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Foreword

By Scott Slovic

Perhaps the fundamental irony of ecocritical literary studies—and of the environ-
mental humanities as a whole—is that scholars working in this field are concerned
less with the world outside, with nature, than with the mysteries of the human
mind. When we write about “environmental texts” or about the relationship between
the human and the more — than — human, we are actually using these studies as an
indirect way of looking in the mirror. Henry David Thoreau wrote in his journal in
1841, “Man cannot afford to be a naturalist, to look at Nature directly, but only
with the side of his eye. He must look through and beyond her. To look at her is as fa-
tal as to look at the head of Medusa. It turns the man of science to stone”® . Much
the same could be said of the thinker who would like to understand herself. To look
too directly in the mirror might well turn her into stone, might freeze the flow of ideas
and insight. Thus we struggle to find just the right angle, an oblique indirectness, to
view and contemplate our truest selves and our relationships with the world
beyond us.

For the past thirty years, | have been pondering the psychological dimensions of
human lives—and of my own particular human life—in the context of the more — than
— human. To me this is the essential topic of the environmental humanities. Why do
we think as we do about the meaning of our lives? How might consideration of what it

means to exist in relationship enable us to glimpse this meaning, to feel it? Why is it

that our minds care about—attach themselves to—some things, certain kinds of in-

formation, and fail to pay attention to other things? In her 2001 study Being Human :

(@ Thoreau Henry David. The Journal of Henry David Thoreau [ M ] . Ed. Bradford Torrey. Volume
6. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1906.



Ethics, Environment, and Our Place in the World, religious studies scholar Anna
L. Peterson argues that Asian, Native American, and feminist “approaches [ to in-
terpreting humanness | all portray humanity as shaped or even defined by relations to
a host of other beings, including people, animals, plants, and natural proces-
ses” @, T agree down to my very bones with the premise that we are defined by such
relationships—that our lives are devoid of meaning except when understood in the
context of these relationships. And yet I disagree that only particular cultural groups
adhere to this idea—Asians, native people, women. When contemporary American
author William Stafford writes in his 1964 poem “Maybe Along on My Bike” about
bicycling home from work and experiencing his sensory engagement with all forms of
beings in the world around him—owls, snowflakes, street lights, and even his bicy-
cle itself—he exclaims, “think! —the splendour of our life” 2 . Our lives, in other
words, take on “splendor” ( magic, beauty, meaning) through engagement with
the not — self.

I spend my life—as a scholar and teacher and simply as a person—trying to sa-
vor something like the splendor Stafford writes about in his little poem. I want to be as
conscious of this splendor as possible as much of the time as possible, and yet I know
that in order to be mindful of the splendor, I must allow myself to drift out of mind-
fulness and into a temporary condition of dullness before triggering my mental synap-
ses awake again. Consciousness waxes and wanes, comes and goes, rises and
falls. This is the nature of our minds. In book after book—=Seeking Awareness in Ameri-
can Nature Writing (1992 ), Going Away to Think (2008 ), Numbers and Nerves
(2015) —I have sought to put words to this quest to fathom the mysteries of the hu-
man mind, of my own mind. I see in Lihua Zhu a kindred spirit and in her book Love
and Life: Instinctoid and Ecocriticism a project very much after my own heart. In pur-
suing questions about what it means to appreciate our lives in the world and the mys-

teries of our how we love ourselves and others, how we seek to love our very exist-

(D Peterson Anna L. Being human; ethics, environment, and our place in the world [ M ] . Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2001.
@2 Stafford William. Maybe Alone on My Bike (1964) .In: Smoke’ s way: poems from limited edi-

tions: 1968 —1981 [M] . Port Townsend, WA: Graywolf Press, 1983.
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ence, she is exploring many of the questions that have puzzled and lured me for so
many years. These are fundamental questions in the field of environmental humani-
ties, questions that thinking women and men have asked themselves since the dawn
of our species. There are no final answers, of course. The mind is a mystery. But in

the eloquent exploration is a deep satisfaction.
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