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16. Nature, water symbols, and the human guest for
wholeness

ANNE BUTTIMER

Few words so commonplace in everday vocabulary are so elusive to grasp
as “the whole.”? Like mirrors, notions of what constitutes a “whole pic-
ture” may reflect quite as much of what is in the eye of the beholder as they
do about reality. Herein lies a profound dilemma. Once a person, group, or
culture articulates its own conception of the whole, immediately antennae
on other possible wholes become fixed; receptors to foreign insights
become restricted to those categories which are familiar and, therefore,
limited.

Martin Heidegger’s reflections on thought and being prod imaginations
toward horizons beyond those of the taken-for-granted.2 They evoke a
thirst for more holistic ways of understanding than can be achieved via
reductionist or scientific ways.? Favored among human scientists is his
concept of dwelling as *‘gathering of the fourfold” — Earth, Heavens, Mor-
tals and Divinities — as the essential feature of humanness.4 Inevitably,
however, his whole idea is couched in the myth and symbolism of European
civilization; it may be best exemplified in the agrarian landscapes of the
Black Forest or Rhineland. His “mortals” are exclusively human, his
“divinities’ presenced in cathedral and shrine; a momentary glimpse may
be snatched at the interplay of “‘earth” and “‘sky” via the march of seasons
and such artifacts as bridges, buildings, and artisan crafts. Ocean and tide,
island and beach, seem remote.

Despite this focus on European experience, one of Heidegger’s enduring
gifts is the invitation to probe worlds beyond one’s own — to reach beyond
whatever whole may have sedimented itself in cultural consciousness and
gaze attentively at others. It is in this spirit that this essay draws attention
to water, an element which does not play an explicit role in Heidegger’s four-
fold, but is nevertheless one of the most fundamental elements in Creation
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— asine-qua-non for terrestrial life. Through reflections on water symbolism
in various civilizations, this essay seeks broader horizons on nature,
thought, and being than those which our anthropocentric and settled worlds
of the West have deemed edifying, ideologically defensible, or rationally
arguable. Indirectly, the aim is to elucidate neglected aspects of human
dwelling, a central aim of this volume.

If one is justified in construing Heidegger’s notion of dwelling as metaphor
for stability and settlement in space, then one can surely construe water
symbols as metaphors for adventure and journey, for an element which
lubricates, emancipates, renews and recreates human existence through
time. In fact, if there can be a universal conception of dwelling on the earth
relevant to all world civilizations, it must include this fluid, liberating ele-
ment. If not, the conception must fall short of that wholeness toward which
Heidegger himself pointed when he wrote, “‘poetically, man dwells . . .08

At the outset, then, let me define wholeness as horizon rather than
destination: a horizon which recedes as the journey through life unfolds. |
wish to share some reflections on water symbols in diverse milieux, regard-
ing these as horizons which people have charted in their own quests for
wholeness. Against the background of this cross-cultural and historical
evidence, albeit filtered through the lenses of a Westerner, | propose some
categories through which our own taken-for-granted “wholes™ can be eval-
uated. The challenge, as | see it, in these later years of the twentieth century,
is not so much one of rationalizing or analyzing how particular “wholes’ are
constituted or held together; rather, it is one of discovering ways beyond
them toward a broader vision of humanity and world.

Symbols, experience, and the whole

Most Western academics use symbols — texts, maps, equations, diagrams
— to unravel and analyze parts; symbols to put the parts back together
again. A distinction should, of course, be made between signs and symbols:
the equations and acronyms which scholars use to facilitate unequivocal
meanings in conversation should more appropriately be called signs, while
insignia, shrines, art and architecture, myth and metaphor, should be
regarded as symbols. The latter point beyond themselves, and appeal to im-
agination, intuition, and memory, as well as to intellect; the former can func-
tion with just the sensory-motor or mechanical capacities of humanness.b
We share one of the most characteristic habits of anthropoids, viz., the
transformation of direct experience into symbols, be they articulated via
sound, taste, literature or algebra. Symbolic transformations are the stuff of
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human creativity.” To use one’s own categories in interpreting the symbols
of another is also a universal human trait. The interpretation of signs and
symbols, however, so clear and efficient for the insider, may be a matter of
shock, scandal, or puzzlement for the outsider. Consider the Dragon,
sacred symbol of palace and temple in China, symbol of evil to European
eyes.8 The painting of Saint George and the Dragon which for English eyes
represented the triumph of virtue over vice, when once displayed in Beijing,
was not surprisingly construed as a symbol of European imperialism. When
Western eyes alight on a Japanese painting of water turbulence, how is it
to be interpreted? As art to be evaluated in aesthetic terms, as an invitation
to research on hydro-dynamics, or as a story about the cosmos?

Symbols per se are obviously not adequate to facilitate mutual under-
standing. In the case of water symbolism, the potential for confusion is
especially so, for the symbol cannot be interpreted correctly until placed in
the context of a civilization’s physical milieu and cosmology. A higher level
of symbolic transformation from experience to language is clearly needed:
what one seeks is some horizon for discourse which could enable each of
us to come to appreciate diverse images of wholeness.? It is in this eman-
cipatory, lubricating sense that water symbolism may yield its greatest gift,
viz., a thirst for something beyond those circumscribed wholes in which we
all now “dwell” in our worlds of experience and expertise.

Let me offer an illustration from intellectual history. The progress of scien-
tific knowledge is commonly documented via the record of major products,
by author and date, as well as via the labelling of theories and models.
Historians of thought, however, be they idealist or materialist in orientation,
when describing or interpreting this story, resort to metaphors such as “cur-
rents of thought,” *‘watersheds,” ‘“‘convergence of streams,” “cycles,” or
“phases” of knowledge production and diffusion. Literature on human
creativity is permeated with water symbolism. When individual scholars are
asked specifically about their own moments of insight they often speak in
metaphors like ““‘wellspring of inspiration,”” “‘flood of insight” or “‘stream of
consciousness.’’10 |saac Newton, reflecting on his life’s work, described
his own experience as that of ‘‘a little boy playing on the seashore and divert-
ing myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than
ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.” 1
Sabres clash in the verbal sportmanship over “internalist” versus “‘exter-
nalist”” interpretations of Western intellectual history, but few discussants
acknowledge how culturally confined the whole theater is.'? None of the
signs and symbols used by either contending party is really understandable
until it is placed in the context of deeper myths, e.g., Promethean or Faus-
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tian myths of progress which hold the conviction that through time there has
been a progressive refinement of thought and an inevitable trajectory
toward “‘truth.” Few seem aware that this very practice of entertaining
discourse on intellectual developments per se, apart from their connections
with other, material, political, or emotional developments in human ex-
perience, may be quite incomprehensible to fellow humans in other civiliza-
tions. In short, if one is to seek understanding of water symbols, one has to
recognize that they probably make sense within a cultural and geographical
context whose guiding myths are imbibed and mutually affirmed without ra-
tional analysis or reflection.

If it is human to make symbols, one can justifiably argue that it is quint-
essentially human to create and live by myths. Even Western philosophers
today claim that the mythopoetic mode of knowing is the necessary com-
plement to the rational.’® It would appear, for example, that one of the
guiding myths of Euro-American university life is failing, viz., that a rational
division of labor and functional specialization among knowledge experts will
eventually yield understanding of “‘the whole.” In the last few decades, the
result has been a turn toward the humanities, with a hope that something
could be learned from an exploration of aesthetic, intuitive, or volitional
dimensions of our humanness. Perhaps the time has come for a rediscovery
of the dialectic nature of wholeness: that no structure makes sense without
process, that functional specialization can only lead to a Tower of Babel
if provision is not made for communication among those who occupy its
well-engineered rooms. Even from a rational vantage point, the West
already senses a thirst for symbolism which connotes lubrication, flow,
and dynamism of a circulatory system which could connect parts and
wholes.14

In the late twentieth century, problems of water resources — their use,
abuse, scarcity or abundance — evoke something more than metaphysical
speculation. There is obviously a sense of problem felt among hydrologists
and political scientists throughout the world. The United Nations announces
a decade of research on water; a recent report from an eminent group of
hydrologists assembled at Zurich warns that by the year 1990 only half the
world’s population will have access to unpolluted drinking water.'® In Rio
de Janeiro live more than two million favelados without access to running
water or sewage disposal.’® The world of research busies itself in the quest
for solutions, and the quest seems worthwhile for reasons beyond those of
intellectual curiosity.

A sensitivity about life as a whole and the motivation to explore problems
and seek solutions belong to realms of humanness which transcend the
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purely rational. They could be regarded as religious, for religio (literally, *‘to
bind”) refers to a felt bond among creatures, and its opposite is negligence
(from negligio, *‘to unloosen’’). Concern about water resources might be one
of the best entrances to reality which other civilizations take for granted, viz.,
that nature, cosmos, and humanity form a whole, and that whole means
holy.

If water symbolism is to be catalyst for holistic understanding, or a poten-
tial facilitator of improved communication between those who now find
themselves in the roles of victim or oppressor in the international drama of
water resources, one needs to reflect not only on the everyday experiences
of humans in diverse milieux; not only on the scientific explanations of water
dynamics and use; but also on the contexts of faith in which perceptions,
uses, and abuses of water are formed and sanctioned.

Water symbols in experience, expertise, and myth

At the basic level of sensory experience, water appeals to the whole: it can
be seen, felt, smelled, touched, and tasted. What would the day be like
without the morning shower, the cool drink of water after a hike, the refresh-
ment of a swim, or the beauty of falling snow? Socially speaking, the beach,
oasis, river or stream has been the meeting place for humans and animals
throughout history. Water functions as magnet and shrine, in whose
presence all kinds of communication barriers seem to dissolve. The fixing
of international boundaries — one of the most significant challenges for
mankind’s symbolic interaction — has nearly always used watersheds,
rivers, straits and sounds. In 1982, the United Nations Law of the Sea Con-
ference could still not reach agreement on offshore limits or provisions for
deep-sea mining. The survival of humanity may depend upon whether
agreements can be reached about access to and use of water.

At the scientific level, one is today much better informed than ever about
the nature and dynamics of water, a theme which in Judson’s phrase, “has
tempted the eye of the artist, the sinews of the engineer, the intelligence of
the scientist, and its mysteries are not yet fathomed.”’17 A better theme on
which interdisciplinary communication could be fostered could scarcely be
found. There is the factual as well as the fictional, hard data and soft, which
could be shared among our fields. Why the enormous fascination of the
ocean in human history? On any globe one can see that ninety seven per-
cent of all the world’s water lies in the oceans and seas; only three percent
on land. And of this three percent, seventy-seven percent is locked up in
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icecaps and glaciers, twenty-two and a half percent is underground, and on-
ly a tiny one and a half percent is available for plants, animals, and
humans.!8 The West has long sought explanation for the disposition of land
and water. The theory of continental drift which speculated about Pangaea,
Tethys Sea, Gondwanaland, and Laurasia — a theory readily dismissed as
“myth” by hard-nosed scientists in this century — is now resurrected thanks
to the discovery of tectonic plates. Intellectual historians are today less
cavalier about dismissing the role of myth in scientific discovery.

Thales, one of the earliest Western philosophers, once hypothesized that
“all is water.” In this brief statement, one finds perhaps the best symbolic
prototype of that perennial quest for simple propositions and unifying prin-
ciples of the “whole” which has characterized our Western intellectual
heritage. Spinoza later sought to explain the whole in terms of one Ultimate
Cause and thus reduce multiplicity to unity. What a contrast this perspective
is to the Oriental approach, where imagination and aesthetics played a far
greater role than intellect, but where the Absolute was identified with nature,
in all its multifarious forms, rather than in One Supreme Being existing out-
side or above nature.!® d

The West, of course, has no monopoly on monistic thinking. Varuna, the
Vedic god, was monarch of the universe, upholder of both physical and
moral orders (rta).20 A distinction can also be discerned between the
philosophy of Tao, which advocated sensitivity to nature’s own “‘nature,’” as
it were, and a variety of Confucianism which justified the mastering of it. The
Western world, however, albeit its impressive record of monasticism and
mysticism, has stubbornly pursued the route of empirical and hypothetico-
deductive reasoning in its investigations of nature, whereas other civiliza-
tions have appealed to art, music and poetry in their journeys toward
understanding the world. Parallels can be found, of course, between the
lyrical expressions of Fraticelli and Romantic poets in Europe and the

homilies of a Shintd priest, e.g., Takasumi Séngeé: “There is no place in
which a god does not reside, even in the wild waves’ eight hundred folds or
in the wild mountain’s bosom.’’2!

Western architecture would celebrate One (albeit Triune) God, but
Chinese landscape artists would seek to display “‘the principle of organiza-
tion connecting all things.”’22 Already, superficial evidence seems to sug-
gest that what sets the West apart from other civilizations in its journey
toward wholeness is (a) emphasis on the intellectual and rational; (b) visual
perception as somehow more reliable than the other senses; and (c) mythol-
ogical grounds for a hierarchical conception of power in the design and
dynamism of reality. In other civilizations, one finds a blending of the in-
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tellectual with aesthetic, emotional, and volitional faculties of understandin
wholene§s; indeed, it seems that water symbolism has served to generatg
this mL.JI'[I-SGI’ISOI’y array of perceptions, as well as openness to a plurality of
styles in which order could be found in various social settings !
A more radical difference between the Western and other v;/orlds is, of
cour§e, that of underlying myth. The lessons to be learned from nature,for
a.Chmese scholar of the Han or Sung dynasties were not only to be gleaned
via aesthetic rather than calculative methods — they were to be learned
from natural events themselves. The human and cosmic orders were ?
tl.m.ately interconnected, so hurricanes, storms and floods were signs 121_‘
divine .displeasure with a particular regime: wise governmenfJ was
sr;:)errallitth;rlg th:Fch nr;lfture patrolled. The term for revolution, Ko-ming, literally
cutting off”” or ‘‘taki " ;
b pamcmargrmer_za ing away”’ of that mandate from Heaven from
' Itis far.easier to speak of symbolism with respect to experience or exper-
tise than it is to delve into the world of myth. Ever since Xenophanes chized
Homer' arld Hesiod for their ““mythological’’ expressions, the main thrust of
Hellenlstlg thought has been to empty mythos of all possible religious or
metaphysical value.24 Myth has come to connote all that is false Proper
knO\‘N.Iedge — “truth” - required Logos, or at least historia. In our Western
tradltlt?n, both Socratic and Christian, myth has become suspect, the ver
opposﬁg of truth. One might well wonder whether those capacities,to re air)xl
touch with a mytho-poetic level of understanding have atrophied be gond
repair? Atrophy, one hopes, does not signify death; to reawaken ):ired
muscle_s, one appeals to emotion as well as aesthetics in gazing at h
other civilizations have construed their “wholes.”’ ° >
.Water plays a cardinal role in most Creation myths, frequently associated
with the female element, in reciprocal relationship with the male elements
of Sky and Earth. But the story is usually suited to the normal life experience
of.men an.d women within particular physical milieux. In the arid and semi-
arid Navajo world, for example, the process of creation is seen to emerge
tr‘xrough the conjunction of Mother Earth and Father Sky, the basic in rge-
dients t?elng cornmeal, pollen, and powdered plants ’or flowers 259 In
Polyngsla, where the Ocean is the ubiquitous horizon of life, one re d th
following account of creation: , e

In the beginning there were only the Waters and Darkness. lo. the
Supreme God, separated the waters by the power of thought aﬁd o’f his
words, and created the Sky and the Earth. He said: Let the waters be
separated, let the heavens be formed, let the earth be.26
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ies.31 “Since the Fish-God was Incarna \ conter "
Isﬂpr?gfsscholar writes, “people believe that water is §acred. : l\/(ljlg?:tﬁied
cl)t speculate that for the Western mind sacr_edness is symbo lier'? n e
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d??;mtin?hen two contrasting images of wholeness emergg. ng lmfr:)él\:\eg—
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t, flow, and immersion within . ade
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box, eventually to be ens ined, d, g
ii?rlx(:ziral whereas for the Hindu, holiness flowed within the waters, pa
: S.
i in the sacred waters of the Gange o _
tlcgltzrrlé,oltr;/pes of course, are hazardous. Inthe Chrlstlap lituray, waétz; :;/rr:
y Spiri dwell within the believer upon ;
izes the Holy Spirit who comes to ! in ik ! ;
t';c(;lltfwz*SScjlmarit)::m woman at the well, Christ said: Whoever drllnkﬁlthieil \évart‘ti?n
that | will give him will never be thirsty aggin. The v.vate.r.that \{\gr gnd e
will become in him a spring which will provide him with living water,

him eternal life.””34

Cosmology and metaphor in Western conceptions of nature

ould seem relatively easy to discern connec-
udes toward the whole. The taken-for-
han might appear at first glance. Even

Within the Western world, it w .
tions among myth, symbol, and atit
granted is more complex, however, t
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a cursory look at Western history shows how myths have been used to
justify, baptize, and steer our ways of life. Nor is it possible to separate out
the cosmologies of the West from the peculiar kinds of environmental ex-
periences which Europeans have known over the past two-thousand years.
Permeating Western symbols and myths are certain key images of nature,
varying over time, which have provided a kind of canvas, or framework, for
the creative work of artists and scientists during successive periods.

More specifically, one could claim that symbols, arising from experience

or myth, have been harvested via metaphor in the pursuit of cognitive cer-
tainty. From Greece the Western tradition has inherited the conviction that
intellect was queen among human faculties, and that human reason (logos)
should provide the ultimate criteria for assessing truthfulness. From
Greece, as well as from the Hellenic stream of the Judaeo-Christian tradi-
tion, has come a legacy of suspicion about the emotional, sensory, and in-
tuitive features of our humanness. The distinction, and eventual separation,
of intellectual and moral virtues in education is one which split Western ap-
proaches to thought and being, truth and goodness.

Yet one suspects that in those key metaphors for the whole which were

built on symbols of nature — particularly those of water — one could find
lurking assumptions about the nature of being itself. The intellectual history
of the West has been variously interpreted. | draw here mainly on the works
of Glacken, Yi-Fu Tuan, and Mills35 and add a further consideration, viz.,
that of “‘root metaphor’” as expounded by Pepper.36 Pepper describes four
world hypotheses in Western intellectual history which claim to give the
“whole picture” about reality, and it seems worthwhile to examine how the
nature of water was construed in each. The fit is scarcely comfortable, but
as a heuristic exercise, this interpretation may help to unmask connections
between cosmology, science, and wholeness in our Western traditions. A
rendering of Pepper’s four root metaphors in terms relevant to understand-
ing water is: (1) nature as appropriate form, designed by Divine Providence
as fit abode for mankind — a fithess evidenced, for example, in the balanc-
ing of moistures; (2) nature as organism, demonstrated primarily in the
analogy to the human body; (3) nature as machine, evidenced through
scientific experiments in alchemy and hydrology; and (4) nature as theatre
of events, which staged spontaneous and unpredictable happenings, such
as floods, droughts, and storms. In each of these “‘whole pictures’ lurks im-
plications about truth and rightness; each bears implicit or explicit
guidelines for how humans should deal with nature. These examples make
no claims to exhaustiveness, nor shall | confine them to the West. Wherever
possible, some parallels with non-Western thought will be drawn.
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1. Nature as appropriate form

iti ” bs
i i the “writing of the sky.” Ara
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climate for human life.43 It was first considered to be Greece and, later,
northwestern Europe; all other societies were stereotyped in terms of their
tempers and their ability to lead a healthy life. What is intriguing is the con-
sistent curiosity about appropriate social forms, appropriate government,
for people with different temperaments, viz., inhabitants of different climatic
milieux. Bodin usually wound up his essays with a plea for strong central
monarchy as the only means of dealing with the schisms and strife of the
sixteenth century French world about which he wrote.44

2. Nature as organism

In the sixteenth century a vast new world opened up for the West as the
ocean was gradually mastered. Political imaginations flew to the prospect
of world empires: Portugal, Spain, Belgium, Holland, France and England
sent out their antennae for conquest. Throughout European history, of
course, the sea had always offered horizons of opportunity for Greek, Vik-
ing, Hansa and Goth — counterpoint symbol to that settled, land-based
agrarian civilization which ruled *at home.” Skills for overcoming physical
constraints of mountain and moor could be passed on orally from generation
to generation, but to build cumulative knowledge of the sea demanded a
scientific attitude.*> The sixteenth century also witnessed enormous
upheavals in religious, military, and economic life. The Renaissance was
dawning and the Reformation moved full steam ahead: with both came a
radically altered image of nature. Before the sixteenth century, people may
have looked to nature for signs of what lay beyond; now they studied it for
its own sake.*6 The world was viewed from an anthropocentric rather than
a theocentric vantage point. The human body became the symbol of perfec-
tion: men and women were themselves the image of the cosmos.47
In the Renaissance version of water symbols and the whole, nature’s work
of art could be understood from one’s body. The human body provided an
excellent model: composed of many parts, it is still one. Analogy to the life
cycle could enable one to conceptualize change over time; the same prin-
ciples of order could be postulated for both natural and human life. “In every
man ... a world, a universe, regards itself,”” said Bruno.48 Adherents to
this view include such eniment figures as Leonardo, Gilbert, Kepler, Bruno,
Harvey and, possibly, Newton. In many ways this view echoes elements of
Arab thought, imported possibly via Aquinas and developed by Albert.49
The cosmos now possesses life, intelligence and soul; it goes through the

stages of infancy, youth, maturity and old age; it has skin, hair, a heart,
stomach, veins, and arteries.50
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through subterranean passages from the oceans. Water then rises as steam
to the earth’s surface, where it condenses - for example, in mountains and
hills. The alembic model could explain clouds, rain, thunder, and lightning
— even earthquakes. The geologist Hutton (familiar with James Watt, inven-
tor of the steam engine) saw the world in mechanist terms — the earth as
a perfectly constructed machine, bearing the marks of its Creator’s power
and wisdom.57 Whatever in it is subject to decay must, through its own in-
ternal mechanisms, also be restored. Its mechanisms are, however, to be
distinguished from those of its creation, which remain beyond speculation.
The most favored metaphor which ushered in this new image was, of
course, the clock.58

The use of water and water symbols in the “clocking” of time is perhaps
one of the most famous examples of metaphor in science and technology.
One commentator claims that Galileo and his generation inaugurated ‘““a
new attitude for man before nature: he ceased to regard her as a child
watches his mother, modelling himself after her; he wishes to conquer her,
to make himself ‘lord and possessor’."’5® There is a certain Oedipal aspect
to this interpretation of the sudden adoption of the “machine”’ metaphor in
various parts of Europe by scholars of widely different background. The
violation of nature which ensued was accompanied by feelings of guilt and
anxiety to which we are still heir.

Mechanism is, of course, traceable to early sources in Greek and Roman
philosophy, and Cicero eulogized the power of mechanist thought and
techne already in the first century B.C.60 Mechanism probably arose, like
other metaphors, from the attempt to explain the unfamiliar in terms of the
familiar. Instead of the human body, however, the analog arose from ex-
periences with objects — carpentry, architecture, clocks, levers and pulleys;
and later with steam engines and computers.s! Throughout the seven-
teenth century mechanism actually supported a teleological and a religious
conception of the universe: there was still a maker, and objects were made
for apurpose. An added nuance, however, came through the Enlightenment
faith in human ingenuity: the well-constructed object — for example, the
clock in the Strasbourg Cathedral — did not need constant maintenance. In
fact, the better the construction, the more it could be left to its own devices.
If there was a God, then, His Omnipotence would be best shown by his
absenting himself. God became a “retired engineer,”” and the environment
could become secularized.52 People believed they could tinker with and
ultimately control nature; what had been put together could easily be taken
apart. Attitudes of analysis and dissection joined those of curiosity about
how mechanisms might be controlled. Nature became a reservoir of poten-
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tially exploitable resources, and each major tec
hthema changed image

dams, pumps, irrigation, and so forth — brought wit
of the environment.

4. Nature as theater of events

in marked contrast to the integrated pictures of the whole offered by the
metaphors of organism and machine, a fourth view returns to the plurality
of events and phenomena on the earth.8® A contextual view sees the world
as stage for spontaneous and possibly unique events. Each flood, hur-
ricane, earthquake or storm is seen as a unique occurrence, each to be
analyzed and described holistically in its own terms.

In many non-Western civilization, natural events aré construed as signs
of something else, or as “personalities” in their own right. During the early
Han period in China, itwas believed that natural events and human institu-

tions were mutually interrelated, and if the king governed well, weather,

wind and rain would be favorable, whereas if the king’s reign was bad,
natural calamities would arise.84 Greek myth also personiﬁed storm and
drought, and these signified not only part of nature’s drama but were also
indicators of how appropriate the earth’s klimata were for human dwelling.
The contextual approach to particular events in the modern West bears
little relationship 10 the Chinese and Greek versions. ltmay be more typical
of the trans-Atlantic corner of the West — from the land where Pilgrims
sought to finally make the Reformation work and rid human consciousness
of old dogmatisms and intellectual effetism.8® The emerging natural
philosophy would be pragmatic: the truth of yesterday would no longer suf-
fice for today and would most probably be false tomorrow. The ultimate test
of credibility was whether something would work.68 To understand an event
meant to look at it contextually, and pbuild a whole picture from the strands
and textures of references surrounding that particular event.%7
Here, then, is & fourth version of the cognitive whole which does not de-
mand an integrated picture of the cosmos, but promises a synthetic
understanding of particular problems and situations. Tensions, of course,
arise when this holistic mode of reaching understanding of an event is
stretched toward normative ends, viz., as pase for solving problems.
Researchers with applied aims in mind often move from the event itself to
the *‘systems’” in which that event appears to be implicated; they then dratft
plans for its management of monitoring, which may eventually become in-
sensitive 1o context. On the North American continent, for example, the

[
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alternative models of order: models of community life adapted to different
cultural, natural, and historical milieux. In the West, the vast literature on
connections between health, climate, and human behavior was readily dis-
missed as “‘environmental determinism,” but it contained many provocative
ideas about the appropriateness of political form to particular milieux. If
there is one realm of contemporary life that really thirsts for creative im-
agination, it is surely politics, in the radical meaning of the term; public life
needs the irrigation and free flow of political energies throughout all parts
of society. A body politic modelled on hydrological symbolism could make
an interesting alternative to those grotesque charades of mechanism which

reduce the citizen to an automation to be policed rather than a potential co-
creator of political life.

Water as symbol of niche

To substantiate and maintain one’s sense of identity and order — personally
and socially — humans require a niche. In this ecological term, one could
embrace not only livelihood and resource base, but all the proxemic and
sensory elements of the everyday milieu. Throughout the record of farming
and fishing societies, of artisan and industrial economies, of empires
desirous to expand their Lebensraum, water symbolism has been used to
connote both ‘““home’ and “‘horizon.” It is scarcely possible to understand
the history of Viking, Hansa, Phoenician, Portuguese or English without
understanding how their language symbolized water as horizon for adven-
ture. All over the world one finds in art and poetry, in science as well as fic-
tion, water as symbol for home and reach, security and adventure. For so
many writers and artists, the very presence of water — lake or ocean — was
an indispensable condition for creative work. Vilhelm Moberg, it is claimed,
always sought a view over lake or sea for his working milieu. Dan Anders-
son, writing in Varmland, spoke of ‘‘nfgot bakom bergen . .." [something
beyond the mountain], but the cargo cults of his Polynesian or Caribbean
counterpart would have sung of something beyond the horizon.”! It could
be that creative insight is peculiarly sensitive to the milieu in which it dawns.
Could one not compare the record of maritime civilizations with that of con-
tinental ones, in terms of water symbolism? For example, could not one
compare the gentle Shinto symbols with those of the Hydraulic civilizations,
those of the mounted nomad or those of the peasant, and find how wise or
vain were the dreams of niche which have shaped the surface of the earth?
Niche implies both ecological and economic resources whose quality and
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scale reflect different societies’ images of identity and order. The greatirony
in today’s discussions about water resources in the West revolves around
an ethno- and egocentrism. As long as one portion of humanity frames for
itself an identity which surpasses its own geographical horizons and
employs experts 10 chart its strategies of order without acknowledging the
rights of all humanity to its own niche, all the rhetoric of peace and justice

remains hollow.

An enduring challenge

Any experientially grounded probe using symbols to identify the “whole” is

understandable in the context of particular cosmologies, and needs to be in-
terpreted with rational as well as mythopoetic lenses. This enormous
hermeneutical challenge is confounded by the ever present shadow of Nar-
cissus. During the era when nature was regarded as the handiwork of God,
| presume theology was without question the interpreter. When the secrets
of civilization and climate were to be studied in terms of the human body,
geographers could be regarded as “the anatomists of the great world.” In
the machine era, | presume the technologist has felt at home. But the rejec-
tion and succession of basic metaphors was never a function of
epistemology alone; such changes were born and steered from aesthetic,
moral, and emotional judgements; in short, they were due to changing
mythological horizons — horizons which receded as knowledge and ex-
perience unfolded. Can water symbolism, in cross-cultural perspective, help
us to interpret these shifting horizons and reach toward higher levels of sym-
polic transformation which | claimed at the outset were needed? If we can
not manage o transcend our own institutionally-defined pools of expertise,
how can we imagine that we have anything useful to offer in the resolution
of problems relating to world water resources?

The most brilliant analyses and rational plans in the world do not motivate
people to change their actual behavior with respect to water use and abuse.
Ways of life are built upon taken-for-granted habits and practices, most of
which are not consciously considered. European farmers are not asked to
question or change their daily practices every time a new machine arrives
or when efficiency in agribusiness unleashes massive doses of fertilizer and
mechanized systems on a formerly subsistence-base economy. Nor does
the housewife who always counted on chickens, dogs, or pigs to consume

leftovers change her habits when plastics and canned foods replace the
home-grown kind. Habits “cling;”’ they are not moralized about but are
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