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An Overview of Nature, Soil, and Water in Traditional, Industrial Modernity, and Postmodernity
Paradigms and the Introduction of the Wisdom-Based Stewardship Paradigm

Mohammad Reza Balali

PhD Environmental Philosophy, Assistant Professor of Soil and Water Research Institute, Agricultural Research,
Education, and Extension, Karaj, Iran

Abstract

In confronting environmental crises, the evolution of human perspectives on nature, soil, and water has been
examined across three paradigms: tradition, modernity, and postmodernity. In the traditional paradigm—which
itself comprises two distinct outlooks—nature was regarded as a living, rational, and sacred entity. However, a
distinction exists: in ancient and mythological religions, nature was animate and filled with spirit (animism), and
natural phenomena were considered manifestations of deities. In ancient Iran, the four elements of water, soil, air,
and fire were sacred. In Abrahamic religions, however, nature is seen as a “creation of God” and a sign of divine
order. At the heart of this view lies a dual concept: on the one hand, nature is the “book of creation” that must be
cared for, and on the other, humans, as the “noblest of creatures,” have the right to utilize it. In Islamic philosophy
and mysticism, this perspective reached its peak, defining nature as a divine “sign” (ayah), a “manifestation of
God’s attributes,” and a “trust” placed in human hands. In the modern paradigm, with the scientific revolution,
the view of nature was completely transformed. Nature was reduced to a lifeless “machine” devoid of intrinsic
value, existing solely to serve human progress and interests. Descartes’ view of humans as “masters and possessors
of nature” and Newton’s mechanical laws provided the intellectual foundation for this unprecedented domination.
In this paradigm, water was seen as a physical resource and soil as an industrial substrate. With the emergence of
environmental crises in the twentieth century, the modern outlook was challenged, giving rise to the postmodern
paradigm with its diverse perspectives. Thinkers such as Aldo Leopold, through his concept of the “land ethic,”
transformed humans from “rulers” of nature into “members” of a larger “biotic community,” responsible for
preserving its “integrity, stability, and beauty.” Within this paradigm, a spectrum of views developed—from
“sustainable development” (viewing water and soil as limited natural capital) to “post-development” (emphasizing
the natural right and living essence of water and soil). By outlining the shortcomings of previous paradigms, the
article proposes a new paradigm termed the Wisdom-Based Stewardship Paradigm, which integrates:1)The
wisdom and ethics of tradition—particularly the Abrahamic insight that nature is a divine trust;2) Stewardship
responsibility—the commitment to preserving and enhancing nature for future generations; and 3)The capabilities
of modern technologies, such as artificial intelligence, as tools for understanding, monitoring, and optimizing
interaction with nature. In this integrative paradigm, nature is seen as a “digitized sacred text” that must be read
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with reverence, protected, and deciphered using advanced technologies. This perspective offers a comprehensive
framework for a balanced, responsible, and forward-looking relationship with nature, soil, and water.

Keywords: Nature, Soil and water, Paradigm, Ethics, Stewardship, Wisdom, Artificial Intelligence (Al)
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