,
profoundly moved many audience members, and rapidly became the
highest-grossing film of all time, suggesting it might significantly contri-
bute to the spread of dark green spirituality and ethics (Taylor 2013a).?
Subsequent research showed that those moved by it typically expressed
a longing for a life in harmony with nature, sadness and anger at the
accelerating decline of Earth’s ecosystems, and a desire to engage in
conservation efforts (Istoft 2013; Holtmeier 2013; Gould, Ardoin, and
Hashimoto 2013). Equally interesting was Cameron’s evangelical motive

2. Socioecological and biocultural systems are synonymic notions for the idea
that cultural and biological systems co-evolve and are reciprocally influential. These
notions underly scientific understandings about how the ‘traditional ecological
knowledge” or ‘knowledge systems’ of indigenous peoples exemplify such co-
evolutionary processes. For seminal sources, see Berkes 2017 [1999]; Berkes, Colding,
and Folke 2000; Reichel-Dolmatoff 1976; Roy, Parkes, and Bicker 2000; Nelson and
Shilling 2018; Stepp, Wyndham, and Zarger 2002; and Steward 1977.

3.  For analysis of its financial success and global reach, see Rust 2013.
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for making the film. After receiving Golden Globe Awards for Best
Director and Best Picture, he explained that through the story and the
‘magic’ of cinema he sought to awaken audiences to how ‘everything is
connected, all human beings to each other, and us to the Earth’ so they
would appreciate and defend the ‘miracle of the world that we have
right here’ (Associated Press 2010).

After observing the film and studying its reception, in Avatar and
Nature Spirituality, I wondered ‘if the film was evidence that global,
cultural receptivity to the ideas prevalent in dark green religion was
even more profound than I had previously thought’ (Taylor 2013a: 5).
Moreover, I questioned whether “Avatar would prove to be the most
effective “dark green” propaganda yet produced’ (Taylor 2013a: 5). This
is certainly Cameron’s hope. Indeed, he is producing and directing four
Avatar sequels, which are slated to be released every two years beginning
inlate 2022. I further wondered whether the film and its reception might
provide further evidence for my speculation in DGR that we might be
witnessing the nascent stages of a new global nature religion emerging
in such cultural creativity.

This might seem far-fetched. But is it?

When presenting lectures about dgr I often begin by noting that
Charles Darwin, at the end of On the Origin of Species, asserted that there
is ‘grandeur’ in an evolutionary understanding of the beauty and diver-
sity of the world (Darwin 2003 [1859]: 913). I then suggest that in this
passage Darwin offered a science-based meaning system as an alternative
to the world’s predominant religions. I then ask the audience two
questions: If you had been present when the Axial Age prophets and
gurus were teaching, would you have predicted that, millennia later,
their devotees would have captured the fealty of large proportions of the
human community? If there were a new global religious movement
unfolding today that would become one of the most prevalent spiritual
movements in the world, would you recognize it? After posing these
questions I suggest that such a movement may well be emerging and
explain that my intention is to provide them with the examples, and
analytic lenses, that are needed to bring it into view.

During these lectures, after explaining how the terms ‘religion’,
‘spirituality’, and ‘nature religion’ can be understood and analytically
deployed, Ireview diverse examples of individuals and groups who are
expressing and promoting such spiritualities. These examples include
scientists, museum and aquarium curators, politicians, diplomats, artists,
writers, filmmakers, photographers, mountaineers, surfers, gardeners,
teachers, and environmentalists. Some of these actors believe in the

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2021.
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existence of non-material divine beings while others are agnostic or
atheistic. Regardless of whether those who are promoting a dark green
cultural transformation are conventionally religious or naturalistic, they
all integrate evolutionary and ecological understandings into their
worldviews. Most of them also report having had experiences of awe
and wonder in natural phenomena, view themselves as belonging to,
rather than being separate from (let alone superior to) nature, and
express a conviction that our species has an ethical obligation to protect
Earth’s diverse species and ecosystems.

Some of the examples I provide during lectures appear in DGR. Others
emerged, or I only learned about, after its publication. Although in DGR
I spent considerable time looking at dark green spirituality in popular
culture, since then I have explored in more depth the contested and
evolving nature-related ideologies and spiritualities expressed by the
creatives at the Walt Disney company. This work included analysis not
only of its theatrical films but its theme parks, and especially the nature-
reverencing themes presented during performances at Disney’s Animal
Kingdom. Since 2017 such themes have been promoted at a new section
of the park popularly known as Avatarland. Disney is even teaching the
‘intrinsic value of nature’, according to the Disney Vice President leading
DisneyNature, anew documentary film division that was established in
2008 (Taylor 2019D).

An especially creative example of dgr I discovered, the very month
DGR was first printed, is John Boswell’s music videos. Boswell uses
autotune technology to change spoken words of world-renowned
scientists—including Carl Sagan, Richard Feynman, and Jane Goodall, as
well as the beloved nature documentarian David Attenborough—into
songs that he wrote for them. Then he mixes these songs with instru-
mental music and stunning images of the universe and biosphere. With-
out a doubt, Boswell is creating these videos to evoke awe and wonder
toward the cosmos in general and Earth’s living systems in particular.
Although most of the voices included are from scientists who are atheists
or atheism-leaning agnostics, Boswell’s videos express reverence for
nature and urge proenvironmental innovation and conservation.*

Novels have also, often, expressed dark green themes (Kingsolver
2012; Atwood 2010). Since the publication of DGR none have done so
more directly and influentially than The Overstory, for which Richard
Powers was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 2019 (Powers 2018).

4. Among the best examples are ‘We're all Connected’, and ‘The Unbroken
Thread’. See Melody Sheep 2013 and Melody Sheep n.d.
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After receiving the prize, Powers commented, “The book is indeed filled
with what Bron Taylor would call dark green religion” (Hamner 2018).
His diverse characters included radical environmentalists and arborists
who, in various ways, expressed Gaian ecological metaphysics and ani-
mistic perceptions about the consciousness and communicative abilities
of trees. According to Powers, for many of the novel’s characters, ‘tree-
consciousness is a religion of life, a kind of bio-pantheism’. Moreover,
the spirituality of many of his characters was entirely naturalistic; as
Powers put it, theirs was ‘a religion without metaphysics’. For others, it
was based instead on, or enhanced by, mystical experiences of communi-
cation and communion with trees. Whatever their metaphysics, the
novel’s central characters perceived that trees, and life itself, are all
trying to communicate with our species. Indeed, nature in whole and in
part is agential, it ‘wants something from us’.

In interviews Powers has acknowledged that he also wants to awaken
something in us, ‘to resurrect a very old form of tree consciousness, a
religion of attention and accommodation, a pantheism of sorts’. This
would, he hopes, lead readers to reject anthropocentric hubris and to see
themselves as related, as kin, to all other organisms, and as belonging to
‘the life-process as a whole’. This, he thinks, would redound in respect
and reverent care for nature. Recognizing that storytellers have for
millennia shaped understandings of the human place in and responsi-
bilities to the world, Powers stated that novelists have a similar role to
play, providing meaningful myths that awaken reverence for life. This,
he thinks and hopes, could help to avert ecological catastrophe.

In DGR I discussed what I called ‘eye-to-eye epiphanies’, namely,
perceptions of communication, and kinship feelings, that some people
have when looking into the eyes of a non-human animal. After its
publication in English, a number of readers shared with me their own
experiences of connection with other organisms through such a gaze.

There are many public examples of such experiences. One of these was
aired on “To the Best of our Knowledge’ (henceforth TTBOOK), an audio
program produced in Wisconsin (USA) and distributed as a streaming
podcast by Public Radio International. The episode, titled “The Secret
Language of Trees’, aired in April 2018. It featured an interview with
Powers as well as with forest ecologist Suzanne Simard. Her research
about tree communication had inspired one of Powers’ main characters
(Strainchamps 2018), as did a book by the German forester Peter

5. All quotes in this paragraph are from Everett Hamner’s interview. For more on
the novel’s affinities with dgr, as well as for the living characters I have written about
that he apparently drew on in his novel, see Taylor 2019a.
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Wohlleben, whose international bestselling book, tirst published as Das
geheime Leben der Biume: was sie fiillen, wie sie konnmunizieren; der Bildband
(Wohlleben 2016a) and soon afterward as The Hidden Life of Trees: What
They Feel, How They Communicate (Wohlleben 2016b).° The creatives
producing TTBOOK were already familiar with DGR because Stephen
Paulson, the program’s executive producer, had interviewed me about it
in 2010 for a program titled ‘Sacred Nature’ (Fleming 2010). In 2018, the
Chicago-based Center for Humans in Nature, whose leaders had asked
me to write essays for them in part because they were aware of my
argument in DGR and felt some aftinity with such spirituality, launched
a ‘Kinship Project’.” The affinities between the leaders of the Center and
the creatives at TTBOOK led to their collaboration on another audio
program, this one titled, ‘Eye-to-Eye Animal Encounters’ (Strainchamps
2020a). The program began with an interview between the program’s
host, Anne Strainchamps, and the center’s creative director, Gavin Van
Horn, who mentioned that the show’s theme was inspired by the “eye-to-
eye’ analysis in DGR.? The Kinship Project is also developing another
series of interviews, and a book, which will, little doubt, present further
expressions of dgr.

Also noteworthy, since the publication of DGR, are efforts to formally
establish religious organizations to advance dark green spiritualities and
values. In the United States, Erik Assadourian, a Senior Fellow of the
globally influential Worldwatch Institute, founded Gaianism (Gaianism
2020). In so doing he took inspiration from the Gaia Hypothesis that was
advanced by James Lovelock and Lynn Margulis (Lovelock 1972;
Lovelock and Margulis 1974; Lovelock 1979). The hypothesis holds that
the biosphere is analogous to a living being because it functions as a self-
regulating organism that maintains the conditions necessary for life.
Similarly, Guy Lane, an Australian environmental scientist, founded
‘Vita Religion, which teaches that all the living things on Earth are parts
of a single life form called Vitae-planeta—the Living Planet’ (Vita 2020).
The Church of Deep Ecology, which along with Vita Religion has secured
tax exempt status as a religion, provides a third example (Church of

6.  Other sources that inspire a kind of naturalistic animism, which Powers may
have drawn on, include Tudge 2006; Nadkarni 2008; Hall 2011; Kimmerer 2013; and
Haskell 2012. Works published after Powers could have drawn on them in his novel
include Mancuso 2018 and Haskell 2017. The popularity of Haskell’s books is shown
by the numerous awards they have received.

7.  For these essays, see Taylor 2013b, 2017.

8.  For an overview about the program which, like Van Horn’s comments during
the interview mentioned the influence of my eye-to-eye trope, see Strainchamps 2020b.
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Deep Ecology 2020). Although rooted in the sciences, these nature
religions express a conviction that the biosphere is sacred and defending
life is a moral obligation.

It may also be significant that the founders of both Gaianism and Vita
Religion have recognized their affinity with dgr and have taken some
inspiration from it. Similarly, many readers and those who have
attended my lectures have expressed their affinity with dgr. Some
correspondents also related that, upon learning that such spirituality is
multi-form and more widespread than they had previously realized,
they felt less lonely and more hopeful. Conversely, some conservative
religious individuals have used DGR as evidence to buttress their dire
warnings about the spread of nature religions, which they consider to be
spiritually and politically dangerous, threatening both the religiously
faithful and true religion (Wanliss 2011; Provan 2013).°

Itis clear that cultural creatives have continued to promote dark green
spiritualities and values. So have many scholars, including a collabora-
tion launched by scholars of diverse disciplines to establish a new,
ecocentric journal, to bring to a wider audience the diverse scholarly
paths to such perspectives.’® But it is the ‘Rights of Nature movement’, as
it is now being called in documentaries, that may become the most
important political expression of dgr.!* In DGR I discussed some of the
seminal figures who have been advancing the idea that rights should be

9. See also Cornwall Alliance 2020.

10. This is an initiative I have been involved in, including by contributing to the
journal’s initial prolegomena and to a ‘Statement of Commitment to Ecocentrism’,
which has been signed by nearly a thousand scholars and environmental advocates,
including many famous ones; see Washington et al. 2017, 2020. For an effort to
promote ecocentrism within United Nations programs that are responsible for
developing global environmental policies, see Taylor et al. 2020. Many more examples
wherein scholars have been developing their own fields in ways that have affinity
with dgr could be provided, including those emerging under these tropes: the new
animism’, ‘new materialism’, and ‘environmental humanities”. Many of those whose
identities nest under these tropes have affinity with what I have called dgr. In the
kind of historical perspective provided in DGR, and in the works of Kocku von
Stuckrad (discussed presently), however, it seems to me that what such scholars are
doing is not so much new, but new to them and their fields.

11. Two documentaries focus on this trend. ‘The Rights of Nature: A Global
Movement’ provides an excellent overview and was released in English and Spanish;
see Goeckeritz, Crimmel, and Berros 2018. The second documentary with such a focus
is ‘Invisible Hand’. It examined the massive protest against an oil pipeline by the
Standing Rock Sioux (a North American Indigenous Nation) and their allies, while
linking these campaigns to the global rights of nature movement. It was produced by
the activist actor Mark Ruffalo and it premiered on September 2020; see Ruffalo 2020.
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conferred on nature, including Christopher Stone (1974), Roderick Nash
(1989), and Cormac Cullinan (2003).1? The basic idea is that nature—
variously understood to include individual organisms, species,
ecosystems, and natural entities such as rivers and mountains—should
be allowed to exist and flourish; and that laws and enforcement
mechanisms should be established to ensure these rights are respected.
Moreover, the notion typically avers that if governments charged with
these responsibilities fail then citizens should be empowered to sue to
prevent the violation of such rights through the courts—or if it is too late
to prevent the harm, to require acts of restorative justice. Not
incidentally, those promoting these rights also usually have affinity with
dgr and express this to varying degrees. This often involves drawing on
the traditions of, and expressing solidarity with, specific indigenous
people with whom they are, also often, in alliance.

The most significant example of efforts to expand the notion of rights
to nature took place in 2008 when Ecuador became the first nation to
enshrine such rights, with remarkably strong language, in their consti-
tution.’® As has been the case in many of the subsequent efforts to
establish such rights, this effort was inspired in part by the afore-
mentioned legal theorists (especially the American Stone and the South
Atfrican Cullinan), as well as by indigenous activists, who maintain that
their traditions enjoin respect for natural entities, which many of them
understand as persons (and sometimes, as deities). In the Andes, for
example, many indigenous societies have long considered ‘Mother
Earth’, known there by many as ‘Pachamana’, as a living being.

In 2010, Bolivia followed Ecuador’s lead when it passed laws with
very similar intent and language. Also that year, Bolivia hosted a
conference that issued a “Universal Declaration on the Rights of Mother
Earth’. The underlying strategy was much like that behind the Earth
Charter (discussed in DGR) to gain United Nations ratification of this
declaration. Although the United Nations has not endorsed such rights
and is unlikely to do so anytime soon, the effort was influential. In 2009,
for example, the UN declared 22 April as ‘International Mother Earth
Day’ and soon afterward it established a Harmony with Nature
Programme (United Nations 2009), which has often noted that many
people endorse the notion that nature has rights. Moreover, in 2012, the

12. For less well-known books that nevertheless illustrate the international interest
in the idea, see Leimbacher 1988 and Acosta and Martinez 2009.

13. For the most stunning passage, see the end of Taylor 2011, which also
highlighted how, just like other forms of dgr, some conservative religionists view this
development as spiritually dangerous.
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International Union for the Conservation of Nature agreed to consider
the Rights of Nature in its programs and decision making (see Earth Law
Center 2020). Such rights, and the role of indigenous peoples in having
values that cohere with them, are also increasingly incorporated into
scientific reports issued under the UN umbrella (Boyd 2017).1

Between 2010 and 2020, many other legislative initiatives and legal
rulings have advanced the notion of nature’s rights, and this increasingly
includes municipalities, which are able to pass such measures to stop
enterprises that they consider environmentally destructive. Among the
most significant examples took place in 2017 when New Zealand,
through negotiations with its indigenous peoples, granted personhood
and legal status to the Whanganui River. The same year, court rulings in
India recognized the Ganga and Yamuna Rivers as persons and rights
holders (although later court rulings reversed this landmark decision). In
2018 and 2019, rights were established for various rivers and watersheds,
including all the rivers in Bangladesh, and a number of watersheds in
Uganda and Colombia. Kindred efforts are underway in other countries
in Africa and Latin America. Although these laws are difficult to enforce,
often ignored, and sometimes overturned, they do provide leverage to
proenvironmental civil society actors. The movement has had some
success in changing environment-related jurisprudence and aims to
transform international environmental laws as well (O’'Donnell and
Talbot-Jones 2018; Wilson and Lee 2019). From this vantage point it
appears that these efforts and strategies—which are powered in no small
measure by those with dark green sentiments and values—will continue
to gain traction and influence. They also, of course, fuel the growth of
dark green spiritualities.

The preceding examples complement and strengthen the evidence
advanced in the first, English edition of DGR.*® Although many readers
have found this work compelling, as one who values mixed-methods
research I have considered my findings in DGR to be an evidence-based
working hypothesis that deserves further critical investigation. Conse-
quently, subsequent to the publication of DGR, I orchestrated a multi-
year comprehensive review of social scientific research, both qualitative
and quantitative, to further assess the perceptions I had arrived at

14. For a pithy timeline of events, see Community Environmental Legal Defense
Fund 2020, as well as Hillebrecht and Berros 2017. For evidence that such notions are
gaining attention in mainstream scientific circles, see Chapron, Epstein, and Lépez-
Bao 2019.

15. For additional examples of phenomena not discussed in DGR, including music
and videos, see Taylor 2020b.
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through my own research. This review found that worldviews and
values akin to what I have called dgr are indeed gaining cultural traction
and moreover, they do appear to lead to proenvironmental behavior
(Taylor, Van Wieren, and Zaleha 2016).1¢ I have also designed my own
survey instrument to test whether the traits that are typical of dgr are
associated with proenvironmental behavior; the first study that included
this instrument found that they are (Taylor, LeVasseur, and Wright
2020).” The interest among scholars to translate the book or parts of it
into other languages, including Mandarin, Spanish, Portuguese, and
Turkish, or to engage with it in scholarly work, further suggests that,
given what they see in their own regional contexts, some scholars have
found the argument and evidence in DGR to be compelling, or at least,
worth further investigation.

Among these examples is the interest in translating DGR that Kocku
von Stuckrad expressed to me a couple years ago. Von Stuckrad is an
expert in the entanglement and reciprocal influences of religion and
science, especially in Europe and America during the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. His own scholarship is synergistic with my
own, as for example in The Scientification of Religion (von Stuckrad 2014).
While von Stuckrad and I examined some of the same individuals in our
books, my focus in DGR has been especially on the ways science and
religion have been co-evolving since the mid-twentieth century, a time to
which environmental historians trace the ‘great acceleration” of anthro-
pogenic environmental change, which some scholars consider the advent
of a new, human-dominated epoch, and are calling the Anthropocene
(McNeill and Engelke 2014; Steffen et al. 2015). These accelerating and
destructive trends have themselves shaped the increasing environ-
mentalist ethos that characterizes dark green spiritualities.

I surmise that part of why von Stuckrad has been interested in the
evidence and argument in DGR is because it suggests that the spadework
of both heterodox and mainstream scientists that he has spotlighted has
not only been influential but, as we can now see, has laid the foundation
for exceptionally important and influential trends. As he putit, ‘venera-
tion of nature as a consequence of ecological and biological thinking is
widespread in Europe and North America today. Indeed, with Bron

16. The review also found that, contrary to the perceptions and hopes of some
scholars and religionists, there is no compelling evidence of a significant ‘greening’ of
the world’s predominant religions. For a history of the scholarly ferment over religion
and environmental behavior, see Taylor 2016.

17. My dgr-focused scale was combined in this research with an environmental
humility instrument developed by my collaborators.
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Taylor we can even argue that nature-based spirituality is a form of
religion that is spreading significantly on a global scale” (von Stuckrad
2014: 87). He then provocatively (and I think accurately) contended that
the “discursive constellations’ in his book ‘are the most important roots
of contemporary nature spirituality” (von Stuckrad 2014: 87). In his most
recent book, Die Seele in 20. Jahrhundert: Eine Kulturgeschiclhte (The Soul in
the 20% Century: A Cultural History), von Stuckrad (2019) further elabo-
rated on these discursive arrangements, focusing on the important role
that terms such as animism, nature, consciousness, and spirituality are
playing in religious change. Readers of all three of these works will see
that we concur about the roots of these phenomena, and apparently, von
Stuckrad also finds compelling the portrait of them that I have provided
and the evidence that they are now spreading globally.

All this raises the sorts of questions that I often ask audiences to
ponder at the end of my dgr-focused lectures: What worldviews do you
think the majority of humankind will embrace 500 years from now, or in
one or more millennia? Will it be something akin to what I have called
dgr? Will the most prevalent religions today have dramatically declined
(or died out)? Will increasing proportions of the human population
embrace scientific understandings of the origins and evolution of the
universe and biosphere and weave them into new, spiritually fulfilling
cosmovisions? Will the collapse of socioecological systems precipitate or
accelerate such changes? Will new fusions of science and spirituality
eventually lead to biocultural systems that are healthy, resilient, and
sustainable?

It seems to me that in an age wherein scientists express increasing
alarm about extinctions and the increasing likelihood famine, scarcity-
driven violence, and even the collapse of socioecological systems, that it
makes sense to consider such questions. One thing seems certain: the
world as we know it is ending and, unless we rapidly change our
perceptions, values, and behaviors, this ending will not be happy (Taylor
2020a). Indeed, based on decades of research including in DGR, if the
great acceleration of environmental destruction and species extinctions
are to be slowed and halted; if ‘another world is possible’—to borrow a
slogan from the worlds’ civil society actors who are resisting the current
destructive inertia—then I think the extant evidence is that dark green
spiritualities will likely have something to do with it (Taylor et al. 2020).
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