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In ancient and medieval periods, nature was
seen mostly as a part of mystery by mystics
and religious people, aesthetic by poets and
men of letters, and beneficiary by all other
people in general. During these periods,
anthropocentrism may seem to have been
endorsed by scholars, but in fact theo-cen-
trism dominated, because God was at that
time considered the real centre and pur-
pose of all human and non-human activities.
It was God who allowed humans to gently
dominate the environment with the view
to meeting their basic needs. It implies that
a sort of dominion over nature was allowed
to humans by religious and spiritual tradi-
tions of the world, however, from the very
beginning, it was decidedly checked and
balanced by the religious concept of human
stewardship. Humans used to utilize
the natural environment with respect and
love. This continued till the times of Euro-
pean Renaissance humanism, when, along
with the development of modern science
and technology, a radical change occurred
in human understanding of nature accord-
ing to which scholars began to consider
nature as matter. When nature began to be
considered just as a material substance in

n

the modern scientific approach, modern
humans were as if granted a license to ruth-
lessly exploit it only to satisfy their uncon-
trolled desires, and to do so they started
to trespass on the right of non-human-
animals and non-animal species to share
the earth with humans (Sayem 2018; 2023).
The problem of modern and postmod-
ern periods was that religious and spiritual
views of nature were considered supersti-
tions. Not viewed as valid grounds of knowl-
edge, they were commonly ignored by mod-
ern scholars (Nasr 1976). Because of this,
modern and postmodern people found it
difficult to accept religious or spiritual views
of nature, and they habitually disregarded
them in their relationships with the natu-
ral world. When modern humans under-
stood that science and technology alone
cannot solve the present ecological crisis,
they offered space for religious traditions
of the world to convince humans to bring
a pro-environmental attitude in their actions.
Nowadays, some groups of prominent scien-
tists even requested faith and spiritual lead-
ers to work with them collectively to sustain
the natural world (Sayem 2023). This sud-
den turnaround on the part of scientists
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categorically proves that the perception
of the environment by modern scientists
based on the idea that nature works like
a machine, i.e., as matter in motion, was
wrong. In the place of a machine metaphor
developed by physical scientists, biolo-
gists proposed another metaphor, namely,
that of life, consciousness, community and
organic idea of the environment to con-
vince humans to adopt a gentler approach
to nature. Now, with the latter metaphor,
environmental philosophers, theorists,
ethicists, scholars, thinkers, campaigners,
activists, etc., are working to promote a pro-
environmental atmosphere across the globe
to control the present unprecedented eco-
logical crisis including the climate change
issues. Seemingly true, one can agree or dis-
agree, the spiritual and religious perception
of nature seems to have been revived today
in a somewhat new form with that biological
(especially ecological) science. The common
point here is that both biology and religion
see all elements of the environment as con-
scious and intricately interdependent. In this
view, human existence is also completely
dependent on this relationship. If, based on
this understanding of the environment and
human existential dependency on it, modern
humans could radically reform their materi-
alistic and mechanistic view of nature and,
instead, accept the organic view of it, and
work accordingly, we could hope for a world
of sustainable environment and climate.

Introducing Environmental Thinkers with
their Views of Nature

The author attempted to trace the legacy
of past views on the environment and its
influence on our modern approach to nature.
The book has briefly covered four histori-
cal periods, namely, ancient, medieval
period, modern period and post-modern
period. The author discussed how scholars
of all these periods saw the environment
and human relationship with it. At various
periods of history, scholars adopted differ-
ent approaches to nature from theocentric,

through materialistic-mechanistic to biocen-
tric-eco-centric perceptions.

Environmental Thoughts in Ancient Period

In the book, the author identified the Greek
philosopher Aristotle as a thinker sympa-
thetic to all living creatures, since in his
wisdom, he could understand the deeper
connectedness of all living creatures to one
another. Hippocrates, on the other hand,
had an insightful idea of the relation of ani-
mal and plant species with humans. Herodo-
tus, in turn, understood climate as an influ-
ential factor on local culture. As Arthur
O. Lovejoy put it, all beings have insepara-
ble connectivity to one another. The philoso-
pher first presents the concept of “the great
chain of being”. Some stoic philosophers
might seem to the author as viewing nature
only from human-centred approach, though
it cannot be completely anthropocentric
because they recognized peoples’ right
to fulfil their basic needs. Cicero protested
against the cruelty of humans in Roman cir-
cuses. All the philosophers of this period
are found as pro-environmental theorists
because of their compassionate attitude
to non-human animals, though they could
not explore how the natural world exactly
works in a very complex but interrelated
ground, as today’s science does.

Environmental Thought
in Medieval Period

In medieval times, European life was influ-
enced by Judeo-Christian traditions. Dur-
ing this period, human dominion over
nature was very much appreciated by Chris-
tian scholars (St. Thomas Aquinas and St.
Anselm, for example) as well as the Church.
As the concept of stewardship was not high-
lighted then, people were not quite aware
of this trusteeship of nature (Cobb 1972;
Daly and Cobb 1989). According to envi-
ronmental historian, Lynn White, Jr. (1967),
this turned Christianity into an anthro-
pocentric faith by distancing its followers
from the natural world (Sayem 2021). Only
few saints, for instance St. Francis and St.
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Benedict, tried to convince people to be
custodians of the natural world. However, in
Islamic world, such dominion over nature is
difficult to be found, because Muslim think-
ers developed an integrated and holistic idea
of nature and humans.

Environmental Thoughts in Modern Period

The modern period challenged traditional
understandings especially coming from
revelations and explained these from their
empirical grounds. In this period, scholars
started to view the world from the materi-
alistic and mechanistic perspectives. They
denied the mystery and spiritual purposes
of the natural world. Even philosophers,
such as Immanuel Kant did not recognize
ethical rights of non-human animals. Phi-
losopher, Rene Descartes separated spiritual
world from materialistic world and consid-
ered the natural world as the materialistic
world (Sayem 2022, 179). Francis Bacon’s
theories marked the advent of applied sci-
ence; and national governments began
to draw huge financial benefits from
the use of technology on nature. Bacon was
first to propose utilizing modern science
to establish human mastery over nature.
In this sense, Bacon cannot be considered
a pro-environmentalist scholar but rather
a thinker whose stance was deadly against
the interest of the environment. With the
rise of applied science and technology, the
Industrial Revolution emerged in Europe,
bringing with it an unprecedented destruc-
tion of the natural world (Sayem 2023)

Sir Isaac Newton, with his laws of motion,
explained how the materialistic universe
works. Though Newton had a sympathetic
attitude to nature, his motion theory led
to viewing nature as matter that works like
a machine, which gave rise to the mecha-
nistic worldview. The materialistic and
mechanistic approach encouraged national
governments to exploit nature as much
as possible for economic profits. Applied
science allowed modern humans to gain
remarkable benefits in terms of military
power and prosperous economy, but these

advances were made at the cost of separat-
ing humanity from nature and destroying
the balanced relationship with it. In contrast,
modern biology opposed the mechanistic
worldview by arguing that the world of ani-
mal and plant species does not work merely
as a machine. With modern biology, mod-
ern humans started to understand that they
are part and parcel of nature. Out of mod-
ern science disciplines, it was biologists
who first postulated protecting the natural
environment because of human complete
dependency on it. According to evolution-
ary biologists, such as Charles Darwin and
others, nature has no connection with God
and humans are governed by natural pro-
cesses. Though these scholars managed
to bring the essentiality of the environment
to the notice of humans, their purposeless
view of nature was criticized by George Per-
kins Marsh, John Stuart Mill, and John Muir,
among others. According to Arne Naess,
Marsh, Mill and Muir promoted environ-
mentally friendly relationship but they saw
this relationship from an anthropocentric
perspective.

The environmental thought gained more
momentum when it came up with the term
ecology coined by Haeckel, supported by
Elton’s notion of “food chain” and Thiene-
man’s concepts of “producers, consumers,
reducers, and decomposers”. Environmental
Philosophers’ ideas such as Aldo Leopold’s

“land ethics’, Rachel Carson ’s Silent Spring,
Albert Schweitzer’s “reverence for life’, Paul
Ehrlich’s Population Bomb, Arne Naess’s
“Deep Ecology”, Holmes Rolston’s Environ-
mental Ethics, Lynn White’s “the Historical
Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’, and Peter
Singer’s “practical ethics”, among others,
were meant to convince modern humans
to reform radically their attitudes to the nat-
ural world in order to sustain the environ-
ment. These scholars can generally be called
as environmental ethicists, because they
addressed the environmental issues from
ethical perspectives. In their discussions, we
see the trend to shift from biocentrism (“all
living creatures have moral standard and
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equal right to live”) to ecocentrism (“ecolog-
ical wholes”), though these two trends can
be criticized from some other perspectives
by scholars. By their works, these vision-
ary thinkers helped to develop green move-
ments in different parts of the world under
different names, such as, eco-feminism,
environmental justice, green religions, bio-
diversity preservation, etc. However, unfor-
tunately, despite these efforts we cannot get
a satisfactory progress in environmental sus-
tainability project notwithstanding the fact
that the environmental crisis is widely dis-
cussed by governmental and nongovern-
mental bodies.

Environmental Thoughts
in Post-modern Period

When post-modern humans understood
that they were also in an existential threat
due to ecological destruction they started
to talk about environmental sustainabil-
ity propagating such concepts as environ-
mental ethics, eco-theologies, eco-religions,
environmental justices, environmental man-
agements, etc., but unfortunately, they could
not bring any radical change in their lifestyle
to adjust to the natural environment. They
are habituated to consumerist lifestyle that
needs to be revolutionarily reformed if we
really want to save ourselves and our life-
supporting environment. However, instead
of adopting biocentric and eco-centric
approaches, postmodern humans should
consider sustaining the environment by fol-
lowing a human existential perspective with
its a new form of anthropocentrism. Accord-
ing to this view, the environment is being
seen and valued from different perspectives
in order to make humans conscious of their
responsibilities to the natural world.

Some points should be discussed more,
and some other points should be included

The author failed to give equal importance
to Asian and African environmental thought.
He merely briefly touched on Islam and
selected Muslim thinkers but did not expand
on these in detail or compared with those he

focused on in his work. He even ignored reli-
gious and spiritual understanding of nature
discussed by some famous postmodern the-
ologians and religious scholars, for instance
by John B. Cobb, Jr, and Seyyed Hossein
Nasr. Although, it might be expected in
a work providing a historical perspective,
the book failed to present a chronological
narrative of how the environmental thought
developed into the eco-centric approach
to nature from a purely theocentric view
of nature. Some postmodern environmen-
tal philosophers and eco-theologians pro-
pose a concept of an ecological civilization
based on ecologically friendly principles,
however, the book has missed this crucial
point. Despite all these limitations, the work
remains a remarkable source of knowledge
on environmental thought throughout
the periods of history.
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