“WE EAT OF THE EARTH
THEN THE EARTH EATS US'”:
THE CONCEPT OF NATURE IN
PRE-HISPANIC NAHUA THOUGHT

JAMES MAFFIE

ABSTRACT. Conquest-Era Nahua thought founded its concept of nature upon
a monistic metaphysics that maintained that there exists only one thing: a
dynamic, vital, vivifying, and perpetually self-generating and self-regenera-
ting sacred energy or force. Nature is generated by this force, from this force,
as one aspect, facet, or moment of its eternal self-regeneration. Nature is accor-
dingly processive and alive with sacred energy. All things in nature are
organically interdependent upon one another, and all are bound by relations-
hips of mutual reciprocity. Human beings are thoroughgoingly natural crea-
tures, and hence wholly implicated within these interdependencies and
relationships of mutual reciprocity. In short, humans are in the world as well
as of the world.

KEY WORDS. Nature, Nahua cosmovision, pantheism, monism, interdepen-
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Pre-Hispanic Nahua philosophy of nature has its roots in over two thou-
sand years of Mesoamerican lived experience. It represents a way of
understanding and interacting with nature that differs profoundly from
the way presently governing contemporary Western societies. This essay
aims to explicate the pre-Hispanic Nahua conception of nature. Section I
discusses the Nahuas’ understanding of nature and its relationship with
their metaphysics; section II, the nature of human beings; section III, the
relationship between humans and nature, and section IV concludes with
a brief comparison of post-Galilean Western and pre-Hispanic Nahua
conceptions of nature.

L. NATURE AS TEOTL AND TEOTL AS NATURE
North American Sioux scholar Vine Deloria, Jr., writes, “the most com-
mon feature of [indigenous] awareness of the world [is] the feeling or
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belief that the universe is energized by a pervading power 2.” The indige-
nous peoples of North America call this power wakan orenda or manitou,
while those of Polynesia call it mana. Regardless of what they call it:

...[indigenous] peoples recognize the existence of a power in the universe that
affects and influences them...They felt power but did not measure it...the
presence of energy and power is the starting point of their analyses and
understanding of the world. It is their cornerstone for further exploration 3.

Deloria, Jr. likens this power to a force field that not only permeates all of
nature but also constitutes nature. Since this power is considered to be
sacred, so is nature.

Pre-Hispanic Nahua philosophy bears out Deloria’s claim. Its starting
point is the monistic ontological thesis that there exists a single, vital,
dynamic, vivifying, eternally self-generating-and-self-regenerating sa-
cred energy, power, or force. The Nahuas called this sacred energy “teotl”.
Elizabeth Boone writes, “The real meaning of [teot!] is spirit—a concentra-
tion of power as a sacred...force ¥". In a similar vein, Jorge Klor de Alva
asserts, " Teotl...implies something more than the idea of the divine mani-
fested in the form of a god or gods...it signifies the sacred in more general
terms 5”. The multiplicity of gods in official, state sanctioned Aztec relig-
ion, for example, does not gainsay this basic metaphysical claim, for this
multiplicity was merely the sacred, merely teotl, “separated, as it were by
the prism of human sight, into its many attributes ¢”.

Teotl created as well as continually recreates, permeates, and shapes
nature. That which humans commonly regard as nature—e.g., sun, earth,
rivers, humans, trees, animals, etc.—is generated by teotl, from teotl, as one
aspect, facet, or moment of its eternal process of self-generation-and-re-
generation. Teotl’s self-generation-and-regeneration is identical with its
generation-and-regeneration of nature. Both processes are products of
teotl’s possessing what humans commonly understand as active and
passive as well as male and female attributes. As the single, all-encom-
passing life force of nature, teot! vivifies and vitalizes nature and all of its
contents. Hence nature is alive. As one contemporary Nahua expresses it,
“the earth is alive 7.

What's more, Nahua ontology is processive. Process, movement,
change and transmutation are essential attributes of teotl. Teotl is accor-
dingly better understood as ever-flowing and ever-changing energy-in-
motion rather than as a static entity, being, or thing. Since nature is
constituted by teotl, it, too, is properly understood as ever-flowing and
ever-changing energy-in-motion. Nature, too, is essentially process,
movement, change, and transmutation. In short, nature is a living proc-
ess—not a static and lifeless thing or object.
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Yet teotl is more than the unified totality of nature, and nature is more
than simply constituted of teot/. Nature is identical to teot! and teotl is
identical to nature. They are one and the same sacred energy. Teot! is
therefore both immanent within and transcendent of nature in the follow-
ing respect. Itisimmanent in the sense that it penetrates deeply into every
detail of nature and exists within the myriad of created things; yet it is
transcendent in the sense that it is not exhausted by any single, existing
thing in nature.

Teotl’s process, movement, and transmutation present themselves pri-
marily as the ceaseless, cyclical oscillation of paired, complementary
forces. Although essentially dynamic and devoid of any permanent order,
nature is nevertheless characterized by an immanent equilibrium and
rhythm: one provided and constituted by teotl. Teot! presents itself in
multiple aspects, preeminent among which is duality. This duality takes
the form of the endless opposition of mutually arising, mutually inter-
dependent, and mutually complementary polar forces that divide, alter-
nately dominate, and explain the diversity, movement, and momentary
arrangement of nature. These include being and not-being, order and
disorder, life and death, light and darkness, hot and dry, masculine and
feminine, and active and passive. Life and death, for example, are mutu-
ally arising, mutually interdependent, and mutually complementary
sides of the same process. Life forces arise from death forces, death forces
from life forces. The artists of Tlatilco and Oaxaca, for example, artistically
presented this duality by fashioning a split faced mask, one half with flesh
and alive, the other half, fleshless, skull-like, and dead 9. The masks are
intentionally ambiguous. Skulls simultaneously symbolize death and life,
since life springs from the bones of the dead. Flesh simultaneously sym-
bolizes life and death, since death arises from the flesh of the living.

Since teotl and nature are essentially processive, they are properly
understood neither as being nor not-being but as becoming. They are also
properly understood as neither ordered (law-governed) nor disordered
(anarchic) but as unordered. Being and not-being, like order and disorder,
are simply two dialectically interrelated polar forces or facets of teotl, and
as such, not strictly speaking predicable of teotl and nature itself. Indeed,
this point applies to all the aforementioned dualities. Life/death, ac-
tive/passive, male/female, etc., are not strictly speaking predicable of
teotl and nature. These dichotomies are the product of common sense
thinking and are illusory. According to Nahua thinking, teot! represents a
tertium quid that transcends these dichotomies by being simultaneously
neither-male-nor-female-yet-both-male-and-female, simultaneously nei-
ther-active-nor-passive-yet-both-active-and-passive, and so forth 10.

The Nahuas’ conception of nature is also pantheistic 11. They believed
that: (a) everything that exists constitutes an all-inclusive and interrelated
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unity; (b) this unity is sacred; (c) everything that exists is substantively
identical and hence one with the sacred; (d) the sacred is teotl. Hence there
is only one thing, teot!, and all other forms or aspects of reality and
existence are identical with teotl; (e) teot! is not a minded being possessing
the characteristics of a "person’ (in the Western sense of having intentional
states or the capacity to make decisions). I thus agree with Eva Hunt when
she writes:

Prehispanic religion...was truly pantheistic... Mesoamerican cultures were
neither polytheistic nor monotheistic. In their view...reality, nature and expe-
rience were nothing but multiple manifestations of a single unity of being...The
[sacred] was both the one and the many...Since the divine reality was multiple,
fluid, encompassing of the whole, its aspects were changing images, dynamic,
never frozen, but constantly recreated, redefined 2.

Alan Sandstrom’s ethnography of contemporary Nahuas in Veracruz,
Mexico, also supports this interpretation:

...everybody and everything is an aspect of a grand, single, overriding unity.
Separate beings and objects do not exist— that is an illusion peculiar to human
beings. In daily life we divide up our environment into discrete units so that
we can talk about it and manipulate it for our benefit. But it is an error to
assume that the diversity we create in our lives is the way reality is actually
structured...everything is connected at a deeper level, part of the same basic
substratum of being...The universe is a deified, seamless totality 3.

Teotl’s untiring process of generating-and-regenerating nature is also one
of untiring self-transmutation-and-self-retransmutation. Nature is teotl’s
self-transmutation—not its creation ex nihilo. The Nahuas conceived this
process of self-transmutation in two, closely interrelated ways. First, they
conceived it artistically. Teotl is a sacred artist who endlessly fashions and
refashions itself into and as nature. A contemporary Nahua song-poem
reads:

I sing to life, to man

and to nature, the Mother Earth;
because life is flower and it is song,
itis in the end: flower and song 4.

Nature, in other words, is teotl’s in xochitl, in cuicatl or “flower and song”.
The Nahuas used the expression “in xochitl, in cuicatl” to refer specifically
to the composing and performing of song-poems and to refer generally to
creative, artistic, and metaphorical activity (such as singing poetry and
painting-writing). As feotl’s “flower and song”, nature is teotl’s grand,
on-going artistic-cum-metaphorical self-presentation.

The Nahuas also conceived teotl’s process of self-transmutation in
shamanic terms. Nature is teot!’s nahual or “disguise”. The Nahuatl word
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“nahual” derives from “nahualli” which signifies a form-changing shaman.
The continuous becoming of nature and its myriad aspects are teot!’s
shamanic self-masking and self-disguising 15.

Teotl artistically-cum-shamanically transmutates and masks itself in a
variety of ways: (a) the apparent thingness of existents, i.e., the appearance
of static entities such as humans, mountains, animals, etc. This is illusory,
since one and all are merely aspects of feotl’s sacred motion; (b) the
apparent multiplicity of existents, i.e., the appearance of distinct, inde-
pendently existing entities such as individual humans, plants, mountains,
etc. This is illusory since there is only one thing: teotl, and (c) the apparent
distinctness, independence, and irreconcilable oppositionality of order
and disorder, life and death, male and female, etc. This is illusory since
one and all are interdependent, complementary facets of teot!.

In light of the foregoing, Nahua tlamatinime (“knowers of things”;
tlamatini [singular]) commonly characterized earthly existents as painted
images and symbols on teot!’s sacred canvas. The tlamatini Aquiauhtzin
characterized the earth as “the house of paintings 1¢”. His contemporary,
Xayacamach writes, “your home is here, in the midst of the paintings 17.”
Like the images on canvas painted by human artists, the images on teot!’s
sacred canvas were fragile and evanescent. Nezahualcoyotl writes, “We
live only in Your painting here, on the earth...we live only in Your book
of paintings, here on the earth 18.” Finally, Tochihuitzin Coyolchiuhqui
writes: “We only rise from sleep, we come only to dream, it is untrue [i.e.,
unrooted, inauthentic, concealing, undisclosing], it is untrue [i.e., un-
rooted, inauthentic, concealing, undisclosing], that we come on earth to
live 19.”

Nahua tlamatinime conceived the dreamlike illusoriness of earthly ex-
istence in epistemological, not ontological terms. “illusion” does not func-
tion as an ontological category for the Nahuas as it does, say, for Plato. In
the Republic, Book VI, Plato employed the notion of illusion: to characterize
an inferior or lower grade of reality or existence (viz., semi-real realm of
becoming); to distinguish this inferior grade of reality from a superior,
higher one (viz., the Forms), and to deny that earthy existence is fully real.
In contrast, Nahua tlamatinime employed the concept of illusion to make
the epistemological claim that the natural condition of humans is one of
unknowing—not the metaphysical claim that teot!’s mask and all earthly
existents are ontologically distinct and ontologically inferior to teotl, and
so not fully real. Humans normally misperceive and misconceive teot;
that is, they normally perceive and conceive teotl’s mask. Indeed, the
activity of human unknowing is one and the same as teotl’s activity of
self-masking. The deceptive character of earthly existence, the mask of
unknowing which beguiles us as human beings, is a function of our
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human point of view—not an ontological dualism inherent in the make-
up of things.

Pre-Hispanic Nahua ontological monism entails the metaphysical im-
possibility of humans perceiving de re anything other than teotl. After all,
teotl is the only thing that exists to be perceived de re. This notwithstand-
ing, humans normally misperceive and misunderstand what they see de
re. How is this so? Humans normally perceive and conceive teot! de dicto
or under a description, and hence do so in a manner that is untrue,
unrooted, inauthentic, concealing, and non-disclosing. For example, hu-
mans perceive and conceive teot! de dicto and hence unknowingly as a
thing, as an individual human, as hot, as maleness, as death, and so forth.
When they perceive teotl de dicto they perceive teotl’s nahual or self-dis-
guise.

Nahua philosophy of nature distinguished between two further facets
of nature (teotl): the visible (sensible) and invisible (insensible). The dis-
tinction was epistemological rather than metaphysical or moral since it
was understood in terms of what humans are able to perceive or not with
their unaided senses. It did not correlate with or map onto any significant
metaphysical distinction, say, between two antithetical, mutually exclu-
sive, or contradictory kinds of reality (or substance). Nor does it correlate
with or map onto any meaningful moral dissociation, say, between moral
(normative) and factual (descriptive) realms. Therefore it would be a
mistake to understand this distinction in terms of such distinctions as
spiritual vs. material, sacred vs. profane, natural vs. supernatural, or
this-worldly vs. other-worldly as these are conceived by post-Galilean
European thought. Sensible and insensible facets of reality form a seamless,
single unity. They are facets of one and the same spatial-temporal nexus.

The foregoing suggests two further characteristics of teot!. Firstly, teot!
is neither something nor nothing. It is a simple, undifferentiated, unor-
dered, unstructured, and seamless processive totality. All structure, or-
der, static thingness, etc., that humans attribute to teot/ and to nature are
simultaneously artefacts of human unknowing and artistic-shamanic
presentations of teotl. This ontological indeterminacy appears well char-
acterized (in Western philosophical terminology) as a radical, nominalist
anti-realism, and a Kantian-like noumenon. Secondly, such dichotomies
as god vs. non-god, natural vs. supernatural, sacred vs. profane, personal
vs. impersonal, animate vs. inanimate, and alive vs. dead that are charac-
teristic of post-Galilean European thinking simply do not apply to and so
do not help us understand feotl.

II. HUMAN BEINGS
Human consciousness is merely another aspect of the eternal, vivifying,
dynamic energy of teotl. The Nahuas believed the human body possesses
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three animistic forces, one located in a different animistic center or organ 20.
Tonalli (from tona, “heat”) is located in the head. It provides the body with
character, vigor, and the energy needed for growth and development.
Individuals acquire tonalli from the sun. A person’s tonalli may leave her
body, as in the case of dreams and shamanic journeys. Such journeys allow
humans to perceive places far removed from their bodies. Tonalli is
ritually introduced into an infant as one of her animistic entities. It is
closely united to the person as her metaphysical-causal link with the
universe and as the determining factor in her future. Everything belon-
ging to a human by virtue of her relation to the cosmos receives the name
of tonalli. Teyolia (“that which gives life to people”) is located in the heart.
It provides memory, vitality, inclination, emotion, knowledge, and wis-
dom. Unlike fonalli, a person’s teyolia is not separable from him while
alive. It is identified as that animistic force of an individual “that goes
beyond after death” and enjoys a postmortem existence in the world of
the dead. The Nahuas likened teyolia to “divine fire 2.” Finally, ihiyot!
(“breath, respiration”) is located in the liver. It provides passion, cupidity,
bravery, hatred, love, and happiness.

Every human is the living center and confluence of these three vital
forces. The three direct both the physiological and psychological proc-
esses of humans, giving each individual their unique character and tem-
perament. Moreover, all three must operate harmoniously with one
another in order to produce a mentally and physically balanced as well as
morally upright and genuine human being. Disturbance of any one affects
the other two, creating imbalance and disorder in the person’s body and
mind. Only during life on earth are all three forces fully integrated within
humans. After death, each goes its own way.

Their differences notwithstanding, all three forces are constituted by
and facets of the dynamic, vivifying energy of teotl. In the final analysis,
they are neither fully discrete nor separate. Human consciousness and
experience are thus facets of teotl, and as such, neither ontologically
inferior to the physical processes of the human body nor casually inert,
derivative byproducts (e.g., epiphenomena) of physical processes. Head,
heart, and liver are simply the temporary locations of these three forces
while associated with the human body. Indeed, Nahua metaphysics holds
that mind (spirit) and body (matter) are ultimately two aspects, facets, or
moments of one and the same thing: teotl.

Lastly, none of these animating forces is possessed exclusively by
humans. Tonalli, for example, is present in ‘living’ things such as animals
and plants. Teyolia is present in both ‘living’ things such as humans,
animals and plants as well as ‘"nonliving’ things such as towns, mountains,
lakes, and sky. The human heart, for example, is simply a piece of this
force. Both ‘living” and "nonliving’ things possess teyolia in virtue of their
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ultimate oneness with feotl. Contemporary Nahuas continue to believe
that everything in the universe, whether living or not, possesses a yolot!
or “life force”:

by virtue of being part of the pantheistic universe. The yolotl is a piece of the
universal deity that inheres in everything. Thus even objects partake of an
animate universe and they can be said to be alive in this sense 22.

Both humans and non-humans as well as living and non-living things
partake of and share in the vital energy and movement of teotl. In short,
the Nahuas’ concept of nature is appropriately characterized as animistic.
All of nature—rocks, mountains, water, earth, etc.—are enspirited, ani-
mated, and hence alive, and consequently there is no sharp, qualitative
distinction between animate and inanimate, human and non-human, and
thus humans and the rest of nature 23.

III. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN
HUMANS AND NATURE

The monism of Nahua metaphysics entails that all of nature—including
human beings—is not only constituted by but also substantively one with
teotl. As fully natural entities, humans are in the world (nature), of the
world (nature), and one with the world (nature). The perception that
human beings are distinct from nature is an illusion. What’s more, hu-
mans do not merely live amidst the paired, complementary polar forces
of nature (discussed above); these cosmic forces literally permeate, cons-
titute, and circulate within humans. Humans are continuously affected,
both physically and psychologically, by the forces of nature, and as a
consequence their individual and collective well-being is interdependent
with the well-being of nature. In order to attain some measure of such
during their short, evanescent lives here on the surface of the earth,
humans must live in balance and harmony with the forces of nature.
The Nahuas conceived the relationship between humans and nature in
terms of accommodation, interdependence, co-participation, respect, and
reciprocity. They regarded nature as something to which human beings
must conform and accommodate their lives. Humans live upon the sur-
face of the earth, and the surface of the earth is a dangerously slippery
place 2. Humans lose their balance all too easily while walking upon this
surface and as a consequence, suffer disorder, disharmony, discomfort,
and dis-ease. And in order to attain some measure of well-being while
walking upon the unsteady surface of the earth, humans must therefore
learn how to maintain their balance. Doing so requires that they accom-
modate all their activities—mental and physical as well as individual,
social, and environmental—to the ways of nature. It does not involve,
however, accommodating nature to human ends 25. Nahua thought thus
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opposes the modern European, anthropocentric notion that nature is a
mere means or instrument to human ends (whatever they may be), and
that as such, nature should be complied to those ends through control,
domination, exploitation, and manipulation.

The Nahuas’s conceived accommodation in active rather than passive
terms. Humans accommodate themselves to nature not by quietistically
acquiescing to nature but by causally contributing to and co-participating
alongside nature in the future course and character of nature. Human
actions causally promote balance and purity or imbalance and impurity
in nature. Nature not only causally affects human beings; humans causa-
lly affect nature. Since the balance, harmony, and purity of humankind
is interdependent with the balance, harmony, and purity of nature, hu-
mans must actively promote the latter on pain of slipping into ill-being.
Borrowing from Johannes Wilbert, I suggest the Nahuas saw their rela-
tionship with nature as one of “compelling mutuality” and “interdepend-
ence 20.” The nature of humans’ relationship with nature was simply a
function of the interrelatedness and ultimate oneness of all things.

Nahua thought accordingly maintained that tlamatiliztli (knowledge,
wisdom) consists of four ultimately indistinguishable aspects. First, it
consists of the practical ability to conduct one’s affairs in such a way as to
attain some measure of balance, harmony, and purity—and hence some
measure of well-being—in one’s personal, domestic, social, and natural
environments. Secondly, it consists in living in such a way as to creatively
participate in, reinforce, adapt, and extend into the future the way of life
inherited from one’s predecessors. Thirdly, tlamatiliztli consists in partici-
pating in the regeneration-cum-renewal of the universe. Finally, it consists
of the practical ’know how’ involved in performing ritual activities which:
genuinely present teotl; authentically embody teotl; preserve existing bal-
ance and purity; create new balance and purity, and participate alongside
teotl in the regeneration of the universe. Tlamatiliztli involves knowing
how to perform these ritual activities as well as where and when to
perform them, hence the essential importance of knowing both the sacred-
ritual calendar and sacred-ritual landscape 27.

Tlamatiliztli also possesses an ineliminable moral dimension since it
involves treating nature in a morally responsible manner. Humans are the
creations of nature (teotl) and so owe nature filial-like moral consideration
and respect. Since they regarded nature as a sacred, animating force, the
Nahuas approached nature as a “Thou” rather than as a lifeless “It28.” That
is, they treated nature as living individuality, as life confronting life.
Humans’ conduct toward teot! was accordingly morally regulated by such
notions as reciprocity, respect, and humility. Treating a nature as a means
to one’s own ends or as something to be dominated and exploited is thus
not only foolish but also immoral since it promotes imbalance, dishar-
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mony, and dis-ease in both humans and nature. Contemporary Nahuas,
for example, believe the mostimportant human attribute is tlatlepanitaliztli
or “respect”, by which they mean “a sense of propriety, or recognition of
humans’ place in relation to the rest of the world 2.” Humans express
tlatlepanitaliztli through ritual activities such as making offerings to the
earth, water, hills, and crops. Failing to show respect for the earth and its
gifts, e.g., through arrogant and aggressive behavior towards nature, has
dire consequences for all creation, and is strongly condemned.

Pre-Hispanic Nahua empirical inquiry such as astronomy and medi-
cine adopted the selfsame attitude towards nature 30. While empirical
inquiry did seek successful prediction, it did not seek successful predic-
tion with the aim of controlling or manipulating nature (as is commonly
argued to be so with Western-style science). Nahua astronomy, for exam-
ple, embraced the threefold aim of: (1) compliance or conformity, i.e.,
shaping one’s actions, thoughts, and behavior so as to be in harmony and
balance with the movements of teotl; (2) alligning oneself with pre-existing
patterns and forces of the cosmos so as to promote human and cosmic
balance, and (3) actively co-participating in the patterns and forces of the
universe with the goal rewewing the cosmos. Seasonal and calendarical
festivals (such as the New Fire Ceremony) did not consist of humans
trying to bend the cosmos to their will but rather humans trying to
cooperate with the universe in order to renew the universe (and human-
kind along with it).

The Nahuas not only believed humans are able to influence the future
character of the cosmos; they also believed that humans are morally
responsible for doing so. Because humans owe their existence to the sacred
(teotl), they are born indebted to the sacred and bear a moral-cum-relig-
ious obligation to participate in the renewal of the universe. Humans are
born with “original debt” which they repay by performing ritual activities
(e.g., in xochitl, in cuicatl or “flower and song”, autosacrifice, and sacrificing
of plants, animals, and humans) that create new balance, preserve existing
balance, or forestall the creation of new imbalance.

Timothy Knab argues that pre-Hispanic Nahuas understood the rela-
tionship between human beings and nature in terms of the metaphor of
plants, which is “typified” by the statement “Man is a plant 32.” The lives
of humans and plants are the same. Both originate from the earth, grow
from seeds, require and take nourishment from the earth, mature, flower,
produce fruit, wither, die, and return to nourish the earth. As a contem-
porary Nahua song from the Sierra Norte of Puebla puts it:

We live HERE on the earth [stamping on the mud floor]
we are all fruits of the earth

the earth sustains us

we grow here, on the earth and flower
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and when we die we wither in the earth

we are ALL FRUITS of the earth [stamping on the mud floor]...
We eat of the earth

then the earth eats us 33.

Like plants, humans are organically interwoven into the living organism
of nature, and they need to know how to move in balance and harmony
with that organism order to survive and flourish. Like plants, humans
need to live in balance with the various paired, polar cosmic forces that
characterize the movement of nature: light and dark; hot and cold; wet
and dry, etc. Like plants, humans must know where and when to sow their
seeds, harvest, etc.—i.c., when and where to perform rituals activities that
help them remain in harmony with nature and maintain their balance
upon the slippery earth.

IV. CONCLUSION
Pre-Hispanic Nahua beliefs about and attitudes towards nature differ
dramatically from post-Galilean European and European-diaspora be-
liefs and attitudes. Indeed, the two differ so dramatically that it is safe to
say that nature means, radically different things for each one. By way of
conclusion, I briefly examine why this is the case.

Broadly speaking, post-Galilean European philosophy vacillates be-
tween two patterns of thought: a fully modernist, positivist pattern, and
a partially modernist, non-positivist pattern. The partially modernist,
non-positivist pattern is characterized by an overarching dualism that
divides reality metaphysically, morally, and epistemologically into natu-
ral and supernatural—or if secularized, natural and non-natural—realms.
Natural and supernatural (non-natural) realms are antithetical, contradic-
tory and mutually exclusive. The natural realm—i.e., what gets called
“nature”—is profane, lifeless, non-teleological, governed by laws of effi-
cient causation, physical, atomistic, secular, factual, and devoid of mean-
ing, purpose and value (e.g., moral, aesthetic, etc.). The natural realm is
extended in space and in time. Nature is considered the proper epistemo-
logical province of descriptive, empirical, scientific ways of knowing. The
supernatural (non-natural) realm, on the other hand, is sacred, teleologi-
cal, animated, enspirited, or spiritual, and the locus of intention, purpose,
meaning, normativity and value. It is extended in time but not space. The
supernatural (non-natural) realm is considered the proper epistemologi-
cal province of non-empirical, a priori ways of knowing such as reason,
intuition, divination, or revelation. The nature of human beings mirrors
the foregoing duality, humans are composed of two, fundamentally anti-
thetical kinds of substances: spirit (supernatural, sacred) and matter
(natural, profane). Because of this, humans are commonly said to be in the
world (nature) but not of world (nature). Finally, since nature is lifeless,
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profane, devoid of value, etc., the human treatment of nature is not
governed by morality.

The fully modernist, positivist pattern denies the existence of a super-
natural (sacred, non-natural) realm. As a result, the denizens of this realm
such as meaning, purpose, intention, normativity, and value are either
denied existence or reconceived in terms of human subjectivity. For
example, positivism either denies the existence of moral value (e.g., em-
bracing moral nihilism) or reconceives moral value in fully descriptive
terms such as human choice, feeling, utility, etc. Nature consists of entities,
properties, facts, or relations that are profane, non-teleological, lifeless,
governed by laws of efficient causation, physical, and atomistic. Nature
is the proper epistemological province of empirical, scientific ways of
knowing. Upon being naturalistically reconceived, the erstwhile denizens
of the supernatural (non-natural) realm become susceptible to scientific
analysis. All of nature exists in space and time. As one among other
natural entities, human beings are fully integrated within nature, fully
exhausted by their natural make-up, and conceived along the lines of the
rest of nature. I, for example, nature is conceived as a machine, computing
device, or accidental constellation of indivisible particles, then so are
humans. In short, as nature goes, so do humans. Finally, since nature is
lifeless, devoid of value, etc., the human treatment of nature is not gov-
erned by morality.

Pre-Hispanic Nahua philosophy paints a radically different picture of
nature and of human beings. This picture is monistic and processive.
Nature consists of a single, dynamic, vivifying, sacred energy or force.
While nature is divisible into visible and invisible aspects, this division is
epistemological, not metaphysical or moral. Moreover, it does not map
onto such distinctions as sacred vs. profane, spiritual vs. material, natural
vs. supernatural, or this-worldly vs. other-worldly as these are defined by
post-Galilean. European thought. Nature is animated, enspirited, and
charged with sacred energy. Everything in nature is mutually interrelated
as parts of an all-encompassing, organic whole. Everything participates
in the grand, overarching, endless cycle of life/death, order/disorder, etc.
As facets of this single, universal energy, human beings are in the world
and of the world—as are body, emotion, sensation, thought, meaning, and
value. Value and meaning are objective, metaphysical facts woven into
the fabric of nature. There is no epistemological or metaphysical distinc-
tion between fact and value, descriptive and normative, or mind and
body. Finally, human treatment of nature is governed by strict moral
regulations.
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