

Praise for Is A River Alive?

‘Part paean, part elegy, part polemic. Robert Macfarlane’s superb Is a River Alive? is a lyrical entreaty to reimagine our relationship with a natural world profoundly mistreated and misunderstood. Few writers can interweave their love of nature and of language so deftly’ Australian Book Review (Books of the Year)

‘Macfarlane’s writing is so beautiful that he could convive us of pretty much anything, but in this instance he has a very important task: to argue that we should reframe how we think about rivers … imagining them as living beings in their own right’ Esquire (Books of the Year)

‘Makes a compelling case that understanding the “aliveness” of rivers should matter to us all’ Times Literary Supplement

‘A strong call to environmental action … expressed with such eloquence that the effect is of being bathed in healing waters’ Radio Times

‘Another masterpiece … This thrilling, romantic, pragmatic, genre-defying book couldn’t come at a more important time for our rivers’ Shortlist

‘A mix or reportage, travelogue and unabashedly joyful nature writing … Quality runs right through the book’ The Times

‘It will change the way you think about rivers, and in turn, life itself ’ i

‘Exquisitely written … A riveting blend of cultural and natural history’ Woman & Home

‘Lucid, lyrical … timely and necessary’ The Conversation

‘Captures the wonder of life … It’s about the healing, revitalising power of rivers: as humans do what they can do to bring nature back from the brink, nature certainly reciprocates’ Prospect

‘One of my favourite voices on the natural world’ Lauren Laverne, Good Housekeeping

‘A wondrous waterfall of observation, sensation and immersion. This is a perception-shifting book’ The Critic

‘Gorgeously written’ New York Times Book Review

‘A glorious invitation to return to one’s child-mind and its inherent wonder’ Atlantic

‘What his brilliant colleague Richard Powers has done for trees and oceans, Robert Macfarlane here does for embattled waterways’ Pico Iyer, Air Mail

‘Moving and beautiful’ Minnesota Star Tribune

‘Haunting … Macfarlane places the reader in immersive contact with the nature we have been lulled and dulled into regarding as mere backdrop to human activity’ Los Angeles Review of Books

‘[A] ravishing and enlightening enquiry shaped by hydropoetics and a deeply considered commitment to rejuvenating, cherishing and protecting rivers and all of nature’ Booklist (starred review)

‘Nature lovers will be riveted’ Publishers Weekly (starred review)

‘Macfarlane writes magnificent prose in which one can bathe oneself as in a river’ Die Welt

‘No one thinks more consistently about landscape and what it does to us humans and what we do to it. And no one fights for it more poetically than Robert Macfarlane. It is Macfarlane’s most radical book’ Neue Zurcher Zeitung

‘A beautifully written, poetic testament to the vitality of the Earth and the forms of politics that can be based on that premise’ Amitav Ghosh
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For the rivers and their guardians,

and Julia

i.m. Josef DeCoux (1951–2024)





How can I translate – not in words but in belief – that a river is a body, as alive as you or I, that there can be no life without it?1

Natalie Diaz (2020)

Dear broken rivers …2

Alexis Wright (2019)






Prologue

The Springs
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Twelve thousand years ago, a river is born.

In a hollow at the foot of a hill on which flints lie white as eyes, water rises for the first time from a crack in the chalk – and flows away. Rises and flows, rises and flows: for days, then years, then decades, then centuries, watched by a midsummer day-moon and a berry-red winter sun, watched in all weathers, watched by deer who stand six feet tall at the withers, watched by the sentries of hawk and fox, watched in sleet and hail, watched by aurochs eleven feet long from muzzle to tail.

This spring-water fell first as snow. It settled, melted, seeped slow through the bedrock, then surfaced here as a spring – a sleepless flutter of silver movement, rippling the pool it has made with its whispers and mutters.

The years below ground have clarified this water. It is transparent as glass and there is a blueness to it. North of here, the glaciers are in grudging retreat: vast crystal lobes and prows of ice, creaking as the warming climate hauls them back towards their last stand in the high places. The great ice-sheet leaves behind it scoured ground, scarred plains of bedrock, meltwater lakes and moraine. An immense weight has been lifted – and the land itself rises in relief. Trees stalk the glaciers northwards: first birch and hazel, then grey willow follows, filling the hollows. Down in the south, the frost has at last yielded its iron grip: water can soak deep into the earth, sate the aquifer – and cause this spring to flow at the foot of the hill.

Spring becomes stream becomes river, and all three seek the sea.

Now it is eight thousand years ago – the time of the linden tree. A wildwood of lime thrives, thronging right to the coasts and tight to the pool where the spring emerges. Rain-fed, the spring’s stream surges seawards: gravity at work, or something like longing. The stream joins the river who winds in fat meanders to its mouth where at last – between bronze beaches – it reaches the ocean, and is havocked into waves by tide and wind’s commotion.

Shadows shift between the trees around the spring: here are people for the first time, drawn to this place where water is born. The spring becomes a fixed point in their wanderings; a strange attractor in the loops and curls of their seasonal movements. Here they drink, eat, sleep, and use deer antlers to knap tools from knuckles of flint which are white without and dusky blue within. They haft blades to wooden shafts, craft awls and adzes, sharpen burins with which to engrave bone. They make cooking hearths from stones, leave them charred on the chalk. Their night-fires blaze in the great loneliness of this scarcely populated land, in the greater loneliness of the universe. One winter night, the aurora flickers across the heavens: shifting, radiant sky-rivers that flow and twine in currents, and pink-green light falls on the people’s upturned, astonished faces – before all is once more swallowed in the immense dark.

History runs both fleet and slow, eddying back upon itself to shape spirals where flow meets counterflow. Life and death rise and fall – and the spring, as it has always done, organizes existence around itself, exerting something like will upon the land. Settlement begins: a causewayed enclosure is dug and fortified atop a hill overlooking the spring, big enough for ten families or so. Centuries pass. The enclosure is abandoned, overgrown, absorbed by green. New dead are buried in the old chalk, and grave goods with them: pots, beads, and the sweeping horns of an aurochs killed with a poleaxe that punched a hole in its skull right between its brimming eyes.

The magic lantern flickers fast and faster. Two thousand years pass: the chalk hills are a stronghold again – the site of a huge ring-fort, ditched and palisaded. In the little wood, more springs have risen: nine of them, filling two pools. Water carriers beat a path into the earth, treading back and forth from fort to springs to fort, over and over. Water-worship floods the wider land. Springs and streams become sacred places, where water speaks in voices that cannot be understood or denied. In this age, rivers are seen and named plainly as gods: Dana (later the Danube); Deva (the Dee); Tamesa (the Thames); Sinnann (the Shannon). But if the stream who flows from the springs who pulse at the white hill’s foot is ever named, that name is lost to time.

Numberless nows become thens. The Pax Romana brings peace to the valley of the springs. Small farmers divide up the land. Their iron ploughs strike orange sparks from flints at dusk, shattering the stones so their sharp flakes lie indistinguishable from those knapped by human hand four thousand or five thousand years earlier. The Romans venerate the dryads of the trees and the naiads of the water. The water of each spring and stream is not interchangeable. Water’s source matters. Its course matters. Each river is differently spirited and differently tongued – and so must be differently honoured. Far to the north, where glaciers once dragged their bellies, Batavian soldiers build a temple over a spring and dedicate it to the goddess Coventina, whose name they take from the Celtic word gover, meaning ‘little stream’. Gifts are made to the water goddess, thousands of them: coins, beads of bone and lead and jet, a copper brooch of water serpents. As for the little springs with their lucid waters: each year a few legionaries turn from the straight and aggered road that runs a mile away, and come to lay down spear and dagger, slake their thirst and murmur prayers. They call the place Nona, after one of the goddesses of fate. In time, Nona will become Nine – Nine Wells. The springs of fate, where a river is born.

Time lapses, repeats, and the springs flow on, season after season. Blossom in succession: blackthorn, plum, hawthorn, dog rose, spindle. Leaves with their different greens: hornbeam, hazel, oak and maple. In the wood around the springs, owls call from ash and beech, each to each, year on year. Someone fastens an iron ladle on a long chain to a tree at the pool’s edge, so people can dip and drink the springs’ cold water.

Centuries pass. Plague moves westwards from Europe in long-legged leaps, reaches the region. Sharp-toothed and hungry, it stalks the young city of Cambridge which is now growing near the springs – and devours its people. Half of the city dies. Half of Europe dies. An old thorn tree flourishes by the springs, and petitioners come to tie rags of cloth to its branches, hoping the life of the waters will protect them from death. But the buboes still fester in their armpits and groins. Some of the dead are buried alone and with care; others are heaped together in trenches dug in churchyards. Still the springs run on, still the river seeks the sea.

It is the 1530s. Henry VIII has broken with Rome and overthrown the authority of the Pope. The Reformation is under way, but it is not only altars that are stripped and rood screens that are smashed. A purging fury is visited upon the animate land1 as well, bent on exorcizing that most detestable sin of idolatry. Vigilante groups fan out across the country. Running water – with its power to heal, bless and act – attracts particular persecution. Holy wells are filled and capped. A chapel built by a saint’s spring far in the west is destroyed, its attackers vowing to leave not one stone thereof upon another. Some of those who persist in making pilgrimages to springs and rivers are arrested and tried. Still people come, sometimes under darkness’s cover, and still they leave offerings. To many, the authorities’ suppression of spring sites simply confirms the numinous power of such water, welling mysteriously and wilfully from the earth as it does – as it has done for thousands of years.

Almost three centuries later a burningly handsome young poet with a limp, who is reputed to keep a bear in his university rooms, swims naked in a green pool of the river near the springs. Later he writes a poem describing a nightmare in which the sun was extinguished, and an icy Earth swung blind and blackening through space, and the rivers, lakes and ocean all stood still, while nothing stirr’d within their silent depths.2

Horses give way to tractors on the slope of White Hill, as they now call the high ground beneath which the springs rise. War engulfs the world, threatens the land. The city’s people turn out in their thousands to dig a seven-mile trench into which the Wehrmacht’s tanks will supposedly plunge if they attack from the south. But the grey soldiers never make landfall, the trench is back-filled, and during the peace that follows a big new hospital arises near the springs.

The hardest winter on record comes in 1963: the springs freeze solid for six weeks, and tree branches break under the gathered weight of ice. The hardest drought comes in 1976: roads melt, scrub-fires rage and billions of aphids drift over fields and towns like plumes of green smoke. Drawn by the aphids, a plague of ladybirds swarms the south, settling in number upon people who suddenly find themselves shimmering with thousands of insects, as if they have grown their own elytra. The springs run dry for the first time since the retreat of the glaciers. And that August, at the height of the drought, a boy is born; he has very dark hair which soon turns flaxen.

The fast-growing city is thirsty for water: to flush, to wash, to drink. Boreholes are dug, the aquifer is tapped, and abstraction begins from stream and river. The water table drops as the crops, the taps and the hosepipes all take their share. Almost no one now comes to the springs, whose flow grows weaker and weaker. The stream falls into disregard, choked by algal blooms and duckweed. The river becomes slower, more polluted. The water company fears bad press if the springs run dry on their watch, so they send men with back-hoes and lengths of blue plastic piping to install an ‘augmentation scheme’: water from elsewhere in the system will be pumped into the springs to keep them alive.

Five hundred yards away in the hospital, scores of human bodies lie on ventilators, chests rising and falling to the steady rhythm of the pumps, the bleep of the heart monitors. Here in the little wood, the springs are also on life support.

The boy with flaxen hair, who is now a man, and a father for the first time, has moved to live on the edge of the city, a mile from the foot of White Hill. It takes him two years to discover the springs, forgotten as they have become, hidden as they are in a copse of beech and ash trees, tucked between fields of wheat and barley, close by the railway line. Quickly, the springs come to fascinate him. He starts to visit them often: walking, cycling or running up to the wood, sometimes three or four times a week. He likes to drink a handful of the spring-water; it feels round on the tongue and has the silky chill of stone. He discovers that the stream who flows from the springs is only one of around two hundred chalk streams in the whole world; that a spring-fed chalk stream is among the rarest habitats on Earth. He discovers that on current trajectories of pollution and abstraction, the entire English chalk-stream network is unlikely to survive into the second half of the century.

Ten more years pass. The man, who is me, has three children now. It is the summer of 2022, the hottest on global record – the summer when all the rivers nearly die.

~

The rainlessness begins in June. Dry days lengthen into weeks then months of drought. Crops brittle in the fields; soil cracks into stars. Fierce light frames curtains and shutters from dawn until what passes for dusk. I dream often of rain; we all do.

One morning we wake to find that southerly gales have carried a fine red dust up from the Sahara and left a powdery film on cars, windows and the leaves of plants. It gets in the mouth and tastes of exhaustion. The sun shines rust-orange through the haze, as in disaster movies or California.

Time falls out of joint. The mind fails to process the dissonance. The first of the year’s two autumns comes in early August, when the trees begin to shed their leaves from heat stress. Oaks and beeches stand bare-branched. Asphalt melts glossy on the pavements and sticks to our soles like black chewing gum. Each new day brings the same old weather. We wear the heat like a suit of armour.

The rivers have it worst. The Po dead-pools. Sections of the Rhine are no longer navigable to the shallow-draughted barges that keep Germany’s heartlands moving. In western Canada, spawning salmon are poached alive in gravel beds. On the banks of the Yangtze in Sichuan, parents sit their young children in buckets of water to keep them from heatstroke. In the borderlands of England and Wales, the run-off from giant chicken farms sickens the listless water of the River Wye.

The radio says: The source of the River Thames has moved nine miles downstream.

As water levels drop worldwide, things that have been hidden begin to surface and some of them are marvellous: medieval Buddhist statues; the 100,000-year-old skull of a deer; and a Bronze Age city that discloses itself on the banks of the Tigris River in Iraq. Archaeologists hurry to the site, where they wander and map the city’s light-struck streets. They find five ceramic vessels containing more than a hundred unfired clay tablets, dense with script, and are astonished that these texts could have survived so long underwater.

Lake Mead on the Colorado River shrinks deep into its sandstone belly, leaving million-dollar speedboats beached at its margins. Wise-guy ghosts appear: a decayed body, dead from a single gunshot wound, stuffed into a fifty-five-gallon steel barrel and wearing sneakers from the early 1980s. Six other human corpses are also exposed; one is mistaken at first for the skeleton of a bighorn sheep. In nearby Death Valley, men film themselves frying eggs on the sun-scorched bonnets of Lamborghinis, and monetize the footage.

And along the edges of the Elbe, the drought stones appear: river boulders that are exposed when water levels are desperately low. They carry carved dates and inscriptions from earlier drought years: 1417, 1473, 1616, 1830. Near Děčín, close to the Czech–German border, a stone emerges that bears a warning:

Wenn du mich siest, danne weine.

If you see me, weep.

~

One day late in the long dry, I walk up to the springs with my younger son, Will.

I know what we will find that day and I cannot quite understand why we are going, but I hold hands with Will and together we cross the threshold between the hot light of the fields and the wood’s cool.

Nightshade, magpie cackle, flies scribbling the same message over and over again in floating patches of sun.

The springs have almost perished. Over-abstraction from the aquifer and a series of arid summers have done their preparatory work – and now the drought has struck. I’ve never seen the main pool so low. The hollow is choked and rank with leaves. There’s less than an inch of water in the stream-bed that leads from the springs, and no perceptible flow.

‘Has the water died?’ asks Will. He is only nine. It is painful for him to see this. He understands that there is something very wrong here, though he cannot name it. Something in the old power of this place, and its new injury, troubles him deeply.

‘No, of course not,’ I say, but my certainty is a deceit.

As we leave the wood we see an egret, white as a slice of snow, standing stone-still in the exhausted outflow channel, as if its patience might somehow summon back the water’s life.




Introduction

Anima
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We are searching for the boats we forgot to build.1

Barry Lopez (2022)



This book is a journey into an idea that changes the world – the idea that a river is alive.

It explores the histories, people, places and futures of that idea and others in its family: that a forest might think, for instance, or a mountain remember. It asks what happens if we take seriously the idea of a river’s aliveness. What does such a recognition mean for perception, law and politics? It is an attempt to imagine water otherwise.

Is a River Alive? unfolds across three main landscapes. First, an Ecuadorian cloud-forest named Los Cedros, the ‘Forest of the Cedars’, home to the headwaters of the Río Los Cedros, the ‘River of the Cedars’. Second, the wounded creeks, lagoons and estuaries of the watery city of Chennai in south-east India. And third, the wild interior of Nitassinan, homeland of the Innu people, through which runs the Mutehekau Shipu, also known as the Magpie River, who makes sea-fall at the Gulf of St Lawrence, six hundred miles north-east of Montreal.

Each of these places has become a focus for revolutionary thinking about what the philosopher Michel Serres called ‘the natural contract’.2 Each is a place where rivers are understood in some fundamental way to be alive – and in each place, too, the survival of rivers is under severe threat: in Ecuador from mining, in India from pollution and in Nitassinan from dams.

‘Water is speaking,’3 noted the Scottish writer Nan Shepherd. But what is it saying? Everywhere I travelled, I asked people the same question: what is the river saying? This is an old-growth question; it has been around a long time. The answers I received were beautiful, cryptic, troubling and illuminating. What all share is a recognition that we live in a polyphonic world, but also one in which the majority of Earth’s inhabitants – human and other-than-human – are denied voice. To be silenced is not the same as to be silent; to go unheard is not the same as to be speechless. No landscape speaks with a single tongue.

I wish to say plainly and early that this book was written with the rivers who run through its pages, among them the Río Los Cedros, the Adyar, the Cooum and the Kosasthalaiyar, the Mutehekau Shipu, the mighty St Lawrence, and the clear-watered stream who flows unnamed from the spring that rises at Nine Wells Wood, a mile from my house, and who keeps time across the pages that follow. They are my co-authors.

One morning when we were walking to school together, my son Will asked me the title of the book I was writing. ‘Is a River Alive?,’ I told him. ‘Well, duh, that’s going to be a short book then, Dad,’ he replied, ‘because the answer is yes!’

Most of us, I think, once felt rivers to be alive. Young children are natural explorers of the vivid in its old sense: from the Latin vividus, meaning ‘spirited, lively, full of life’. Young children instinctively inhabit and respond to a teeming world of talkative trees, singing rivers and thoughtful mountains. This is why in so much children’s literature – from fairy tales to folk tales, across centuries and languages – a speaking, listening, convivial landscape is a given.

The language of hydrological governance refers to rivers, streams and lakes as ‘waterbodies’. To the forty thousand recognized waterbodies in England, Wales and Scotland should be added another 65 million or so – for every human is, of course, a waterbody. Water flows in and through us. Running, we are rivers. Seated, we are pools. Our brains and hearts are three-quarters water, our skin is two-thirds water; even our bones are watery. We were swimmers before we were walkers, slow-turning like breath-divers in the dark flotation tank of the womb.

Urban planners speak of ‘daylighting’ streams and rivers. This is the practice of un-burying the watercourses over which many cities have been built, and which have been confined to drains and tunnels, flowing invisibly down in darkness. These imprisoned watercourses are sometimes known as ‘ghost rivers’: their voices are heard at street level, if at all, as whispers drifting from manhole covers or drain grilles.

London has more than twenty such ghosts. You could walk the streets of London for years and not know that each day you are crossing rivers other than the Thames, entombed beneath the asphalt: the Fleet, the Moselle, the Walbrook, the Tyburn and the Westbourne to the north of the Thames, and south of it the Quaggy, the Peck, the Neckinger, the Effra, the Falconbrook and others, their names now largely lost to concrete and culvert. The celebrated 1865 ‘Viele Map’ of New York records the locations and routes of Manhattan Island’s natural springs, streams and marshes. It shows New York once to have been a water-city. West Broadway was a wetland. At Madison Square Garden, three creeks converged like the tines of a trident, becoming one and meandering away. The Minetta Stream flowed from Fifth Avenue and 20th Street through Washington Square to its swampy mouth in what is now Greenwich Village.

‘Daylighting’ lets the water of buried streams meet the sun again. It is a means of bringing river ghosts back to life in towns and cities, of re-encountering rivers as friends and fellow citizens. In cities where daylighting has occurred,4 the results have often been socially transformative. In Seoul the Cheonggyecheon Stream was freed from the highway that had encased it: the public park created along its banks now draws ninety thousand pedestrians on an average day. Summer temperatures at the waterside can be five degrees cooler than surrounding areas, and air pollution levels along the stream’s corridor have dropped by more than a third. In Seattle, Yonkers, Singapore, San Antonio and many other cities worldwide, daylighting projects have helped resuscitate rivers and revitalize neighbourhoods. When, in a visionary act of urban redesign, Munich freed the blue-watered River Isar5 from the canalized flood channels into which it had been confined, and instead let the river wander across a wider bed, the city too was changed. Grayling now fin in shallow-water shoals in the shadow of willows. Meadows slope down to the shifting, shingled edge of the Isar, where people come to sit, talk, walk, sunbathe, sleep, swim and dream. It is not that the city has bestowed life upon the river; rather that the river has enlivened the city.

In the pages that follow, I want to daylight long-buried ways of feeling about water, both in history and in us – and to see what transformations occur when rivers are recognized as both alive and killable.

~

If you find it hard to think of a river as alive, try picturing a dying river or a dead river.

This is easier. We know what this looks like. We know how it feels. A dying river is one who does not reach the sea. A dying river’s fish float belly-up in stagnant pools. Swans in the upper River Thames now wear brown tidemarks on their snowy chest feathers, showing where they have sailed through sewage. In the 1930s and 1940s, the Don River in Toronto suffered such contamination6 from the oil refineries on its banks that it twice caught fire and burned. In the 1990s, Lake Ontario7 was so chemically polluted that it was possible to develop photographic film by dipping it into a bucket of lake water. In the autumn of 2023, a funeral was held for Lough Neagh, Northern Ireland’s biggest waterbody: black-clad mourners bore a coffin to the shore of the lough, whose water was stinking and dog-killing from the toxic algal blooms that had spread across it.

Rivers should not burn. Lakes should not need funerals. How has it come to this?

‘The conquest of nature,’ wrote the American geologist, anthropologist and racist William John McGee in 1909, ‘which began with progressive control of the soil and its products and passed to the minerals, is now extending to the waters on, above and beneath the surface. The conquest will not be complete until these waters are brought under complete control.’8

In the century or so since McGee committed to ‘conquering’ the world’s waters, a large-scale transformation of river perception and river management has occurred. The rich and varied natures of running waters have been simplified into an understanding of ‘river’ as limitless source and limitless sump: that which supplies and that which disposes. A hard boundary between ‘life’ and ‘not-life’ has been constructed and policed by a world view which decisively locates rivers on the ‘not-life’ side of the frontier. For those who, like me, have been largely raised on rationalism, to imagine that a river is alive in a way that exceeds the sum of the lives it contains is difficult, counter-intuitive work. It requires unlearning, a process much harder than learning. We might say that the fate of rivers under rationalism has been to become one-dimensional water.9 Rivers have been systematically stripped of their spirits and reduced to what Isaac Newton called ‘inanimate brute matter’.10

The drive for control over water’s movements – first undertaken at scale along the middle Yangtze more than five thousand years ago, and accelerated by the dual invention in the nineteenth century of pourable, reinforced concrete (1849) and dynamite (1867) – has successfully converted many rivers to what the philosopher Martin Heidegger christened Bestand, usually translated as ‘standing reserve’. Heidegger gave a riverine example to explain what he meant by this term. He noted that Germany’s Rhine had been a wellspring of inspiration for the poet Friedrich Hölderlin, in whose verse the river possessed its own personality and agency. However, once a hydroelectric dam was built ‘into’ the river, even the colossal Rhine ‘appears as something at our command’,11 wrote Heidegger. In his account, hydraulic engineering – for all the miracles it brings – fundamentally transforms our orientation to the river, replacing its autonomous liveliness with a subdued servitude. This infrastructural reframing of the river, he argued, was symbolic of the broader consequences of technocracy’s administrative effort to entrap nature ‘as a calculable coherence’.12 Nothing is good in and of itself; everything must be good for something. The identity of ‘river’ is stabilized and singularized, rendered legible only in terms of flow-rates and megawattage.

The Three Gorges dam project on the Yangtze River in China impounded so much water that it has measurably slowed the rotation of the Earth. There are now fifty thousand dams in the Yangtze catchment alone. Europe has the most obstructed river system of any continent, with more than a million barriers13 fragmenting river-flow, and only a handful of free-running waterways remaining. If one walks to the end of the five-mile-long Oosterscheldekering dam in the Netherlands – an entire kingdom made possible by the genius of landscape-scale water governance – one finds inscribed on a block of concrete the phrase hier gaan over het tij, de wind, de maan en wij:14 ‘here the tide is ruled by the wind, the moon and us’. Many of these dams have brought wonders in terms of human survival and flourishing, of course; dams have powered cities, quenched the thirsts of billions, made hearts sing as symbols of human hope, and united people as various as Jawaharlal Nehru, Woody Guthrie and Josef Stalin.

Meaning, as well as water, can be impounded: can still and settle behind dam walls of thought. The impounded meaning of ‘river’ is now one of ‘service provider’, an identity held in place by structures of the imagination as well as of the land. We have become increasingly waterproofed: conceptually sealed against subtle and various relations with rivers, even as they continue to irrigate our bodies, thoughts, songs and stories. Rivers run through people as surely as they run through places.

One of modernity’s many vanishing tricks is to disappear the provisionality of its own conclusions. We now take it for granted that we take rivers for granted. It is unremarkable that flowing fresh water can be owned, for instance – can be privatized and sold, reduced to liquid asset – or to think that access to a river’s banks may be tightly controlled or forbidden, rather than being part of a blue commons. It is normalized that a corporation, in the eyes of the law, is an entity with legal standing and a suite of rights, including the right to sue – but that a river who has flowed for thousands of years has no rights at all.

Our rivers are now tightly bound by logics of objectification and extraction. Strong forces will be required to release older, more complex river-meanings from their impoundment – and to reanimate our relationship with these vast, mysterious presences whose landscapes we share. But as the economist Erich Zimmermann’s enduring one-liner has it, ‘Resources are not, they become.’15 Which is to say – they can unbecome too.

In his strange, slender book H2O and the Waters of Forgetfulness (1985), the Austrian social critic Ivan Illich explores how far we have ‘forgotten’ water. The story he tells is one of disenchantment and homogenization. Water has been rinsed of its complex social and metaphysical contents, Illich finds, and reduced to a ‘cleaning fluid’.16 Turning a river metaphor back upon itself, he suggests that the West has drunk from the memory-erasing River Lethe, and thereby suppressed the waters ‘of the deep imagination’.17

In a haunting image, Illich imagines a possible antidote to this amnesia: ‘Following dream-waters upstream, the historian will learn to distinguish the vast register of their voices.’18

~

As the living world has been further distanced and deadened into ‘brute matter’, so language use which recognizes the liveliness of land and water – a ‘grammar of animacy’,19 in Robin Wall Kimmerer’s celebrated phrase – has become rarer. We have largely lost a love-language for rivers.

Occasionally, these animate grammars can still be heard – and they deliver a jolt to the mind’s ear. In April 2021, four women from an inter-tribal coalition wrote an open letter to Joe Biden, seeking his protection of their sacred lands of Bears Ears – the desert region in Utah which Donald Trump had sought to open for mining and drilling. The New York Times printed the women’s letter. ‘Our histories run deep,’ they said:


We relate to these lands who are alive. We know the names of the mountains, plants and animals who teach us everything we need to know to survive … We know these lands as a mother knows her child, as a child knows her mother. Indigenous women worldwide know where the sacred springs are; where the plants necessary for food and medicines are found; and the animals who instruct us.20



‘Who’, not ‘which’. These lands who are alive. Words make worlds. In English, we ‘it’ rivers, trees, mountains, oceans, birds and animals: a mode of address that reduces them to the status of stuff, and distinguishes them from human persons. In English, pronouns for natural features are ‘which’ or ‘that’, not ‘who’: the river that flows; the forest that grows. I prefer to speak of rivers who flow and forests who grow. In English, we speak of a river in the singular. But ‘river’ is one of the great group nouns, containing multitudes. In English, there is no verb ‘to river’. But what could be more of a verb than a river?

‘Grammar’ is that which orders the relations between things. The word sounds dry, but it hides great power within itself: in Middle English, ‘grammar’ also meant ‘magic’ – a ‘gramarye’ was a book of spells or sorcery. A good grammar of animacy can still re-enchant existence. To imagine that a river is alive causes water to glitter differently. New possibilities of encounter emerge – and loneliness retreats a step or two. You find yourself falling in love outward20, to use Robinson Jeffers’s beautiful phrase.

In Māori, one might greet someone new22 by asking, ‘Ko wai koe?’, which literally translates as ‘Who are your waters?’ My waters are the River Dee, who rises on the Cairngorm plateau, bubbling out of the plateau granite at four thousand feet among ptarmigan, snow buntings and wintry sunlight; and that nameless stream who rises as a spring in that hollow at the foot of White Hill.

Hold the map of your country in your mind. Imagine it now entirely blacked out except for the rivers and streams: these alone are present. Let them glow in vivid colours – blue and green, scarlet and violet. A new topography leaps to the eye. The land is suddenly intricately veined. Ridgelines show as dark, wandering absences; catchments gather fine filaments of water, braid them expertly into threads, ropes. Tilt – and zoom in. The pattern repeats, then repeats again with each scale-shift: a fractal branching of tributaries and channels, fronds and stems. It resembles the vascular system.

Everyone lives in a watershed.

~

In my country, England, a gradual, desperate calamity has befallen our rivers and streams. Existing laws and regulations have failed to protect them from harm. Existing ways of relating to flowing water have failed to stop the slow violence to which our rivers have been subjected.

‘Shifting baseline syndrome’22 is the name given to the process whereby ongoing damage to the natural world becomes normalized over time, as each new generation measures loss against an already degraded benchmark. A person born in the 1970s will remember the car windscreens of their childhood spattered by countless insect impacts after a long journey. The windscreens of today’s cars bear a fraction of those impact marks – but someone born in the early 2000s would not recognize this as signifying a drastic decline in flying insect populations, because they never knew the earlier abundance. The same effect is also sometimes known as ‘generational amnesia’, and it is a powerful force in terms of disguising and enabling further ecological harm.

Shifting baseline syndrome has masked the stages of our rivers’ ruin. Clean rivers have become rivers you cannot drink from without falling ill, which in turn have become rivers you cannot swim in without falling ill. Almost too late, we have woken up to the catastrophe. Today, as the river defender Feargal Sharkey puts it, ‘The simple truth of the matter is that every river in England is dying.’24 They are dying through inattention and they are being killed by design.

It doesn’t have to be this way. Shifting baseline syndrome can also function in reverse.25 We can normalize betterment as well as decline, and then wish for betterment’s increase: let us call it ‘lifting baseline syndrome’. We can run the reel backwards, and create a future in which the expectation of children-to-come is that rivers flow free and clear.

Rivers are easily wounded. But given a chance, they heal themselves with remarkable speed. Their life pours back.

When the Lower Elwha Dam26 in Washington State was removed in September 2011, a century after it was constructed, the Elwha revived breathtakingly fast. Millions of cubic yards of sediment which had accumulated behind the dam were flushed to the estuary, where the river’s new flow quickly built shingle banks and sandbars, protecting the shore from storms and creating complex new habitats. In the reservoir’s drained bed, a young forest and understorey soon sprang up: saplings of maple, fir and cedar; vast purple swathes of lupin; cottonwood and willow bushes. Black bears and mountain lions criss-crossed the scrub and padded through the river. Dippers appeared, bobbing on boulders in their smart bib-and-tucker like attentive waiters. Below the surface, other miracles occurred. As the water cleared, migrating salmon – their route no longer blocked by dams – returned first in their hundreds then their thousands each year, driven by ancient compulsion to reach the upper river, spawn in its shallows and then perish, in the great, wild fatality of the salmon run – an annual drama as alien and thrilling as any Greek tragedy.

As the river brought the salmon back, so with them came the web of life they feed. Salmon are primarily ocean creatures; they carry marine nutrients far inland in their bodies when they come to spawn. In the upper Elwha watershed, scavengers dragged the carcasses of dead and dying salmon into the forest, stripped flesh and guts and discarded the skeletons to rot on the moss and leaves. Fungi reached up their white ghost-fingers, drew the bones down and decomposed them – then shared the goodness with the roots of the trees. By means of the river, the ocean fed the forest.

People returned too: hikers, families, paddlers, politicians – and members of the Lower Elwha Klallam Tribe, whose sacred land had been drowned by the reservoir a hundred years earlier, who had fought for decades to get the dams removed, and who then scattered by hand the tons of native seeds which would reforest the territory through which the Elwha now runs again.

Hope is the thing with rivers.

~

Ideas move in space and time. They swim like fish. They drift like pollen. They migrate like birds. Sometimes their movement carries them right around the world, and they find new niches in which to flourish.

One day in October 1971, a young academic called Christopher Stone was giving a seminar on property law at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles. It had been an intense class; the students were tired and distracted. Pens were being twirled, windows stared out of. Stone decided to have a last shot at regaining their interest. What he said then jolted the students upright – and it also surprised him. He hadn’t been expecting to say it.

‘So,’ he asked hesitantly, ‘what would a radically different law-driven consciousness look like? A consciousness in which … Nature had rights. Yes, rivers, lakes, trees, animals. How would such a posture in law affect a community’s view of itself?’27

There was uproar from the students! How could a river have rights? How could a forest be a legal person? It would flood the courts with vexatious claims. It would be an affront to those humans who are still denied rights. Who would speak for the river in court – and how would they know what the river wanted? If a river could sue, could it be sued in return if it flooded a property? These were all good questions. One thing was for sure: Stone had got their attention.

Afterwards, Stone couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened. Where had the idea come from? He couldn’t say. But he realized he really meant what he’d said. Rivers should have rights. Forests could be legal persons. He just didn’t know how yet. So he pulled out a yellow jotting pad and began to work it out.

Stone grew his idea fast: first into a 1972 paper called ‘Should Trees Have Standing?27’ – an essay now seen as a landmark in jurisprudence – and then into a book of the same name, which remains in print more than fifty years on. His idea initially met not only resistance but derision. Judges and lawyers heaped scorn upon it. Stone didn’t mind. He knew there was a price to pay – a phase of testing to be passed through – for any strong new notion. ‘Each time there is a movement to confer rights onto some new “entity”,’29 he wrote in his 1972 paper:


each time the proposal is bound to sound odd or frightening or laughable … This is partly because until the rightless thing receives its rights we cannot see it as anything but a thing for the use of ‘us’ – those who are holding rights at the time.



Almost forty years after Stone first coined the notion of nature’s rights, a Māori legal scholar called Jacinta Ruru read his work. It struck her that an affinity existed between Stone’s young concept of legal personhood for natural entities, and the long-standing Māori relationship with rivers as living, sacred ancestors.

In 2010, together with her student James Morris, Ruru published an article entitled ‘Giving Voice to Rivers’. ‘Indigenous peoples throughout the world have strong connections to the flowing freshwater of rivers,’30 it begins, before turning to Stone’s work and considering the relevance of nature’s rights to the rivers of Aotearoa New Zealand. ‘We argue that it is timely to consider the application of this concept in the specific context of [our] rivers,’ they wrote, on the grounds that it could ‘create an exciting link between the Māori legal system and the state legal system’:


The ‘legal personality’ concept aligns with the Māori legal concept of a personified natural world. By regarding the river as having its own standing, the mana (authority) and mauri (life force) of the river would be more likely to be regarded as a holistic being, rather than a fragmented entity of flowing water, river-bed and river-bank.



Only seven years later Morris and Ruru’s synthesis found real-world form in an extraordinary piece of legislation called the Te Awa Tupua Act, the passing of which – in Parliament House, Wellington, on 20 March 2017 – was accompanied by songs, dances and tears of joy. That Act concerns the Whanganui River, who rises as meltwater on the snowy slopes of three volcanoes on the North Island, and then flows for around 180 miles through steep rainforest, deep gorges and bush country to reach the Tasman Sea at the town of Whanganui.

At the Act’s heart31 is a radical claim: that the Whanganui River is alive, and an ancestor to the Whanganui iwi (tribe). The Act speaks unambiguously of the river as an ‘indivisible and living whole’, ‘a spiritual and physical entity’ with a ‘lifeforce’.32 The Māori word that recurs in the Act when describing the river is mouri, synonymous with Morris and Ruru’s term mauri, both of which translate as: ‘life principle, vital essence … the essential quality and vitality of a being or entity’.33 The closest English cognate is ‘anima’, which means ‘a current of breath or wind, the vital principle, life, soul’, and which gives us ‘animal’, ‘animate’, ‘animism’ and ‘animus’ in the sense of ‘mind’.

The Act also recognizes its principal subject as ‘comprising the Whanganui River from the mountains to the sea, incorporating all its physical and metaphysical elements’. What a beautifully inclusive definition of a river this is! As a tree is not only its trunk but also its branches, leaves, roots, and the lives who thrive upon and with it, so here a river is recognized not only as its main channel, but also as its sources, tributaries, watershed, estuary – and what the Act calls the life and health of the ‘communities of the River’, human and non-human, who exist within its catchment and whose well-being is continuous with that of the river’s. Ko au te Awa; ko te Awa ko au, runs the Whanganui proverb quoted in the Act: ‘I am the river; the river is me.’

To its recognition of the river as alive, the Act adds a second dramatic innovation: the river is also recognized as a ‘legal person’, with the capacity to represent itself in court and to bear rights – the right to flow unpolluted and undammed to the sea, for example, and the right to flourish. The Act establishes a body of River Guardians known as Te Pou Tupua, who constitute the river’s ‘human face’.34 The Guardians’ task is to speak with and for the river; their obligation is to promote and protect its life force.

The Te Awa Tupua Act was the outcome of around 180 years of conflict between the Crown and the Whanganui iwi over land and water rights. At the heart of this conflict was a struggle between two incommensurable ways of seeing the river.

The first is that of the Crown: a utilitarian perception which has always viewed the Whanganui River as resource and service provider, there to be manipulated and exploited as the state has seen fit, and to be anatomized into its notionally separable, commodifiable elements: the bed, the banks, the flow, the fish, the minerals that lie beneath it. Since first claiming the river in the nineteenth century, the Crown had deforested, blasted, mined, abstracted, polluted and re-routed the Whanganui, reducing it by the early 2000s to a weakened, sickened river.

The second way of seeing is that of the Whanganui iwi. ‘We want … to begin with the view that [the river] is a living being, and then consider its future from that central belief,’ said Gerrard Albert, lead negotiator for the Whanganui iwi. ‘We have fought to find an approximation in law so that all others can understand that, from our perspective, treating the river as a living entity is the correct way to approach it, as an indivisible whole, instead of the traditional model … of treating it from a perspective of ownership and management.’35

The passing of the Te Awa Tupua Act echoed like a gong-strike around the world. The recognition – at the highest legislative level of a modern democracy – of a ‘Great River’ as a rights-bearing ‘living being’ seized the global imagination.

It also supercharged the dynamic, disruptive current of ideas usually now known as the ‘Rights of Nature movement’.

~

There are few things as powerful as an idea whose time has come. Over the past twenty years, energized by ecological emergency, the young Rights of Nature movement has repeatedly inspired new forms of future dreaming, and unsettled long-held orthodoxies by appealing to imagination as much as to law.

Case after case has been brought worldwide to test the anthropocentric foundations of existing legislation – and the drive to recognize the lives, rights and voices of rivers, mountains and forests has lit up activists, lawmakers, politicians, artists and campaigners. Much of the trailblazing has been done by what the Mexican activist Gustavo Esteva called ‘those from below’:36 ‘grassroots groups … which transform the world in the here and now’,37 chiefly local people and Indigenous communities, mobilized by shared experiences of threat and loss to their landscapes. Much of it has also been driven by women, who have time and again stepped forward as leaders in the field.

Rivers, above all, have become the focus for this movement. ‘River rights’ have become the commonest form of novel legal subjectivity in dozens of countries around the world, from Australia to Colombia, Canada to Bolivia. In Bangladesh the judiciary has enforced the closure of 231 unauthorized factories which were judged to be violating the rights of the Buriganga River. In England a local council in Sussex has acknowledged the rights and legal personhood of the River Ouse. A Universal Declaration of River Rights has been drawn up which recognizes rivers as living entities with fundamental rights, including the ‘Right to Flow’ and the ‘Right to be Free from Pollution’.38

The centrality of rivers to this profound reimagining process is unsurprising. Muscular, wilful, worshipped and mistreated, rivers have long existed in the threshold space between geology and theology. They give us metaphors to live by, and they decline our attempts to parse them. Unruly, fluid and utterly other, rivers are – I have found – potent presences with which to imagine water differently. We will never think like a river, but perhaps we can think with them.

I take the Rights of Nature movement at its best to be a kind of legal ‘grammar of animacy’: that is to say, an attempt to make structures of power align with perceptions of a world which is far more alive than power usually allows. ‘The law,’ as the Nyikina Warrwa scholar-activist Anne Poelina puts it, ‘is being used creatively to train human beings to listen, pay attention to, and learn from, rivers.’39 Recognizing nature’s rights is one means of trying to tell a different story about the living world: a very old story, given new expression. A story in which the world is ‘not a machine after all’, as D. H. Lawrence put it, but ‘alive and kicking’.40

On Midsummer Eve in that drought-struck summer of 2022, I joined about a hundred people on the banks of the Cam – the river who flows through my home city and who is fed by the springs that rise near my home. The light that hot afternoon was syrupy and golden, the grass tawny from weeks of hard heat. The air was kiln-dry, and it was obvious to us all that the river was sick. Sweat crawled down us and the river crawled by us, its water low and greasy. Weed trailed lankly along its surface like hanks of hair.

Together, we read aloud a Declaration of the Rights of the River Cam – as if just saying might make it so: We declare that the River Cam and its tributaries have the right to flow and be free from over-abstraction, the right to be free from pollution … Partway through, I had to stop speaking. I was overwhelmed by hope and futility. It was a mixture of a potency I’d never experienced before – and it silenced me.

Our fate flows with that of rivers, and always has.

~

I began these river-journeys in doubt and uncertainty. I knew the question to which I wanted a response – the question of this book’s title – to be a formidably hard one, even as I wished it to be as simple as my son found it.

How we answer this strange, confronting question matters deeply. Even the asking of it is a first step. How we answer it now is of great importance to our ability to know, love and live on this Earth in ways that will help us do it justice and abide with it. The years I have spent seeking answers to this question have been bewildering as well as revelatory. In the end, of course, it was a river who gave me the truest and most complex response.

During my travels, I met stolen, drowned and vanished rivers, and saw the ruthlessly executed power of companies, criminals and governments. I met many river defenders who are trying to redefine our sense of what ‘life’ is, sometimes at grave risk to themselves; people for whom despair is a luxury. I watched a woman of unaccountable powers healed by water, and witnessed two discoveries, one of which shifted slightly the whole story of life on Earth. As to what occurred at the Gorge, ten days down a wild river in the far north-east of Canada – the point and place to which, it turned out, everything had been flowing? Well, I am still very far from being able to take that in, let alone comprehend it. I think perhaps I will always be coming to terms with it.

My first journey was to a cloud-forest in northern Ecuador. It is a living forest, certainly, through which living rivers run like veins. It is a place where a version of the world’s oldest written story is being retold – though this time with a different ending.

It’s night, a few miles from the equator, high in that cloud-forest, many miles from any road.

Cool air, damp ground. The chatter and click of night creatures.

A young river sings on ceaselessly in a gorge below.

In a little clearing, a fire burns – a small light in a vast dark. Shadow and flame tiger the leaves that fringe the clearing. Beyond and in all directions spreads the immense forest, seamed by streams and seething with sound.

The eyes of the forest are watching.

The ears of the rivers are listening.

The eyes of the forest can see a handful of people huddled close round the fire.

The ears of the rivers can hear one of them crying.




Part I



THE RIVER OF THE CEDARS

(Ecuador)





One way to stop seeing trees or rivers or hills only as ‘natural resource’ is to class them as fellow beings – kinfolk. I guess I’m trying to subjectify the universe, because look where objectifying it has gotten us.

To subjectify is not necessarily to co-opt, colonize, exploit. Rather it may involve a great reach outward of the mind and imagination.1

Ursula K. Le Guin (2017)



[image: A map illustrates the Los Cedros Cloud Forest with contour lines and labelled features, including rivers, trails and high camps. Adjacent areas include Cotacachi Cayapas. An inset on the right shows the forest’s location in South America.]
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That first night at the high camp, the cloud-forest comes alight.

The fireflies start it, their orange diodes winking on and off as they drift. Then glow-worms in the understorey put tapers to their yellow lanterns. Then the red-ember eyes of kinkajous, bodiless in the dark, click on in the trees. They watch us from the branches with unblinking intent.

Far to our west, a storm slips along the Pacific coast. Blue-white sheet lightning silhouettes forested ridges. Thunder is muted by distance.

Far to our south, Cotopaxi erupts. Its magma chamber churns and slops. A seven-thousand-foot column of ash drifts in the still air.

From the spoil heaps of the mining district of Portovelo-Zamora in south-western Ecuador, mercury leaches slowly into the Puyango-Tumbes River, poisoning it for twenty miles downstream of the gold-processing centres.

In the gold futures markets, the spot price of a troy ounce climbs past $1,517.

We sit close round the fire in the little clearing, warmed by the blaze, comforted by each other’s nearness. At night, at this height, the air is cold. Glimpsed through the cloud-forest canopy, the sky is blue-black clear and salted with stars. These equatorial constellations are odd to me in their orientations.

I have a strong sense of how very far we are from any road; of how deep into the forest we have come.

I realize Giuliana is crying quietly in the shadows. The sudden loss of her father remains so raw. I am still in the house of death …

Then she smiles a little through her tears. ‘I’m crying from grief,’ she says, ‘but also out of happiness and relief at what’s happened here in the forest, with the river, with you all. At what’s been returned to me that I thought I might have lost for ever.’

A night-bird sings, trilling and liquid.

The fire burns down until it is no more than a rough circle of pulsing eyes.

¡Bosques sin Minería!: #JusticiaLosCedros, reads the text on a wall mural in Quito, Ecuador’s capital: Forests without Mining!

¡La MINERÍA impulsa el Buen Vivir! reads a roadside advertisement for a copper company: Mining promotes the Good Life!

‘Hola!’ calls Giuliana suddenly. ‘Head torches off! Look around!’

We kill our beams. Slowly, my night-sight simmers into focus – and I see that the trunks, stumps and fallen branches around us are all glowing with a light that is different in kind to any I have seen before. It’s a yellow-silver brightness that comes from deep inside the object it illuminates, and it is heatless. I pick up a fragment of what feels like wood but looks more like radiant water. ‘The light in this one seems to be rippling,’ I say.

‘That’s because it’s alive,’ says Giuliana. ‘That glow is mycelial. It’s made by the miles of fungal hyphae that are growing through this wood right now, as the wood dies. That mycelium will, in the right season, produce bioluminescent mushrooms.’

I walk across to the rotting stump of a tree on the clearing’s edge; the whole stump is shimmering with that water-light, as if a luminous river ran through it. In places the light is latticed; in others it is continuous. When I reach out invisible fingers to touch it, I find that I cannot – but nor can I occlude it. It is beautiful and eerie.

‘What we have here this evening is nothing!’ says Giuliana. ‘If you hit the right night, in the right place, you can see all the veins of the forest lit up – you can see that everything is connected!’ Then she murmurs, perhaps to herself, ‘No one is without another.’

Under recessed ceiling spotlights in a Melbourne office building hailed by its owners as a workplace of unmatched distinction and surprise, a small team of in-house lawyers works through lunch to prepare paperwork for the final acquisition of a copper- and gold-mining concession in the cloud-forests of northern Ecuador.

On the eastern side of the Ecuadorian Andes, the scent of bitter almonds drifts through the forests of Zamora Chinchipe.

The rotting stump seethes, radiates. Cotopaxi slops and churns. The fireflies drift, wink. The River of the Cedars seeks the sea.

‘If fungi were to speak,’ says Giuliana, ‘they would tell us what they show us, which is that really the death of an organism is the beginning of countless others; that there is no end to life, just a constantly shifting substrate.’

When we wake next morning in the clearing, the light of the mycelium is hidden by the greater light of the sun. The stump looks like any other stump, the branches like any other branches.

Mist fills the valley folds between distant ridges. Somewhere below us, two toucan barbets call out their counterpoint duet in smoky hoots – hoo-ooh, hoo-ooh, hoo-ooh.

Between the notes of the barbets, I can hear the high, trembling song of the River of the Cedars from down in the gorge, as it is born and born again.

~

I travelled to the mountains of northern Ecuador to seek a river, meet a forest and find two fungi – and because in 2008, this small country with a vast moral imagination changed the world.

In late 2006 the socialist democrat Rafael Correa won Ecuador’s presidency – his election part of the so-called ‘pink tide’ of that period, which saw leftist governments elected across Latin America, from Chávez in Venezuela to Lula in Brazil and Morales in Bolivia. One of Correa’s first steps in office was to initiate the process of designing and approving a new constitution for the country. A wave of reformist energy swept Ecuador, and by November 2007 a new Constitutional Assembly was convened – and given half a year to draft a new constitution.

That constitution, ratified by national referendum on 28 September 2008, was in many respects a startlingly progressive document. It identified drug use as principally a public health problem rather than criminal activity. Across fifteen sub-articles it guaranteed numerous rights and protections to Indigenous peoples in Ecuador. It also recognized water as a public good –‘inalienable, imprescriptible, unseizable and essential for life’ – prohibited the privatization of water, and declared a ‘right to water’, since ‘its condition as an essential element for life makes it a necessary aspect for the existence of all living beings.’

The Ecuadorian Constitution’s most radical aspect, though, was Articles 71 to 74: what have become known as the ‘Rights of Nature’ articles.

‘Nature, or Pacha Mama, where life is reproduced and occurs,’ states the first of these, ‘has the right to integral respect for its existence and for the maintenance and regeneration of its life cycles, structure, functions and evolutionary processes.’ The other three articles recognize nature’s right to be restored when damaged, the relationship between the good health of nature and the ‘good living’ (sumak kawsay) of humans, and the obligation upon the state to restrict activities that might lead ‘to the extinction of species, the destruction of ecosystems and the permanent alteration of natural cycles’.2

It was a global first. The Rights of Nature – to exist, to regenerate
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