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Redundant, or unnecessary? If the concept is troublesome, could we not manage 
without the word? Isn’t there an opportunity to do as William of Occam suggested, 
and declare a part of the world less complicated? I think it is time we got Occam’s 
razor out of the cupboard…9

Notes & references
1. Ritual is perhaps not the best word here. ‘Demonstrative act’ may be better.

2. Relevant articles in ECOS include several in 32 (1), 2011; R. Bodgitt, ‘Forest politics – the battle for the 
status quo’, and M. Spray, ‘Stasis in the forest?’, 33 (2), 2012; pp. 2-5 and 6-8. Issue 32 (3-4), 2011, 
includes much interesting material on people and woodland.

3. I tentatively explored this sensitive topic in ‘Also he loved a tree’, ECOS 28(1) 27-40, 2007.

4. Relevant articles in ECOS include M. Spray & A. Parfitt, ‘A step in the right direction’, and J. Bowers, 
‘Ecosystem services – beyond monetary value?’, 32 (2), 2011, pp. 1-8 and 9-13. On cultural services, the 
following examples are interesting reading: Eco-cultural production. Literature review, at york.ac.uk/media/
sei/documents/Literature%20Review.pdf; Arts and humanities perspectives on cultural ecosystem services, 
(Arts & Humanities Working Group Final Report, 2014), at uknea.unep-wcmc.org/Resources/tabid/82/
Default.aspx; Thomas Kirchhoff (2012) ‘Pivotal cultural values of nature cannot be integrated into the 
ecosystem services framework’, Proc. National Academy of Science 109 (nr. 46) Nov. 13 2012, and follow-
on comments, at pnas.org/content/109/46/E3146 .

5. I am thinking of such titles as Managing the planet (Norman Moss, Earthscan, 2000), but also Gaia. The 
practical science of planetary medicine (James Lovelock, Gaia Books, 1991).

6. Moreover: “The term ‘ecosystem’ carries epistemological implications that are often not well appreciated. 
[…] [S]ome systems scientists […] draw a sharp distinction between the physical object of study and the 
associated mental image […] this latter abstraction being considered that which is properly termed ‘the 
system’, writes ecologist R.E. Ulanowicz in Toward a more exact ecology, ed. Peter J. Grubb & John B. 
Whittaker, Blackwell Scientific Publications, 1989.

7. ‘Doing without nature’, ECOS 27 (1) 9-13, 2006, was an earlier attempt to write about this. I have adopted
the capital N to indicate the common meaning of everything except humans and their things and doings. 
Questions about where Nature was before there was a distinct thing we can call H. sapiens usually aren’t asked.

8. See Sue Thomas, Technobiophilia, in this ECOS. See also N. Katherine Hayles, ‘Simulated nature and 
natural simulations; Rethinking the relation between the beholder and the world’, in Uncommon ground. 
Rethinking the human place in nature, ed. William Cronin, 1996, Norton.

9. The English Franciscan philosopher William of Occam (Ockham, Oakham, 1285-1347) may not himself 
have written the ‘razor’ that bears his name - Entia non sunt multiplicanda praeter necessitatem – ‘Entities 
are not to be multiplied beyond necessity’, or more roughly: ‘Keep it simple’ – but he does seem to have 
wanted us to declutter our thinking to see the world more clearly. 

Martin Spray is at spraypludds@hotmail.com

Family ties 
Human views of Nature – 
time to see goodness 
before wildness?
To be human is to be part of Nature. And yet to be human is to be different from the rest 
of Nature. We define ourselves by both, despite the contradiction. Like every teenager, 
the adolescent human species wrestles with the dilemma of wanting to belong, yet 
wanting to be different.

GAVIN SAUNDERS

“To be divided against Nature is to be divided against ourselves.” 
Wendell Berry (In Home Economics 1987)

Exploring difference
We are tribal primates, programmed to draw distinctions, and to notice how we 
differ from others. Looked at negatively we fear that without holding on to those 
dissimilarities we will sink into a greyness of homogeneity, and lose our identity. 
Looked at positively we revel in diversity, take delight in seeing a colourful reality 
which again, is defined by differences. That applies both within human society - to 
race, religion, gender – and without, to our view of humanity set alongside the rest 
of Nature.

We are attuned to difference, otherness, and contrast. Look at a creature with which 
you share 95% of your DNA and you will be more conscious of the differences 
between you and it, than the similarities, partly because we are accustomed to notice 
difference, and partly because the similarities we overlook all tend to be seen as givens 
(bodies, blood, bones, breath) – each one a set of miracles so apparently ubiquitous 
we barely notice them. That myopia is even more exaggerated, and darker, in how 
we relate to otherness in our own species: a Republican/Democrat barely notices that 
a Democrat/Republican is even human, and for some, the colour of the next person’s 
skin is more significant than any other trait – if it’s different from their own.

Yet we (or many of us, at least) yearn to find common ground – with our fellow 
men and women, and with Nature – to emphasise our family ties. By reaching out 
to all humanity, regardless of colour or politics, we want to celebrate our common 
humanity. By reaching out to the rest of Nature, we long to lose ourselves in 
wildness, find the wild creature within, run with the wolves.
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The world of conservation exhibits both the ‘essential difference’ and the ‘essential 
commonality’ mindsets, and indeed it should be a broad enough church to contain 
both. But there seems to me to be a confused thicket of perceptions of Nature 
and the wild, suffusing and confusing the statements of conservationists as much 

Albrecht Altdorfer, 'St George and the Dragon', painted in 1510. An example of the mixture of horror and 
fascination about Nature in late medieval art.  

Wiki Commons Open access

as everyone else. That muddle isn’t peculiar to conservationists – it is evidence of 
a dilemma at the core of being human. On the one hand, Nature is a context 
for human life and human consciousness: we can’t be human without recognising 
our naturalness. And yet at the very same time we also can only be human by 
contrasting ourselves with the ‘otherness’ of the rest of Nature. 

A confused adolescence
These questions of identity are hard to consider objectively because they are so 
deeply, historically ingrained in our culture, stretching back more than two millennia. 
Our current position in time and culture serves as a filter which fundamentally 
affects our view of the world around us. 

Living at another time, we would have seen the rest of Nature very differently from 
how we do now. Pre-industrial tribal communities lived their lives more closely 
alongside the rest of wild Nature and as a result were very conscious of kinship and 
connection with their fellow creatures. Those creatures were their source of food, 
source of danger, source of competition, and also their source of imagery and, via 
the shamans in their midst, their connection to spirit.

Subsequently the long course of Modernism (in the sense of the loose collective 
historical catch-all beginning with the Renaissance, and followed by the Reformation, 
the Enlightenment, and the Scientific and Industrial Revolutions), has, in many 
respects, been a grand project to humanise wild Nature – or at least, to try to do so. 
Nature came to be seen as raw material, as something to be tamed and civilized in 
tune with the Divine Order on the journey towards an unearthly salvation beyond 
this grubby physicality.

The barricaded, logic-fuelled crusade against Nature which held sway for centuries 
was questioned by the Romantic movement of the nineteenth century, which re-
established reverence and awe for Nature, albeit viewed from a rather comfortable 
distance. But that counter-culture too had its risky side. It encouraged us to gaze 
upon Nature as the Edenic source of goodness and purity, contrasted with the fallen 
human character. And the seeds sown by the Romantics have given rise to the lush 
growth of the contemporary view of wilderness, expressed today by the many in 
the Rewilding movement. 

Today, our cultural constructs are built partly on the Modernist world view, but partly 
on the Romantic backlash to it, and as a result we’ve inherited a rather schizophrenic 
attitude to the rest of Nature’s family. If we conceive of modern humanity as currently 
being in the midst of its adolescence as a species, it perhaps becomes easier to 
understand this confused view. Human beings in the twenty-first century behave 
like teenagers in some very significant respects. They are able to do a lot of things, 
but perhaps lack the wisdom to do some of those things wisely. They are obsessed 
with newness, status and wealth. And they constantly want to assert their distance 
from and superiority to their parents – ie the rest of Nature – albeit secretly craving 
a cuddle from their mum or dad, in quiet moments of introspection and doubt. So 
obviously we humans see ourselves as different, just as every teenager does. 
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Human or natural – the wrong question?
Are human beings part of Nature, or separate from it? My own gut instinct is to 
say yes, I do think human beings are part of Nature. By extension, I also think 
that human works, like iPhones or jumbo jets, because they are made by organic, 

‘Wanderer Above the Sea of Fog’ by the German Romantic artist Caspar David Friedrich, c.1818.    
An example of the 19th Century Romantic ideal of wild Nature.   

Wikimedia Commons, open-source .

living creatures using what at least begin as natural ingredients, are therefore also 
‘natural’, in the strict sense. However, I clearly see that once one decides that human 
beings, including their ‘works’, are part of Nature, one quickly slides down the 
logical slope to the conclusion that, ergo, everything is Nature and hence nothing 
is. So it becomes a rather redundant notion.  

But there is more to it than that. The qualities we value in wild Nature, are qualities 
we can carry through into our own lives and works – or choose to jettison in that 
transition. If we are contemptuous of the raw materials we glean from Nature, we 
become similarly careless about the products of those raw materials. In this sense, 
being ‘materialistic’ is not necessarily a bad thing, if you care for the wholeness of 
your materials. Indeed, we may be truer to our wild natures if we are materialistic 
than if we are cerebral and detached from the physicality of life, and of ‘good work’.

Looked at another way, we are different from the rest of Nature in the same way 
that any species is different from all the rest – but that difference need not be seen 
as putting us outside of Nature. If we see Nature as origin, place of birth and source 
of our nurturing – as the etymology of the word suggests – we can see that it is 
impossible ever to be truly separated from our mothers. We may become distant – 
may never write and hardly ever even phone - but the ties still bind.

The presence of a wider natural world, like a wider family, is an important 
contextualisation for our own human journey. As Wendell Berry has written, “We 
measure ourselves against Nature, against the best of our own works and that of other 
creatures. If we don’t, we become destructive of Nature and ourselves”. However, 
I increasingly find myself asking whether the constant fixation by conservationists 
on measuring ‘naturalness’ and searching after ‘wildness’, is somehow missing the 
point. Rather than worrying about whether something is or isn’t wild, perhaps the 
question we should ask instead is ‘Is this good for us? Good for our place?’

Wild v Human or Better v Worse ?
I begin to think a much better yardstick for comparing human beings and doings 
with the ‘rest’ of Nature is not to judge how natural or unnatural they are, but 
instead to ask, simply, whether they are ‘better’ or ‘worse’ manifestations of what 
Nature can be - better in terms of whether they yield good outcomes - more life, 
healthier life, prolonged life.  I think ancient woodlands and rain forests and wild 
mountains are ‘better’ (for us, and for the planet) than dustbowls and monocultures. 
I think Turner paintings and Ted Hughes poems and food banks and Medicins Sans 
Frontiers are also ‘better’ manifestations of Nature than Kalashnikovs or concrete or 
migrant traffickers or Trump. But I don’t think that the simple fact of being human 
is inherently worse than the simple fact of being non-human (ie wild). That’s the 
point. And I find myself increasingly alienated by a conservation narrative which 
lauds the wild and demeans the human, per se. Because I think that attitude will 
ultimately be self-defeating.

Defining what is good or less good involves value judgments and is not 
straightforward. But there are yardsticks by which to measure whether things or 
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actions are good. Do they promote life and health rather than death and suffering? 
Do they bring people together rather than drive them apart? Do they keep things 
fresh, diverse, vibrant? Do they find the positive rather than focus on the negative? 
It’s not an unreasonably sweeping statement to say that wild Nature – and the best 
of human nature – do just that.

References and notes
I’m probably most influenced by the works of Gary Snyder and Wendell Berry for the strands of ideas that I’m trying 
to explore in this piece. There are too many specific sources to mention, but these two are good places to look for 
wise words:

Gary Snyder The Practice of the Wild (1990) Counterpoint

Wendell Berry ‘Standing on Earth’ Selected Essays (1991), Golgonooza Press

Gavin Saunders is current chair of BANC and co-leads Neroche Woodlanders, the social 
enterprise in the public forest in Somerset. gavin@nerochewoodlanders.org 

Engineering is not only a human trait...  A cobweb at dawn in a dewy forest in Somerset . 
Photo: Gavin Saunders
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COMMON GROUND 
Rob Cowen 
Hutchinson, 2015, 352 pages 
ISBN 978-0091954550 Pbk, £8.99

Reading Common Ground disconcertingly 
immersed me in the complex and 
layered narrative strata of a shabby, 
dog-eared, left over corner of ground 
near the author’s home in Bilton, 
North Yorkshire. This is a patch of land 
we so often pass and only fleetingly 
observe, what Marion Shoard coined as 
edgeland. Shoard wrote that “we may 
not notice it, but it is here that much 
of our current environmental change… 
is taking place” in spite of which, 

“edgelands have become the lowest 
grade of landscape in UK landscape 
conservation terms”.1

Common Ground is most certainly a book 
of our epoch, catching the zeitgeist of 
our growing recognition that something 
is wrong with our environmental 
stewardship both locally and globally – or 
to use that recently coined term glocally. 

Concealing an investigative autobiographical 
thread, we quickly traverse these 
geographical boundaries and plunge 
into a series of nightscapes which are 
metaphorical and real and all caught with 
the keen gimlet eye of a hawk. This small 
landscape, described in the way a fugitive 
painter might, is expansive beyond mere 
description and can only be described 
as utterly immersive and experiential. 
In the first few chapters, like a Magic 
Lantern show, nocturnes merge into 
early mornings as Cowen’s drive to self-
discovery through feral trespassing and 
soaking up the dark’s cosmic interchange 
with a night-chilled nature seen though 
the celestial canopy of barbed wire and 
hedgerow, act as a shamans’ revelation 
of our relation to local land. 

The book is in part an essay on light, 
suggesting a remixing of Aqinas’ notions 
of different light forms – lux, lumen and 
splendor – in this case sodium lights, 
screen light, traffic, trains and fluid night 
skies; a kind of naturalist poet’s vision 
equivalent to Joseph Wright of Derby. 
This is however nature at the tipping 
point seen through the lacuna of animals 
increasingly starved of their habitat and 
resources and forced to encroach on our 
own metro-spatial existence.

The book is a cypher of life cycles from 
inception to birth (uncertain death always 
stalks near) with nature seen through 


