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The Sacred and the Profane in the 
Ecological Politics of Sacrifice 

Karen Lidin 

A Crisis of Meaning 

If progress is synonymous with increased consumption of goods, does 

ecological sustainability entail the end of. progress? "We'll all have to 

make personal sacrifices," we often hear, which, given the equation of 

progress with material accumulation, can only be heard as a gloomy 

prognosis. But what if our culture's concept of sacrifice is upside down? 

What if, rather than being a painful exercise in self-abnegation, sacrifice 

is actually "a celebration of consumption and being consumed?" I What 

if, rather than being either a superstitious act of futility or a heroic act 

of altruism, sacrifice is understood as a fundamental law of the cosmos 
to which humans can align themselves joyously? This chapter articulates 

a life-affirming perspective on the politics of sacrifice, a perspective that 

is rooted in a cosmology of interdependence that understands people 

as an integral part of a participatory universe. This reading of sacrifice 

helps to address the crisis of meaning implicit in concerns about "the 

end of progress." 

The "environmental crisis"-really a creeping megacrisis, in which 

the exponential expansion of human populations is coupled with even 

greater increases in consumption-is generally understood as a material 

phenomenon. This many tentacled crisis includes the mass extinction 

of species, unprecedented climate change, unsustainable resource deple

tion, and myriad pollution dangers. While the widespread formula for 

quantifying environmental degradation, J = PAT/ is a useful thumbnail 

sketch of the material dimensions of the crisis, it is silent about the 

deeper ideational forces at work. If human behavior is rooted in sys

tems of meaning, as I believe it is, then the environmental crisis must be 
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understood as a crisis of meaning. Human action, relationships, and their 

material effects are a reflection of human consciousness.3 

The prevailing materialist framing of the crisis inevitably sends a bleak 

and moralistic message to the mainstream public in high-consumption 
societies, or at least one that is received as such. The common perception 

is that sustainable consumption will entail sacrifice, which in turn implies 

unwanted limitations on personal freedom and comfort. Ironically, this 
perception of sacrifice as negative and limiting is shared not only by those 
who oppose policies aimed toward sustainable consumption, but even by 
many environmentalists themselves. The primary difference is that the 

former see such sacrifice as morally and politically offensive, while the 

latter view it as necessary. This places environmentalists in the awkward 

position of appearing to dictate through policy what, in the minds of 
many, should be personal lifestyle choices-thus the embittered accusa
tion of "eco-fascism." Less strident global consumers, on the other hand, 
may simply succumb to paralyzing guilt. As Mitchell Thomashow notes, 

the blame-guilt circuit involves "feeling victimized and exploited by a 
situation that is out of one's control, that was unexpected, or for which 
someone else was initially responsible. This casts a disquieting shadow, 
becomes a place of perpetual suffering, in which people shift from blame 

to guilt to denial, powerless to take action, and plagued by doubt. Rather 
than being moved to action, they are immobilized by guilt."4 

Yet across the spectrum from green to antigreen, and including the 
immobilized guilt-ridden, there is broad agreement that sustainable con
sumption will require personal sacrifice and varying degrees of self

denial. At first glance, this consensus might seem surprising. Yet, as I will 
argue, it is symptomatic of a deeper cultural ontology to w~ich both sides 

subscribe. In cultures premised on individualism and a notion of progress 
as consumptive accumulation, sacrifice will inevitably be understood 
as fundamentally constraining, painful, and self-abnegating. From this 
perspective, such a "reflexive focus on sacrifice funnels scholars, activists 

and policymakers alike into a dismal, depressing, and anti-democratic 

politics of change. "'.\ 
There is, however, a far more uplifting perspective, one that recognizes 

the need for major reductions in consumption by global overconsumers, 

yet frames that recognition in light of an affirmative view of sacrifice. 
One point of entry to that perspective is through the root meaning of 
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sacrifice, derived from sacre (sacred) and {acere (to make).6 Rather than 
engendering a sense of limitation and constraint, true sacrifice is a gift 

that enlarges the giver by linking him or her to forces and wider circles 
of identification beyond his or her ordinary sense of self. Outside our 

own modern cultural context, sacrifice is a nearly universal practice 
whose effects have been generally understood as positive. Though the 

forms it takes vary greatly from one culture to the next, anthropolo

gists affirm that sacrifice typically promotes both social cohesion and a 
sense of deep relationship with the cosmos and transcendental forces. 

Naturally, we may find specific forms of sacrifice, especially the most 

gory rituals of human sacrifice, morally abhorrent, and given our own 
cultural context, we may even find the whole idea of sacrifice economi

cally dangerous or politically irrelevant. Nonetheless, if sacrifice is in its 
essence a nearly universal social practice with beneficial effects, then a 
deeper understanding of its inner meaning and contemporary relevance 
could cut across the lines that divide greens and antigreens, and perhaps 
also inspire the guilt-ridden and the immobilized. Yet, as I will suggest, 

sacrifice in a postindividualistic world will entail significant differences 
from earlier forms in terms of how it functions both in material and 
ideational terms. 

To the secular mind, introducing any notion of the sacred into the 

politics of sacrifice can only mean trouble. From this perspective, the 
superstitious, dangerous, and wasteful sacrificial practices of the past 
have been supplanted by reason, individual rights, and market exchange. 
I hope to show, however, that sacrifice has not disappeared in rational
ized societies; it has merely gone underground. Far from being an invalid 

or nonexistent form of human activity, sacrifice in modernity is ubiqui
tous but largely unconscious. The point, then, is to uncover its dynamics 
and its manifestations. If sacrifice is, in fact, a nearly universal cultural 
practice, then there are two crucial questions to ask with respect to an 
ecological politics of sacrifice. First, what is and has been sacrificed in 

the name of the modern pursuit of progress? Second, how might we 

articulate an affirmative vision of sacrifice that is politically relevant in 
an ecologically full world? 

I will first frame sacrifice in terms of a holistic ontology rooted in 
cyclical processes and the reciprocity of gift exchange, and then consider 
some possibilities for a scientific grounding of an affirmative perspective 
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on sacrifice, including earth systems science, the universe story, and the 
positive psychology movement. Drawing from history, the social sci

ences, and theology, I then suggest that sacrifice, far from being rare, 

is actually ubiquitous and serves many of the same crucial functions 

across cultures. If this is the case, then we should expect to find sacrifice 
showing up in some surprising places in societies that place a high value 
on rational choice and individual rights. Ironically, as I will argue, con

sumptive individualism, rejecting either the existence of sacrifice or its 

validity (or both), has spawned a global sacrificial economy. 
The challenge, then, is to uncover who and what are being sacrificed 

and in the name of what "gods." Finally, I cite some concrete contem
porary examples of an affirmative sacrificial ontology and relate these to 

a general outline of a celebratory politics of sacrifice, one that offers a 

promising proxy to "the end of progress" in an ecologically full world. As 
Thomas Princen argues in chapter 7, the "sovereign consumer" must be 
dethroned. While he rightly highlights the possibilities for an affirmative 

politics of sacrifice implicit in alternative sources of 
such as citizenship, I highlight also the possibilities implicit in ontological 

sources of meaning making. To revive, in our present context, the ancient 
meaning of sacrifice as "to make sacred by offering" would be to rejoin 

the larger community of life that extends to other people and creatures 
living now and in the future. Under such a cosmology of radical inter

dependence, the emphasis shifts from consumer society's preoccupation 

with belongings to a more deeply satisfying focus on belonging. 

An Alternative Ontology and Its Transhistorical Expression 

As we see the world, so shall we act on it. If we fundamentally believe 

that the world consists of separate, disconnected entities and that the 

security of the individual depends on his or her ability to protect himself 
or herself from the vicissitudes of external forces, whether natural or 
human, then we will construct the social and technological means to gain 

that protection. The pursuit of consumptive accumulation seems to be 

an inevitable consequence of such an ontology. This is not necessarily a 
good or a bad thing. As I will suggest later, individualism has served a 

noble purpose in constituting the person as a self-aware bearer of 
and responsibilities. Yet its usefulness is wearing thin in an ecologically 
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full world-most acutely so among the global overconsumers. From the 

vantage point of an individualistic ontology, sacrifice is generally associ

ated with loss. The dictionary definition7 begins with the traditional idea 

of an offering to a deity in propitiation or homage, at most a marginal 

practice in secular societies, and then turns to the commercial context 

of sacrifice as "selling at a loss." In those cases in which it is seen as 

surrendering a desired good for the sake of "a higher or more pressing 

claim," sacrifice takes on the hue of bargaini'i'tg by a rational actor. Yet, 
from what we can glean of traditional cultures 'and what we can infer 

from a holistic ontology, the emphasis on loss or bargaining misses the 

point. 

A cosmology of interdependence and wholeness offers a very different 

perspective. Here, the root impulse behind sacrifice is a devotional move
ment, a "celebration of consumption and being consumed," a recogni

tion of cosmic or transcendental forces beyond the individual to which 
one is indebted for one's very existence and to which one responds with 

spontaneous gratitude. To sacrifice, then, is to celebrate these forces and 
to link oneself intimately with them by returning the gift. The psychol

ogy of loss or bargaining associated with sacrifice in the secular mind is 
quite foreign to the more reverential attitude that we find in a holistic 

ontology. While the forms that sacrifice has taken traditionally vary 

greatly, as do the forces and deities to which sacrifice is offered, the 
deeper psychological and social meaning of sacrifice as participation in 

a cosmos rooted in gift exchange seems to be universaL 
An eloquent expression of a holistic ontology, one that does not revert 

to what might be perceived by the modern mind as an archaic outlook, 

is offered by Sri Aurobindo. Because it stands in such contrast to the 

individualistic world view, I quote from it extensively: 

The law of sacrifice is the common divine action that was thrown out into the 
world in its beginning as a symbol of the solidarity of the universe .... The 
acceptance of the law of sacrifice is a practical recognition by the ego that it is 
neither alone in the world nor chief in the world .... Each existence is continu
ally giving out perforce from its stock; out of its mental receipts from Nature or 
its vital and physical assets and acquisitions and belongings a stream goes to all 
that is around it. And always again it receives something from its environment 
in return for its voluntary or involuntary tribute. For it is only by this giving and 

that it can effect its own growth while at the same time it helps the 
At length, though at first slowly and partially, we learn to make 

the conscious sacrifice; even, in the end, we take joy to give ourselves and what 
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we envisage as belonging to us in a spirit of love and devotion to That which 
appears for the moment other than ourselves and is certainly other than our 
limited personalities .... The true essence of sacrifice is not self-immolation, it 

is not self-effacement, but self-fulfillment! its method not 
but a greater life.8 

We find in this passage a profound intermingling of the transcendent 
and the ordinary. Though Sri Aurobindo's words hearken back to the 

mystical formulation of the Upanishads, "the eater eating is eaten," 
they also resonate in very practical terms with the essence of social life. 

In community and family life, one receives in proportion to what one 

gives. Similarly, in sports and education, one grows in aptitude to the 

extent that one gives oneself to the process. We become what we give 
ourselves to. The scholar becomes a scholar by giving himself or herself 
to studies; the musical becomes a musician by giving himself or herself to 

music. Even the secular mind, with its reflexive aversion to the transcen
dental and cosmic dimensions of sacrifice, is compelled to acknowledge 
its social and psychological function, although the subsequent instinct 
is to reduce apparent self-giving to self-interested bargaining. Still, this 

recognition represents perhaps a small crack in the armor. 

Given the modern aversion to sacrifice, one may be surprised to 

learn of its ubiquity across human culture. While its forms vary widely, 
ranging from the concrete offerings of human, animal, and plant life 
to the spiritual sacrifice of self, sacrifice has historically served a range 
of social, psychological, and religious functions. From a religious per

spective, sacrifice is "a gift to a god that establishes a flow between the 
giver and the god."~ It may serve as a vehicle for redemption, expia

tion, or transcendence. Many traditions, including those of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam, posit in their conceptions of sacrifice a direct 
connection between divine generosity and human generosity. Yet the 

social and religious aspects of sacrifice are not distinct; sacrifice is foun

dational ro communal living and, in many cultures, confers on the offerer 
the qualities of a deity.lO At a minimum, in the minds of its practitioners, 

sacrifice establishes a crucial relationship and flow of communication 
between oneself and forces or beings beyond oneself. 

From a social perspective, sacrifice and its close relative, gift giving, 

are rooted in the perception of interdependence and reciprocity in a 
holistic cosmos. In such a cosmos, the notions of psychological and social 
independence that are so foundational to modern life are foreign; every 
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level of existence, from the family, to the community, to the larger sphere 
of nonhuman nature, is constituted by relationship and reciprocity. M. 

F. C. Bourdillon finds as a common feature of all forms of sacrifice the 

to bring peace and contribute to social orderY More generally, 
gift giving is considered by anthropologists as "a fundamental bedrock 

of human civilization, '" which, although "marginalized in the modern 

context of utilitarian economic exchange, " displays an impressive conti
nuity through widely disparate historical periods and cultures.12 

The social, psychological, and religious dimensions of sacrifice, while 

conceptually distinct, are in practice intimately interwoven. According 

to Marcel Mauss, perhaps the most eminent social scientist on the 
subject, sacrifice simultaneously serves religious, juridical, economic, 
social, and psychological functions. It is a "total social phenomenon, 

... a paradigmatic engagement of the material, the organic and bodily, 
the psychological and political in a wider choreography of social form 

which itself had a lasting historical character.,,1J Because sacrifice serves 

as an integrative bridge within a holistic cosmos, there are no categorical 
oppositions between psyche and body, the individual and society, the 
sacred and the profane. Likewise, sacrifice is a means of both integration 
and differentiation. Sacrifice is a primary means by which people are 

brought together and constituted as a community; conversely, sacrifice 
is believed to separate and protect them from defilement and disease. 
In this sense, the functions of communion and expiation are interde

pendent. Communion, a form of integration, and expiation, a mode of 
differentiating, work together; integration is not possible without dif

ferentiation. The community that forges communal bonds, for instance, 
through participation in a sacrificial meal, simultaneously distinguishes 

itself from other social groups and perhaps also expiates itself from sin or 
some negativity. 14 The Christian Eucharist is perhaps the most prominent 

premodern sacrificial ritual that has persisted alongside secular society. 

While the history of sacrifice points to a common underlying ontology 

of interdependence and reciprocity, that history is not static, but rather, 

suggests a developmental trajectory. Most anthropological and theologi
cal studies concur with Mauss's finding that the earliest forms of sacri

fice emphasized physical offerings made according to highly ritualized 

practices, whereas later modes of sacrifice emphasize consciousness and 

"attitudes of soul. "IS In many traditions, most obviously Vedic culture, 
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a given sacrificial ritual could be understood literally and practiced 
mechanically by the masses, while having an altogether esoteric meaning 

for spiritual initiates. Within the Judeo-Christian tradition, there was a 
movement away from earlier pagan "cultic sacrifices" toward a focus 

on morality and obedience to God's law. In the Psalms, for instance, 

God demands a total sacrifice of self, rather than any burned offering. 16 

With the sacrifice of Jesus and the spread of Christianity, human sac
rifice became increasingly rare. 17 Thus the New Testament calls on its 
readers to be "like living stones built into a spiritual house, to be a holy 

priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God." 18 One might 
wonder if there is any relationship betweep, on one hand, the demateri
alization of sacrifice over time and, on the other, its relative invisibility 
in modern societies. As I will suggest in the next section, sacrifice did not 

disappear with modernity, but only went underground. 
The developmental trajectory of sacrifice is also associated with wid

ening circles of identification and the enlargement of self. At various 
points in human history, the family, then the tribe, then the nation 
became so dear that people were willing to sacrifice themselves for "the 

greater good." The consequences of consumption in today's economy 
seem to call us beyond the family, community, and nation to a planetary 

circle of identification. 
Contrary to modernity'S embrace of "possessive individualism," 19 

self-giving seems to be built into the human condition and correlated 
with psychological maturity. Parenting, which for many species is a 

short-term commitment, is an eighteen-year project, at a minimum, and 
a lifelong labor of devotion for humans. Developmental psychologists 

believe that, while the adolescent's task is to establish a clear sense of 
individual identity, the adult's developmental task is one of "generativ
ity," cultivating and propagating one's creative energies to return the 

gifts one has received.Io Yet this propensity toward generosity does not 
only emerge with adulthood. As recent findings in experimental evolu
tionary anthropology indicate (and any observant mother will affirm), 
the human impulse toward self-giving shows itself as early as eighteen 
months in the spontaneous helpfulness of toddlers. II This suggests that 

the sacrificial ontology of interdependence and reciprocity is not just a 
relic of primitive cultures, but is endemic to human social and psycho

logical life. 
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Because there is a close. relationship between sacrifice, gift giving, 
and gratitude, our understanding of an ontology of interdependence 

would not be complete without some discussion of the nature of gifts 

and the psychology of gratitude. This discussion will also return us to 

the seemingly forgotten question of environmental politics. In his wide
ranging investigation into "the gift," Lewis Hyde contrasts gifts, which 

create and enhance the sense of relationship, with commodities, which 

are acquired through transactions and tend to erase the perception of 
bonds. "Gifts," he observes, "do not earn profit, they give increase. "22 

The potlatch, for instance, was a sometimes extravagant gift-giving cer
emony that celebrated the abundance of nature. The tribes of the Pacific 
Northwest, for instance, believed that salmon took on human form 

while they lived in the ocean and returned to the rivers as fish to feed 
their brothers on land. The potlatch not only fostered a sense of social 
solidarity, but also honored the sacrificial gift of the salmon in a spirit 
of deference and gratitude.23 Their relationship to the salmon was a 
natural consequence of an underlying ontology of interdependence, in 
which human existence is embedded in a world of gift exchange. Such 

examples of naturalistic practices of gift giving among native peoples 
abound and were part of a worldview that generated relatively sustain
able consumption in those cultures. 

The nature of the gift, unlike goods that can be bought and sold, is 
that it must be kept in motion. The recipient of a gift may be said to 

suffer a debt of gratitude until he or she somehow returns the favor or 
sets the gift back into motion. The logic of gifts, like a river, is one of 
flow, whereas in a market system, wealth is disengaged from the flow 
and becomes concentrated in pools. Scarcity appears when wealth cannot 
flow. Like a river, if the gift flow is dammed up, it will stagnate, and 

the dam (the one who hoards) will metaphorically burst.24 A similar 
logic holds for one's personal talents; if we do not offer our inner gifts 

to something beyond ourselves, then we stagnate with them. Contrary 
to the logic of possessive individualism, we do not own our gifts, but 

rather serve only as a channel for their movement. As an example, on 

a Roman birthday, a person was expected to give a gift that came from 
his or her genius, or his or her endowment at birth. If the gift of one's 
own talents was not set free during the course of one's life, one's genius 

was thought to be in bondage when one died.11 
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As I will suggest in the following section, this perspective did not 

disappear with the rise of secular modernity; it only became margin

alized. From the vantage point of radical interdependence, gift flow, 

which lies at the crux of sacrifice, can never disappear; it can only 

be occluded or misunderstood. On closer inspection, we see that the 

market economy actually rests on the foundation of a multilayered gift 

economy of symbiotic biological and social relationships. Modern soci

eties, like all societies, are built on the accumulated wealth of previous 

ages. Family, friendship, mutual assistance, and solidarity are the very 

fabric of society; in the absence of what has been called the 

"care economy," market economies could not function. Indeed, the care 

economy often repairs some of the social, psychological, and ecological 

damage done by the commercial and public economy in the name of 

development.16 

The dawning environmental megacrisis, we might say, reveals the 

hidden existence of natural gift flows on which the global economy 

depends. The relatively new scientific fields of ecology and earth system 

science, for instance, encompass the study of the basic cycles of give 

and take that make human existence possibleY Under an ontology of 

interdependence, "natural resources" are not available for exploitation, 

but rather, are gifts to be received in gratitude and kept in motion 

indefinitely. A primary message of the environmental megacrisis is that 

the illusion of human separateness from the rest of creation is becoming 

increasingly unsustainable, both conceptually and materially. Rather 

than leading to a dismal sacrificial environmentalism, this realization 

can engender a celebratory sense of belonging that is also grounded 

in scientific understanding. In the words of theoretical physicist John 

Wheeler, "The universe does not exist 'out there' independent of us. 

We are inescapably involved in bringing about that which appears to 

be happening. We are not only observers. We are participators. In some 

strange sense this is a participatory universe. "28 A holistic ontology of 

interdependence and reciprocity depicts a fundamentally participatory 

universe. As human beings, we can uniquely participate by consciously 

receiving the innumerable gifts that we could not possibly have earned 

by responding with a spontaneous gratitude, offering our own gifts 

in return. In receiving the gifts of human relationships as well as earth's 

gifts of water, air, food, and warmth, we participate in a "continuum 
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of personal to cosmic kindness"29 to which gratitude and self-giving are 

the natural upwelling response. 

Premised on a holistic ontology, an ecological politics of sacrifice 

would not be about compulsion, guilt, or burdened self-sacrifice; rather, 

it would grow out of a sense of self as interwoven with earth, cosmos, 

species, and society. Sacrifice, then, would facilitate engagement with a 

participatory universe and would therefore regain its original meaning of 

"to make sacred by giving." Our politics would follow from our sense 

of who we are in relation to others-other people (perhaps in distant 

places and perhaps not yet living) and other species. If human develop

ment proceeds by the widening of our circles of identification, then an 

ecological identity rooted in a holistic ontology represents an important 

developmental achievement and need not entail any loss of individual

ity. This, in essence, is what Mitchell Thomashow means in saying that 
"ecological identity is a way of saying grace. "30 

Making Sacrifice Visible 

In the previous section, I intentionally painted a fairly rosy picture of 

sacrifice for two reasons: to show that it can be grounded in a celebratory 

ontology of interdependence and to counterbalance its contemporary 

association with loss and self-denial. I also painted a rather stark contrast 

between a sacrificial cosmology of mutuality and the perpetual flow of 

gifts, and a market economy based on acquisition and the perpetual drive 

for increased production and consumption. In this section, I will paint 

a more complex picture. If we live in an interdependent universe, rather 

than an atomistic one, then existence without self-offering and mutuality 

is a chimera. The implications for consumerist culture are twofold: first, 

sacrifice and self-giving cannot disappear altogether, but rather, must 

somehow exist alongside individualism and consumption. If this is so, 

then some of the groundwork for a celebratory politics of sacrifice has 

been laid because sacrifice is not completely foreign to the status quo, 

even if it is undervalued. Second, and of vital significance to an ecologi

cal politics of sacrifice, to the extent that the belief in the primacy of 

consumption creates the illusion of getting without giving, sacrifice goes 

underground. Thus, when interdependence is denied or occluded, people 

tend to be unaware of what actually is being sacrificed, to what "gods,» 

http:development.16
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and to what ends. This is precisely why environmental education can be 

such a painful process, for it entails becoming "disillusioned." 
In this section, I show first that sacrifice and the modalities of self

giving associated with an ontology of interdependence are not altogether 

foreign, but are surprisingly widespread, even in secular society. As a 
consequence, the task for an affirmative ecological politics of sacrifice is 

more to tap into what already exists as a strong undercurrent than to 

generate it ex nihilo. Establishing a positive grounding in what already 

exists is important for this section's second task: to uncover some of 

the ways in which consumptive individualism conceals sacrifice. The 
concepts of shadow ecology and ecological debt are particularly helpful 

in this task of disillusionment. Finally, I explore the possibility that the 

ontology of individualism has, paradoxically, made a significant contri
bution to the unfolding of a holistic ontology. The free, rational, and 
autonomous individual, even if illusory from a holistic perspective, is 
now a social construction with real effects in political, economic, and 
psychological life. An affirmative ecological politics offers the oppor

tunity for that individual to enter into a larger sense of self, sacrificing 

the more destructive expressions of his separative identity on the altar 

of ecological vitality and global justice. Such a sacrifice need not entail 
the death of the individual; instead, it represents his entry into ecologi

cal adulthood through a sense of deep engagement with a participatory 

universe. 
If there is anything resembling Sri Aurobindo's perception of a univer

sal law of solidarity pervading the entire universe, then sacrifice cannot 
disappear even in social conditions that deny its existence or its relevance. 

Indeed, we find sacrificial practices cropping up both at the margins and 

even sometimes at the center of modern societies. Similarly, gift econo

mies exist alongside the market economy, both repairing and propping 
it up. In his comparison of archaic and modern cultures, Mircea Eliade, 

the pioneering scholar of religions, observed that the sacred persists 

even in cultural contexts that privilege the profane. Following the logic 

of the return of the repressed, however, it typically emerges in distorted 

forms. 3l Likewise, sacrifice persists in secular societies, though it is often 

misplaced, misshapen, or unacknowledged. 
We are all familiar with the notion of sacrificing a lesser good for a 

greater good. Though they may be rooted in a rational choice approach, 
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which follows from individualism, such forms of sacrifice are still worth 
noting because they suggest that sacrifice persists even in a context that 

neglects or devalues it. Such common expressions of this sort of sacrifice 

include the readiness of families to pay the astronomical costs associated 
with a college education and the willingness of dieters to forego the plea

sures of certain foods in the interest of losing weight. Equally common, 

perhaps, are the more negative forms of sacrifice, in which the greater 

good is sacrificed for the sake of the lesser. Some examples that come to 
mind are so-called workaholics, who sacrifice their emotional ties and 

physical well-being for the sake of productivity, or those with any other 
form of addiction. Finally, given that most Americans express some sort 

of religious or spiritual identity, we should not be surprised to find that a 

wide range of religiously motivated forms of sacrifice continues to coexist 
alongside secularism. For instance, the politics of sacrifice has been used 
to describe a social movement among conservative Christians to promote 
sexual abstinence among teenagers. While the circles of identification 

entailed in these examples are fairly small and none are solidly grounded 

in an ontology of interdependence, they do help to demonstrate the 
enduring nature of sacrifice even within secular societies. 

Likewise, as Hyde persuasively demonstrates, gift and market systems 
are not incompatible but often exist alongside one another. The primary 

concern of his book is the plight of the artist, who "labors with his gift" 

in a market society. Exploring gifts as a form of property that forges 
social bonds, he shows how gifts remain central within certain enclaves 

of a market system. Within the scientific community, for instance, knowl
edge circulates as a gift. Even if we academics are painfully aware of 
the degree of egoism entailed in our enterprise, we can still recognize 

that papers are "given" at conferences and that scientists gain status on 

the basis of their "contributions" to the fieidY Other examples of gift 
economies within the larger market economy are blood and organ dona

tion, volunteerism, and phiianthropy.B The recent freeware movement 

that offers free software through the Internet offers a window into the 

coevolution of gift and commercial relations. Depending on how they are 
interpreted, each of these examples may be plausibly read as a minor

ity representation of an ontology of interdependence persisting within 
a larger social context that emphasizes individualism and autonomy. 

Gift systems and market systems foster two distinct yet necessary social 
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values. Without gifts, community is lost; without the individuality and 
anonymity of the market, freedom can be 10st.34 Hyde emphasizes the 

importance of gift systems because they have been undervalued, yet he 

also recognizes that the social bonds entailed in gift systems can have 
negative consequences. For instance, women and girls in many cultures 
have been treated as gifts, and even in market societies, gift exchange 

and the care economy are largely the province of women. The converse 

is that "generosity makes no one manly. "3.1 

Another common form of sacrifice that persists within secular societ

ies is individual self-giving for one's country. One of the references to a 
contemporary "politics of sacrifice" that J have found is an analysis of 
patriotism and "the generational thesis," which holds that each gener
ation's civic engagement is shaped by the degree to which its members 

encounter events that call them to self-giving.36 A popular version of 
the generational thesis is Robert Putnam's Bowling Alone, which cel
ebrates "the mobilizing power of shared adversity" and highlights the 
sacrifices made by Americans in World War II in the name of freedom 

and equalityY 
In the aftermath of the 9111 attacks and with the growing concern 

over U.S. dependence on foreign oil, some environmentalists have called 
on Americans to make sacrifices by reducing their energy consumption. 
For decades, Europeans have made personal sacrifices in the form of 

higher taxes to reduce their petroleum dependency, and those taxes have 
spurred the development of more fuel-efficient vehicles. Polls indicate 
that Americans are "cautiously open" to increased gasoline taxes, but 

only if those taxes actually help to reduce dependence on foreign oil.38 

Reluctant acquiescence to reduced consumption, however, is a far cry 
from deeply internalizing a sacrificial cosmology. A crucial conceptual 

bridge from consumerism to an ontology of interdependence is con
structed when people willingly sacrifice the lesser good of egoistic con

sumption for the greater good of ecological responsibility. 
One key element in this ontological shift involves waking up to the 

myriad levels of sacrifice occluded by the phenomenon of distancing in 

the global economy.39 Because consumers live at a comfortable distance 

from the effects of their consumption, they are largely blind to what and 
whom are being sacrificed. Moreover, their cultural milieu reinforces a 
negative understanding of sacrifice, providing a further incentive to turn 
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a blind eye to very real sacrifices. A central theme running through the 
anthropological literature on sacrifice is that, while it plays a pivotal 
role in ancient and traditional cultures, it is generally held in disregard 

in modern societies.40 Yet, seen through the lens of an ontology of inter

dependence, modern consumerism is based on the fantastic idea that 

there can be life without sacrifice. The innumerable gifts of nature are 

simply discounted, obfuscated, or appropriated by the global economy. 
.From this perspective, it also becomes apparent that economic prosper
ity is built on the massive conversion of gift wealth to market wealth.41 

A primary contribution of environmental education is to uncover the 

dynamics of that conversion. 
The notion of shadow ecologies, whereby the environmental effects 

of goods are felt across global hnes of production, transportation, 
and waste disposal, rather than where they are consumed, is a particu

useful concept for uncovering the reality of ecological sacrifice.42 

Today's affluent consumers have easy access to a panoply of goods 
with enormous shadow ecologies: tropical hardwoods, electronic 
gadgets, petroleum and its countless derivatives, chocolate, coffee, and 
even green technologies like compact fluorescent lightbulbs. A key (and 

often disconcerting) facet of environmental education entails learning 

about the far-flung material and social consequences of our lifestyles. 
We find ourselves asking, "What is the impact of my lifestyle-the 
resource extraction, the production, and the waste disposal associated 
with my consumption habits-on distant peoples and ecosystems?" 

Likewise, students are increasingly familiar with ecological footprint 
measurements, which consider the amount of land required to sustain a 
person's lifestyle.4l Because for affluent consumers, that land is mostly 
in remote places, the inevitable question arises, whom and what are 

being sacrificed? 
Besides the geographical dimension of ecological sacrifice, there is 

the generally unrecognized chronological dimension. If there can be no 
getting without giving, then the vast disparity of wealth between the 
global North and the global South sparks curiosity about the histori

cal origins of that disparity. If the global economy is premised on an 

unprecedented conversion of gift wealth to market wealth, then we might 

ask, from where and whom did the gift wealth of the global overcon
sumers come, and under what historical conditions? Here, the concept 
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of ecological debt adds a temporal dimension to our understanding of 

the politics of sacrifice. As Andrew Simms demonstrates, the wealth of 

the industrialized countries came substantially from the third world, 
beginning with the vast mineral wealth in gold and silver brought from 

the Americas to Europe from the sixteenth century onward.44 The flow 

of wealth from the periphery to the core continued with the slave trade; 

through a vast array of rubber, sugar, coffee, tea, chocolate, and banana 

plantations; right up to today's extractive economies for oil, minerals, 
and timber in the developing world. In this sense, there is some moral 

justification for claims by representatives of developing countries that 
not only should their own developmental trajectory not be threatened 

by international environmental regimes, but the North actually owes 
them compensation for the current distribution of global wealth. The 
fact that 20 percent of the world's population controls 80 percent of 
the world's wealth, and vice versa, is rooted in a long history of wealth 

being transferred from South to North. Given that most of that wealth 

transfer occurred as a consequence of colonialism and military conquest, 

it is more aptly described as plunder than gift. 
The notion of ecological debt is particularly salient with respect to 

global climate change. Here the question is not so much resources

although the question of peak oil does bring that question to bear-but 

rather, sinks. The atmosphere is a giant global sink for anthropogenic 
sources of greenhouse gas emissions, and the fairest way of allocating 
emission rights is on a per capita basis.'5 Because increased wealth has 

been strongly correlated with fossil fuel consumption, and therefore 
carbon dioxide emissions, developing countries can make a persuasive 

case that they are owed a carbon debt by the affluent countries. Because 
developing countries will be most vulnerable to the effects of climate 
change, that debt casts a shadow into the future. Already, the annual 
number of deaths caused by climate change is estimated at 150,000
300,000-with as many as 99 percent of those deaths occurring in devel

oping countries.46 From this perspective, a fair distribution of the world's 

atmospheric commons would not use a per capita emissions approach, 

but rather, would issue developing countries a larger per capita share of 
atmospheric space. This need not mean a literal per capita reduction of 

industrialized countries' emissions to a level below that of developing 

countries, but it could mean the North paying its debt by transferring 
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wealth and technology to the South. Of course, to anticipate such respon

sible behavior in the current political context is unrealistic, but that is 

only because the global overconsumers of the world are largely blind to 

what is being, has been, and will be sacrificed as a consequence of their 

actions. At a minimum, recognizing that its current wealth is based on 

past and present sacrifices in the South, the North would owe the South 
an enormous debt of gratitude. 

When we project the consequences of today's consumption into the 

future, we uncover the unconscious and involuntary sacrifice of the 

unborn, both human and nonhuman. Carbon dioxide, for instance, 

lasts for over one hundred years in the atmosphere, which means that 
our children and their children will be the ones to feel the full impact 
of today's car culture. Similarly, a host of toxic and radioactive pollut

ants will persist in our air, water, and soil for generations to come. Two 
ecological legacies of the cold war, the Nevada Test Site and the Hanford 

Nuclear Reservation in eastern Washington, have been proposed as 
National Sacrifice Zones.47 The mass extinction of species is a monumen
tal sacrifice, one that is largely ignored by societies wedded to a notion 

of progress as perpetual material betterment. Though it might sound odd 

to speak of a debt to posterity, consumer society is utterly dependent on 
a transfer of wealth from the future; the involuntary character of that 
transfer, however, makes it more a theft than a gift. 

Thus sacrifice does not disappear in secular modernity; it merely goes 
underground. The distancing that occurs as a consequence of global 

commodity chains only serves to obscure the sacrifices made by a global 

underclass, past and future generations, and nonhuman nature. Just as 
ancient and traditional forms of sacrifice often required a scapegoat, so 
do contemporary forms of ecological sacrifice. According to many schol

ars of sacrifice, especially those following the work of Rene Girard, such 

violent sacrificial rites virtually disappeared with the rise of rationality, 
juridical process, and philosophy of human rights,4s I would argue that 

sacrifice did not vanish under secular modernity, but was only rendered 

unconscious, invisible, and involuntary because it disappeared from view 

in high-consumption societies. A deeper social and ecological analysis 

of the contours of global commodity and waste chains reveals how the 
global economy is actually grounded in the persistence of unacknowl
edged sacrifice. 
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You may find that all this talk of debt arouses exactly the kinds of 

morally burdened and despairing attitudes that I promised to circum
vent in articulating an affirmative politics of sacrifice. I would, however, 
respond by saying that these attitudes are only a necessary and painful 
first step, and that a fuller inquiry will lead us to an affirmative and cel

ebratory politics of sacrifice. If we have been living in blissful ignorance 

with respect to what is actually being sacrificed as a consequence of our 

consumption, then the dawning awareness that comes with uncovering 
ecological debt and shadow ecologies is bound to cause initial discom
fort. To the extent that this is so, then perhaps an initial guilt-ridden 

ecological politics of sacrifice can serve some of the same expiatory func

tions as ancient sacrificial rituals. But we need not stop there. For when 

blissful ignorance49 is sacrificed on the altar of awareness and integrity, 
the ensuing sense of wholeness and connection may offer unanticipated 

gifts. 
A deeper inquiry into an affirmative politics of sacrifice raises the 

further question: to what "gods" are the sacrifices entailed in shadow 

ecologies and ecological debt being made? In other words, what are the 
overarching values and purposes that appear to render the wholesale 
sacrifice of peoples, ecosystems, other species, and future generations 
acceptable? To the degree that we are not conscious of those values 

and purposes, then sacrifice is again occluded. While my anecdotal 
evidence from the classroom hardly constitutes a scientifically valid 
survey, it is suggestive. When asked what they believe is the purpose 
of the global economy, my students almost universally respond by 
saying "progress," "growth," or "development." When pressed to 

define their terms, most understand these values to be fundamentally 
about enhancing human material well-being. Among the few who stress 
more psychological purposes, such as "making people happier," there 
is still a prevailing assumption that the means to happiness is increased 
consumption, even if they are vaguely aware that social scientists find 

no convincing correlation between material wealth and happiness or 
overall satisfaction. A bit more inquiry reveals that the deeper values 

implicit in consumer culture are comfort, convenience, and security. 
Of course, there is nothing wrong with these values, but articulating 
them explicitly enables us to ask a number of intriguing questions 

that can take us some steps further on the path toward an affirma-
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tive politics of sacrifice. Among these are, is.it worth it? Are these the 
values on which we want to gtound our livc:;s? And what values are lost 

or compromised by sacrificing to the "gods" of material progress and 
convenience? 

Inquiry into what is being sacrificed, and to what ends, therefore, 
makes possible something very important that otherwise could not occur: 

conscious choice. Once we are aware of the sacrifices that are actually 

entailed by our consumption habits, and once we have articulated the 
values that inform those habits, we can ask ourselves whether this is 

truly how we want to live. For some people, the answer will be yes. But 
faced with a growing awareness of the previously hidden and largely 
involuntary sacrifices perpetuated by the global economy, the answer 
for many will be no. This second group will have begun to articulate an 

affirmative politics of sacrifice by situating themselves within an ontol
ogy of interdependence. Indeed, a quiet minority has already stepped 
in the direction of a low-consumption, low-waste lifestyle, opting for 
such things as bicycles, local and organic food, and thrift stores. What 

is crucial about this step is that it is not compelled or coerced; rather, 

it is rooted in a free choice and an ability to apply ethical and practical 
reasoning to one's own life situation. Even if disillusionment sometimes 
feels painful, even if one is not delighted to have one's eyes opened to 
what is being sacrificed and to what ends, one can embrace the resulting 
freedom just as a more mature adolescent can move gracefully into the 

responsibilities that come with adulthood. 

This is the sense in which individualism can, paradoxically, contribute 
meaningfully to the unfolding of a holistic ontology. The free, rational, 
and autonomous individual, even if illusory from a holistic perspective, 
became under secular modernity a social construct with real effects 

across the gamut of political, economic, and psychological life. An affir
mative politics of sacrifice offers the opportunity for that individual to 

enter into a larger sense of self, offering some of the more shadowy 
expressions of his or her separative identity on the altar of ecological 

vitality and global justice. Such a sacrifice does not spell the death of 

the individual; instead, it represents a developmental achievement for the 

individual who, as a consequence of extending his or her capacities for 
reason and care, can now choose to enter into a deeper sense of engage
ment with a participatory universe. 
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The choice to embrace an affirmative politics of sacrifice, however, is 
not an option equally available to everyone. Those in the global under

class, those who are unborn, those who are other-than-human-these are 

the ones who are being sacrificed under the prevailing economic order. 
Here I part ways with Thomas Princen, who (in chapter 7; d. chapter 4) 

understands sacrifice as "the willful, informed 'giving up' of something 

valued for a higher value." When sacrifice goes underground, as it tends 

to do in a culture of possessive individualism, much of the "giving up" 

is neither willful nor informed. To be sacrificed is a very different 
than to sacrifice. When those at the top of the global commodity food 
chain embrace an affirmative politics of sacrifice, they are consciously 

rejecting the notion that unknown others should be sacrificed for the sake 

of their own comfort and convenience. Moreover, if the direst peak-oil 
or climate change scenarios come to pass, then the ability to make this 
choice is extremely time sensitive: future conditions will require people 

to rein in their consumption, whether they like it or not. 

Toward an Affirmative Politics of Sacrifice 

From the perspective of consumer sovereignty, the transition to an eco
logical politics of sacrifice is likely to be awkward and unpleasant. 

Awakening to what is actually being sacrificed in the global economy 
as well as to one's complicity in a host of sacrificial rites of consump
tion is usually a painful process of disillusionment. Acting responsibly 
on the basis of that awakening, whether through collective political 

engagement or personal lifestyle changes, requires self-giving-in terms 
of one's time and one's habits. To deny that responsible action requires 

real sacrifice would be to perpetuate the foundational delusion of con

sumer society: that getting without giving (beyond monetarily) is pos
sible. The cultural history of sacrifice and gift economics, however, as 
well as my own experience tell me that sacrifice becomes a more joyful 

experience as it becomes a more conscious .expression of an ontology of 

interdependence. 
This, I believe, is because the environmental megacrisis is not pri

marily a material phenomenon; rather, climate change, the collapse of 

biodiversity, and the litany of "environmental" problems are symptoms 

of a larger crisis of meaning. That crisis raises a vital ontological and 
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existential question: how do we understand ourselves in relation to the 

rest of creation? If we see ourselves as separate individuals vying for an 
ever proliferating number and sophistication of consumer goods, then 

ecological depletion and social alienation are the inevitable consequences 

of our instrumental relationship to others. If we see ourselves as integral 

members of a participatory universe, we gain the courage and integrity 

to acknowledge what is actually being sacrificed under current condi
tions. Likewise, our circles of identification progressively widen as we 
enter into an I-thou, rather than an I-it, relationship with what appears 

to be outside ourselves.50 When we recognize ourselves as recipients of 

innumerable gifts that make possible our earthly habitation, our natural 
response is one of wonder, gratitude, and self-giving. 

Gratitude entails both a cognitive and an affective dimension: an 
awareness of being gifted by someone or something beyond oneself and 
a response of appreciation. Because of its central role in creating and 
deepening social bonds, gratitude has been described as "the moral 
memory of mankind. "51 Yet gratitude entails a sense of being depen

dent on people or forces outside oneself, which perhaps partly explains 
the inverse relationship between gratitude and narcissism.52 Likewise, 

gratitude is inversely correlated with envy, an emotion that is actively 

promoted by advertisement-driven consumer society. While the cultiva

tion of gratitude may not be an explicit aim for most environmental 
educators, it is often a central but overlooked result of their work. As 
one learns more about one's utter dependence on an intricate interplay 
of solar, atmospheric, hydrological, geological, and biospheric forces, 

a sense of awe and spontaneous gratitude arises. Affect follows closely 

on cognition. Dennis Rivers offers this expression of "an ecology of 
devotion": 

The Universe has labored mightily that we might breathe, and see the light of 
morning. The calcium, carbon, and iron that support these processes were made 
in the hearts of ancient stars. The caloric energy that lets us run is compressed 
starlight, the light of the sun conveyed to us from leaf to corn and wheat through 
countless hands. Our seemingly mundane existence, looked at from this angle, 
is a miracle of mind-boggling proportions. However ordinary or unworthy we 
may feel, we are nonetheless recipients of this galactic grace.\J 

An ecological politics of sacrifice need not be a dismal process of self

abnegation; rather it can be not only a way of saying grace, as 

Thomashow suggests, but also a way of living in a state of grace. 
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Sensing the urgency of the mounting environmental megacrisis, one 
might ask a valid question: do we have enough time for such a devel

opmental unfolding, or should we perhaps act with greater urgency 

in the direction of a more coercive politics of sacrifice? This question 

deserves a more thorough answer than space allows, .but my short 

answer is that it depends on where our deeper commitments lie. To the 
extent that we embrace an ontology of wholeness and interdependence, 
a negative and coercive approach may feel contrary to our newfound 
sensibilities. Likewise, our sense of living in a participatory universe 

can foster patience and a friendlier relationship with time. To the extent 

that we value freedom, reason, and care, a coercive approach may 
also feel violent or disrespectful to those whom we wish to educate. 
When we find ourselves confronting those whom we might wish to 
persuade with a vehement attitude or guilt-inducing tactics, perhaps we 
have unconsciously reverted to an individualistic world view. Moreover, 
from a pragmatic perspective, "environmental police"54 tactics are 
unlikely to be persuasive in a culture that values individual freedom. 
These thoughts are not intended to belittle the very real question of 

urgency, but rather, to expand the backdrop against which questions of 

urgency are posed. 
One might also wonder, if we focus on ontological and existential 

questions, don't we risk relegating sustainability to the level of the indi
vidual, thereby rendering our responses fairly ineffectual? Here I join 
Thomas Princen and others in this volume who highlight the sacrificial 

dimension of citizenship. To sincerely embrace an ontology of inter
dependence is not to wallow in self-indulgent feelings of oneness with 

others and nature, but rather, to transform one's whole being into a 
living expression of that commitment. While changes in one's own think
ing and lifestyle may be important elements of that transformation, real 

solutions will require collective action on every level; indeed, this follows 

inexorably from the premise of interdependence,ss Marcel Mauss's early 
observations apply equally today: sacrifice is "a total social phenomenon, 
... a paradigmatic engagement of the material, the organic and bodily, 

the psychological and political in a wider choreography of social form." 
The venues for this dance of sacrificial ecology range from families and 

neighborhoods to legislatures and courts, from voting booths to food 
shops, from newspapers to blogs, and from churches to classrooms. 
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Because the crisis is both planetary and ontological, the creative pos
sibilities are innumerable. 

An affirmative politics of sacrifice in an ecologically full world is 
about seeing the bigger picture, which simultaneously enlarges us. While 

sacrifice has always been about creating bonds, one consequence of our 

global economy is that we have unwittingly extended our bonds spatially 

across the planet and temporally into future generations. An ecological 
politics of sacrifice is therefore about embedding ourselves in the larger 
community of life that extends to other people and creatures living now 

and in the future. And because the structure of sacrifice entails that the 
lesser is offered up for the sake of the greater, sacrifice also contains an 

evolutionary impetus. While the politics of sacrifice in an ecologically 
full world may spell the end of progress as it was defined by consumer 
society, the evolutionary task before us is to recontextualize progress 
with a deep appreciation for our lives as threads within a vast tapestry 
of earthly existence. 
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footprint includes a small portion of the country's entire infrastructure, ranging 
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