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Abstract

Inanimateness is a common characteristic of physical matter. Non-living nature is regarded as
a lifeless object. Its value in scientific fields stems from being a container of living ecosystems.
Poets, however, have a different vision. They perceive a type of mysterious life in what is
scientifically labeled inanimate. It is a different type of life, an anonymous one that cannot be
empirically proven but is strongly sensed by persistent observers. Material Islamecocriticism,
which is a Material Ecocriticism from an Islamic perspective, deciphers this puzzling view
of the inert world: the in-between death-life position. This position makes some see it as an
inanimate object, while others conceive it as pulsing with life and contacting their psyches. The
target of this paper is to bridge the conceptual divide between animate and inanimate beings
so as to prove nature animism. Canadian poetry is chosen as the field of investigation and
Material Islamecocritical theory is used for furnishing the basis of argumentation. Material
Islamecocriticism complements Western ecocriticism since it combines religion and science in
its approach. As such, it offers refreshing ways of understanding the interdependence between
humans and nature as presented in literature.
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INTRODUCTION: MATERIAL ISLAMECOCRITICISM LINKS SCIENTIFIC FACTS TO
RELIGIOUS ROOTS

Material Ecocriticism signals the fourth wave of Ecocriticism which emerged
in approximately 2012 (Marland 855, Oppermann 90). The first wave leaned
more toward deep ecology, the second owed more to social ecology, while the
third admits the globalization of Ecocriticism and the complex interplay of the
local and the global (Marland 850, 853). Material Ecocriticism engages with the
materiality of matter. The Islamic tradition has much to say in relation to such
arguments about physical elements. It is rich with detailed discussions that can
enrich Material Ecocriticism. Therefore, the current study aims to combine the
Islamic doctrine with Material Ecocriticism in their emphasis on matter vitalism.
This study is not the first attempt at incorporating Islamic thought in literary
theory. Islamic feminism, for instance, explores secular feminism from an Islamic
perspective. This approach to feminism has been implemented by many scholars
such as Leila Ahmed in Women and Gender in Islam: Historical Roots of a Modern
Debate (1992) and Margot Badran in Feminism in Islam: Secular and Religious
Convergences (2009). Another representation of Islam in literary theory appears
in Postcolonialism and Islam: Theory, Literature, Culture, Society and Film (2014),
edited by Geoffrey Nash, Kathleen Kerr-Koch, and Sarah Hackett.

Sinceits inception, Ecocriticism hasbeenlocked down ina domineering Western
mindset. Of course, sincere gratitude goes to Western thinkers for their esteemed
efforts to lay the basics of integrating literature and environmentalism. Nonetheless,
itis essential to listen to other voices that share the Earth’s burden. Islamecocriticism
introduces a fresh way of looking at nature literature (Abolfotoh). It is not a whole
new methodology to Ecocriticism. As a matter of fact, to combine Islamecocriticism
with Ecocriticism, the former builds on similarities along with presenting its own
standpoints to differences. This way, Islamecocriticism opens an eligible space for
ecocritics worldwide to evaluate different views on environmentalism instead of
the one view often offered by Western ecocritics. Consequently, in the course of
analyzing religious or poetic texts, it is expected to have them analyzed in light
of Western Ecocriticism as long as there are no ideological clashes between it and
Islamic thought. Islamecocriticism is not adverse to Western Ecocriticism. Indeed,
Islam is an ideal support to many Western ecocritical opinions by relating them to
a divine origin.

Material Islamecocriticism vindicates Earth animism. Its argument is based
on scientific data that are reinforced in the verses of The Quran to introduce a
comprehensive understanding of reality. Blending religion with science strengthens
the conclusions of Material Ecocriticism by linking scientific facts to deep religious
roots. However, the trouble with the inanimate is that it comes at the bottom of



the hierarchy of creatures. Thus, it is the least valued, the least respected, and
the least conserved. Inanimate creatures are, consequently, violated by humans
without any self-reproach. The waterscape (rivers, seas, oceans, among others)
and the landscape (mountains, canyons, hills, among others) are not classified as
living creatures but as living ecosystems. They are cherished for merely being a
habitat for animate fauna and flora. To regain their worth, their acknowledged life
in the Islamic tradition and the scientific community should be an established fact.
Material Islamecocriticism does not regard biology, chemistry, physics, literary
studies, and religion as alien fields of knowledge. On the contrary, they are believed
to be one holistic discipline. Material Islamecocriticism reformulates the unity
among all sciences and types of knowledge to prove that every speck of creation is
inevitably alive.

This discussion begins with a thorough illustration of Material Islamecocriticism.
Then it is followed by a theoretical analytical handling of animism in Canadian
ecopoetry. Poets enjoy a strong sensitivity toward the natural world. They refine
their senses constantly by direct contact with it, so they feel its animism. Numerous
verses in The Quran affirm that the universe animism is accessible for the observing
eye: “We shall show them Our signs upon the horizons and within themselves”
(41:53). “/S]igns upon the horizons refers to celestial bodies as well as the night and
the day and the signs of the created order referred to throughout the Quran, and
those within themselves refers [sic] to the many phases of human life” (Nasr et
al. 2410, italics in original). The signs of the Almighty God’s perfect Creation are
everywhere awaiting the eyes to capture their miraculous presence. Besides, it is
believed that “the notion of reflection . .. forms an important foundation of Islamic
spirituality” (418). Therefore, unveiling the life of Earth requires also contemplating
its sensuous language of communication: “Truly in the creation of the heavens and
the earth and the variation of the night and the day are signs for the possessors of
intellect” who “reflect upon the creation of the heavens and the earth” (The Quran
3:190-91). A poet enjoys both an observing eye and a contemplative understanding.
The poetic discussion sheds light on instances of the physical world and traces
the animism of inanimate beings (not objects). The Earth, the mountains, and the
stones are all portrayed as animate physical entities. The reaction of poets to the
animism of physical matter, which is in constant motion and change, is a clue to its
spirited existence.



DISCUSSION
Material Islamecocriticism

Categorizing is a human obsession. When humans encounter the vast Earth, they
categorize their surroundings into animate and inanimate creatures. Unlike the
animate, the inanimate is defined as being “a: not endowed with life or spirit, b:
lacking consciousness or power of motion” (“Inanimate”). With the process of time
and the development of the branches of scientific knowledge, the gap between
the animate and the inanimate, as well as the branches of science, becomes
huge. Consequently, inanimate creatures are placed at the bottom of the ladder
of appreciation and are carelessly handled because of the general ignorance of
their animism. The mistake has not been in the interest in categorizing—which is
natural and crucial—but in categorizing before laying a general rule that unifies all
creatures by granting them varied types of life. Physicist Arto Annila and chemist
Erkki Kolehmainen speak about the “theoretical problems” of “relating animate
to inanimate” because “biology, as a discipline, has by today grown apart from
physical sciences, although chemistry did become biology on this planet some 3.5
to 4 billion years ago” (1). Hence, they found out that “the logical conclusion is
that all disciples must have a common conceptual basis” (1). The Almighty God
sets this conceptual basis for a holistic worldview in The Quran when He ascribes
a distinct life to all beings. Hence, Islamic animism responds to the many voices
that are “urgently calling for new dialogues” across the natural sciences, critical
humanities, and social sciences to establish “a new interdisciplinary literacy . . . for
finding a way to square our current arrangement of life with the continuation of
human and planetary life” (Povinelli 36). Islam answers the fundamental question:
“What unacknowledged agreements were signed long before the natural and critical
sciences parted ways?” (37)

Talking about the beginning of Creation, The Quran narrates how the Almighty
God “turned to heaven while it was smoke and said unto it and unto the earth, ‘Come
willingly or unwillingly!” They said, “We come willingly” (41:11). They were offered
free will and moral commitment, yet they declined it: “Truly We offered the Trust
unto the heavens and the earth and the mountains, but they refused to bear it, and
were wary of it—yet man bore it; truly he has proved himself an ignorant wrongdoer”
(33:72). “[T1he Trust pertains to faith inwardly and performing the requirements of
religion outwardly” (Nasr et al. 1127). The aforementioned creatures refused to bear
the Trust, because “they knew they would be subject to reward and punishment
and thus chose to remain passively obedient rather than risk the consequences
of being held accountable before God” (1127). These conversations between the
Creator and the Creation are subtle proofs of its spirited existence. The Heavens
and the Earth went willingly to their Creator. They and the mountains practiced



will of choice which is the utmost faculty of the animate mind. They were even wiser
than humans and chose subservience rather than free will. They managed to judge
the Almighty God’s offer and sensed fear of its repercussions, a feeling exclusive to
animate beings.

Following submission to the Creator, the entire cosmos becomes engaged in
a tireless praise of the Almighty God in accordance with each creature’s distinct
nature: “The seven heavens, and the earth, and whosoever is in them glorify Him.
And there is no thing, save that it hymns His praise, though you do not understand
their praise. Truly He is Clement, Forgiving” (The Quran 17:44). The verse indicates
“that God is worshipped by all creatures in existence—both those on earth and
those in heaven, angels as well as beasts, and even inanimate creatures—as these
are variously described as praising or prostrating to God” (Nasr et al. 1427). “Some
commentators have suggested that one should never show disrespect to any animal,
or indeed to any creature, for they too are possessed of spirit” (1427). When writers
speak about nature’s language, they describe it as being mystical, hieroglyphic, or
difficult to be decoded. This description is typical of what is clearly stated in the
preceding verse. According to the verse, humans will not understand the language
of glorification of each creature in the universe. Still, some companions of Prophet
Muhammad (peace be upon him) managed to hear the praise of inanimate
creatures. Abu Zar al-Ghaffari, for instance, witnessed how when “[t]he Messenger
of Allah, God’s blessing and peace be upon him, held seven pebbles in his hands,
they praised Allah and [al-Ghaffari himself] heard their yearning. Then he (the
Prophet) put them on the floor and they became silent” (“Miracles”). Al-Ghaffari
further heard the pebbles’ praise when the Prophet put them in the hands of his
companions: Abu Bakr, *Umar, and “Uthman (“Miracles”).

There are other documented physical miracles in the Sunnah' that witness
the noble sublime feelings of the Prophet toward inanimate creatures and their
responses to him. Ibn *Umar narrates how “[t]he Prophet (&) used to deliver his
sermons while standing beside a trunk of a datepalm. When he had the pulpit made,
he used it instead. The trunk started crying and the Prophet (4&:) went to it, rubbing
his hand over it (to stop its crying)” (Sahih al-Bukharib. 61 h. 783).> The interesting
part in these miracles had not been the pebbles’ praise or the palm’s moaning. The
animism of inanimate creatures was an established belief in the hearts of Muslims
by the Word of the Almighty God. What had been considered a true miracle was
the ability of the Companions to hear the sound of inert beings.

The Prophetic Tradition extends the meaning of animism to artificial entities.
It is a reasonable outcome if any man-made object is originally made from the
living constituents of Earth which worship their Creator. Henceforth, the Prophet
prohibited “slam[ming] doors or us[ing] unnecessary violence or harshness with



inanimate objects” (“Interacting”). Accurate books of Tradition report that the
Companions “heard the meal glorifying Allah, when it was being eaten (by [the
Prophet])” (Sahih al-Bukhari b. 61 h. 779). Referring to Prophet Muhammad, the
Almighty God states: “And We sent thee not, save as a mercy unto the worlds” (The
Quran 21:107). The Prophet is a mercy for “all realms of beings,” the animate and
the inanimate (“Interacting”). His appreciation of nature animism is a true mercy
by illuminating its life. That is why the Prophet instructs Muslims to recite the
name of Allah before all their actions and when dealing with any object, because
they are dealing with worshipping spirited beings.

Part of the cosmos’s subservience to the Creator is to accomplish certain
functions that guarantee the continuity of existence. For accomplishing this mission
appropriately, each creature is granted a distinguished language for communication
besides its language of glorification (Abolfotoh). Science in the past decades has
provided humans with interesting lists of various means of communication among
many types of organisms. Our ignorance of other languages is not an indication of
their non-existence. It can be just a matter of time until their scientific discovery
takes place. Few individuals in the history of humanity managed to figure out this
language of communication before its scientific discovery. Prophet Solomon, for
example, was gifted with understanding the language of birds and animals. His
arguments with the hoopoe and his hearing of the ant warning its fellow-ants
to enter their dwellings during his army’s crossing of the ant valley are both
documented in The Quran (Abolfotoh).

So far, it is clear that Islam has erected the crucial rule that all creatures are alive.
This life can be perceived in some creatures, or it can be unperceived, because
it is simply bigger than our perceptions. The universe animism is, therefore, an
established creed in the Islamic doctrine. However, the absence of Islam from
ecocritical debates renders this vision inaccessible to ecocritical tenets. Existing
Islamophobia and common dismissal of religious discourses from the Western
literary ecocritical tradition discourage Muslim scholars. They tend to keep
their beliefs to themselves and to stick to the safe side by following the prevalent
successive waves of Ecocriticism. Therefore, their Islamic knowledge related to
nature debates has been marginalized.

Material Ecocriticism is defined as “the study of the expressive dynamics
of nature’s constituents, or narrative agencies of storied matter at every scale of
being in their mutual entanglements” (Oppermann 57, italics in original). In light
of this definition, the elements of nature are said to be animate beings capable
of providing their own stories, since they possess a type of narrative agency. The
theory of animism “argues for the (indigenous) notion of personhood as not limited
only to human beings, but extended to non-human beings” (Maarif 149, italics in



original). This understanding of animism “reflects the beliefs of primitive societies”
and indigenous animists (Usman et al. 348). Their beliefs regarding animism—
which have inspired Material Ecocriticism—are quite different from those of Islam
as explained thoroughly by Usman et al. With the coinage of Material Ecocriticism
and the escalating debates for drawing clear frames of inertia, animism in Islam
can no longer be dismissed as a mere religious belief. The integration of the Islamic
discourse in Material Ecocriticism (Material Islamecocriticism) is central for
clarifying and reinforcing various ecocritical controversies.

Material Ecocriticism was a considerable jump in environmentalism, because
through its lens, everything is alive and is literally connected. Nevertheless, some
current viewpoints in Material Ecocriticism are based on inconsistent assumptions
that will soon lead to the continuance of nature’s degradation. Ecocritic Pippa
Marland, for instance, points to “a shared materiality between the human and
non-human world that renders obsolete the distinctions between human and
environment” (856). She further argues that the notion of shared materiality develops
“some ecocritical formulations of post-humanism in a broadly deep ecological spirit.
Post-humanism de-centres and interrogates the human, challenging the construct
of the Great Chain of Being, which places man at its head” (856, italics in original).
This philosophy is an excellent excuse for humans to abandon their responsibilities
and to just merge with other creatures. “Erasing the divide between the human
mind and the rest of the world, or, alternatively, striving for some symmetrical
mixing between mind and matter,” explains anthropologist Eduardo Kohn, “only
encourages this gap to emerge again elsewhere” (41). Therefore, posthumanism
is an illusory utopian formula. If humans manage to go through their inherent
flaws, and if all world leaders and peoples agree to abandon their whims and
personal interests to adopt perfect virtues, only then will humans be posthumans.
In addition, before decentering humanity in posthumanism, it is also crucial to
announce the economic, political, and social bodies that will agree on decentering
their interests and marginalizing their humanity. If humans become fellow citizens
to fauna and flora, who will handle responsibility for the Earth? Humans need to
feel their accountability for the animate universe. Humans should recognize their
innate goodness and the inevitability of restraining themselves against evil and
egoism. Humans need to embrace their humanity instead of feeling the shame of
being human. Shared materiality is supposed to be an environmental achievement.
However, some ecocritical views will make humans lose another environmental
encounter by straying away from their stewardship.

Therefore, Ecocritics should no longer be sensitive to the notion of the
hierarchical structure of beings that places humans at its top and matter at its
bottom. Every opportunity is taken advantage of to undermine this hierarchy,
although it is implemented in every aspect of life for its validity. If everything is alive,



then everything really matters. Humans are positioned at the top of the hierarchy
because they have the potentiality of reasoning and free will, which make them in
charge of all creatures. The Earth has an independent existence. Without humans,
it enjoys a flawless divine balance and a charming flourish. It needs no stewards to
look after it. But the existence of humans on Earth and the process of erecting their
civilizations expectedly spoil this balance. They are dependent creatures that rely
on exploiting Earth’s resources to survive. Consequently, humans are appointed
stewards by their Creator to work against their whims and to fix what they spoil
(Abolfotoh). Commenting on the role of humans in light of matter’s materiality,
environmental humanist Serpil Oppermann says: “Being part of this dynamic life-
generating process, humans are the major actors, among other equally important
nonhuman ones” (58). She admits equity and the intrinsic value of all creatures.
Still, humans are the major actors—Earth’s stewards—who should manage their
duties.

Another essential awkwardness in Material Ecocriticism is matter agency.
Inanimate beings’ place in the universe should be understood correctly with no
exaggerations or needless extremes. The Islamic appreciation of physical matter
provides logical moderate readings of the notion of agency. Marland argues that
“matter is an agentic force” (857). Non-human beings, for Povinelli, “are agents too,’
so she demands fellow humans to “Let them speak!” (131). From an Islamecocritical
standpoint, the agentic force of the inanimate should be understood as a functional
agency rather than an agentic free will. Matter agency is divine-centered: each
living entity achieves the function appointed upon it by the Creator. The agency
of humans, on the other hand, is based on free will. Humans have the choice to be
evil spoilers or responsible stewards. Eventually, they will be punished or rewarded
for their actions (Abolfotoh). Matter has no such ethical options, since it chooses
subservience to its functional role in obedience to the Almighty God. In dealing
with physical matter as a literary text, it is important that ecophilosophers do
not sink once again into extremes by equating matter agency to human agency
after long years of devaluation. Facts should be acknowledged; authors’ literary
imaginations should be entertained. Matter animism is literal; literary depictions
of matter as having a human-like agency or as a “sentient being equal to human
intentional acts and intelligence” are metaphorical (Serenella et al. 80). Still, such
metaphorical figures in literature are useful for stirring humankind’s sensibilities
toward the animism of the inanimate and rebounding the human with the
non-human. In Oppermann’s words: “storied matter” is supposed to “provoke
recognition that narrative agencies do not [only] spill out of a poetic fancy but
trigger our imagination to heed their [literal] stories” (98).

The following part of the study focuses on the representation of Material
Islamecocriticism in some Canadian poetic texts. Islam is a universal religion



unrestricted by time or place. Material Islamecocriticism which is grounded in
Islamic thought is, similarly, unrestricted by time or place. Consequently, it is
intended to be applied freely to any literary text. However, for limiting the scope of
the study, eight Canadian poems have been selected. They present an appropriate
analytical text and context for Material Islamecocriticism. The annotated poets
are impressive environmental voices in Canadian ecopoetry and show a clear
sensitivity to the physical environment. Their original unveiling of the material
turn is outlined in the critical discussion of their poem:s.

Earth, Mountains, Stones

Earth is a living being. Poets like E. ]. Pratt and Robert Bringhurst manage to
draw vivid images of its life in their poetry. Pratt (1882-1964) was a poet, professor,
and critic who, in a dozen volumes of varied poetry, established himself as the
foremost Canadian poet of the first half of the century (Pitt). He received many
honors like the Lorne Pierce Medal for poetry and the Governor General’'s Award
(Pitt). Bringhurst (1946-) is a poet, translator, linguist, critic, typographer, and
book designer (Busby). His work has been honored throughout his life: he was
awarded the Macmillan Poetry Prize in 1975 and an honorary Doctor of Letters by
the University of the Fraser Valley in 2006 (Busby).

Pratt’s “The Good Earth” stresses the animism of the land by using the pronoun
she instead of it. The poet depicts the diverse reactions of the land to the activities
of human beings. It can distinguish those engaged in moderate cultivation from
the ones using modern soil-exhausting agricultural techniques like “synthetic
seed[s]” (Pratt 115). It can also detect the greedy thrill of those discovering minerals
beneath its surface. Cognitive and feeling verbs are ascribed to the land to draw
these images of agency: “She knows,” “learned,” “likes,” “hates,” and “answer[s]”
(115). “[H]er soil” is said to have “wisdom” and an “agrarian mood” (115). She can
be “nervous,” “[p]atient,” or “[t]olerant” depending on the types of activity humans
conduct (115). The whole poem defies the common image of Earth as a lifeless object.
Her surrender to humans is an act of “servitude” in obedience to the Creator so as
to fulfill their needs for survival (115). The Quranic depiction of Earth in terms of
death and life alludes in the same way to its animate existence. The verse explains
how “the water God sends down from the sky whereby He revives the earth after its
death” (The Quran 2:164). The Earth’s reaction to water is like that of a dry mouth’s
longing to quench its thirst. The land is resurrected, and “it stirs and swells and
produces every delightful kind” of vegetation (22:5). The “true dimension of matter,’
which is apparent in both the poetic and the Qur’anic depictions of the land, “is



not that of a static and passive substance or being, but of a generative becoming”
(Iovino and Oppermann 77).

Acknowledging Earth animism may prompt a new age of environmental
enlightenment. Therefore, Bringhurst in “Gloria, Credo, Sanctus et Oreamnos
Deorum” further discloses the singular life of Earth to have his fair share in
spreading this enlightenment. The poem is divided into four parts with short lines
and simple concise words. Many words are quite long to slow down the rhythm;
rhyming sounds create musicality. “Earth speaking earth,” the poet claims, “singing
water and air, / audible everywhere” (Bringhurst 330). However, “there is no one
to listen” (330). The poet arouses the ancient riddle of the unperceived language
of Earth. It exists, but humans cannot interpret it, because it is sensual not verbal.
All they have about this language are “the rags and the blisters / of knowledge”
(330). “Sharpening, honing / piece of knowledge, / pieces of earth” for “unearthing
the knowledge” can be managed by one means: “touching the known” (330). The
repetition of the -ing suffix in these lines—and notably in the entire poem—triggers
a sense of continuity that reflects the poet’s continuous search for knowledge. With
close physical contact with Earth, humans can gain some knowledge. This knowledge
will make them finally “[p]raise of what is” (330). The Earth is an is—continuous
movement and change define its true existence. Inertia is not one of its features.
Humans need to see its “being” and “becoming” through “[h]olding” and beholding
its secrets: “Upon the earth are signs for those possessing certainty, /. ... Do you not
then behold?” (330; The Quran 51:20-21, italics mine). “These verses . . . call upon
some of the subtleties of nature as evidence of God’s Wisdom and Omnipotence”
(Nasr et al. 2630). The Almighty God demands contemplating His Creation which
is full of signs that show its unique life.

The poet affirms that “[q]uestion / and answer together / inhabit the ground”
(Bringhurst 330). Humans wonder about the animism and vitalism of Earth, and
the answer is on Earth. Through inspecting its manifestations, humans can have
the answer to their question about its true entity. They will reach “the thread / of
the thread of the story” (331). The answer will fill them with “hunger” for more
knowledge, will stimulate their “wonder” at the impeccable Creation and prompt a
sincere “desire” to appreciate and conserve it (331). The poem ends with “begging
continuance and forgiveness / from the stones” (332). The speaker begs for the
continuance of Earth’s gifts and forgiveness for humans’ lack of gratitude for what
has been alive.

Mountains are one of the pristine sights on Earth’s surface. Their outstanding
form and exceptional magnitude cannot be ignored. Mountains are glorified in
The Quran for being mentioned in about forty-nine positions. Chapter fifty-two,
“al-Tar, bears the name of Mount al-Tar in Sinai. The grandness of mountains



is employed in the verses of The Quran to humble humans and to remind them

that there are other greater creatures on Earth than themselves: “And walk not
exultantly upon the earth; surely thou shalt not penetrate the earth, nor reach the

mountains in height” (17:37). The Almighty God refers to their utter animism and

their glorification of Him: “Truly We compelled the mountains to join him [David]

in glorifying at eventide and at the break of day” (38:18). Feelings of piety and fear
from their Creator are even stressed: “Had We made this Quran descend upon a

mountain, thou wouldst have seen it humbled, rent asunder by the fear of God”
(59:21). “Most understand this verse as a reprimand to human beings whose hearts

remain hard and unmoved in the face of the Quran” unlike mountains (Nasr et al.
2808).

The Prophetic Tradition, likewise, has strong references to the animism of
mountains. Some mountains, for example, recognized the Prophet and showed
respect by saluting him. Ali bin Abi Talib narrated: “I was with the Prophet (&) in
Makkah. We departed to one of its suburbs, and no mountain or tree was before
him, except that it said: ‘Peace be upon you O Messenger of Allah” (Jami at-
Tirmidhi b. 49 h. 3626). In addition, Mount Uhud in Medina, according to Prophet
Muhammad, shares him and other Muslims a mutual love: “This is a mountain that
loves us and is loved by us” (Sahih al-Bukhari b. 64 h. 409). It even shook with
ecstasy when the Prophet climbed it. Pointing to Uhud, Anas bin Malik narrated,
“The Prophet (£) once climbed the mountain of Uhud with Abu Bakr, *Umar and
*Uthman. The mountain shook with them. The Prophet (&) said (to the mountain),
‘Be firm, O Uhud! For on you there are no more than a Prophet, a Siddiq [an ever-
truthful man (Abu Bakr)] and two martyrs” (Sahih al-Bukharib. 62 h. 24).

The speaker in Earle Birney’s “Bushed” “found the mountain was clearly alive”
(141). Birney (1904-1995) “was an experimental poet, publishing over 20 books of
verse that vary as widely in form and voice as they do in subject” (Besner). The
poems of the Governor General’s Award winner “reveal his constant concern to
render his encyclopedic experience—be it of Canada’s geographical or cultural
reaches, of nature, [etc.]—into a language marvellously dexterous and supple”
(Besner). The poet demonstrates his ideas in a fluid form with no punctuation
marks at all. New ideas are marked with capital letters: natural line ends are used
for pausing, and some lines are broken with tabs for inside pauses. The resultant
organic unity in form mimics that among the natural elements in the poem’s
setting. Their everlasting changeability that indicates their animism appears in
varied rhythmical beats. The calm mode of the poem is based on serene alliterative
sounds like the /m/ and the /f].

The speaker could not avoid the mountain animism, and “his mind slowed when
he looked at it” (Birney 141). The mountain “sent messages whizzing down every



hot morning / boomed proclamations at noon” (141). Throughout the day, the
mountain seems busy in the goings-on of its unique life. After a tiring day and by
“sundown,’ it falls “asleep” (141). While asleep, “the winds / were shaping its peak
to an arrowhead / poised” (141). The lines paint an image of an animate nature
with purposeful actions. Each element knows its role. The mountain is fixing the
Earth and making it stable. Humans in The Quran are commanded to look at “the
mountains, how they are established” into the Earth “lest it [should] shake beneath
[them]” (88:19; 16:15). The wind, on the other hand, is engraving its peak in perfect
artistry.

The speaker develops an awareness of the place’s animism through continual
interaction with its elements. Thus, when he “bar[s] himself in,” he “wait[s] / for the
great flint to come singing into his heart” (Birney 141). The images of the speaker
caved in the mountain and the mountain filling his heart reveal the ability of humans
to feel the presence of nature animism when they have enough proximity to its
elements. The mountain in the poem performs a “material turn” “which conceives
matter as an agentic entity with an effective and transformative power over human
and nonhuman environments” (Oppermann 89). The poet turns the entire place
into “a site of creative becomings and dynamic expressions. This expressiveness is
the defining property of all matter. Whether organic or not, matter in every form is
a meaning-producing embodiment of the world” (89).

Mountains are composed of stones. The speaker in “Bushed” feels the mountain
alive; in Robin Skelton’s poem, s/he listens to the stone talk. Skelton (1925-1997)
was an “extremely prolific author, critic, anthologist and translator” who “wrote and
edited over 100 works, but ‘preferred to be mainly regarded as a poet” (Thompson
and Boyd). “His 40 plus volumes of poetry are a testament to his tireless experimen-
tation,” and as a meditative poet, “his work searches for a balance between reason
and feeling” (Thompson and Boyd). According to the poem, language should not
be defined narrowly as articulate sounds or verbal expressions. It is communication
regardless of the means. If any entity communicates meaningful messages, then it
has a language. A more comprehensive meaning of language encompasses matter’s
materiality and proves that “[a]ll life is semiotic and all semiosis is alive” (Kohn 16).
If the language of humans consists of alphabets, the language of nature is much
more diverse. One can notice the alphasound, the alphacolor, the alphashape, the
alphasmell, the alphamotion, among others. To understand this sensual language,
humans must admit its singularity and activate their senses. This is exactly what
the speaker in the poem does to comprehend the stone talk.

“Stone-Talk” is a short poem written in terse couplets. Fluidity generated by
enjambments is interrupted by some caesuras for pausing and contemplating the
discussion. Spontaneous rhythm emulates the ebb and flow of nature. The speaker



instructs the reader that touching is the sole means for understanding the stone
alphashape:

Put your hand on
stone and listen, not

with your ear or your
mind but with your fingers[.] (Skelton 209)

The person will feel

... the changing
syllables that spell

out sentences you have not
met before[.] (209)

The calm mood established by the alliterative /s/ sound helps the reader listen to the
stone talk. The speaker skillfully teaches the reader how to understand the stone’s
language. The onlooker should not be deceived by the stone’s solidity, because in
actuality, its changing syllables form inimitable sentences indicative of its animate
existence. The stone is a living communicative entity; its communication tool is
sensual. If the reader follows this advice, s/he will

..... listen (through your
fingers, through the throb

of pulse, the hiss of
skin) to all the words

that are beyond the words
we think we know[.] (209)

The lines exemplify corporeal contact with the stone via the fingers, the pulse, and
the skin. Only on this proximity can one read its language. The knowledge that the
reader gains from this experience is permanent because what is learned sensually
can never be erased. Understanding the animism of the stone alters the reader’s
appreciation of Creation. Such experiences broaden the horizon of humans when
they know that they are not the only sane living beings in the universe. The stone
becomes a “[s]toried matter” “emerging at unusual moments when our objectifying
attitude toward the world changes and becomes attentive to its voices” (Oppermann

96).



Instances from the Islamic Tradition show explicit references to the animism
of stones. The Black Stone which is set into the eastern corner of the Kaaba was
acquainted with the Prophet. Jabir b. Samura reported Prophet Muhammad as
saying: “I recognise the stone in Mecca which used to pay me salutations before
my advent as a Prophet and I recognise that even now” (Sahih Muslim b. 43 h.
5654). Stones in The Quran are sources of water. They perform their function along
with showing total submission to the Almighty God’s ultimate powers: “For indeed
among stones are those from which streams gush forth, and indeed among them
are those that split and water issues from them, and indeed among them are those
that crash down from the fear of God” (The Quran 2:74). The verse implies “[t]he
living consciousness of God by all creation” (Nasr et al. 151). Concurrently, the
said passage alludes to the stone’s functional agency which could be explained as
such: “Many rocks consist of tiny particles that slowly, slowly become compacted
as they’re buried. But spaces—the even tinier pores and channels between the
particles—remain. Water can flow through these spaces and be held there. When
that happens, the rock becomes part of the groundwater system, or aquifer’
(“Porous Rocks”).

4

Clues to Animism

Humans suffer from a perplexing relationship with inanimate beings.
Instrumentalists claim them to be lifeless objects; environmentalists regard
them as living entities. Thus, many poetic depictions of physical matter, such as
Pratt’s epic Towards the Last Spike and F. R. Scott’s “Laurentian Shield,” tend to
draw them in a middle position between life and death. According to Pratt, the
Canadian landscape is a “folded reptile” which “was asleep or dead: / So motionless,
she seemed stone dead—just seemed: / She was too old for death, too old for life”
(112). Because the land lacks the common characteristics of living creatures and
because there is something in the land that makes the poet feel its living presence,
Pratt portrays it in a state of living death. Canada is depicted as a living ancient
motionless reptile folded in a baffling manner that may render it in deep sleep or
death. The poet’s inability to determine is ascribed to its old age. The lines augment
the reader to question preconceived notions of land inanimateness and leave him/
her in a healthy doubt. This doubt is supposed to be an encouraging force to reach
definite conclusions concerning land’s life or death.

Like Pratt, Scott reads the animism of the land as a riddle. Scott (1899-1985)
was a poet, professor of constitutional law, and a founding member of the socialist
movement in Canada (Richardson). His Collected Poems (1981) won the Governor
General’s Award for poetry, and he “profoundly influenced the evolution of modern



Canada’s artistic and political culture” (Richardson). At first, the land is depicted
as “star[ing] at the sun in a huge silence / Endlessly repeating something we cannot
hear. / Inarticulate” (Scott 122, italics mine). The lines imply the existence of the
land language. But because this language is different from that of humans, the land
sounds silent. This entry of the difference between humans and other creatures
solves the silence riddle. The land has a “tongue [of its own] to shape the vowels of”
“its language” (122). Nevertheless, the land’s language sounds as “empty as paper,’
because many humans become detached from it and no longer have access to its
sensual codes (122). If they immerse themselves in its kingdom, they will remark
how the land is filling “the world with songs in its lakes” (122).

The Islamic interpretation of the true entity of inanimate beings—such as
those in the two preceding poems—is definite: inert creatures are animate entities
that enjoy a special type of life different from that of animate beings. This special
type of life is suitable for their assigned functional agency. Inanimate beings have
acknowledged the hegemony of their Creator. They show total submission through
eternal praise to Him. Humans see neither familiar modes of life in them nor
hear their praise, so they judge them lifeless. Nevertheless, some humans feel the
effect of these inanimate beings on their psyches. They sense awe, wonder, and
joy besides a wide range of unspoken emotions, so they doubt the existence of life
in them. This is humankind’s trouble with the inanimate. This is the riddle which
many could not solve away from the Islamic tradition.

If the above-mentioned talk sounds quite abstract, the clue to the animism of
inanimateness comes from Newton’s third law of motion. Formally stated, for every
action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. For an empirical interpretation of
the interaction between humans and inanimate objects, the law will be read in
reversal: humans’ reaction to physical matter proves that it exerts a certain force, an
action, on them. To illustrate, humans’ reaction to the sea, the wilderness, the open
sky at sunrise, or even to a tiny wild sprout yields to a certain action. Inanimate
beings and manifestations act upon humankind. Reasonably speaking, one cannot
be affected by the lifeless.

Because the Earth, its valleys, mountains, and rocks are animate, they affect us.
Christopher Wiseman begins “Snaring Valley” with the breathtaking statement:
“Nobody comes here and leaves / unaltered” (246). Wiseman (1936-) is a poet and
professor who was born in England (Holmes 483). He taught for many years at the
University of Calgary, and many of his poems are collected in Postcards Home:
Poems New and Selected and In John Updike’s Room (483-84). The poem defies
the concept of inanimateness. So the poet employs short lines, well-structured
sentences, and regular punctuation to free an adequate space in the mind for
absorbing this fact. Word choice is tied to wild nature, the mode is contemplative,



and the tone is persuasive. In Snaring Valley, one meets the wilderness which
“stops us dead except / for the pulse, except / for the heart’s thick sliding” (Wiseman
246). The poet depicts this overwhelming moment when one encounters virgin
nature. The transcendent view shocks the viewer who stops in a dazzling silence,
motionless at the sight of the immaculate creation of the wilderness. The valley
and its dwellers are represented as a “natural environment in which the human
agents co-exist and co-act with biological organisms that exhibit agentic capacities”
(Iovino and Oppermann 84) which are different from free human agency. Sublime
experiences inspire awe with the sudden encounter of a disciplined other. To get
the utmost of these experiences, one is advised to go deep into the valley to follow

................. the river
up to the far heights of it
where wolf-pack and grizzly
rule the tangle. (Wiseman 246)

The lines indicate the necessity of getting to the depth of the experience by reaching

out to the wildest spots of the valley. There, the “lonely man” will “know / that he

can never again / not be lonely” because he is not alone in the wilderness (246). He

is surrounded by an animate world pulsing with its own life. The wilderness affects

humans with its unique life, charming beauty, and deliberate behavior. Humans, in

turn, react by sense of awe and wonder. “The further you go up / Snaring Valley,
the speaker remarks how one

..... move|s] into the secret
corners of the mind,
the places you don’t want
to admit to[.] (24.6)

Established convictions of wilderness inanimateness are buried in these corners of
the mind. Discovering wildlife enables humans to re-evaluate such misconceptions
and to admit vitalism. Non-living existents, writes Povinelli, “had to be approached
like any other existent. The more you encountered them, the deeper your sense of
both the range of behavior they were capable of expressing and their tendencies to
do one thing rather than another in any given context” (129).

Postmodern humans’ alienation from nature is their true barrier from its
animism. Nevertheless, being in contact with the wilderness makes one “open to
shocks / beyond understanding” (Wiseman 246). Such shocks are necessary for
opening up the mind to understand its surroundings and to forsake its one-sided
look at non-human creatures as dumb, inanimate objects. At first, the “senses /
struggle, lost and confused” by the effect of what had been considered mute and



lifeless (246). But as such experiences of meeting the wilderness pass by, one feels
his/her “need [to] this place” “to keep . .. [him/herself] open” to other beings (246).
Contacting nature has a deep unforgotten impact on humans. They feel the vitalism
of Creation through its effect on their soul and mind. Some become addicted to
this feeling and return again and again to the wilderness to uncover more secrets
and to listen to its unique talk. This reaction is the strongest clue to the animism of
nature which acts upon humans’ feelings when they are in its embrace.

Barry Dempster’s “Wild, Wild” muses on senses of fragmentation from the
wilderness due to denying its animism. Dempster (1952-) is a poet, editor, and
fiction writer (Milito). In all his poems, he “acknowledges the imprint of sensations
and memories that form the basis of personality, and he does so in vivid, precise
language and imagery that evokes a visceral response” (Milito). A number of
fragments are scattered throughout the lines to encourage the reader to fill in the
gaps among them and, subsequently, between the animate and the inanimate. The
poet ends each stanza with a full stop to be fully digested before moving to the
next. Lines within stanzas run on along with swift rhythmical beats for smooth
transition among thoughts. Coherence among ideas and emphasizing the basics
of discussion are carried out through alliteration and repetition. The first stanza
states that “[w]ild is numb, is brainless” (Dempster 382). Nonetheless, the entire
poem is a paradox to this proclamation. Brainless wilderness is a logical outcome
of the anatomy of numberless creatures: there is no brain. Plants, rivers, rocks, and
mountains have no brains. However, their willful organized behavior manifests to
a distinct life granted to them by their Creator.

The poet makes use of three creatures: “trees,” “rocks,” and “spiders” (382). The
animism of the animal kingdom represented in the spider is most notable and
commonly acknowledged. The spider is “the most alive / we'd say (like us)” (382).
However, the poet claims life to trees and rocks too even if they possess no green or
solid brains. He remarks how “trees claw at one another, / rocks buried half-alive”
(382). Life in the wild is irreplaceable, “nothing ever happens twice” (382). Trees
and rocks are not repetitions, but every single tree or rock enjoys its matchless
life and has its unique influence on the entire Earth and all nearby creatures. Even
their aesthetic impact on humans cannot be replicated by any other tree or rock.
If a “man” chooses to “walk / through these wilds,” he will perceive that the “tree is
a wooden cell” that “grows” to become “tender to the touch” (382). If one touches
them, s/he will feel “how trees touch back” (382). A person who contemplates
the “beautiful brainless rock” will also know that it excels at “the act of sitting”
(382). “[R]ocks / muscle into open hands” waiting for humans’ hands to explore
and contact the unexplored (382). This series of actions and reactions in the
wilderness makes “man sit confused in the forest, / pathetically talking to himself. /
Everything feels and can’t forget” (382). The poet portrays everything as a spirited



being capable of feeling and is having a memory of its own. That is why it manages
to affect the speaker. Like the preceding poem, the sense of awe and wonder at
the animism of the wilderness overwhelms the speaker. S/he sees the inanimate
moving his/her soul and purifying his/her senses without saying a word. The force
of the wilderness, its direct action, and humans’ reactions are all clues to Earth’s
animism. According to “contemporary critical philosophies of vitalism,” animism is
best realized through “affectus (the ability to affect and be affected)” that “shatter(s]
the division of Life and Nonlife” (Povinelli 18).

Besides the action-reaction theory, movement and change are two observed
pieces of evidence of Earth animism that must be referred to. From the first sight,
most inanimate beings neither move nor change form. However, quantum physics
has a different point of view. All creatures (animate and inanimate) are basically
composed of atoms. Recently, humanity got to know that “[a]n atom holds more
secrets than the skies” (Pratt 115). Iovino and Oppermann state that “atoms and
subatomic particles have some degree of sentient experience” (78). The atom is in
constant motion with electrons revolving in fixed orbits around the nucleus. It is
literally a minor copy of solar systems, of the macrocosm. It is a true miracle pointing
to the oneness of the Creator. If the motion of electrons inside the particles of any
creature is not enough to convince anyone of atomic life, then let’s have a closer
look at neutrons and protons. Both are composed of quarks which move back and
forth at a speed close to that of light at random directions. The life of any creature’s
atoms is evidence of its own life, be it a human being or a flowing river. This basis
triggers “the notion of shared materiality between human and non-human” which
emphasizes vitalism (Marland 861).

According to philosopher and psychologist Alexander Spirkin, “[t]o be means
to be in motion” This motion ranges from “motion of elementary particles . . .
and interaction of atoms and molecules” to “a quite conceivable metasocial form
of motion in the shape of extremely intricate connections between various
civilisations on a cosmic scale” The apparent problem in interpreting the motion of
matter as a clue to its animism is that its motion is mechanical. Thus, the behavior
of atoms is explained as being mechanical, lifeless. Nevertheless, Islam explains
this point in a much more satisfying and balanced manner. The inanimate sounds
mechanical not because it is lifeless but because it is subservient to the Creator. It is
committed to its exact mission which is performed by following rigid divine rules,
the rules of physics. The Almighty God “has set” “the Balance” for this Creation
(The Quran 55:7). The Balance can “be seen as a reference to honoring the balance
and harmony of the created order” (Nasr et al. 2713). Scientists study this balance of
the Creation and try to get its secrets. Unfortunately, the universe’s commitment to
the divine balance makes it sound monotonous and inert just like the mechanical
atomic motion or that of colossal celestial bodies: “mechanism regarded matter



as a passive principle with no intrinsic activity” (Spirkin). Islam clarifies this
mechanism and “bridge[s] the analytical gap between speaking scientists and their
supposedly silent objects of study” (Kohn 40). In other words, it solves the scientific
dilemma in which “many a biologist rightfully regards the standard deterministic
or statistical or probabilistic forms of physics as insufficient to explain life” (Annila
and Kolehmainen 2).

As for change, some models of change in matter are undeniably observed to the
naked eye. In chemical interactions, atoms gain or/and lose electrons to form bonds
among each other. Such interactions in a living cell or in the molecules of an object
make life possible. Other models of change are unperceivable for humans due to
many causes. The change can be too slow like the continuous movement of Earth’s
tectonic strata. Some creatures, like rivers or mountains, enjoy really long ages
which make them seem unchangeable. However, geographic data show that such
creatures are born, grow, and eventually die. This process outlives many human
generations. It is worth noting that these beings have extended life spans due to
their delicate relation to the stability of Earth. Change is admittingly a granted fact
in the whole animate universe.

CONCLUSION: COUNTERBALANCING ANTHROPOCENTRISM AND
INSTRUMENTALISM WITH MATERIAL ISLAMOECOCRITICISM

Matter really matters because the inanimate is animate. The Creation is alive,
and Earth animism is sensuous. Regarding physical matter as lifeless is a false
hypothesis and an indication of ignorance. These are fundamental conclusions of
Material Islamecocriticism. The assimilation of the Islamic tradition in Material
Ecocriticism provides concrete interpretations of the concept of animism. The
universe is spirited, worships its Creator in a unique language of glorification,
and has its own communicative tools. According to The Quran and the Sunnah,
inanimate beings can feel and decide. This perspective should move from a religious
belief to a practical lifestyle when humans deal with their surroundings as animate
beings. The concept of matter vitalism and its interaction with humans regain the
bond between both through establishing a basic rule which deems that everything
is literally spirited. This is the starting point for formulating a healthy relationship
with nature.

Humans managed to translate their sensuous understanding of nature animism
into words, into poetry. Close literary readings reveal that universe vitalism is an
ancient cosmetic fact that has been gradually discarded for ruthless consumption
of inanimate beings. Nevertheless, poets like Pratt, Bringhurst, Birney, and Skelton



insist on nature animism through ascribing life to Earth, mountains, and stones.
Pratt draws animate images of the land’s reaction to human activities which range
from modesty to greediness. Bringhurst sheds light on humans’ inabilities to
grasp such reactions. He argues that land animism is a lost knowledge that can be
restored by sensual contact. Birney establishes this sensual contact between the
speaker and the mountain in his poem. The poet draws original images of mutual
understanding between a member of the human community and elements of the
natural world. The discussion of animism reaches a climax with Skelton’s speaker—
the expert in stone talk—giving tips to fellow humans to be skilled at deciphering
nature talk.

Despite all these inspiring accounts of Earth animism, Pratt and Scott reveal
a skeptical stance. They depict the land in a middle position between life and
death. This is a typical mirroring of their contemporaries’ skepticism of nature
animism because matter’s materiality is sensed despite its superficial inertness.
The inevitable search for clues of animism begins with Newton’s action-reaction
theory that eliminates doubt by connecting the human to the non-human. The
speakers’ reactions to the wilderness in Wiseman’s and Dempster’s poems are clear
clues of nature animism that performs a remarkable action on humans. Snaring
Valley is portrayed by Wiseman as a sublime force that overwhelms the speaker
and alters his/her perception of the wilds. Dempster’s persuasive argument depicts
reciprocal actions and reactions at first between the speaker and trees as well as
rocks, then between him/her and everything else. Nature animism, by the end, is
further elucidated through extra evidence based on constant atomic motion and
everlasting changeability in the natural world.

The poetic Material Islamecocritical argument has proved inanimateness
animism. What environmental gains can be obtained from such conclusions? If
it is sane, all world disciplines—political, social, economic, and scientific—will be
affected positively. Admitting the animism of nature makes humans responsible,
moderate, and grateful stewards. The life of Earth will not be violated recklessly.
Humans will not deforest, overhunt, pollute, or let species go extinct. Referring to
any creature as being inanimate is an offense since it leads to corruption. Currently,
this crime leads to the exploitation of Earth and the propagation of consumerism.
Henceforth, many established criteria in Material Islamecocriticism play a vital
role to counterbalance devastating anthropocentrism and instrumentalism. For
instance, Islam does not classify nature as a separate independent entity. On
the contrary, nature is tied to the Holy Creator Who endows it its unique living
presence. This fact grants all creatures considerable holiness. Holiness prompts
responsible stewardship on the part of humans as being made trustees of Earth’s
wellbeing. Linking nature to the Almighty God further instigates the oneness of the
Creator. Humans and nature are created by One Creator and thus are linked. The



Almighty God has set the physical and moral balance that organizes life among His
creatures. All Islamic teachings aim at setting the moral balance that maintains
the physical balance. Humans are instructed to follow their pure innateness which
is in accord with this moral balance to live in harmony with nature. Discarding
innateness or violating the divine balance necessarily entails divine penalty.
Humans are supposed to be relentlessly watchful of their deeds because all of
them will be rewarded or punished for their Earthly behavior. Accepting all these
Islamecocritical principles dissolves the nature-culture binary when replaced by
“a human-divine-nature decree” (Abolfotoh). This Islamic understanding of the
Creation is crucial for healing nature’s devastation.

Nature literature embodies the way humans react to their physical environment.
Islamecocriticism examines these reactions in light of the Words of the Almighty
God, the Creator Who created this physical sphere in which humans live.
Islamecocritics can provide profound analyses of the true entity of other creatures
that do not share humans’ same tongue. Islamic texts abound in glimpses of
versatile inanimate beings to give humans a better understanding of them and an
appropriate way for dealing with them. Analyzing nature literature from the point
of view of nature’s Creator is an indisputable addition to Ecocriticism and Material
Ecocriticism, to eco-literature and ecopoetry. This approach directly influences
real life, because the objective of Islamecocriticism is altering current injustices
against non-humans.

The universality of the environmental dilemma and the universality of Islam
represent an excellent match for the handling of nature literary texts. Worldwide
ecological deterioration demands a universal methodology that unifies voices
in search of solutions for Earth’s predicament that all humans share. Islam is a
religion for Muslims. Yet simultaneously, it introduces an ideal lifestyle for all
human beings with its adoption of a wide range of divine maxims that focus
on the interdependence between humans and nature (Abolfotoh). One of these
maxims is the concept of animism which has been introduced in the present study.
The discussion relies on the primary sources of Islamic thought: The Quran and
the Sunnah. Still, prospective investigations of Islamecocriticism or Material
Islamecocriticism can benefit greatly from many more green Qur’anic verses,
Prophetic sayings, and the works of Muslim philosophers.
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Notes

1. The Sunnah refers to the sayings, traditions, and actions of Prophet Muhammad which
emphasize and explain the verses of The Quran. It is written in separate numbered units;
each of them is called Hadith (plural: Ahadith). The Sunnah is collected in al-Kutub as-
Sitta (The Six Books) by six Muslim scholars. Each of The Six Books is considered one big
collection which consists of a number of books.

2. The Sunnah translation is retrieved from https://sunnah.com/. For in-text citation, each
Hadith is followed by the collection title, the book number, and the Hadith number.
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