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Abstract Claims have been made that the current
COVID-19 pandemic is a message from nature to stop
exploiting the earth to the extent that we have been.
While there is no direct evidence that this pandemic is
a result of human actions with respect to the earth, ample
evidence exists that deforestation and other environmental changes, together with climate change, do make it
more likely that viruses will cross from wildlife to
humans. We humans are mammals and our welfare
depends on the health of the earth. We are not so
different from other living creatures in this regard. It is
in our interests to look after the earth, something that
Indigenous Australians knew well. Mother Earth must
be cared for if she is to care for us. Nature perhaps is
sending us a message in the same sense that my car does
if I do not maintain it. It stops functioning properly. We
have to modify nature to satisfy our needs but we must
be careful how we modify it.
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We humans are mammals. Even if we believe that we
are unique because we are made in God’s image, we are
still mammals and suffer the same vulnerabilities.
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It has been estimated that in the recent fires in Australia, over one billion animals, birds, and reptiles
perished, possibly leading to the extinction of some
species [1]. The loss of species is not uncommon as
environments and climates change. Since the arrival of
Europeans in Australia, hundreds of species have become extinct, and many more are under threat [2]. We
humans often think that we are special, but Indigenous
writer, Tyson Yunkaporta, is not so sure:
Sometimes I wonder if echidnas [Australian egglaying mammals] ever suffer from the same delusion that many humans have, that their species is
the intelligent centre of the universe ([3], 1).
This quotation challenges us to also wonder whether
echidnas have the same thought about their species. As
unlikely as this may seem, the current COVID-19 pandemic sweeping the world should make us wonder
whether we are as unique as we like to think. We are
part of the natural world just as echidnas are and extinction as a species is as likely for us as it is for others. It is
unlikely that this pandemic will be the end of us, but it is
not so unlikely that some event or environmental change
in the future will lead to our demise. The coronavirus
jumped species, coming to us (probably) from bats and
possibly via pangolins, so we are not so different in
some respects [4].
Recently in a small-town local shop (before most
were shut), the elderly lady owner said to me that
she thought that humans were a virus on the earth
and that now the earth’s immune system was fighting back (echoing Attenborough [5]). She was
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referring to the disastrous fires and now COVID19. While this is clearly a metaphor, at one level, it
does make some sense, most obvious perhaps in the
case of the fires. A prolonged drought and the
extreme heat were partly a consequence of climate
change and that change is linked to human activity
[6]. We have harmed the earth, and now, it is
harming us.
How does it fit the current pandemic? According to
Inger Andersen, the Executive Director of the UN Environment Programme, “nature is sending us a message”
[7] so apparently the metaphor fits quite well but we
need to look more closely. Keeping wild animals in
close proximity to humans in wet markets played a role
(apparently) and that is human doing, but that in itself is
not harming the planet in the way that we are influencing climate change. Large populations and lifestyles
play a part in its rapid spread but again that is different
from the fire case. Nevertheless the metaphor can be a
useful way of looking at the problem. The way that we
want to live with a global economy and global travel,
city living and close contact with other living creatures,
whether human or non-human, does come with costs.
But the link with human activity seems to be closer, at
least according to the media. It is claimed that there is
evidence that harming or altering the environment in
certain ways raises the probability of viruses crossing
species. The conservationist Jane Goodall, for example,
reported as saying that “the loss of animal habitats and
intensive farming are part of the problem, making it
easier for viruses to spread from one animal to another
and then to humans” [8]. Many other scientists and
environmentalists mentioned in this and other media
reports support the view that deforestation and reduction
in biodiversity among other factors increase the likelihood of viruses crossing from one species to another,
including to humans [9, 10]. These views are supported
by scientific research, not in the case of the current
coronavirus (at the time of writing), but the evidence is
there in the case of other viruses, particularly the Hendra
and Ebola viruses. Loss of habitat through deforestation
and fragmentation of forests and climate change can
result in movement of species to areas less suitable,
higher density, more interaction between different species, and closer contact with humans. This can lead to
spillover of viruses to other species including to
humans. Animals with higher stress levels are more
susceptible to viruses, something that these habitat
changes make more likely ([11–16]).

Given the evidence of effects of human activity
on the environment, both regarding the fires and
virus spillover, even if some of it may be tentative,
looking after the natural environment is in the
interests of humans, something that of course
should be obvious. It is worth taking seriously
Andersen’s claim that “nature is sending us a message,” a claim that presumably would sound like
common sense to many Indigenous people, even if
not to some like Philip Hammond who see it as
“green-hued misanthropy” [17]. His arguments will
be considered later, but first, it is worth having a
brief look at how Indigenous Australians view the
environment, or earth (I am not Indigenous nor an
expert in their thought so will largely let them
speak for themselves.).
A core belief that has relevance for this discussion is
that the earth is a mother. This can be seen in the
following quotations from Indigenous Australians:

We call country the mother because as a mother
cares for her children so does the land care for us.
(Tyrone Bell in [18])

We belong to the land because Mother Earth feeds
us and births everything. ([19], 97)

The spirits show themselves in the rocks and trees
in natural forms. These spirits come from the land
the same as us. The spirit is in that rock, the spirit
is in that tree, because it is born from Mother
Earth, there’s no separation between us. ([19],
121)

The land is the mother and we are of the land; we
do not own the land rather the land owns us. The
land is our food, our culture, our spirit and our
identity. [20]

From this perspective, everything comes from the
earth so just as we should love and care for our mothers,
so we should love and care for the earth. If we do not,
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the earth will suffer and no longer be able to supply our
needs.
You look at the devastating drought [in Australia
in the years leading up to 2019], it’s a clear indication that mother’s sick—we have to show some
care for mother and heal her. [21]
From a secular perspective, the central idea is that we
depend on the earth for our food and other needs, and if we
do not look after it, those needs may no longer be supplied.
There is nothing mystical or magical about this. A degraded earth is not conducive to a flourishing life, certainly not
for the long term. If we do not look after our car, it will not
satisfy our transportation needs for very long. A similar
point is made by David Montgomery in his book Dirt,
where he argues that environmental degradation has led to
the collapse of civilizations (2012).
What, if anything, follows from these musings? Perhaps just that as a species we should not think of
ourselves as so different from the rest of nature. We
are part of it, and what we do affects it and also us,
something that is central to Indigenous thinking but
something that modern cultures seem to have forgotten
or at least made less important. Looking at things, this
way can affect the way that we see technology and its
role. We might, and should, start to think more about
how our technologies affect the earth. In Indigenous
thought, all of nature deserves respect. It is not only
people who are worthy of respect, but given the oneness
of humans and rest of nature, everything in nature must
be respected. Viewed in this way, COVID-19 can be
seen as an apocalypse in its original Greek meaning, not
as a catastrophe but rather as an unveiling or revelation.
It is helping us to realize that we are part of nature and
ignore its interests at our peril.
The Spanish philosopher José Ortega Y Gasset [22]
defined (or described) technology in terms of nature,
and this is a useful way of thinking. According to him
technology is
… the improvement brought about on nature by
man for the satisfaction of his necessities. (95)
Not being, but well-being, is the fundamental
necessity of man… (101)
Therefore the main aim of technology is
To promote good life, well-being, by adapting the
medium to the will of the individual. (101)

Technology’s purpose then is to enable humans to
lead good or satisfying lives by adapting their environment to better suit their needs. Taken as a descriptive
account, this fits Indigenous technology as well as it
does current technology. According to the observations
of early European explorers, the original Australian
inhabitants led rich and comfortable lives with little
technology compared with the modern world. What
they had was ample for their needs.
A problem with this account, certainly if we take it
superficially without understanding what a necessity is,
is that it leaves open the possibility that “improvements”
made to nature to satisfy our necessities may be detrimental to nature in the longer term if we make too many
things necessities. Nature could be exploited for shortterm gain to the extent where it will no longer be able to
supply necessities in the longer term and, as in the cases
of fires and viruses, could actually make life worse for
us. This is where the Indigenous standpoint has value. It
reminds us to care for nature, or mother earth. We could
slightly modify Ortega’s account:
to promote good life, well-being, by sustainably
adapting the medium to the will of the individual.
… the sustainable modification of nature by man
for the satisfaction of his necessities.
He may have intended this, but now it is more
obvious.
To recap, the suggestion in this paper is that disasters
such as the fires and the COVID-19 pandemic are signs
that we need to be more careful about how we treat
nature, “Nature is sending us a message.” This view of
the pandemic has been expressed multiple times over
the past few months, and Philip Hammond mentions
many in his criticism of that position [17]. Before
commenting on that criticism, we need to be clear on
what is being claimed when it is said (including in this
paper) that COVID-19 is a wakeup call to humanity. It
was noted earlier that seeing the pandemic as the earth’s
immune system fighting back against the human virus is
a metaphor. Another interpretation is that it is similar to
treating a person (e.g., our mother) badly so that she no
longer wants to help satisfy our needs or that she is
unable to because of being damaged. The latter seems
to be close to the traditional Indigenous position. A
purely secular interpretation, as noted earlier, is that it
is like not maintaining our car that we rely on for
transport. Eventually it will break down and no longer
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satisfy this need. This is the sense that “Nature is sending us a message” is used here. It is sending us a
message in the same sense that the fuel gauge on my
car is sending me a message regarding the amount of
fuel remaining in the tank. I can disregard it but that
would not be sensible.
The claim that nature is sending us a message, according to Hammond, is “to see human ambition to
control the natural world as dangerous and deluded.” It
presents a degraded view of human agency. The argument, not spelt out, is I presume that to suggest that
nature is telling us something is to attribute agency to it
and thereby suggesting we humans are somehow reduced in importance. It is, he says “a damaging,
dispiriting outlook, inviting us to glory in victimhood
and vulnerability.” It is not obvious however why this is
the case. If the fuel gauge tells me that my car is about to
run out of fuel, that is a sign that I should use my agency
to do something about it, fill the tank. If my farm is no
longer productive because I have overworked the soil
and it is no longer fertile enough to grow crops, I need to
do something about it if I want to continue farming that
land. If deforestation or other environment changes
make pandemics more common because of the increased likelihood of viruses crossing from nonhumans to humans, then we need to use our agency to
remedy the situation if we want to avoid pandemics.
How we do this is up to us. It might be by improving the
health of the natural environment or by finding technological solutions. Most likely, it will be a combination of
both. There is nothing here that projects “a damaging,
dispiriting outlook, inviting us to glory in victimhood
and vulnerability.” We are not victims but rather agents
in both the causes and the remedies of the problems.
Ignoring this will not promote the well-being of our
species or of any other.
To summarize, we are mammals and are vulnerable
to environmental changes whether we like it or not, just
as all other mammals are, so we need to be aware of the
consequences of how we treat nature. We need to be
prepared to react to those consequences. The evidence
that we are changing the environment in ways that are
detrimental to us as well as to other species is strong, for
example, by increasing the probability of severe fires or
pandemics, but not always obvious at the time changes
are made. Thinking of the earth as our mother might be a
useful way of keeping a focus on the importance of
nature for human well-being and perhaps survival.
COVID-19 (and wild fires) can plausibly be seen as

messages from nature that all is not well. As Ortega
wrote, we can improve nature to better satisfy our needs,
but we must be careful how we do this.
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