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Introduction

The impacts of climate change are increasingly undermining human, national, 
and international securities. Scholarly and practical responses prioritize secular 
and modern technologies such as earth-observation technologies and market-
based mechanisms to understand how and under what circumstances climate 
change influences the risk and dynamics of violent conflicts. Conversely, the 
influence of human and cultural factors such as religion, spirituality, and the 
sacred in dealing with climate-induced conflicts is sidelined. Yet religion, spir-
ituality, and the sacred shed critical theoretical light on the motivations and 
positionings of conflicting parties. This chapter charts a research agenda that 
transcends established perspectives of responding to climate-related conflicts by 
arguing for the interrogation of how religion, spirituality, and the sacred influ-
ence violence and conflicts that are induced by climate change.

In what follows, we first discuss the relationship between climate change 
and violence. We then consider the current scholarly, practical, and policy 
responses and the place of religion in them, before pointing out the lacunae in 
the existing literature, as well as in practical and policy responses. After expos-
ing these gaps and their scholarly and practical implications, we bring religion, 
spirituality, and the sacred into the discourse on climate change and violent 
conflict. To ground our discussion, we focus on African indigenous commu-
nities, especially the Shona in Zimbabwe, and their sacred relationship with 
their natural environment to distil the cognitive, emotional, and moral mean-
ings that emerge from that relationship and show how they mediate climate-
related conflicts. Drawing on our findings, we conclude by re-stating the need 
for a research agenda that critically considers how religion and spirituality or 
any similar phenomena, such as traditional knowledge of ecological systems, 
mediate climate-induced conflicts. We argue that marginalizing the influence 
of religious, cultural, spiritual, and moral orders not only results in a failure 
to comprehend why some climate-induced conflicts become intense, impas-
sioned, and intractable, it also hinders the development of locally grounded 
sustainable peace-building and conflict transformation strategies. This chapter 
contributes to advancing SDG13: take urgent action to combat climate and its 
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impacts. We argue that addressing SDG 13 should not only be about mitiga-
tion and adaptation, but also about the consequences such as climate-induced 
conflicts when climate change exceeds adaptive capacities of the communities.

Climate change-induced collective violence 
and its potential to increase

The heated debate over whether climate change is directly connected to con-
flict and violence has resulted in an avalanche of quantitative (Meirding 2013, 
Salehyan 2014, Buhaung 2015, Seter 2016, Ide 2015) and qualitative studies 
seeking to measure how climate change may translate into violence and under 
what conditions it is likely to do so (Fjelde 2015, De Juan 2015, Alvarez 2017). 
Some scholars argue that, rather than precipitating a violent conflict, climate 
change results in resource scarcity which, on the contrary, might foster cooper-
ation over resources rather than trigger a conflict (Buhaug et al. 2008, Buhaug 
2010, Koubi et al. 2012, Wischath and Buhaung 2014). Likewise, resource 
abundance can also precipitate violent conflict (Ostrom 2007; Young 2011). 
However, there is increasing evidence indicating that climate change is caus-
ally associated with collective violence, generally in combination with other 
causal factors such as poor economic or governance systems. Numerous stud-
ies have shown that the risk of violent conflict in East Africa increases during 
periods of unfavourable climatic conditions for agriculture and pastoralism (van 
Baalen and Mobjork 2016, Ember et al. 2012, 2014, O’Loughlin et al. 2012, 
Releigh and Kniveton 2012, Maystadt and Ecker 2014, Maystadt, Calederone 
and You 2015). To be clear, we do not suggest that climate change is always a 
trigger (De Chatel 2014). Analysts should also consider other socio-economic 
and political factors, like the strength of political institutions, for a thorough 
examination. For instance, in the Sahel region, the success of jihadi groups and 
political militia is attributed to weak state authority, an abundance of firearms 
and the steady erosion of local mechanisms of dispute resolution. However, 
research shows that climate change and the resultant collective conflict and 
violence are set to increase (Reuveny 2007). It is on this basis that we argue 
that SDG 13 on climate action should also include addressing climate-related 
conflicts.

It is estimated that by 2100, people living in coastal areas (ca. 20% of the 
global population) or in small-island nations will suffer the greatest impact of 
the expected rise in sea levels. Some island nations may disappear and other 
coastal areas may become uninhabitable, which may force many people to 
become internally displaced within their own countries or refugees in neigh-
bouring countries. Elsewhere, sea-level rises will damage cropland, create salt-
water incursions into river deltas and groundwater aquifers, and cause shortages 
of food and fresh water. As a result, there will likely be major political, eco-
nomic, and social disruptions, sometimes associated with violence, as people 
compete for control of land and other depleting resources (Levy, Sidel, and 
Patz 2017). It is thus imperative to understand the dynamics between climate 
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and possible alternative practical intervention strategies, both theoretically and 
conceptually.

The current scholarly and practical response to 
climate change and associated conflicts

Statistical analyses of large N-studies and propositions for technological 
and economic problem-solving currently dominate research on the cli-
mate–conflict nexus (Ide and Scheffran 2014, Ide 2017). Policymakers 
and scholars perceive climate change as a subject for climatology, physics, 
chemistry, oceanography, physical geography, and integrative earth sci-
ences (Scheffran et al. 2012), leading them to deploy hyper-techno-rational, 
economic and military responses that are exclusively secular, mechanistic, 
and modernist (O’Sullivan 2017, Werrell and Femia 2017). No wonder 
SDG 13 emphasizes to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and strengthen 
resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-induced impacts, which is the 
focus of natural sciences. This promotes “the illusion that problems in our 
natural agency mostly can be solved by technical innovations” (Bergman 
2009: 107), thereby underestimating the human and cultural dimensions of 
global climate change. Prominent publications such as those of the IPCC 
do not account for the human, cultural, and ethical dimensions of climate 
change. Religious, spiritual, and sacred interpretations are not factored in 
because climate-linked conflicts are perceived as a scientific problem, a 
physical phenomenon that can be described without reference to cultural 
influences and that can be dealt with by mapping, measuring, and record-
ing using technological instruments (Nordqvist and Krampe 2018, O’Brien 
2017). Policy and practice pay no attention to inhabitants’ interpretations 
of climate change, nor do they consider the potential strategies for conflict 
resolution and transformation that have been used traditionally or are cur-
rently being used, of which religion, spirituality, and the sacred are part 
(Barnett and Campbell 2010: 21; de Wit 2014, Ulloa 2011).

However, the preferred scientific or positivist approaches and meth-
odologies are shaped by the limits of contemporary mechanistic and econ-
omy-oriented world views that tend to externalize nature (Bergman 2009: 
98). Regardless of how ecologically informed and sustainable they are, these 
approaches are inherently unsuitable for integrating religio-spiritual factors that 
are hard to quantify but are nonetheless crucial in understanding the dynam-
ics of climate-related conflicts such as identities, narratives, or perceptions of 
threat. Furthermore, they cannot take different users’ perceptions into account, 
nor the role of their attitudes and beliefs in understanding climate challenges. 
As Bergman argues, “anthropogenic environmental problems cannot simply 
be ‘fixed’ by technical and economical systemic solutions and environmental 
‘management’” (Bergman 2009: 99). Religion, spirituality, and the sacred are 
central and determinative driving forces in human practices and ideologies 
with regard to both mitigation and adaptation (see Bergmann 2014), and are 
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therefore also capable of influencing how climate-linked conflicts are analyzed 
and dealt with.

Merely dealing with climate change and conflicts through the frame of tech-
nology is thus insufficient. Climate scientist Mike Hulme argues that the idea 
of climate exists as much in the human mind and the matrices of cultural prac-
tices as it is an independent and objective physical category. Climate change 
takes us well beyond the physical transformations that are observed, modelled, 
and predicted by natural scientists (Hulme 2018). The idea of climate change 
carries quite different meanings and seems to imply quite different courses of 
action depending on who one is and where one lives (Hulme 2018). Among 
indigenous communities, this means recognizing and addressing the impacts 
of emergent climate-induced conflicts on indigenous rights to the traditional 
use of land and on their historical and spiritual connections with the land, their 
rights to traditional ways of living off the land, and the right to protect the 
sacredness of the land that has been their home since time immemorial (Kerr-
Wilson 2017).

Consideration of the human and cultural dimensions of this problem is 
nonetheless beginning to find its way into the debate, thanks to the “construc-
tivist and poststructuralist turn,” which has opened up new ways of looking at 
why climate change translates into violent conflict (Froelich 2012). Local per-
ceptions of climatic and environmental changes can differ considerably from 
the data provided by technical methods and are essential for understanding 
social actions in specific localities (Chirongoma and Chitando 2021). However, 
they can hardly be incorporated into large-N studies (Ide 2017) because they 
are non-quantifiable. Rainfall or temperature figures are often based on sat-
ellite readings, but there can be a considerable difference between the per-
ceptions of local inhabitants and the findings of scientific experts or orbiting 
satellites on the causes of environmental changes (Ide and Scheffran 2014; see 
also Tarusarira 2017). Non-positivist local perceptions and rationalities could 
contribute to theoretical understandings of why people act the way they do 
(their motivations) in an environmental or climate-linked conflict (Froelich 
2012). What is needed is qualitative and ethnographic research to capture non-
quantifiable crucial elements such as religion and spirituality and thus shed light 
on different aspects such as human modes of perception, action, and thought, 
as well as motivations, thereby increasing our understanding of the potential 
links between climate and violent conflict (see Bergmann and Gerten 2010). 
Qualitative techniques can complement statistical analysis by detecting causal 
pathways indicated by correlations, or by explaining why these correlations are 
misleading.

No research to date addresses how religion and spirituality mediate in deal-
ing with climate-induced conflicts. What exist are studies of how religion can 
contribute to climate change mitigation and adaptation, research that is theo-
logical, pastoral or normative and specific to particular faiths, and that draws 
on resources internal to the specific faiths (Haluza-Delay 2018). This is how 
scholars of religion and the environment are trying to advance SDG 13. These 
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studies are located within and start out from the “greening religion” dis-
course, in which religious traditions become more pro-environment, a topic 
we revisit below (Taylor et al. 2016). Research on the greening of religion 
provides accounts of how religious traditions such as Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam are becoming more pro-environment and are sharing strong doc-
trines of creation, such as the assertion that God created the world and made 
it good. Thus, the careless and unintentional altering of the climatic balance 
is deemed disrespectful and blasphemous. Engaging with religion is seen as 
beneficial because religions may be able to encourage a response to climate 
change through their influence on believer’s world views or cosmologies and 
the moral duties they promote. Religions can engage a broad audience which 
accepts their moral authority, may have significant institutional and economic 
resources, and can provide social capital through the connectivity they gener-
ate (Haluza-Delay 2018).

However, it would be naïve to conclude that the existence of pro-envi-
ronment doctrines of creation means that religious traditions are entirely pro-
environment. An apocalyptic perspective that sees climate destruction as the 
point in time when God is beginning the final overthrow of extractive empires 
might lead to political inaction regarding climate change (ibid.). How religion 
and spirituality shape, haunt, interpret, inspire, or attend to human ways of 
being has become entangled with climate change. Religion, spirituality, and 
the sacred operate in the background of climate change conversations, where 
underlying concepts about places, environments, humans, and other animals 
generate particular expressions of environmental concern (Jenkins, Berry and 
Kreider 2018). From the extant literature, we lack knowledge of how this 
cosmovision mediates how actors position themselves in climate-related con-
flicts or how interveners factor it into addressing emerging violent conflicts. 
A lacuna thus exists regarding how ideas about religion, the spiritual and the 
sacred, which underlie concepts about places, environments, humans and other 
animals, influence positioning and affect how conflicts over natural resources, 
which embody the effects of climate change, are conceptualized and dealt with.

Analysing climate-induced conflicts through 
religion, spirituality, and idea of the sacred

Religion and spirituality are conspicuous by their absence from research into 
the possible mechanisms and conditions that shape how climate change does 
or does not translate into violent conflict. Despite this, most studies are under-
taken in contexts in which religion, spirituality, and claims of the sacred are 
significantly present and intertwined with such conflicts. A case in point is local 
diviners in Tanzania, who say prayers of blessing and protection for cattle raiders 
(ngingoroko), with whom both the elders and traditional religious leaders have 
close connections. Inter-pastoral conflicts, including violent livestock-raiding, 
are on the increase due to more frequent and prolonged droughts, which, 
in combination with socio-economic changes, are increasingly overwhelming 
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existing adaptive capacities (Schilling et al. 2012). This chapter therefore 
hypothesizes that understanding people’s religious, spiritual, and sacred percep-
tions of climate and the environment is essential to understanding how climate 
change translates and how actors position themselves in climate-linked con-
flicts, thus presenting creative alternatives to addressing such conflicts. While 
populations that are most severely affected by climate change, like those in 
sub-Saharan Africa, depend heavily on rain-fed agriculture for food production 
and income, resulting in market-based intervention strategies, this chapter sug-
gests that it might not only be economic factors that translate climate change 
into violent conflict. Religion, spirituality, and ideas of the sacred have the 
potential to impact on patterns of climate-related conflict because they offer 
cognitive, emotional, and moral meaning regarding the human–environment 
relationship. They explain why things are what they are (cognitive), how and 
what people should feel and under what circumstances (emotional), and how 
they should act (moral) (Campbell 2010: 167), in this case, concerning the 
environment and associated climate-related conflicts.

As already mentioned, the focus on the influence of religion on the human–
environment relationship gained traction through the “greening of religion 
hypothesis” (religions becoming more environment friendly), which was 
precipitated by Lynn White’s seminal publication “The Historical Roots of 
Our Ecologic Crisis” (1967). He argued that Judeo-Christian ideas have nega-
tive environmental impacts because of the dominion argument, which gives 
humans authority over the earth because they are the only beings that were 
created in God’s image. Dominion also entails the use of natural resources for 
human benefit. The development of science and technology and the subse-
quent destruction of nature have Occidental and specifically a Christian origin 
(Eckberg and Blocker 1989). This thesis dovetails with the conceptualization 
of nature as a resource, a material good for human survival, in environmen-
tal sociology (van Koopen 2000). Critics and analysts have responded vari-
ously to White’s argument. Some have agreed with his thesis of a peculiarly 
Western form of exploitation. Others have argued that the account in Genesis 
1 meant something different from White’s interpretation and that later chap-
ters in Genesis offered a “stewardship” orientation towards nature. Yet others 
have questioned the relationship between theology and culture. Others went 
on to argue that culture does not operate in the straightforward manner that 
White proposed. Capping it all are firm denials that the Occident is especially 
exploitative of the environment (for an overview, see Barbour 1973; Shaiko 
1987: 244–46).

A related dimension is the attribution of divine agency to environmental 
change, whether welcome, harmful, or catastrophic. For some Christians, nat-
ural disasters are often seen as God’s punishment for sins committed by humans 
(Steinberg 2006, Rosenau 2015). Indigenous people attribute hostile climate 
to the shunning of their traditions, gods, and ethical obligations (Awuah-
Nyamekye 2014). Muslims perceive God as the controller of the environment, 
who changes it when he sees it fit (Bell 2014). In Buddhism, some argue that 
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the adverse effects of climate change are due to various offences against gods or 
spirits (Manandhar et al. 2013). On the other hand, White averred that Asian 
religions, indigenous traditions and nature-based cosmologies and value sys-
tems, unlike the Judeo-Christian religions, appear to foster pro-environmental 
perceptions and behaviour.

After being treated as a truism for about 30 years, from the 1980s to the 
present, White’s hypothesis that religion was a causal driver in shaping envi-
ronmental attitudes and behaviour started to be vehemently contested from 
different angles (see Taylor et al. 2016). One criticism, for instance, was that 
White’s thesis was based on Abrahamic traditions that included Judaism and 
Islam, but in practice was limited to Christianity in the United States. The 
argument from humans’ mastery or dominion over nature varied among the 
Christian denominations, whether they were liberal or conservative being 
more determinative (Taylor et al. 2016: 319). Eckberg and Blocker (1989) 
argued that four factors expressing “environmental concern” were correlated 
with four religious variables: whether one is Jewish or Christian, being con-
servative Protestant, believing that religion is essential, and believing in the 
literal interpretation of the Bible. The net result of factoring in and considering 
the background and religious variables was that the crucial predictor of lower 
levels of environmental concern was biblical literalism, that is, belief in the 
literal interpretation of the Bible (see also Greely 1993). Other studies did not 
see a necessary connection between attitudes and behaviour: they argued that 
previous studies had emphasized environmental attitudes rather than environ-
mental behaviour. Yet others focused on church attendance, which they found 
to have differing effects on environmental behaviour. The argument that the 
complexity of biocultural systems makes it difficult to make conclusive state-
ments about what, if any, role religious ideas have in shaping environment-
related perceptions and practices, and if so which, was distilled from these 
criticisms. Pro- and anti-environment perceptions and behaviour, behaviour 
without such perceptions, and vice versa, among many others, can be found in 
various religious, spiritual, and sacred traditions (Taylor et al. 2016).

The case of indigenous sacred beliefs and practices

Indigenous sacred beliefs and practices can hinder attitudes of respect for non-
human animals and environmental systems. However, they have developed 
what is known as traditional ecological knowledge (indigenous knowledge, 
knowledge systems) in which stories and perceptions about plants, animals, 
and sometimes supernatural agents and forces are entwined with ecological 
understandings, ceremonies, customs, and cultural practices that promote 
environmental conservation and sustainable livelihoods (Mauro and Hardison 
2000, Bannister and Hardison 2006, Watson and Kochore 2012), which would 
contribute to advancing SDG 13. The land is seen and felt as an experience of 
the sacred in daily life, as adherence to sacred life (Smith 1999). It is therefore 
invested with a profoundly religious and emotional meaning, so much so that 
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collective sentiments strongly resist any attempt to alter the setting. Climate-
related conflicts thus become place-protective actions, founded upon processes 
of place attachment and place identity (Devine-Wright 2009).

Land is not only a scientific but also a human phenomenon, linking politics, 
structural violence, and religious phenomena. Land, rivers, water, and cattle 
are not merely economic but also social, cultural, spiritual (or religious), and 
ontological assets that structure the social identities and lives of communities. 
“The land is the charter on which indigenous culture is based, the resting 
place of ancestors, and the source of spiritual power” (Goldsmith and Hildyard 
1984: 29). It is understood as being alive and agentive, a collective material 
and spiritual benefit that must be preserved for future generations (Lutz 2005). 
Some indigenous sacred beliefs and practices promote perceptions of non-
human organisms as persons to whom they have ethical responsibilities and 
with whom they are in a relationship, sometimes even as kin. Subsequently, 
this results in the promotion of biological diversity and the protection of spe-
cific habitats of linked human–natural systems (Abram 1996, Nelson 2011, 
Kimmerer 2013, Whyte et al. 2015, Cruikshank, 2005). Land is fundamental 
because it is connected to the sacred or non-human, escalating conflict over it 
to cosmic levels (see Juergensmeyer 2000).

As we have seen, since Lynn White’s hypotheses the notion of the 
greening of religion has focused on pro- or anti-environment perceptions 
and behaviour, or in today’s language a focus on pro- or anti-mitigation 
and adaptation to climate change perceptions and behaviour. The influence 
of religion, spirituality, and the sacred when climate change exceeds the 
capacities of communities and results in violent conflict remains underre-
searched. As we have suggested, current discussions of climate change have 
focused on “expert” knowledge, informed by the “device paradigm” – a 
belief that human-made problems can be controlled and fully managed and 
solved by technological progress (see Bergmann 2009) – at the expense of 
local religion, spirituality, or indigenous knowledge systems. Yet processes 
connected to climate change affect indigenous people’s cultural identities 
and relations with the non-human. Climate-related knowledge is depend-
ent on each culture’s perspectives of the human and non-human beings 
that make up the non-human world. How indigenous communities deal 
with climate change is shaped by an understanding of the world that can be 
described as more than human and as cosmological.

The case of the Shona indigenous religion

In most African contexts, caring for the environment and the climate has 
always had religious and spiritual roots in human motivation (Tarusarira 2017). 
Citing the example of Shona indigenous religion in Zimbabwe, Mapara argues 
against applying the term “green religion” to indigenous religions, which, he 
opines, have always been pro-environment (Mapara 2016). He also avers that 
the term “green religion” should only refer to
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religious movements that have had a recent reawakening, in that they have 
not always embraced humanity’s stewardship over the earth, and have only 
chosen, after realizing the dangers of global warming to abandon, or mod-
erate, their greed, which derives from the misconception that humanity is 
to have dominion over everything on earth.

(Mapara 2006:83)

The Shona believe in ancestral spirits (midzimu) who mediate between them-
selves and the Creator, Mwari or Nyadenga (the Heavenly One), who is him-
self an ancestral spirit and the arch-ancestor. Chiefdom or territorial ancestral 
spirits (mhondoro) are referred to as guardians of the land. They concern them-
selves with maintaining harmonious relations between people and the land and 
respect for sacred places and with issuing and enforcing directives about the 
community’s use of its environment (Byers et al. 2001). Hence, it is they who 
are usually associated with traditional African ecological religious beliefs. The 
Shona also believe in mashavi (alien spirits), which are the potentially spiteful 
and malicious spirits of deceased non-relatives and other animate beings that 
are not necessarily human. The midzimu and mashavi guide humans in how to 
live with one another and the environment, and in how to derive benefit from 
nature, while also warning humans of the consequences of non-compliance 
with their advice (Mapara 2006). This pro-environment perspective, however, 
should not obscure Taringa’s (2006) warning that we should not romanti-
cize the positive influence of African indigenous religions on perceptions and 
behaviour regarding the environment. Problematizing the view that Shona 
traditional religion is environment friendly, he argues that Shona attitudes to 
nature are discriminatory, ambivalent, and based more on fear of or respect 
for ancestral spirits than on respect for nature itself (Taringa 2006). The jury 
is still out on whether this is the case, but whatever the verdict may be, it will 
not dislodge the view that indigenous religions influence the protection of the 
environment.

In Shona cosmovision, therefore, relationships between nature and humans, 
spirits and nature, are not dichotomized or compartmentalized but are inte-
grated into an interdependent system of existence that is tied together through 
spiritual interactions (see McDonnell 2014). This epistemology and cosmo-
vision see the physical world of the land, rocks, vegetation, rivers, and the 
spiritual worlds of ancestral spirits (midzimu), and alien spirits (mashavi) as inte-
grated, giving initiates a deep respect and reverence without exploitation of 
and for nature and a commitment to conserve and enrich it. Nature and the 
environment are part and parcel of life, forming a unity with the Shona people 
because there is no separation between them. Adherents of Shona indigenous 
religions express feelings of belonging and connection to the earth, thus per-
ceiving themselves as bound to and dependent on the earth’s living systems. To 
destroy nature and the environment is to destroy oneself. Thus, for the Shona 
to defend their natural resources means defending oneself and one’s life, as 
well as existence itself, a matter of defending one’s identity and being. Living 
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in harmony with the natural world translates into living in harmony with the 
spiritual world, as they are interconnected and mutually dependent. Thus, nat-
ural phenomena, such as plants, rocks, and bodies of water, are respected and 
revered as vehicles connecting one to the spiritual world (axis mundi) (Eliade 
1957) and as having both visible and invisible powers (Haverkort and Reijntjes 
2007). Nature and the environment are thus protected from violation, de-
sacralization, and conquest by enemies. This review of religion, spirituality, 
and the sacred in the context of Shona indigenous religion serves to demon-
strate the attitude and motivation with which the Shona position themselves in 
conflicts related to climate change.

Towards resolving and transforming climate-linked conflicts

The religious, spiritual, or sacred quality of the natural environment can only 
be sustained as long as the resource is integral and therefore cannot be divided. 
Communities that consider the natural environment religious, spiritual, or 
sacred thus strongly resist any attempt to alter the context. Conflicts over natu-
ral environments that are considered religious, spiritual, or sacred can therefore 
not be resolved through partition, sharing, or side payments, as would ordinary 
disputes (Hassner 2009: 38–43). Unlike other conflict resolutions over what 
are divisible resources, the sacred land and natural environment that are at 
the centre of climate-related conflicts are perceived as indivisible, irreplace-
able, inviolable, and impossible to monetize. The usual trade-off strategies are 
thus unworkable and lead to what are called indivisible disputes (ibid). They are 
indivisible in two distinct ways. First, the resource at the centre of the con-
flict, like the land, is perceived as indivisible in and of itself; it cannot be taken 
apart. Second, the resource is indivisible from those who own it, signifying 
that they will not tolerate parting with it. Dividing them or allowing enemies 
to take them over undermines their symbolic coherence because they are sites 
at which believers can expect to communicate directly with the divine. In 
times of competition – for instance, over depleting resources – the people 
will put their all into it, resulting in impassioned, intense, and intractable con-
flicts. Resolving such conflicts by establishing a value for the damaged or lost 
resource, negotiating a monetary settlement, or trading, among the dominant 
options in traditional positivist conflict-resolution strategies, may be consid-
ered insults and abhorrent by religious adherents who defend sacred sites and 
resources in the context of climate-linked conflicts (ibid.).

The sacred or spiritual relationship between people and the environment 
(Wabule and Tarusarira 2019; Smith 1950) mediates how the former position 
themselves in conflicts related to climate change. The idea of the sacred can 
harden boundaries between conflicting parties, thereby defining the conflict 
in zero-sum terms and facilitating the demonization of one’s opponents. The 
belief is that the enemy is morally inferior as well as dangerous, and so must be 
dealt with harshly (Pape 2005, Chitando and Tarusarira 2017). Environmental 
practitioners are often trained within a scientific system which situates humans 
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as the observers or managers of nature, rather than as components within a 
complex and interrelated socio-ecological system (Sachdeva 2016, Alberti et al. 
2003; Atran and Medin 2008; Grimm et al. 2000, Medin and Atran 2004; 
Tress et al. 2001). As a result, this perspective might not align well with those 
eco-theologies who emphasize the inseparability of religious, spiritual, and 
ecological knowledge (Pandya 2014; Pierotti and Wildcat 2000).

Climate-induced conflicts, religion, and 
spiritualist: a research agenda

Religion, spirituality, and the idea of the sacred thus provide us with insights 
into how human and cultural factors frame human–environment relationships. 
They present cosmologies or world views that contain the most fundamental 
assumptions about the world and the place of humanity in the cosmos (Haluza-
Delay 2018). It is thus vital to have expertise in religious imagination in order 
to understand the way people interact and all the relations involved in and 
revolving around climate change (Hulme 2018). The latter thus emerge from 
the former and are critical in confronting climate-related conflicts in contexts 
where religion, spirituality, and the sacred are critical variables. First, religion, 
spirituality, and the sacred help set the institutional dimensions of everyday 
environmental management, establishing rules in use, routinized practices, and 
sets of rights and responsibilities. These institutions are enmeshed in culture 
(Watson 2009). In the context of conflicts linked to climate change, they pro-
vide the cultural archive on the basis of which people act.

Second, religion, spirituality, and the sacred influence the qualitative nature 
of human relations with the environment - how people perceive it, how they 
feel about it, how they value it, how they treat it. They influence the degree to 
which the environment is respected, revered, or considered either dispensable 
or indispensable, structuring how relations with others are constructed and 
negotiated. Religious, spiritual, or sacred connections between communities 
and the environment are instrumental in the different kinds of inter-group 
relations (Watson 2010), including in contexts of inter-pastoral conflicts that 
are precipitated by climate change. Religion, spirituality, and the sacred are 
assumed to be important influences on adherents’ attitudes and subsequent 
behaviour, as well as being powerful social actors (Haluza Delay 2018). It is 
thus essential to pay attention to the influence of religious, spiritual, and sacred 
beliefs and practices in structuring movements and engaging with space, espe-
cially during climate-related conflicts. The human–environment nexus is lived, 
inhabited, performed, and experienced, impacting qualitatively on individual 
subjectivity, forms of identity, and relations with others (Watson 2010).

Third, religion, spirituality, or the sacred may be sources of social capi-
tal. Most studies have focused on the ability of religion, spirituality, or the 
sacred to encourage a response to climate change through their influence over 
believers’ world views or cosmologies and the moral duties that they promote. 
They can engage a broad audience, many of whom accept and respect their 



﻿Religio-spiritual and sacred dimensions  197

moral authority and leadership. Sometimes they have significant institutional 
and economic resources at their disposal, and thus the potential to provide the 
connectivity (e.g. in the form of social capital) that fosters the achievement 
of collective goals (Watson and Kochere 2012). This organizational function 
is particularly relevant in the case of collective violence induced by climate 
change, which will require just the type of collective action that religion, spir-
ituality, or the sacred can help promote.

Fourth, religion, spirituality, or the sacred seek to provide explanatory con-
ceptions of and narratives regarding general orders of existence. Explanatory nar-
ratives for climate change are crucial to how problems are identified and causes 
diagnosed, and hence to how particular solutions are designated as appropriate. 
It explains how the world was created, why, what the role of humans within 
it is, and maybe even when natural disasters occur (Pierotti and Wildcat 2000; 
Spilka et al. 1985). If religious, spiritual, and sacred ideas and teachings shape 
locals’ explanatory narratives, they will consequently also powerfully shape the 
selection and implementation of different practical responses, not only to miti-
gation and adaptation, but also to climate-related conflicts. Religion, spiritual-
ity, and the sacred represent a powerful force that offers a framework in which 
world views and cultural imaginaries frame practical actions, understandings, 
and relations. Religion’s influence reaches far beyond the personal and spiritual 
to other realms of human action (Watson and Kochore, 2012).

It is these characteristics and features of religion, spirituality, or the sacred 
about human–environment relations that should inform the interrogation of 
how adherents position themselves in conflicts over the natural environment 
as a result of rapid climate change. Some research shows that religion, spiritu-
ality, or claims of the sacred are shaping climate perceptions and behaviour 
concerning climate mitigation and adaptation, which is in line with SDG 13’s 
climate action agenda. However, we lack knowledge of how they shape cli-
mate perceptions and behaviour in connection with violent conflicts induced 
by climate change, especially when it is now clear that climate change has 
exceeded adaptive capacities, thus engendering impacts and responses such as 
social instability and conflict. Further research that factors in and connects reli-
gion, spirituality, and idea of the sacred to social instability and violent conflict 
induced by climate change is thus required to answer corollary questions such 
as the following: How are religion, spirituality, and ideas of the sacred the key 
to understanding climate-induced conflicts? How do they influence the par-
ticular preferences, perceptions, and attitudes of actors in climate-related con-
flicts? How do actors engage with and mobilize religion, spirituality, and claims 
of sacredness to position themselves in conflict situations? To what extent do 
religion, spirituality, and the sacred cause the onset, intensity, or de-escala-
tion of climate-induced conflicts? What does this say about the distinction 
between the religious and the secular? How can religion, spirituality, and ideas 
of the sacred enrich and complement positivist, secular, technical, and market-
oriented conflict-handling mechanisms? How do climate-change challenges 
change religion, spirituality, and the idea of the sacred? How does climate 
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change challenge and change the conceptualization of religion, spirituality, and 
local epistemologies and ontologies? These questions constitute the research 
agenda that this chapter calls for. They will require interrogation of how reli-
gious, sacred, spiritual, and moral orders mediate conflicts that are induced 
by climate change. Thus, extend the focus of SDGs beyond mitigation and 
adaptation to include dealing with conflicts that are induced by climate change.
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