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The significance of this pioneering volume on sacred forests in Asia is manifold, whether viewed from the scholarly perspective of political ecology, or advancing alternative visions of the human-nature relationship, or from its role in addressing the Anthropocene. I shall try to speak here of the importance of this volume to these three matters of great planetary concern. 

Historical and cosmological ideals of forest conservation have of course been around for millennia across the world. Modern ideas of scientific forestry were developed from the early 19th century in response to rapid deforestation in the British colonial empire, and globally by the late 19th century. But advances in these scientific policies and measures could by no means keep up with the scale of deforestation and devastation conducted under the aegis of extractive colonial and developmental states globally during the last two centuries.

As the relationship between deforestation and climate change began to be noted in the last few decades, the problem of deforestation has gained a striking presence in the public realm. In 2008, the UN recognized the value of forests as carbon sinks when it developed the  REDD+ (Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Degradation) program granting money to developing countries to protect rather than cut down forests. Other landmark events followed, such as the Bonn Challenge of 2011 which targeted the restoration of over a million miles of deforested and degraded land by 2030, and the Paris Agreement of 2015 which enhanced and reinforced REDD+ framework. These initiatives have accompanied and catalyzed many thousands of public, government, and corporate projects in restoration and tree plantings across the world, as well as wider movements that include rights of peoples, cultures and nature historically associated with forests, exemplified in the Rights of Nature movement. 

To be sure, from a climate change perspective, some scientists believe that the benefits of reforestation in absorbing carbon emissions have been overestimated. In the heady rush to overcome the climate crisis with the low-cost option of planting trees, the benefits have not always been clear. Native and old growth forests have been replaced by tree plantations, often in inappropriate places where they can negatively impact water sources and soil nutrients. Mature growth forests are apparently forty times better at storing carbon than plantation trees. They also provide a variety of ecosystem services in the local watershed: capturing, storing and filtering water, removing pollutants from the air, preventing erosion, reducing land degradation, and not least, preserving biodiversity. Deforestation and destruction of wildlife habitat are leading, as we are painfully aware today, to widespread pandemics. 

The Interfaith Rainforest Initiative (IRI) sponsored by Norway and the UN in 2017 and supported by many world religious and indigenous peoples’ leaders made a case for native forests and a declaration that is germane to this volume. IRI reports that their mapping project “reveals that the most successful or best-kept rainforests are in areas where rights of indigenous peoples are respected; this shows that they are the best stewards and custodians of the rainforests.”  Without prejudice to this declaration, I would venture to say that the researchers in this volume explore and assess the complexities and implications of such a statement.  

Ten of the seventeen papers representing the core of this volume were first written for a three-day workshop in Ninh Binh, Vietnam in December 2018, part of the InterAsian Connections VI. Hanoi Conference, sponsored by the Social Science Research Council and the Vietnamese Academy of Social Sciences. Entitled, “Sacred Forests and Political Ecology: Cosmological Properties and Environmentality,” the scholars discussed their fieldwork or archival research on forests and the production of sacred space across a diverse geographic region encompassing numerous ethnolinguistic groups, indigenous cosmologies, traditional local resource management practices, and environmental governance systems in East, South, and Southeast Asia. 

The editors and authors doubtless draw their concern for the role and fate of sacred forests from developments in our era of climate change. Relatedly, they are concerned with how sacred forests point to other ways of managing nature and society viewed historically, comparatively and through their contemporary transformations. For what Madhav Gadgil once called “ecosystems people,” who depend directly on these forests, this sacrality and their spiritual world are inextricable from the variety of services that the forests provide, particularly, as the editors identify, in the local watershed. 

At the same time, the authorizing symbolism of the sacred is entangled with the social system of access, particularly with regard to gender and other exclusions. Through the lens of political ecology, the authors critically examine the dynamics of hierarchy and authority in these communities and beyond to assess their potential for regenerating nature sustainably as well as for attaining a measure of contemporary social justice. They assess whether and how an older vision, in which “oikos was integrated with the cosmos and the polis,” may be restored. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]In today’s world, there is a vast, if loose convergence of social activism that seek to replace the subject-object, God-world, human-nature dualism at the base of the systemic imperative to conquer nature for human consumption with alternative, more holistic visions of the human-nature relationship. Forest dwellers, indigenous peoples, small island societies, threatened rural communities, are joined by—or coalesce with— environmental NGOs, other civic groups of youth, professionals, scientists, and various local and transnational agencies in the effort to protect the environment. 

This coalescence converges on a loose notion of the sacrality of nature with social and legal underpinnings. While for many of the threatened precariat, sacrality is part of the ecology of life and livelihood, for the more disenchanted moderns, the sacrality of nature is expressed through the notion of legal protection as the “common heritage of humankind.” Legislation and judicial decisions of this kind have often been initiated, advocated and pushed through by civic groups. This contemporary version of sacred nature is continuous with the older conception because it represents an inviolability arising from the elemental urge to protect the sources of life. I believe this volume is a critically valuable contribution to that undertaking. 

