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Abstract 

Since time immemorial, many traditional and Indigenous cultures across the globe have ritually 

expressed gratitude to the natural world.  Within Western academic thought, the study of 

gratitude is an emerging field that has not extensively considered expressing gratitude towards 

nature.  The purpose of this research was to investigate experiences of practitioners of rituals  

that express gratitude to nature across different cultures to learn how such rituals affect their 

values and behaviour toward the natural world and each other.  An exploratory case study was 

conducted gathering phenomenological data from nine long-term practitioners of Japanese 

Shinto, Korean Mugyo, and Six Nations Longhouse rituals.  A unique approach to data analysis 

was undertaken using both hermeneutic-phenomenological analysis and a comparative case 

study analysis.  The findings of this exploratory study indicate that participation in rituals 

expressing gratitude to nature may influence pro-environmental values but does not appear to 

have to be associated with pro-environmental behaviours.  This study found that rituals in which 

gratitude is expressed to nature effectively act to preserve and strengthen connection to the ritual 

community and culture of those who practice them.  This research provides insight into how to 

conduct further research in cross-cultural, multilingual studies of ritual in contemporary contexts.  

Future research possibilities arising from this study include the study of new practices that may 

be developed to foster connection between participation in rituals that express gratitude to nature 

and pro-environmental behaviour.    

 

Key words: ritual, gratitude, pro-environmental values, pro-environmental behaviour, Indigenous, 

participation. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

“Gratitude is not only the greatest of all virtues, but is the mother of all the rest”. 

~ Marcus Tillius Cicero1 

Within the histories of many traditional and Indigenous cultures lie various ritualized and 

ceremonial practices of expressing gratitude towards nature.  Despite being confronted with the 

pressures of rapid global westernization, and in some cases, the continued legacy of colonialism, 

many traditional and Indigenous communities continue to practice rituals expressing gratitude 

towards nature.  Within these rituals, not only is gratitude explicitly expressed towards the 

natural world and various conceptions of divinity, but it is also expressed towards human beings, 

recognizing us as a part of nature.  Most notably, rituals expressing gratitude towards nature 

serve an important purpose to the knowledge and value bases of traditional and Indigenous 

cultures and presently have much to offer contemporary society as a practice for survival on this 

planet.   

First and foremost, it is important to make the distinction that while we are all Indigenous 

to somewhere, not all of us still inhabit the lands of our ancestors.  This research uses the term 

Indigenous to refer to the people who still inhabit the lands their ancestors inhabited as far back 

as their collective memory can recall, basically, since the beginning of human conceptions of 

time.  Whereas the term, “traditional people”, is used in this research to refer to peoples who may 

not inhabit the lands of their ancestors, but who carry on the traditional ritual practices and ways 

of life of their ancestors, adapting them over time to live sustainably in their new location across 

generations.  Neither of the terms Indigenous or traditional are to be understood as static 

cultures, both are dynamic in nature, adapting and evolving over time.  An example of traditional 
                                                
 
1 As cited in Philosiblog (2013). 
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people in North America are the Omish.  While the Omish are not Indigenous to North America, 

they are deeply traditional peoples, in the sense that they hold onto their traditional identity and 

practices.  While inhabiting the new lands, the Omish lead a lifestyle that aligns with the cultural 

values of their ancestors, yet respectfully adapts to the new lands they inhabit.  The Omish 

lifestyle treads far lighter on the land than other European settlers in North America. 

It should also be recognized that there are some attempts being made by non-Indigenous 

or non-traditional peoples to create new practices of rituals which have components that express 

some reverence for or gratitude to the natural world, even in urban environments.  Rituals such 

as the Council of All Beings developed by Jonathan Seed and Joanna Macy and the Blessing Of 

Animals, as practiced at St. John the Divine Cathedral in New York City.  While these are 

examples of new ceremonies that express gratitude towards nature, this study is concerned with 

ancient rituals of explicitly expressing gratitude to the natural world, in which that is the intent of 

the ritual. 

An example of Indigenous rituals of gratitude towards nature practiced within North 

America can be found among the Yakama, who live throughout Central Washington State.  The 

National Museum of the American Indian (2014) explains,     

For the Yakama, who call themselves the “Salmon People”, the salmon is not only a 

source of physical nourishment, but also of spiritual strength and identity.  The Yakama, 

along with many other western coastal Indigenous Nations, celebrate a First Salmon 

Ceremony each spring to welcome the salmon as they return to the rivers.  This not only 

expresses reverence for and gratitude towards the fish, but also passes on traditional 

knowledge to the entire community about how to care for the salmon so that they will 

always return. (p. 4) 
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Many Indigenous and traditional peoples recognize a connection to the natural world 

often expressed as kinship.  Salmón (2000) explains that “Indigenous people view both 

themselves and nature as part of an extended family that shares ancestry and origins; the kin or 

relatives include all the natural elements of an ecosystem” (p. 1327).  The “kin-centric” view of 

the natural world understood by many Indigenous people, acts to produce a belief that humans 

have a responsibility to respect and give thanks to the natural world.  This expression of gratitude 

is similar to giving thanks to a familial person who has continually ensured your well-being.  

Over the last few centuries, many parts of the world that have adopted modern industrial 

technology, namely contemporary western societies, began to view human societies as distinctly 

separate from the natural systems that surround them, asserting dominance and superiority over 

them.  It is only since moving into the late 20th century that the industrialized world has begun to 

recognize the interconnectedness of humans with natural systems.  Jung (1969) speculated on 

Western societies’ view of superiority over nature, commenting: 

Western man has no need of more superiority over nature, whether outside or inside.  He 

has both in almost devilish perfection.  What he lacks is conscious recognition of his 

inferiority to the nature around and within him.  He must learn that he may not do exactly 

as he wills.  If he does not learn this, his own nature will destroy him. (p. 535) 

Although Jung made these sorts of commentaries 50 years ago, we are still in a similar place 

today, not really moving away from this path of self-destruction. 

Reflection upon the notion of Western contemporary society viewing itself as separate 

from the natural world reveals the impracticality behind such thinking, given that no species on 

this planet has yet had the ability to evolve beyond their own reliance on it.  The movement away 

from thinking of humans as connected to nature, or even part of nature, that became prevalent in 



 
4 

    

 
 

Christian European and North American, industrialized and technologically advanced societies, 

has now influenced the rest of the world.  As the world adopts more and more Western 

technology and science, that is inextricably rooted in Christian dogma, the disconnection to and 

domination of nature threatens to spread to all reaches of the earth.   

In his seminal work “The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis”, Lynn White (1967) 

tries to map out the shift in the world’s thinking away from a connection to nature, postulating 

how differently nature was viewed in ancient times, commenting that,  

In Antiquity every tree, every spring, every stream, every hill had its own genius loci, its 

guardian spirit.  Before one cut a tree, mined a mountain, or dammed a brook, it was 

important to placate the spirit in charge of that particular situation, and to keep it 

placated. (p. 1205)   

White also describes how animism and paganism were eventually eclipsed by 

contemporary Christian dogma, shifting western society towards the lens of science and 

technology, commenting, 

Since both science and technology are blessed words in our contemporary vocabulary, 

some may be happy at the notions, first, that viewed historically, modern science is an 

extrapolation of natural theology and, second, that modern technology is at least partly to 

be explained as an Occidental, voluntarist realization of the Christian dogma of man’s 

transcendence of, and rightful mastery over, nature. (p. 1206) 

 Consequently, many spiritual rituals expressing gratitude to nature in European and North 

American society were driven underground or have been lost.  As White (1967) describes, 

“Christianity made it possible to exploit nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of 

natural objects” (p. 1205). 
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How we think and behave in contemporary society today is determined by how we view 

the natural world.  “What people do about their ecology depends on what they think about 

themselves in relation to things around them” (White, 1967, p. 5).  Emerald (2004) describes 

how uncommon any expressed reverence for the natural world is within contemporary 

industrialized society today, noting that many people within such societies are… 

“…caught up in a continual cycle of consumerism.  They are so engaged in making 

money and then spending it – that other considerations are secondary.  They do not 

understand or appreciate the natural world or the issues facing it.  Contact with nature 

fades.  This detachment is dangerous both ecologically and spiritually.  We are nearing a 

point in the history of the planet where we may exceed the resources of the planet and 

plunge into a period of ecological catastrophe, the extent of which we cannot even begin 

to fathom. (p. 24) 

Ironically, deep within the histories of the world’s contemporary societies lie practices of 

ritualized or ceremonial expressions of gratitude towards nature similar to those found in 

traditional and Indigenous communities.  While religions of the world continue to practice rituals 

of many kinds, few religions in the present-day practice rituals of expressing gratitude to the 

natural world.  Some religions (or cultures or societies) have even dropped practices of 

expressing gratitude to nature from their current rituals, even though they were present in the 

past.  Places such as Stonehenge in England, as Didymus (2011) explains point to historical 

locations of reverence to the natural world as, “new archeological evidence suggests a link with 

prehistoric sun worship and may have been meant for the purpose of giving thanks to the sun” 

(para. 8). 

Shaw (1995) quotes an interview with Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six Nations) writer Doug 
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George, in which George describes the need to revitalize previous cultural practices of 

expressing gratitude to nature, commenting that, 

If you look far enough back, you'll find the Celts and the Anglos and the Saxons and the 

Jutes, all have similar rituals of thanksgiving based on the cycles of the moon and the 

growing seasons of the Earth.  That is what needs to be revived.  Maybe we can use this 

as a kind of spiritual judo.  When people come to you with a desperate need to know 

more [about Rotinonhsyón:ni practices], just turn that around and say the solution is 

within your own self.  The solution is in your own community. (para. 26) 

Tucker and Grim (2001) also voice similar sentiments of the need to revitalize parts of 

religious rituals that once expressed gratitude to nature, commenting that,  

While it is important to recognize that many religions are moving toward an expanded 

understanding of their cosmological orientations and ethical obligations, such principles 

have been previously understood primarily with regard to relations towards other 

humans.  The challenge now is to extend them to the natural world. (p. 19) 

The Need for a Paradigm Shift/Research Opportunity 

 The act of cultivating gratitude provides humans with a purpose in this mysterious 

universe.  The practice of engaging in rituals of expressing gratitude towards the natural world 

could also provide a deeper-felt connection to a more familial universe.  Cox and Theilgaard 

(1988) reiterate, a quote from Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida (Act III, Scene iii), where in 

speaking to Achilles, Ulysses says that, “one touch of nature makes the whole world kin” (p. 67).  

Thomas Berry (2006) also encapsulates a similar thought so eloquently in his pivotal book, 

“Evening Thoughts: Reflecting on Earth as Sacred Community, describing, “The universe is a 

communion of subjects, not a collection of objects” (p. 17).  Central to this study is the question, 
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could the “touch of nature” be amplified by collective ritualized expressions of gratitude towards 

nature?   

Given the ever-increasing expanse of globalization and the multicultural dimension of the 

majority of the postmodern world, creating and engaging in cross-cultural rituals expressing 

gratitude towards nature could serve as an important activity linking the consciousness of 

humanity across cultures.  By engaging in more grateful behaviours towards the natural world 

and each other, global humanity could cultivate more respectful values and actions towards the 

earth and each other in daily life and when engaged in decision-making.  Expressing gratitude to 

the natural world is where the reciprocal relationship and communication with what provides us 

with life is understood and could very well be our rightful place in the universe.  

Within contemporary mainstream society, viewing humans as connected to the natural 

world is a notion that is just beginning to be revitalized.  Simultaneously, the modern world is 

consuming global resources at an unprecedented rate, while producing daily scientific evidence 

informing us that the earth cannot sustain our current lifestyle indefinitely.  Schandl et al. (2018) 

state that, 

The International Industrial Ecology (IE) research community and United Nations (UN) 

Environment, have for the first time, agreed on an authoritative and comprehensive data 

set for global material extraction and trade covering 40 years of global economic activity 

and natural resource activity.  The global results show global material use has grown 

strongly over the past four decades and has accelerated since the year 2000 at a time 

when global economic growth and global population growth have been slowing.  Overall, 

the global economy expanded more than threefold over the four decades from 1970 to 
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2010, population almost doubled, and global material extraction tripled from 22 billion 

tonnes in 1970 to 70 billion tonnes in 2010. (p. 827) 

Given the present state of global ecological problems, ritual practices of expressing 

gratitude towards nature provide an opportunity for rebalancing human relationships with the 

natural world.  Psychotherapist Francis Weller (2010) describes the benefits of rituals or 

ceremonies of giving thanks to the natural world, stating that,  

Gratitude forms the very heart of a life rooted in the awareness and recognition that we 

truly live in a gifting cosmos.  Our deep time ancestors and those remaining Indigenous 

cultures still living in the old ways know that everything we need has been given to us.  

When we ritually express gratitude, we invoke creation in a manner that extends 

thankfulness to all living things for their gift to us.  In this way, people are brought into 

alignment with Nature.  The simple gesture of receptivity paired with the expression of 

thankfulness completes that arc that binds the soul and world together in communion.  

Doing so confirms our relatedness with the cosmos and it is relationship that we are so in 

need of today.  Ritual is the pitch through which our personal and collective voices are 

extended to the unseen dimensions of life, beyond the point of our minds and into the 

realms of nature and spirit.  In the ecology of the sacred our responsibility is to receive 

the blessings of nature with gratitude.  After all, what is the proper response to a gift if 

not gratitude?  This understanding formed the basic attitude of traditional people and it is 

also readily recognized when we too, turn our attention to this fundamental truth. (para. 

2) 

An important step towards beginning to heal the disconnection to nature within 

contemporary society today, is for people to seek out and learn about their Indigenous origins 
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and traditional practices of ritually thanking nature, even just one of them.  This step is also 

important in healing a disrupted or confused place-based identity and the resulting relationship to 

land.  An important paper written by Bell (2009), describes that, “there is now an extensive 

literature on the difficulties of the contemporary white settler identities that have developed in 

the former British colonies of New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and South Africa” (p. 145).  Bell 

(2009) also explains that in former British colonies there are the First people or Indigenous, the 

white settler majority or second peoples, and a newly emerging majority of metropolitan peoples 

who come from all over the world and have very strong identities recently brought from their 

mother lands.  Bell (2009) further explains, “settlers are at once migrants, colonizers, and 

colonials and their identities are constructed in relation to two primary others, the people of the 

metropolitan homelands of their ancestors and the indigenous” (p. 147).  This could be similarly 

said about many other places in the world, such as Japan or China, that also have an Indigenous 

population that is nearly undiscussed by the majority culture, along with a newly forming 

immigrant population.   

It is imperative to recognize that our cultural identity affects how we behave towards the 

land we inhabit and those we share it with.  Bell (2009) describes, 

The major dilemma here is the relative lack of belonging of the settler, or the weakness of 

their claim to place, which is central to national identity.  As Terry Goldie writing about 

the Canadian case, expresses it:  The white Canadian looks at the Indian.  The Indian is 

Other and therefore alien. But the Indian is Indigenous and therefore cannot be alien.  So 

the Canadian must be alien.  But how can the Canadian be alien in Canada?  The dilemma 

remains one of how to claim settler identity and belonging while recognizing the 

difference and temporal priority of the indigenes. (p. 148) 
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The idea of belonging to the land versus the land belonging to us also dictates how we behave 

towards it.  Belonging to the land means we have a relationship to it rather than one of 

domination over it.  These are identity dilemmas that we must resolve in order to move towards a 

healthy connection to the land, in which expressing gratitude to the natural world plays an 

important role. 

Another option for ritually expressing gratitude towards nature as a means of healing the 

disconnection to nature within contemporary society could be to develop new, culturally and 

locally relevant practices, modeled after a culture’s historical practices, and the practices of the 

people Indigenous to one’s locality for millennia.  Simultaneously, for the Indigenous and 

traditional peoples of a particular area, it may be most important to revive and ensure the 

relevance and continuation of ancient practices of ritualized expressions of gratitude towards the 

natural world, while perhaps even sharing those practices with settlers and newcomers.  

Overview of the Study 

The purpose of this cross-cultural study was to explore experiences of long-term 

practitioners of rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world.  The study used a 

comparative case study approach to conducting exploratory research gathering 

phenomenological data that delved into the experiences of nine long-term participants in Korean 

Mugyo, Japanese Shinto and Six Nations Longhouse rituals.  This study focused on how 

participants reported their participation in their ritual practice affects their values and behaviours 

towards nature.  

The terms pro-environmental values and behaviours are central to this study.  Turaga, 

Howarth, and Borsuk (2010) define pro-environmental behaviour as “individual behaviours that 

provide shared environmental benefit” (p. 211).  The definition of pro-environmental behaviour 
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identified by Turaga et al. (2010) have been determined as one that best describes what sorts of 

actions would be considered “pro-environmental” within this inquiry. 

There were three individuals interviewed from each of the three cultural traditions.  The 

interviews were conducted in Korea, Japan, and Canada.  Some of the interviews were conducted 

in both the Japanese and Korean languages with the help of translators.  I spent three to four 

months in both Korea and Japan where I observed two Mugyo and two Shinto rituals of 

expressing gratitude towards the natural world.  It is important to note that my research did not 

entail learning the history or detailed practices of each of the three spiritual traditions; my goal 

was to study the participants' experience of participating in their rituals. 

A brief description on the three spiritual traditions included in this research are as 

follows: 

Korean Mugyo.  Mugyo or Korean folk ritual practices are the Indigenous spiritual 

tradition of Korea, practiced since long before Confucianism and Buddhism came to the Korean 

peninsula via China.  The cycle of Mugyo rituals follows the lunar calendar and centers around 

traditional rural agricultural village life.  The National Folk Museum of Korea (2013) describes: 

Korean folk religion can be defined as all the practices of religion that have come to form 

naturally and passed down outside of official doctrine, without scripts or organization. 

Korean folk beliefs encompass seasonal customs; shamanism; worship of village gods; 

worship of household gods; geomantic belief; nature worship; divination belief and 

omens; taboos; talismans and sorcery; and folk medicine. (p. 11) 

“Mugyo” or Korean folk beliefs are polytheistic, believing in multiple gods or deities that 

reside in all things natural and human-made, giving spirit to everything.  There is some hierarchy 

between the Gods in terms of who is more widely recognized.  Gods of the mountain, such as 
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“Sanshin Halmoni” or Mountain Grandmother, is one of the more important Gods in Mugyo 

beliefs. 

Many Mugyo or folk rituals are now considered somewhat “old-fashioned” and 

“superstitious” in mainstream Korean society.  When they are practiced in mainstream Korean 

society, they are mostly observed as cultural performances for entertainment.  Much of Muygo 

rituals went underground during the 35 year-long occupation of Korea by the Japanese.  Mugyo 

Shamans had to hide their identities and places of ritual practice were destroyed.  Rituals 

associated with shamans are for the most part still very taboo in mainstream Korean society that 

is now predominantly Christian (63%) or Buddhist (35%).  As a result, Mugyo has adapted to 

survive in small villages where older people serve as the life force for their continuation.  

Younger generations in Korea are beginning to recognize the need to revitalize and continue 

Mugyo rituals and celebrate them more in mainstream Korean society.  Foreigners in Korea have 

played an instrumental role in expressing admiration of and interest towards Korean Mugyo 

rituals and practices. 

 Japanese Shintoism.  Shintoism, often referred to as “kami-no-michi”, meaning “the 

way of the Gods” is also a polytheistic practice that, besides what is practiced by the Ainu of 

Hokkaido, is known as one of the oldest Indigenous spiritual belief systems of Japan.  Lee, 

Sakuno, Prebensen, and Kimura (2018) define Shintoism as “an animistic and shamanistic 

religion that views a tripartite relationship between Kami (or deity), human beings and nature” (p. 

2).  Breen and Teeuwen (2010) also explain the identity of Shintoism in Japan, commenting: 

According to official statistics, Shinto is Japan’s largest religion, with more than 100 

million “adherents,” a number that amounts to over 80 percent of all Japanese.  Yet, only 

a small percentage of the populous identify themselves as “Shintoists” in questionnaires 



 
13 

    

 
 

conducted by the media or Shinto organizations.  This reflects the fact that while many 

Japanese people participate in Shrine events and make use of the ritual services, few 

regard Shinto as their religious identity. (p. 22) 

 Shinto rituals, although not following any particular written doctrine, became somewhat 

institutionalized through the building of Shrines and political alignment with the Emperor.  Many 

Shinto rituals are still practiced in rural agricultural settings today, as they would have been in 

the past, and some are also practiced in Shrines.  Shimazono and Murphy (2009) describe, 

… Shinto might be understood as a somewhat coherent system of practices and religious 

ideas united in the belief in the kami of the Japanese land.  “State Shinto” was formed 

when those conceptual systems and practices that related to the state, found in part of 

Shinto, acquired a new coherence. (p. 99) 

 Today, Shinto also exists harmoniously alongside Buddhist institutions (along with some 

other religious beliefs) in Japan, with many Japanese people claiming to practice both Shintoism 

and Buddhism.  Most Japanese people have a series of Shinto birth celebrations, marriage 

celebrations, and a Buddhist funeral.  Both Buddhist and Shinto beliefs have been adapted into 

the present day fitting different needs in Japanese life, very rarely, if ever, conflicting with each 

other. 

 Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six Nations) Longhouse.  The Rotinonhsyón:ni are part of a political 

and spiritual Confederacy of six different Nations each with distinct languages and cultures – 

Mohawk, Onondaga, Oneida, Cayuga, Seneca, and Tuscarora.  Rotinonhsyón:ni means “they 

made the house” and refers to Six Nations people in the Kanien’kéha/Mohawk language (which I 

use given that I am of Kanien’kehá:ka/Mohawk descent).  In the literature about Six Nations 

people, they are also often referred to as Haudenosaunee (which also means “they made the 
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house” in the Onondaga language) or Iroquois (a name created by the French derived from a 

Huron word).  The traditional territory of the Six Nations spreads across the eastern and central 

United States and Canada. 

 Prior to colonization by the British and Americans, Six Nations, originally five nations 

given that the Tuscarora nation joined the confederacy in the 1700’s, lived in large villages 

where multiple families (clans) lived together in longhouses.  There was once a time, long before 

the colonizers arrived that the five original nations were warring nations against one another.  

The five nations came to know peace and unity through the direction of a man now referred to as 

the “Peacemaker”, who shared a great message of peace providing the impetus to form one 

binding political and spiritual constitution, known as “The Great Law of Peace”.  According to 

Mohawk (1999), 

The Peacemaker set up the Five Nations as non-hierarchical, with balances and counter-

balances.  As with the U.S. Senate and the House, some issues arise in one house and go 

to another in accordance with the Great Law.  The concept of two houses and a judiciary 

existed in the North American forest long before Columbus set sail for the new world.  

The Five Nations’ Constitution recognized that law is what is important.  Humans come 

and go, but the law stays and provides means for people to negotiate their freedom.  It 

gave women formal recognition of their power in council; it provided for freedom of 

religion, freedom of speech, and freedom of conquered people to negotiate their freedom. 

(p. 21) 

 After the American Revolution and the War of 1812, Six Nations people were divided on 

either side of a colonially-instituted border.  Six Nations families eventually began living in 

single-family dwellings similar to the Americans and the British.  Longhouses became places for 
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holding ceremonies and developed formal protocols for their ceremonial use.  In the early part of 

the 19th century, many Longhouse ceremonies were driven underground as colonial powers 

sought to ban and destroy Six Nations culture and languages.  Thomas and Boyle (1994) describe 

how the teachings of the Longhouse became a religion, explaining: 

 The Gaihwí:yo, The Good Word, was given to the Seneca Chief Sganyadaí:yo 

(Handsome Lake) at the end of the 18th century when people were at a low ebb, facing the 

ravages of land loss, alcohol, and the tragic aftermath of the American Revolutionary 

War.  The Gaihwí:yo is a Code for the people to live by, preserving Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six 

Nations Confederacy) values of modesty, sobriety, and hard work while adapting to the 

waves of technological and social change that threaten to sweep them away”. (p. i)  

 Today, people at Six Nations of the Grand River Territory practice two forms of 

Longhouse ceremonies, one following the Code of Handsome Lake and another style which 

rejects the “Code” and is thought to resemble more of what was practiced prior to 

colonialization; both follow the Great Law of Peace.   

Research Goals 

The purpose of this research was to explore the meaning between an individual’s 

participation in collective rituals of expressing gratitude to the natural world and how they see 

this practice as it may connect to their values and behaviours towards the natural world.  The 

research focused on gathering the views and experiences of individuals who have participated in 

collective ritualized expressions of giving thanks to the natural world for much of their lives.  I 

employed a multiple case study approach presenting an exploration of a phenomenon across 

cultures to look widely for possible patterns of relationship between gratitude rituals and pro-

environmental behaviour.  My project was designed to search for common patterns in what 
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makes rituals that express gratitude to the natural world meaningful to practitioners of them, as 

well as to elucidate how practitioners feel their ritual practice affects their lives, particularly in 

influencing their values and behaviour towards the natural world.    

Research Questions 

Three questions representing the knowledge goals of this study were: 

1) Are there any significant beliefs within the ritual practice that might contribute to 

pro-environmental values and behaviours? 

2) What does participation in rituals that express gratitude towards the natural world 

mean to ritual participants?  

3) What kind of pro-environmental values or behaviours are embodied by participants 

in rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world? 

4) What are the attributes of rituals of gratitude toward nature that are most engaging or 

result in displaying pro-environmental values and behaviours, if there are any?  

My overall intent was to identify potential attributes of rituals that express gratitude towards the 

natural world that most meaningfully encourage pro-environmental values and behaviours in 

long-term participants.  

Framing Myself and My Motivations to do this Research  

My positionality as a researcher is reflected in my background, values, worldview, and 

motivations which have all affected my decision to choose this research topic for my doctoral 

dissertation.  I am a 41 year old female of Kanien’kehá:ka (Mohawk) and European descent.  I 

have lived in east Asia (Korea and Japan) for a combined five years.  I have extensive formal 

education and work experience in the environmental field and I am also a practitioner of rituals 

expressing gratitude towards nature.  All of the aforementioned personal experience influenced 
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my ability to conduct this research. 

Being a practitioner of rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world from one of 

the three spiritual traditions represented in case studies in this research— Rotinonhsyón:ni 

(People of the Longhouse) of Six Nations both influenced my decision and ability to conduct this 

research.  While I did not grow up in my Indigenous community, I have relationships and 

working experience in it.  It is this insider-outsider perspective that provided the motivation for 

this research.  Being a practitioner of communal rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural 

world provoked both my curiosity about this topic and my desire to conduct research on it.  As 

an individual who has worked in the environmental field both outside and within my Indigenous 

community, conducting research projects, developing new environmental initiatives and working 

as an environmental monitor on behalf of our traditional government, I was keenly interested in 

learning more about social impetus for pro-environmental values and behaviours within 

Indigenous communities.  My own participation in rituals expressing gratitude towards the 

natural world had a great influence on my decision to pursue a long-term career in the 

environmental field.  My background also made me wonder how rituals of giving thanks to the 

natural world shape other’s lives and if it makes them care more about the environment.  

Additionally, there were aspects of my experience living in Korea and Japan that 

motivated me to design a multicultural research project and also provided me enough experience, 

contacts, and familiarity with both cultures to be able to do this research.  My time living in 

Korea and Japan has deeply affected my worldview, and has also given me the opportunity to be 

subjected to cultural and spiritual practices that I found similar to my own.  This experience 

motivated me to be extremely curious about and to seek out the interconnections between the 

three cultural traditions.  While I am familiar with both cultures, I didn’t have the relationships 
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with specific communities and people that I conducted research in which limited my ability to 

gain a larger sample size.  Although I faced many challenges conducting this research, I was 

better suited to conduct it than a Westerner who has never lived in Korea and Japan, and who 

does not have any prior understanding of the two cultures or some understanding of their 

languages. 

Prior to conducting this research, I was deeply convinced that individuals who participate 

in gratitude towards nature rituals over the long-term, would care more about the natural world 

and do more in their daily lives to protect it.  I also assumed that the act of regularly participating 

in such rituals could serve as a means for healing degraded ecosystems and degraded human 

relationships.  Many of my assumptions came from spending time in all three cultures and 

experiencing that there was a greater expressed reverence for the natural amongst them than what 

is expressed within mainstream North American society.  

While my own experience influenced me to expect a relationship between the practice of 

ritually expressing gratitude towards nature and pro-environmental proclivities and behaviours, 

without this background and predisposition, I may have never chosen this topic, nor would I 

have understood first-hand the experiences that the research participants described.  Significant 

efforts were made to manage my positionality from the beginning of my research by reporting 

only what was said by interview participants or what I observed about them and nothing more.  

Overall, my positionality, despite my predispositions, has mostly worked to inform a deeper 

understanding of my research.  However, there were significant challenges experienced in both 

Korea and Japan regarding language barriers and finding more research participants.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

While there was found to be a lack of literature specifically describing, observing, 

comparing and contrasting gratitude towards nature rituals in relation to pro-environmental 

behaviour, there were a series of topics that are highly relevant to gratitude towards nature rituals 

and the embodiment of pro-environmental behaviours.  By drawing from these topics in 

association with the findings of this study, it is hoped that a body of knowledge will begin to be 

created for further investigations on the topic of gratitude towards nature rituals and pro-

environmentalism.  The first section of this chapter introduces these themes.  The second section 

provides an overview of the literature regarding gratitude towards nature practices of each of the 

three cultural traditions – Six Nations Longhouse, Japanese Shinto, and Korean Mugyo - 

represented in this study. 

Key Themes in the Literature 

I conducted a search of the literature on a variety of topics drawing from the fields of 

psychology, ecology, spirituality, and philosophy.  This search determined that the topics most 

representative of providing a basis for describing the practice of gratitude towards nature rituals 

in relation to pro-environmentalism are as follows: gratitude, ritual, deep ecology, and spiritual 

ecology.  The rationale for including each of these topics is included in the respective sections 

below.  

Gratitude.   My search for literature relevant to rituals expressing gratitude towards 

nature and pro-environmentalism began with looking at research on the topic of gratitude itself.  

The expression of gratitude towards the natural world was discussed minimally in the literature 

on gratitude, although two very important articles on this topic were found.  The first is 

Bardsley’s (2013) “Mother Nature and the Mother of All Virtues: On the Rationality of Feeling 
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Gratitude toward Nature” published in Environmental Ethics and the second is Manela’s (2018) 

“Gratitude Towards Nature” published in Environmental Values.  While both of these articles 

speculate on which is the better approach to pro-environmental behaviours, neither of them give 

researched examples of how gratitude or appreciation can contribute to pro-environmental 

behaviours.  Additionally, neither of the two articles acknowledge Indigenous ways of 

understanding the concept of expressing gratitude towards nature.  

The articles by Bardsley and Manela express opposing viewpoints towards gratitude and 

the natural world.  Bardsley (2013) argues that “there is rational ground for expressing gratitude 

to particular ecosystems by citing the valuable and unearned benefits that we receive from them 

and that these benefits result from elements within the ecosystems that are neither regrettable nor 

accidental” (p. 1).  On the other hand, Manela (2018) argues that: 

gratitude is only ever appropriate towards someone or something capable of forming 

intentions, and so, while the appropriateness of gratitude to certain non-human animals 

remains a possibility, the notion that we might sometimes owe gratitude to inanimate 

objects is false. (p. 625) 

Further, Manela argues that rather than humans expressing gratitude to nature, our efforts 

“may be better rooted in the appropriateness of attitudes like praise, appreciation or compassion, 

but not gratitude” (p. 1).  While Manela’s argument that it is unnecessary to express “gratitude to 

nature” versus it may make more sense to express “gratitude for nature” is compelling, he gets 

caught up in semantics.  My point of contention with Manela’s argument is, which attitude 

cultivates more action towards pro-environmental values and behaviours?  This is where Manela 

fails by contradicting himself.  For example, in one passage of the article he states, 
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To be grateful to someone or to something entails having a special care for that entity – a 

care that manifests itself not only in certain feelings but in certain behaviour as well.  To 

be grateful to nature is, in part, to be inclined to look out for it, to benefit it, to take 

special care to avoid harming it and to stand up for it when others perpetrate harm against 

it. (p. 624) 

Whereas in another passage of the article Manela comments, 

Gratitude for also seems to have an affective component – a tendency to enjoy or take 

pleasure in the object of my gratitude.  To be grateful for a sunset is in part to enjoy and 

savour it.  When laid out in this way, it becomes clear that to be grateful for something 

(but not grateful to anyone for it) is tantamount to appreciating that thing.  In other 

words, to say ‘Y is grateful for T’, where Y is a beneficiary and T is some benefit he has 

experienced, is equivalent to saying ‘Y appreciates T’. (p. 627) 

 When applying Manela’s view of being grateful “for nature” to the endeavor of 

cultivating pro-environmental values and behaviours, semantics matter in that it is questionable 

whether appreciation provides enough impetus for pro-environmental actions.  Appreciation does 

not necessarily build reciprocity or indebtedness.  It is Manela’s anthropocentric view of nature 

that has dominated Judeo-Christian thought, taking us to where we are in our current global 

environmental problems.  The idea Manela describes of being grateful for a sunset to enjoy and 

savour, assumes a point of view that nature is a commodity for us to consume.  

 Bardsley (2013) argues that although expressing gratitude to nature may be problematic, 

it is still rational and valuable, and discusses this commenting: 

Feelings of gratitude toward the natural environment are problematic because gratitude 

seems to be an appropriate response to someone’s intentional decision to benefit us, and 
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ecosystems that sustain human life do not choose to do so.  In accordance with one 

defense of the rationality and appropriateness of gratitude toward nature, intentional 

action can be regarded as not being a necessary condition for feelings of gratitude.  

Instead, gratitude toward an entity can be considered both rational and appropriate when 

(1) that entity is the source of a valuable and unearned benefit and (2) the benefit did not 

result from some accidental and/or regrettable feature of that entity’s character.  

According to this analysis, we can provide a rational ground for gratitude to particular 

ecosystems by citing the valuable and unearned benefits that we receive from those 

systems and by demonstrating that these benefits result from elements within the 

ecosystems that are neither regrettable nor accidental. (p. 27) 

When applying Bardsley’s view of the appropriateness of being grateful “to nature” to the 

endeavor of cultivating pro-environmental values and behaviours, reasoning inevitably leads to 

arguments of indebtedness and reciprocity.  Ting (2017), explains both, stating, “This obligation 

originates from the norm of reciprocity.  The norm of reciprocity indicates that (1) people should 

help those who have helped them and (2) people should not injure those who have helped them 

in the past” (p. 58).  Ting also comments, 

However, if the mindset of beneficiaries who desire to repay the debt can be put into 

good use, it may produce positive outcomes.  In detail, because those with external 

indebtedness feel they owe a favor, they would want to return it quickly.  Although the 

beneficiary may not return over the amount received favors before (quid pro quo mindset), 

at least he/she will return.  According to this principle, the beneficiary should be driven to 

the action that promotes the outcome the benefactor wishes for if directions were given to 

the beneficiary. (p. 61) 
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In this manner, Tsang (2006b) conducted a study to determine if gratitude motivates 

individuals to act pro-socially towards their benefactor and found that: 

Participants reported being more motivated by gratitude when they had received a favour, 

compared to individuals who had received the same positive outcome by chance.  This 

emotion seemed to translate itself into different patterns of behaviour toward their partner: 

Participants who believed they had received a favour from the other participant gave her 

more money than did participants who believed they had perceived the outcome by 

chance.  These results are consistent with the prediction that grateful feelings motivate the 

individual to act pro-socially toward his or her original benefactor. (p. 145) 

While these arguments of whether gratitude motivates behaviour focus on human 

relationships and little work has been done to apply these same concepts to the realms of human 

to nature interactions, the scholarship of environmental virtue ethics argues this is where we need 

to go.  Cafaro (n.d.), discusses the need to extend inquiry into the realms of pro-environmental 

action with the same seriousness that we do prosocial behaviour, explaining, 

If we broaden our account from an exclusive focus on human flourishing and take as our 

ground value the flourishing of all life, including nonhuman living things, as I advocate, 

we will likely generate even clearer guidance regarding what we should do to rein in 

environmentally destructive practices and protect nature. (p. 6) 

Cafaro (2010) also explains, 

Philosophers should take the lead in exposing the fallacy that economic growth is any 

longer the key to human flourishing in wealthy industrial democracies.  We should 

emphasize the need to pursue intellectual/spiritual/personal/relationship growth rather 

than increased wealth, if we hope to live better lives. (p. 69) 
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Examining the literature on gratitude itself reveals that gratitude as a beneficial emotion 

has been discussed throughout the ages from the perspectives of religion and philosophy.  

However, only recently has gratitude been considered within the field of psychology in terms of 

what it does for people.  The recent literature on the psychology of gratitude revealed that much 

has been written about gratitude in a “self-help” sense, but very little attention has been given to 

gratitude at a theoretical level and this has only been developed within the last half century.  

Emmons and Shelton (2002), two leading academics at the forefront of gratitude research 

in psychology, remark on the surprisingly recent emergence of research on gratitude, 

commenting, 

Although social scientists have been slow to recognize it, the importance of gratitude is 

undeniable.  With the emergence of the positive psychology movement, now is the time 

for a renewed focus on gratitude as a valued subjective experience, a source of human 

strength, and an integral element promoting the civility requisite for the flourishing of 

families and communities. (p. 468) 

The definition of gratitude in the literature ranges in usage of terms such as, “benefit”, 

“gift”, “personal gain”, and “undeserved merit” to “thankfulness” and “reciprocity”.  In the field 

of psychology, an overall agreed upon definition of gratitude has surfaced to include feelings of 

thankfulness for anything one feels is valuable in life.  Emmons and McCullough (2004) 

describe gratitude as an emotion with pleasant feelings about benefits received lying at its core, 

and interestingly enough, for which there does not exist a corresponding universally accepted 

facial expression (p. 5).  Emmons and McCullough also recognize that gratitude can extend 

beyond thanking humans, although it is often discussed from a human interrelationship 



 
25 

    

 
 

standpoint.  “Gratitude is other-directed – its objects include persons, as well as non-human 

intentional agents” (Emmons and McCullough, 2004, p. 5). 

Leithart (2014) maps out the timeline of gratitude research within the field of psychology 

and some of its major contributors in his book The Intellectual History of Gratitude, explaining: 

Most of this research can be found within the “positive psychology” movement, whose 

branch of “gratitude studies” is well represented by Robert Emmons and Michael 

McCullough’s The Psychology of Gratitude.  Margaret Visser came out with The Gift of 

Thanks: The Roots and Rituals of Gratitude in 2009.  Prior to Visser (2009) was Terrance 

McConnell’s Gratitude, along with a few articles on gratitude in philosophy journals 

during the 1980’s and 1990’s.  Additionally, academic political theorists have been 

exploring the question of whether gratitude was the foundation of the obligation of 

political obedience and loyalty, as discussed in William Buckley Junior’s patriotic book, 

Gratitude as recently as 1990. (p. 2) 

Current gratitude research also reveals that grateful people experience more happiness 

and have a higher overall sense of subjective well-being (SWB), among many other positive 

emotions.  Research by Watkins, Woodward, Stone, and Kolts (2003) comments on positive 

correlations found by Emmons and McCullough in 2002 and re-confirmed these findings in their 

own research: 

Results revealed strong relationships between dispositional gratitude and various 

measures of happiness and subjective well-being.  In addition, gratitude was inversely 

related to several unpleasant states, but appeared to show the strongest negative 

relationship with depression.  Grateful individuals also appeared to be less narcissistic, 



 
26 

    

 
 

more intrinsically religious, and tended to have an internal locus of control. (Watkins et 

al., 2003, p. 441) 

The research on gratitude has also shown that outward expressions of gratitude can 

motivate and reinforce positive pro-social behavior.  For example, McCullough, Kilpatrick, 

Emmons and Larson (2001) found that by experiencing gratitude, a person is motivated to carry 

out pro-social behavior, energized to sustain moral behavior, and inhibited from committing 

destructive interpersonal behaviour.  In relation to this research, this prompts the question: if 

gratitude can motivate pro-social behaviour, can paying gratitude to nature motivate pro-

environmental behaviour? 

Some of the most distinguished contemporary thought on gratitude is the work of 

Emmons and McCullough in their book “The Psychology of Gratitude”.  While this book is far 

too extensive to critique in this review of the literature and not completely relevant to this study, 

they do note findings that can be applied theoretically to the study of gratitude towards nature.  

Some of Emmons and McCullough (2004) most notably relevant findings that can be applied to 

learning more about the practice of ritually expressing gratitude towards nature and what it does 

for people’s values and behaviours towards nature, are: 

Psychology’s contribution is necessary but not sufficient to explain the moral quality of 

gratitude or its effects on human behavior, especially when the behavioral patterns 

described contain a broad spectrum of patterned, consistent, and time-tested behaviors.  

To illustrate, to describe a person by saying that he or she always seems to have, a deeply 

grateful heart, no matter what the circumstance, is far more compellingly robust than to 

comment merely that he or she is appreciative of, grateful for, or thankful that some 

occurrence or experience has taken place. (p. 273) 
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A very good example of their findings that can be applied to this research is: “To find the 

clearest and most compelling narratives of gratitude, therefore, we may need to look beyond the 

discourse of cultural modernity, to those more traditional, even ancient, sources that we associate 

with religion and philosophy” (Emmons and McCullough, 2004, p. 82).  Emmons and 

McCullough do not discuss or evaluate expressing gratitude towards nature in any of their work; 

however, some of their findings on gratitude towards others can be applied to the study of rituals 

expressing gratitude towards nature. 

Ritual.  Whilst endeavoring to describe the practice of participating in rituals expressing 

gratitude towards nature, seeking out how ritual is a key element in this experience and how it 

contributes to the practice was vitally important.  Humans are a highly social species, and in 

order to live harmoniously with each other, require engagement in collective behaviour that 

promotes a shared set of values.  Ritual is a meaningful and effective means for us to transmit 

shared cultural values that help us to make sense of the world.  According to Bell (1992), “ritual 

is the means by which individual perception and behavior are socially appropriated or 

conditioned” (p. 26).  Jaenke (2006) also describes the importance of rituals, commenting: 

Rituals weave individuals into webs of connectivity and shared experience that taps the 

deepest stirrings of the human soul.  Every dimension of life is potentially amenable to being 

ritualized.  Individuals need rituals that can meet them in the extremities of experience, where 

the individual is most vulnerable to falling out of balance and thus is particularly dependent on 

the supportive network of community, along with the unique structuring potential afforded by 

ritual. (p. 4) 

Additionally, Summers-Effler (2006) describes rituals as means for organizing collective 

thought, commenting, 
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Rituals generate group emotions that are linked to symbols, forming the basis for beliefs, 

thinking, morality, and culture.  People use the capacity for thought, beliefs, and strategy 

to create emotion-generating interactions in the future.  This cycle, interaction - emotions 

- symbols - interaction, forms patterns of interaction over time.  These patterns are the 

most basic structural force that organizes society. (p. 135) 

Schillibrack (2004) recognizes a need to generate more study around the topic of ritual, 

particularly in the field of philosophy, commenting: 

Philosophers (including philosophers of religion) almost never analyze ritual behavior; 

those who study ritual almost never refer to philosophy.  The primary reason for this 

absence of a philosophical contribution to the study of rituals, in my judgment, is the 

assumption that ritual activities are thoughtless.  That is, rituals are typically seen as 

mechanical or instinctual and not as activities that involve thinking or learning.  This 

assumption reflects a dichotomy between beliefs and practices and, ultimately, a general 

dualism between mind and body. (p. 1) 

The importance of rituals that express gratitude towards nature are relatively 

unacknowledged in academia, in terms of their contribution to the cultivation of human societies 

that care for the health of their natural surroundings.  Grimes (2003) acknowledges this lack of 

discourse on rituals and caring for the environment, commenting: 

Few people consider rites an effective means for saving the planet from environmental 

destruction.  Ask the ordinary person, “Should we expect anything of environmental 

significance from ritual or performance?” and the reply will probably be, “No.  Why 

would anyone even raise such a question?”  Yet we are witnessing the emergence of 

groups and individuals who consider it obvious that ritual is one, if not the, answer to the 
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environmental conundrum.  They consider it urgent that humans learn, or re-learn, ritual 

ways of becoming attuned to their environments. (p. 31) 

Ritualized expressions of gratitude towards nature can create an overlap of the natural 

and cultural world or a common ground for them to be expressed.  Bell (1997) describes our 

natural impulse to merge the two worlds of natural and cultural, which she feels often occurs 

through ritual, commenting: 

Some scholars have theorized that there is a deep human impulse to take the raw changes 

of the natural world and “cook” them, in the words of Levi Strauss, thereby transforming 

physical inevitabilities into cultural regularities.  This impulse may be an attempt to exert 

some control over nature or to naturalize the cultural order by making physical events 

into elements of an embracing conceptual order of cognition and experience.  In any case, 

the tension between the natural and the cultural that is sometimes recognized and 

sometimes disguised in life-cycle rituals appears to be integral to the values and ideas that 

shape personal identity, social organization, and cultural tradition. (p. 95) 

The intention of gratitude towards nature rituals is to express thankfulness for something 

that the natural world provides to humans.  Gratitude towards nature rituals also make cognizant 

the multitude of relationships we have with the natural world, particularly the entity the ritual is 

acknowledging.  Summers-Effler (2006) explains, 

Culture is often understood in opposition to the biological processes of the body; it is 

assumed that our symbolic capacity separates humans from other animals that are more 

firmly grounded in their bodies.  When we ground the potential for learning, and thus 

acquisition of symbolic meaning, in the body, we arrive at the most dynamic and flexible 

understanding of the self and culture.  Although it has not been the central focus of ritual 
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theory, theorists of ritual have recognized the role of the body and the biological forces in 

ritual life. (p. 143) 

Gratitude toward nature rituals can serve as a powerful means to transmit collective 

messages to our group selves about our relationship to the natural world.  Social anthropologist 

Daniel de Coppet (2002) comments that “we engage in rituals in order to transmit collective 

messages to ourselves” (p. 98).  de Coppet reminds us that rituals provide a vehicle for messages 

to be remembered in the minds of its participants, which is achieved through repetition, patterned 

speech, symbols, rites, initiations, dance, music, and ritualized actions.  

For example, a ritual surrounding the harvesting of corn and saving of seeds may remind 

those participating in the ritual of their role in the continuation of growing corn.  Pollan (2006) 

describes the human relationship to corn by saying: 

Without humans to plant it every spring, corn would have disappeared from the earth in a 

matter of a few years.  The novel cob-and-husk arrangement that makes corn such a 

convenient grain for us renders the plant utterly dependent for its survival on an animal in 

possession of the opposable thumb needed to remove the husk, separate the seeds, and 

plant them. (p. 26) 

A ritual based on harvesting corn may then remind ritual participants of the importance of 

humans to the collection, preservation, and germination of corn seeds.  In this way, ritual 

participants can be reminded that they are necessary to the future existence of corn as a species 

of food, which may also be considered culturally important.  The same could be said for a ritual 

involving the harvesting or planting of rice.  The aforementioned examples of rituals surrounding 

food provide examples of how participation in such gratitude towards nature rituals may tell us 

something about our connection to the natural world and our cultural connection to it.  
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Participation in gratitude toward nature rituals can enhance learning and knowledge about 

the natural world.  LaChapelle (1984) describes such learning as: 

Ritual provides us with a tool for learning to think logically, analogically and 

ecologically as we move toward a sustainable culture.  Most important of all, perhaps, 

during rituals we have the experience, unique in our culture, of neither opposing nature or 

to be in communion with nature; but of finding ourselves within nature, and that is the 

key to sustainable culture. (p. 40) 

Participation in gratitude towards nature rituals can help individuals learn about their 

place in the natural world, as well as the place of others.  As participants gather together to 

engage in ritual after ritual, they form a “community of practice” surrounding the shared goal of 

paying respect to the natural world.  Communities of practice are groups of people that work 

toward a common goal in which they learn together and create a body of knowledge.  

Communities of practice are all around us in everyday life.  Wenger (1999) describes 

communities of practice: 

Over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect both the pursuit of our 

enterprises and the attendant social relations.  These practices are thus the property of a 

kind of community created over time by the sustained pursuit of a shared enterprise.  It 

makes sense, therefore, to call these kinds of communities “communities of practice.” (p. 

45)   

If rituals succeed at creating a core of social identity, enhanced social cohesion, shared 

values and responsibility between humans, then these same outcomes can potentially be 

mimicked in a relationship with the natural world.  Legare and Watson-Jones (2016) state that 

“There is a long tradition of research in the anthropological and sociological literatures arguing 
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that rituals serve social functions, such as creating social cohesion and promoting shared beliefs” 

(Whitehouse & Lanman, 2014) (as cited in Legare and Watson-Jones, 2016, p. 42). 

Social cohesion as a means to cultivate regard for the natural world is something that 

might be enhanced through rituals that express gratitude toward it.  Relationships surrounding 

common values of reverence for the natural world could be created as a result of participation in 

rituals expressing gratitude toward nature.  In terms of developing new gratitude towards nature 

rituals, as a group develops their own codes of conduct and mores within the group based on 

common values, they might also be able to build an expectation and sense of shared 

responsibility among participants.  

Deep Ecology.  Deep Ecology emerged as a topic that connects well with describing the 

practice of participating in rituals of gratitude towards nature and the connection to pro-

environmental values and behaviours.  The beliefs within Deep Ecology align with some of the 

reasoning for engaging in rituals expressing gratitude towards nature and it could possibly be an 

umbrella topic for the description of values intrinsic to many traditional and Indigenous rituals 

expressing gratitude towards the natural world. 

Sessions (1987) discusses the development of the deep ecology philosophy, 

commenting: 

The philosopher Wallace Matson has remarked that “great philosophy is reflection after 

the fact; it is the effort of thoughtful men to make sense of the world once again after the 

old picture has become no longer believable.”  By the early 1970’s the critique of 

anthropocentrism began to bear fruit as efforts began independently by professional 

philosophers in the United States, Great Britain, Australia, and Norway to articulate the 
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emerging ecological worldview.  This marked the beginnings of the rise of ecophilosophy 

and deep ecology as carefully developed philosophical positions. (p. 109) 

Drengson (2012) describes the roots of the deep ecology philosophy, commenting: 

In 1973, Norwegian philosopher and mountaineer Arne Naess introduced the phrase 

“deep ecology” to environmental literature.  Naess saw two different forms of 

environmentalism, not necessarily incompatible with each other.  One he called the 

“long-range deep ecology movement” and the other, the “shallow ecology movement.”  

The “deep” movement involves deep questioning, right down to fundamental root causes.  

The short-term, “shallow” approach stops before the ultimate level of fundamental 

change, often promoting technological fixes (e.g. recycling, increased automotive 

efficiency, export-driven monocultural organic agriculture) based on the same 

consumption-oriented values and methods of the industrial economy. (para. 1) 

Drengsen and Devall (2010) describe the eight core principles of the Deep Ecology 

movement, commenting,  

In 1984, Naess and Sessions developed what they called the Platform for Deep Ecology, 

which outlines the following points: 

1.  All living beings have intrinsic value. 

2.  The diversity and richness of life has intrinsic value. 

3.  Except to satisfy vital human needs, humankind does not have a right to reduce 

this diversity and richness. 

4.  It would be better for human beings if there were fewer of them, and much 

better for other living creatures. 

5.  Today the extent and nature of human interference in the various ecosystems is 
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not sustainable, and lack of sustainability is rising. 

6.  Decisive improvement requires considerable change: social, economic, 

technological and ideological. 

7.  An ideological change would essentially entail seeking a better quality of life 

rather than a raised standard of living. 

8.  Those who accept the aforementioned points are responsible for trying to 

contribute directly or indirectly to the realization of the necessary changes. (p. 54) 

The first three of eight aforementioned core principles of the Deep Ecology philosophy 

connect well with values intrinsic to many traditional and Indigenous rituals that express 

gratitude towards nature, whereas core principles four to eight provide a justification for why it is 

important to engage in rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world into the future.  

In their book The Ecology of Wisdom: Writings by Arne Naess, Naess, Drengsen, and 

Devall (2008), discuss some of Naess’s life work and speak of how participating in rituals could 

contribute to shifting towards a lifestyle that Naess discusses in his philosophy on Deep Ecology.  

Naess, Drengsen, and Devall (2008) comment that “many meditations, ceremonies, celebrations, 

rituals, and other practices can help us deepen our respect for, and commune with, the wild 

energies of nature and the spirits of our places” (p. 43).  

Naess et al. (2008) also describe actions that are very similar to values within many 

traditional and Indigenous cultures that practice rituals expressing gratitude towards nature.  

They comment,  

We can become inspired to act beautifully, doing more than our share and giving back 

more to the earth than we take.  Our own quality of life deepens when we give and share.  
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We each receive from the earth gifts that enable us to live, and we each can give gifts 

back to the earth so that others can thrive. (p. 43) 

The philosophy that Naess et al. (2008) describe of giving back to the earth so that others can 

enjoy could be compared to Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six Nations) philosophies of thinking about seven 

generations into the future when making major decisions of how to act in the world. 

Another way in which Naess’s descriptions of a philosophy of Deep Ecology could align 

with describing gratitude to nature rituals are the emphasis put on importance of experience, self-

realization, and relationships with nature.  Also, Naess expressed that we ought to give intrinsic 

value to nature in the same manner we do to humans.  Harding (2012) explains: 

We understand that other beings, ranging from microbes to multicellular life-forms to 

ecosystems and watersheds, to Gaia as a whole, are engaged in the process of unfolding 

their innate potentials.  Naess calls this process self-realization.  For us humans, self-

realization involves the development of wide identification in which the sense of self is 

no longer limited by the personal ego, but instead encompasses greater and greater 

wholes.  Naess has called this expanded sense of self the ecological self.  Since all beings 

strive in their own ways for self-realization, we recognize that all are endowed with 

intrinsic value, irrespective of any economic or other utilitarian value they might have for 

human ends.  Our own human striving for self-realization is on an equal footing to the 

strivings of other beings.  There is a fundamental equality between human and non-

human life in principle.  This ecocentric perspective contrasts with the anthropocentric 

view, which ascribes intrinsic value only to humans, valuing nature only if it is useful to 

our own species. (p. 4) 
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Overall, the major tenets of Deep Ecology argue for greater respect of the non-human 

living world and greater human self-realization in terms of understanding our own naturalness, 

which connects well to the practice of rituals of expressing gratitude towards nature. 

Spiritual Ecology.  The literature on Spiritual Ecology describes the philosophy and 

practice for ritually expressing gratitude towards nature and how this connects to pro-

environmentalism or a sacred-protectionist view of nature.  Spiritual Ecology is a promising new 

transdisciplinary field of study in which research on rituals of gratitude towards nature and pro-

environmental values and behaviours could be further developed. 

 In this review of the literature, key theoretical components will be highlighted and a 

review of the works of two of the most prominent voices in the Spiritual Ecology field, which are 

Sponsel’s (2012) Spiritual Ecology: A Quiet Revolution and Vaughan-Lee’s (2013) Spiritual 

Ecology: The Cry of the Earth will be focused on.  

Proponents of this recent movement argue that religion and spirituality can be important 

factors in resolving environmental problems.  Olsen and Timothy (2006) comment on beliefs 

intrinsic to nature-based spirituality, commenting that, “from this viewpoint, humans are simply 

one part of a larger system, wherein all things on the earth, including the earth itself, interact, 

have spirits, live, and are capable of feeling” (p. 140).   

Another important facet to the theoretical development of Spiritual Ecology is that it can 

go two ways and involve both spiritual practices that are environmentally conscious or 

environmental practices that are spiritually conscious.  The term “spiritual ecology”, gives rise to 

the notion that it is first a form of ecology that is spiritually motivated.  However, other terms, 

such as “eco-theology”, which is more grounded in traditional theology with an ecological 

motivation, could also be considered to be working towards the same outcomes.  The outcome 
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that spiritual ecology aims to develop is a spiritual relationship with nature and promotes this 

realization by encompassing a variety of disciplines.  Grim and Tucker (2014) explain: 

One of the goals of the emerging field of religion and ecology is to understand different 

ways of valuing and studying nature from cultural and scientific perspectives.  This may 

encourage cooperative efforts between science and religion for conservation and adaptive 

management of ecosystems.  Some ecologists are moving toward an appreciation of the 

cultural, spiritual, aesthetic, and ethical approaches to nature.  At the same time, religious 

leaders, scholars, and laity are recognizing the need to understand ecology so as to 

articulate their ethical concerns. (p. 85) 

In Spiritual Ecology: A Quiet Revolution (2012), Sponsel pays homage to all the great 

thinkers contributing to the development of what is now beginning to be recognized as “Spiritual 

Ecology”.  Sponsel describes a detailed history of all those who have aimed at developing a 

spiritual understanding of nature and an ecological understanding of spirituality, using the 

beautiful metaphor of a tree to do this.  Sponsel highlights the manner in which each 

contributor’s work informs the growing field of spiritual ecology, while engaging in an act of 

gratitude to these important contributors, therefore embodying a key component to the practice 

of spiritual ecology, a grateful or appreciative attitude.  

Sponsel (2012) recognizes the diversity and transdisciplinary backgrounds of all the 

contributors, commenting, 

Of course there are significant differences among the many pioneers in spiritual ecology.  

They come from different historical periods and different ecological, religious, cultural, 

linguistic, and national backgrounds.  These pioneers also come from different lifestyles, 

professions, and experiences.  Each has developed a personal path of thought and action 
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in pursuing spiritual ecology.  Each has made a distinctive contribution to the 

development of what is here called spiritual ecology, no matter how they may have 

identified themselves or how others may identify them. (p. 169) 

Thus, Sponsel acknowledges that, although many decades of work towards the goal of thinking 

about the natural world in both a scientific and sacred manner have come to pass, it may have 

only just begun to be recognized as “spiritual ecology”, thus making it a quiet revolution.   

 In Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth, Vaughan-Lee (2013) compiles a collection of 

20 essays from some of the most notable voices in the developing field of spiritual ecology.  The 

book complements Sponsel’s (2012) Spiritual Ecology: A Quiet Revolution excellently, as the 

essays in Vaughan-Lee’s book are written by many of the pioneers in the spiritual ecology 

movement that were recognized by Sponsel (2012).  The essays in Vaughan-Lee’s (2013) book 

provide powerful justification for why the field of ecology needs to embody a transdisciplinary, 

multi-cultural and spiritual outlook in order to successfully work toward solving global 

environmental issues.  

Some important excepts from the essays in Vaughan-Lee’s (2013) Spiritual Ecology: The 

Cry of the Earth that connect well with practicing rituals expressing gratitude towards nature and 

the embodiment of pro-environmental values and behaviours are the words of Thomas Berry (as 

cited in Vaughan-Lee, 2013), who commented, 

Many earlier peoples saw in these natural phenomena a world beyond ephemeral 

appearance, an abiding world, a world imaged forth in the wonders of the sun and clouds 

by day and the stars and planets by night, a world that enfolded the human in some 

profound manner. (p. 15) 

Also, the words of Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six Nations) Faithkeeper Oren Lyons, which emphasized 
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the significance of natural laws and gratitude, 

 “We have to be thankful.  That’s what we said.  Two things were told to us: To be 

thankful, so those are our ceremonies, ceremonies of thanksgiving.  We built nations 

around it, and you can too.  And the other thing they said was enjoy life.  That's a rule, a 

law – enjoy life – you’re supposed to”. (as cited in Vaughan-Lee, 2013, p. 9) 

And lastly, the words of Mary Evelyn Tucker and Brian Thomas Swimme who noted 

 We need, then, to step back and assimilate our cosmological context.  If scientific 

cosmology gives us an understanding of the origins and unfolding of the universe, 

philosophical reflection on scientific cosmology gives us a sense of our place in the 

universe. (as cited in Vaughan-Lee, 2013, p. 52) 

Culture and Ritual in Three Distinctive Traditions 

Japanese Shintoism.  The literature on Shintoism is vast and descriptive, recounting 

Shinto’s evolution from a prehistoric nature-based hunter-gatherer belief system, to one 

centering around rice cultivation, to one eventually adopted by the state as the official religion of 

imperial Japan, to the present day shrine worship and “nature-based” cultural practice it has now 

become.  The literature is far too expansive to even account for a small percentage of it in this 

review; instead, a brief description of what Shintoism is and how it relates to ritually expressing 

gratitude to nature will be discussed. 

Shintoism is the oldest known Indigenous spiritual tradition in Japan.  Watt (2003) 

describes, 

Shinto, or the “way of the spirits or deities,” began to take form in Japan’s pre-historic 

period before the sixth century C.E.  In this early phase, Shinto was the religion of a pre-

literate society that was organized around the central social unit of the clan.  Shinto 
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deities or kami were seen as permeating the natural world.  (p. 1)  

Shintoism is a polytheistic religion that views the sacred and animate in all of nature, 

ranging from mountains, rivers, water, rocks, and trees.  Shintoism focuses on the worship of 

kami or spirits that are believed to reside in almost all objects, including those that would 

typically be classified as inanimate in the Judeo-Christian worldview.  According to Yamakage 

(2010),  

Shinto teaches to revere “Great Nature”.  That means that everything in nature is the 

transformation and creation of Kami, therefore the sacredness of Kami dwells within it.  

As part of their everyday lives, and without recourse to complex philosophy, the Japanese 

people have loved and revered nature as a gift from Kami since ancient times.  We have 

felt that plants and animals, as well as mountains and rivers, have lived with us and have 

been deeply connected to us. (p. 25) 

Shinto rituals are deeply tied to rural agricultural life.  There are many Shinto rituals held 

throughout Japan at both Shrines and in rural villages celebrating important times in the 

agricultural growing season.  Endo, Ito, Mori, and Nobutaka (2003), comment, 

All in all, it appears quite clear that in broad terms, a religious system that we may call 

Shinto first emerged when kami beliefs were systemized under the influence of Yayoi 

period rituals relating to the growing of rice. (p. 14) 

Watt (2003) also explains,  

As the Japanese began to adopt agriculture around the third century B.C.E., Shinto rituals 

became closely tied to the agricultural year.  Major rituals contained four parts: 

purification, offerings, recitations or prayers, and a concluding meal.  All members of the 
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community took part, if only symbolically, in the final meal, thus bringing harmony again 

to the relationship of humans and the kami. (p. 1) 

Within Shinto rituals there is also an overarching theme of paying respect to and 

expressing gratitude towards the natural world and ones ancestors by thanking the kami or 

guardian spirits.  It is important to note that Shinto rituals are designed to communicate with the 

kami.  According to Carol (2012),  

Sometimes that communication is one way (from the human to the Kami) in which 

people express thanks, make requests and offer praise to the Kami.  At other times, the 

communication is two-way in which people use priests or Miko as a mediator between 

them and the Kami to get answers to important questions. (para. 4) 

Watt (2003) also explains the relationship between humans, nature and kami, commenting: 

Uniquely shaped or awe-inspiring trees, mountains, rivers, and rocks, all could be 

considered kami, but human beings could also be viewed as kami.  Since early Shinto did 

not have a founder or produce sacred texts, it was through communal rituals that the 

religion was transmitted.  The goal of the rituals was to maintain or reinstate the harmony 

between nature, humans and the kami that the early Japanese appear to have taken as the 

norm. (p. 2) 

Ono (1962) describes how kami can be seen as protectors or offering protection, 

explaining: 

Each Kami may be said to have its own special characteristics, capacity, and mission; and 

in a sense each is worshiped as the founder or guardian of some definite object or 

phenomenon.  For example, one is concerned with the distribution of water, another with 

the manufacture of medicine, and still another with the healing process.  Then there are 
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ancestral kami that are the protectors of a given group, and those that are the patrons of a 

given territory or of clans, that is, social groups based on kinship.  It is quite proper to ask 

what almost any kami protects, but a clear answer cannot always be given. (p. 20) 

 Overall the literature on Shintoism describes Shinto as an agriculturally based cultural 

and spiritual practice of thanking kami (deities), which Shintoist believe reside in all things.  The 

literature also reveals an important distinction of Shinto in comparison to the other spiritual 

traditions in this study, in that gratitude to nature is expressed ritually by Shinto practitioners 

through thanking the kami.  

Korean Mugyoism.  Mugyo, also known by other names, such as Muisim, Shingyo, 

Shindo, Mushindo, Korean Folk Rituals, Gut, Kut, and Korean Shamanism, is a spiritual 

tradition Indigenous to Korea that consists of worshiping multiple gods, nature, and ancestors.  

In this study, I refer to all that comprises Korean folk rituals and beliefs, as Mugyo, as this was 

found to be the most recognizable name amongst the literature, next to Shamanism.  The word 

Shamanism was not used in this study to describe Korean folk ritual practices, because what 

Shamans do is only a part of what Mugyo is in its totality.  Also, the practice was not referred to 

as “Korean Folk Rituals” because there are also Korean folk rituals that are connected to 

Confucianism and Buddhism, which I wanted to exclude from this definition.  It should also be 

noted that the literature refers to some rituals as gut because this is often how rituals involving 

Shamans are referred to in the Korean language. 

The literature on Mugyo or Korean Shamanism and folk rituals is not extensive in the 

English language.  It is also more concerned with the performance of specific rituals in relation 

to the role of Shamans.  As a result, it was particularly difficult to find literature discussing 

specific practices and beliefs of Mugyo in relation to ritually expressing gratitude towards nature.  
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A brief description of what was found in the literature as it relates to Mugyo practices and beliefs 

towards expressing gratitude towards nature are discussed below. 

Mugyo is a nature-based, polytheistic, spiritual tradition, with a philosophy that asserts 

that humans are an integral part of nature.  In Mugyo, heaven, earth, and humans form a triad, 

and practitioners believe that harmonious co-existence of the three lead to good fortune.  Ryu 

(1984) explains, 

From the perspective of shamanism it is neither human beings nor nature which rules 

over the world and things that happen in the world, over life and death, over good fortune 

and bad.  These things are the acts of the Gods.  At the heart of shamanism is the belief 

that there is communion between Gods and human beings, and in order to control natural 

events or one’s own destiny one needs to have the right relationship with the Gods who 

are the source of power.  In other words one must be able to persuade the Gods to control 

things as one wishes. (p. 11) 

In this sense, the worship or thanking of nature in Mugyo rituals is not a direct expression of 

gratitude to nature itself, but to the Gods who control nature.  This is an important distinction to 

make, that bears similarity to Shinto beliefs.  

Mugyo is also known as a female centered spiritual practice, with its predominantly 

female Mudangs (shamanic leaders) who descend from a female lineage.  Lee (1973) comments, 

Most Shamanic rituals are oriented within family structure.  In these rituals it is not the 

man but the woman who represents the family as far as shamanistic practices in Korea are 

concerned.  Most seasonal rituals which are usually held in the spring and fall, are 

centered around the family, especially around the women. (p. 271) 

Korean people also ask Mudangs (Shamans) for help with performing rituals and for help 
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solving problems in their lives.  Choi (2006) describes it as, “Mugyo is a form of belief in which 

a Mudang, a spiritual intermediary, invokes aid from deities and spirits to help people to solve 

their problems” (p. 15).  

 Mugyo rituals are performed both as personal rituals involving family matters or 

community rituals involving the cycles of the seasons, in particular as they relate to agriculture 

life in rural communities in Korea.  As Ryu (1984) explains, 

The other cycle of nature that determines the times for a gut is the annual cycle of 

seasonal changes that affect agriculture.  Various ceremonies are held in the spring to 

pray for good fortune during the year.  As spring is the time of planting, this is also the 

time to pray for an abundant harvest.  Thus villagers will gather at the time of the First 

Moon to perform the ritual of “treading on the earth God” as a way of preventing 

misfortune.  As the crops ripen, they again hold kut to pray for a rich harvest.  The Eighth 

Moon and the Tenth Moon are times of thanksgiving, so at those times rituals are held to 

offer the new harvest to the heavenly God.  As we see from the above examples there are 

some kut which speak to the private, personal concerns of individuals or families and 

others which speak to the common concerns of a larger community.  In general the rituals 

held in connection with seasonal changes more often address community concerns, while 

those that mark the rites of passage through life are focused on the individual. (p. 11) 

The connection to nature, the spiritual power of women, and influence of agricultural 

cycles of the land found in the beliefs and rituals of Mugyo make it an interesting area of study 

in learning more about longstanding gratitude towards nature rituals.  According to Mugyo 

Shaman, Park Hiah, (as cited by Otis 1992), 
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I believe that today we must look beyond the organized religions and the attachments of 

culturally prescribed spiritual practice.  Traditional religions attempt to define and direct 

our religious experiences.  In contrast, the essence of shamanism is to make accessible 

the indefinite and to explore realms that go beyond language and social organization. 

(para. 60) 

As a result, practitioners of Mugyo and what their rituals of thanksgiving to the natural world 

mean to them have been chosen to be included in this research. 

Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six Nations) Longhouse.  It was challenging to find literature 

specifically mentioning Six Nations Longhouse rituals and the relation to pro-environmental 

values and behaviours.  The literature mostly provided descriptions of why Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six 

Nations) Longhouse rituals are conducted and some of the details of the ritual practice, but little 

is mentioned regarding what the outcomes of the rituals are for people and their pro-

environmentalism.  Additionally, the literature on North American Indigenous rituals overall was 

reviewed to look for mention of gratitude and pro-environmentalism, searching for words and 

phrases such as thanking nature, thankful reciprocity to nature, environmental protection, 

environmental conservation, and environmental preservation.  Both the literature specific to the 

role of Six Nations Longhouse rituals and North American Indigenous rituals, in regards to what 

they do for people’s attitudes and behaviours rather than a specific description of how they are 

done, will be discussed in this section. 

Hele (2013) comments that, “Indigenous peoples believe that we have a responsibility to 

acknowledge all components of creation and to thank these components for providing us with the 

necessities of life.  Not to do so would endanger our existence in the world” (p. 79).  How these 

rituals occur and are expressed vary, as there are hundreds of Indigenous nations within North 
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America, each with unique languages, spiritual, and cultural practices.   

The literature also notes how vital retaining Indigenous languages is to the continuance of 

such ceremonies.  Marcus (2015) discusses that “The effective expression of Indigenous peoples’ 

cultural knowledge is through their languages.  Indigenous languages are derived from and live 

within each significant territorial homeland region” (p. 353).  

Additionally, the literature discusses how North American Indigenous ceremonies act to 

place North American Indigenous communities in balance with the cycles of the natural world, 

its seasons, and the local environment.  For example, Hele (2013) describes, “By being in 

balance, one can participate in the natural order and become an integral part of keeping the world 

a stable place to live in” ( p. 80).  Barreiro (2010) also explains: 

With such awareness, one may then come to understand the elementary truth of existence 

– that the human being has a spiritual relationship to the entire universe: to the sun, to 

Mother Earth, to serpents, and to other forms of life. (p. 4) 

Longboat and Sheridan (2006) describe the benefits of participating in rituals or 

ceremonies of giving thanks to the natural world as practiced by North American Indigenous 

communities, commenting:  

The principle that every being participates in everything immunizes against 

anthropocentrism and through a satisfaction with Creation, offers a conscious humility 

that keeps humans in their place of thankfulness, respect, and appreciation.  This ensures 

Creation’s continuation.  Humans think at their best, if they know they are the last beings 

created.  Literally, after all, humans are totally dependent on everything else. (p. 370) 

In scanning the literature specific to Rotinonhsyón:ni studies regarding Longhouse rituals, 

most of the literature concentrates on Rotinonhsyón:ni politics, laws, society, and conduct.  
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There is very little written about what practicing Longhouse rituals does for people in terms of 

their values and behaviours towards the natural world.  The literature created by the 

Haudenosaunee Confederacy (2018), Hill (2017), and LaFrance & Costello (2001), briefly 

discusses how Six Nations Longhouse rituals revolve around seasonal changes, planting, 

growing, and harvesting wild and cultivated food.  The Haudenosaunee Confederacy (2018) 

describes Six Nations Longhouse rituals as: 

The Haudenosaunee have 13 ceremonies throughout the year representing the 13 moons 

throughout the year.  These ceremonies occur at various times of the year often following 

seasonal changes.  Most ceremonies are a way of expressing thanks to the people, the 

natural world, the spirit world and the creator.  It is hoped that this will help to maintain 

the health and prosperity of the Nations. (para. 1) 

Tooker (1987) describes Rotinonhsyón:ni Longhouse ceremonies in detail, but does not 

describe what they do for Rotinonhsyón:ni behaviour towards the natural world.  Tooker (1987) 

explains, 

Iroquois ritual is built out of songs, dances (both “sacred” and “social”), games (including 

importantly the Bowl Game, a kind of dice game), and speeches.  Some speeches are 

addressed to human beings and some to “spirit forces” and a number of these are 

accompanied by a tobacco invocation, i.e., the burning of tobacco.  Typically, each 

ceremonial (in Midwinter, each day’s ritual) begins with a Thanksgiving Speech which 

returns thanks to the beings on this earth and above.  There follow the dances (and games) 

appropriate to that particular occasion, then a shorter, closing Thanksgiving Speech and 

the distribution of the feast (most importantly a soup) to those attending.  The Midwinter 

ceremonial, the longest of all Iroquois ceremonies, is a particularly advantageous event 



 
48 

    

 
 

from which to view Iroquois ritual as a whole.  Both ending and beginning the 

ceremonial year, it incorporates a number of ceremonies held at other times in the 

Longhouse.  For example, the Our-Life-Supporter dances (at the Sour Springs Long-

house, comprising the series Feather Dance, Women’s Dance, Standing Quiver Dance, 

Corn Dance, Bean Dance, and Squash Dance) constitute the principal rite of the Sour 

Springs Raspberry, Green Bean, and Harvest ceremonies.  This rite is also part of the 

longer Green Corn ceremony, which includes in addition performance of the Four Sacred 

Rituals—Feather Dance, Thanksgiving Dance, Rite of Personal Chant, and Bowl Game.  

All these rites also figure prominently in Midwinter. (p. 50)    

Upon reading such descriptions it is evident to many Rotinonhsyón:ni who attend Longhouse 

regularly, that there is a lack of understanding and description behind the meaning of Longhouse 

rituals as told by outside researchers, such as Tooker, who are not Haudenosaunee nor fluent 

speakers of the languages, which the rituals are conducted in.  Given the need for rituals to be 

hidden from settler governments for so long, there was a desire to keep rituals hidden to 

outsiders and on some occasions, outside researchers, may have been given misinformation as a 

form of protectionism or as a means of poking fun at their attempts to “research” Longhouse 

rituals. 

LaFrance and Costello (2001), describe Rotinonhsyón:ni Longhouse rituals and briefly 

acknowledge what they do for Rotinonhsyón:ni, as outlined by The Haudenosaunee 

Environmental Task Force, an organization established by the Haudenosaunee Confederacy 

Council (Six Nations traditional government) to address environmental issues, describing, 
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The annual cycle of Thanksgiving ceremonies begins with the Midwinter Ceremony that 

initiates a renewal of the entire natural world (NAITC2 1984).  Each ritual within the 

ceremony is a thanksgiving to Creation, the spiritual entities that protect and guide, and 

the Creator of “Mother Earth” and the “Sky World.”  Through these acknowledgments, 

each part of Creation will hear, take pleasure, and reaffirm their willingness to fulfill the 

Creator’s instructions. (p. 63) 

 Rotinonhsyón:ni rituals are not only about giving thanks but are also celebrations to bring 

participants minds and hearts together to think about the importance of the specific part or parts 

of the natural world that the ceremony is about.  Rotinonhsyón:ni rituals are often held in the 

Longhouse, but sometimes take place in other locations as the need arises and are a culturally 

important way to pass on knowledge about the natural world.  Hill (2017) describes the 

Thanksgiving Address or Ohenton Karihwatehkwen, meaning “the words that come before all 

others”, a speech which is almost always said when Haudenosaunee people gather together, prior 

to beginning any activity, 

…The Ohenton Karihwatehkwen is part of the greetings spoken each morning and 

evening by traditional Haudenosaunee to greet the rest of the natural world, to address all 

of creation.  It is also spoken before and after all ceremonies and official government 

meetings.  In addition to recognizing our dependence as humans upon the natural world – 

all of which can survive without humans and none of which humans could survive 

without – in group settings, it serves to unify the assembled individuals and bring about 

skanikonhra (one mind). (p. 1) 

                                                
 
2 North American Indian Travelling College (NAITC). 
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Literature on Rotinonhsyón:ni Longhouse rituals in regards to embodying pro-

environmental values and behaviours was challenging to find, and what has been written on the 

subject speaks more to philosophies of reciprocity towards nature and others, as well the 

emphasis on seasonal cycles and agriculture.  There is presently a gap in the literature with 

regards to how participating in Six Nations Longhouse rituals effects values and actions towards 

the natural world. 

Conclusion on the Literature Review 

Emerging from diverse social science disciplines is growing attention to the deeper 

sources of human pro-environmental recognition and action.  These themes support the search in 

existing and potential spiritual and cultural rituals that develop and communicate with those 

more profound aspects of the human experience.  The work in this research is intended to 

contribute to that. 
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Chapter 3: Data Collection Methodology & Methods 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of the conduct of the study-- 

philosophical assumptions underpinning the research, research methodology, participant 

selection, research methods, ethical considerations, and limitations.  The data collection methods 

will be described in detail in this chapter while the data analysis methods will be presented in 

Chapter 4 as an aid to the reader in considering the findings they generated.  

Scope and Purpose of the Study 

 This was an exploratory study of the experiences of nine long-term practitioners of 

gratitude towards nature rituals from three distinct cultural and spiritual traditions.  As an 

exploratory study, it was designed not so much to answer questions, but to raise important 

questions and suggest promising directions for further research.  The purpose of this study was 

to investigate possible relationships between long term participation in rituals of gratitude to 

nature, on one hand, and pro-environmental values and behaviour, on the other.   

The research was not ethnographic, in that it did not look at the historical background 

of any of the three ritual practices, nor did it attempt to study, in-depth, the process of how the 

rituals are conducted.  The aim of this research was to learn about the experiences of long-term 

practitioners of gratitude towards nature rituals, along with their perceptions and meanings of 

their participation.  Although learning how the rituals are conducted was not the focus of this 

study, I observed two Shinto and two Mugyo rituals while conducting this research in Japan 

and Korea, respectively.  The purpose of observing these rituals was to help provide context 

for the research.  It was not necessary to observe a Six Nations Longhouse ritual, since I have 

experienced them many times prior to conducting this research.  
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Comparative Case Study Methodology with a Reflexive Approach  

Comparative case study design was chosen to achieve the exploratory purposes of the 

study.  However, given the experience of the field work and engaging with the participants, I 

found that complexities of the study required a methodological framework that described the 

entire process of the research with attention to the relationships with participants and field 

partners.  Resultingly, a reflexive approach to methodology as described by Attia & Edge (2017), 

was found to most accurately describe my research process.  In the following sections a reflexive 

approach will be reviewed, followed by a description of case study methodology. 

Reflexive approach to methodology.  Although a methodological framework was not 

used at the outset of this study, the methodological approach known as reflexivity, as described 

by Attia and Edge (2017), best describes the manner in which this research was conducted.   

Attia and Edge (2017) describe the use of reflexivity as follows:  

Embedded in and emerging from their contexts, reflexive researchers open themselves up 

as one element of the phenomena that are to be investigated.  Moreover, in such 

investigation, while prescribed and learned methodological procedures may well be 

useful, a developmental approach to research methodology (and a becoming approach to 

being a researcher) will be equally open to the possibility of shifting insights, emergent 

goals, and evolving methods in the pursuit of findings more significant than those that 

initial research questions might have foreseen.  The role of reflexivity that we describe 

here involves raising awareness of its processes with the dual aim first of enriching one’s 

lived experience, and then articulating this awareness as a contribution to the deepening 

of understanding of the field. (p. 36) 
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After conducting research, I identified reflexivity as the most well-suited description for 

how this study was undertaken.  Reflexivity was used in the manner of bringing my own 

experience to the research and allowing what was gathered from the experiences of others to 

enrich my understanding of participation in rituals expressing gratitude to the natural world.  My 

personal experiences and observations were used to understand research participant’s 

descriptions of their personal experience, assuming an insider-outsider or participant observer 

perspective.  Spradley (1980) describes the participant observer, commenting: 

The ordinary participant in a social situation usually experiences it in an immediate, 

subjective manner.  We see some of what goes on around us; we experience our own 

movements; we move through a sequence of activities as subjects, as the ones engaging 

in the activities.  In short, we are insiders.  Our experience of participating in a social 

situation takes on meaning and coherence from the fact that we are inside the situation, 

part of it.  The participant observer on the other hand, will experience being both insider 

and outsider simultaneously. (p. 56) 

Both prospective and retrospective reflexivity were used in this research simultaneously: 

“Simply put, prospective reflexivity concerns itself with the effect of the whole-person-

researcher on the research.  Retrospective reflexivity concerns itself with the effect of the 

research on the researcher” (Attia and Edge, 2017, p. 35).  Throughout this research, I 

continually weighed research participant’s experiences against my own experiences.  

Simultaneously, I also made conscious efforts to remain in a neutral exploratory position and 

hear research participants’ stories, by repetitiously reflecting on my positionality and 

presuppositions.   
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Prospective reflexivity relates to specifically how I dealt with my own background as 

both an insider/outsider or “participant observer” in this research.  Attia and Edge (2017) explain 

prospective reflectivity, commenting: 

Rather than seeing such influences as potential contamination of the data to be avoided or 

allowed for by achieving competence in an appropriate methodological procedure, 

prospective reflexivity seeks to help researchers grow their capacity to understand the 

significance of the knowledge, feelings, and values that they brought into the field to the 

research questions that they came to formulate, to the analytical lenses that they chose to 

employ, and to their findings. (p. 35) 

Retrospective reflexivity was used in terms of how I allowed myself to develop within 

this research.  From a retrospective approach, the researcher allows themselves to be affected by 

the research and grow from it as if they are a part of the research.  All researchers are inevitably 

part of their research.  Through a retrospective approach, instead of denying this actuality, the 

researcher embraces it and allows it to better inform the field of research.  Attia and Edge (2017) 

explain the embodiment of retrospective reflexivity as a process of becoming, explaining: 

The significance of this assertion with regard to a developmental approach is that it 

establishes a metaphorical sense of movement, of distance travelled.  The interpretation 

of that trajectory, including its consequence, indexes the individual development 

experienced.  Once again, we see the recording of this development as intrinsic to the 

research. (p. 35) 

What I learned from the research process is that research does not occur independent of 

the researcher and that a researcher who has lived experience with the subject matter, can co-
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explore and co-elaborate on the research, if done in a transparent, conscientious, and ethical 

manner.  Research can be viewed as a sacred journey towards both personal development and 

enhanced understanding of the research domain.  By bringing to the table my experience with the 

subject matter, gathering descriptions from research participants, and using observations of 

rituals and participants for background understanding, what the research means for research 

participants and me personally was more deeply understood. 

Comparative case study methodology.  Comparative case study was chosen as a design 

to explore, in-depth, the nature of participation in gratitude towards nature rituals and their 

relationship to pro-environmental values and behaviours.  Yin (2003) identifies six kinds of case 

studies: single or multiple case studies either of which can be exploratory, descriptive or 

explanatory.  Yin (2003) also explains that “A multiple case study approach can be used when 

wanting the results attained from one case to be confirmed with other cases” (p. 155).  This 

research employed a multiple case study approach for an exploratory purpose; that is, it 

presented an exploration of a phenomenon across cultures to look widely for possible patterns of 

relationship between gratitude rituals and pro-environmental behaviour.  Ragin (2011) notes,  

Comparative researchers... treat cases as singular, whole entities purposefully selected 

and constituted as instances of theoretically, culturally or historically significant 

phenomena, not as homogeneous observations drawn from a pool of equally plausible 

selections.  Cases are typically selected for study because of the qualitatively distinct 

features or outcomes they exhibit. (p. 69) 
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Cases in this research were selected on the basis that they share the common theme of being 

rituals that express gratitude towards nature.  Cases were chosen from three different cultures, in 

order to provide a comparison and a diverse understanding of the phenomenon. 

Moving from Trust to Trustworthiness  

 There were significant steps taken within conducting the study that made the selection of 

research participants and data collection process more successful.  A useful description for 

explaining these steps is by considering the movement from “Trust to Trustworthiness” as 

described by Attia & Edge (2017) and as shown in Figure 1 (below).  Attia & Edge (2017) 

describe the movement from building trust through to trustworthiness commenting: 

Insider researchers start with an essential base of trust, the cornerstone of their work. 

When sustained and consolidated, trust is likely to motivate participants to engage more 

actively with the research and such collaboration may result in more accurate and more 

candid data.  Close communication between the researcher and the participants can 

motivate the latter to offer alternative sources of data, which are likely to corroborate 

emerging findings and contribute to the development of trustworthy accounts.  A 

successful trajectory from trust to trustworthiness does much more than help to deliver a 

rigorous piece of qualitative research.  It transforms its context of operation into one in 

which the understandably mistrusted theory/practice dichotomy dissolves into a 

celebration of personal practice. (p. 41) 
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Figure 1. From Trust to Trustworthiness 

 
Trust.  “Unlike outsider researchers, who build trust over the course of their work, for 

insiders, established trust is the foundation upon which they construct their research” (Attia and 

Edge, 2011, p. 38).  Although I was not an insider to my research in Korea and Japan, as a 

person who is also a long-term practitioner of another cultural tradition of gratitude towards 

nature rituals and someone that has spent time living in both Korea and Japan, I had more 

background understanding of the research than a completely ‘outside researcher’.  In the same 

manner, as a person who did not grow up in my Indigenous community and who is of mixed 

heritage, I am in many ways both an ‘outside researcher’ and an ‘inside researcher’.  These 

nuances of my experience and background were made explicit to my research participants prior 

to research and I believe it helped to develop trust with them. 

Considerable time was also spent visiting locations significant to the rituals studied in this 

research prior to conducting interviews, contacting organizations connected to the rituals, 

observing rituals, reading as much as possible about the rituals, and informally speaking to local 

people about their environment and rituals.  Particular attention was paid towards building 
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awareness of and reflecting on the type of situations where researcher sensitivity would be 

required and how my research would need to be modified in order to gather data respectfully and 

successfully.  

Once familiarity was established with research participants, interviews were conducted.  

Research participants were informed of who I am and why I was seeking to do this research. 

They were also informed of how long the interview process would take and offered the chance to 

review some of the questions a few days prior to the interview, so that they would know what to 

expect.  Participants were asked interview questions for up to two hours.  After thirty minutes to 

one hour a short 15 minute break was taken and then the interview was continued on for another 

30 minutes to an hour to finish any remaining questions or to continue to elaborate on what was 

said.  Almost all interviews were completed within two hours, with the exception of one 

interview in Japan which was three hours divided between two days.  

 It was deeply challenging to engage people in the project, in both Korea and Japan in 

terms of finding interview participants, which resulted in a limited sample size.  Most 

importantly, language barriers were a major challenge in several ways.  Since I am not 

completely fluent in Japanese and Korean I had to use a translator to conduct interviews.  The 

presence of a translator made the whole process more formal, which influenced the way 

individuals responded to questions and resultingly their level of comfort towards sharing their 

thoughts and experiences may have been reduced. 

I attended rituals with a translator and gathered observations of what was happening, 

prior to beginning research interviews in Korea and Japan.  At the rituals, as a researcher, my 

emphasis was on observing, listening, engaging in informal discussion, asking questions, taking 
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field notes and video recordings of each ritual so that they could be reviewed and reflected upon 

afterwards for deeper background understanding.   

This background development phase of my research was necessary to gain a deeper 

contextual understanding of the rituals, including specific parts of the rituals that research 

participants might describe as important and meaningful to them.  Most importantly, in Korea 

and Japan, attending these rituals helped to develop trust amongst my research participants where 

their prior familiarity with me was absent.    

Collaboration.  The data collection process for this research was to conduct an 

exploratory interview with each of the three research participants from each spiritual tradition 

researched, one by one.  However, prior to conducting interviews, individuals who were 

interested in participating in this research study needed to be found.  Through collaboration with 

existing contacts in each of the three cultures, I was eventually able to connect with individuals 

willing to participate in my research. 

In this research, finding interview participants from Six Nations was not difficult, given 

this is my own Indigenous community where I had a familiarity with people who were interested 

in supporting this research.  However, finding interview participants in Japan and Korea was 

challenging.  Friends and colleagues were contacted prior to my arrival in both countries and 

notified of the type of research participants I was seeking.  However, it required me being in 

each country to effectively find willing research participants.  

Research participants were eventually found through immersing myself in the cultural 

context of desirable interview candidates and by utilizing prior contacts and connections from 

time spent previously living in the two countries.  Data collection was never prioritised over field 
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relationships in this research, no matter how inviting the situation might have been; this is an 

effect of retrospective reflexivity (Attia & Edge, 2011, p. 39).  Spending as much time as needed 

gaining contacts, building relationships and making connections to people in the locations where 

it was hoped for research to be conducted was my top priority.  This approach eventually led me 

to people who felt willing and comfortable with participating in my study. 

Not only were rituals observed from each of the cultures researched in this study, but I 

also spent time staying in research participant’s local area, socializing, visiting local places 

where rituals are held, and going to the local shops.  This all helped to provide context for the 

data and allowed time for people living in the local area to familiarize themselves with me as a 

person who was interested in their cultural practices and conducting interesting, non-threatening, 

ethical research.  

For the interviews that were conducted in Korea and Japan, two very close friends in each 

country acted as translators.  The translators and I also stayed together during the time spent in 

each interview location, so there was a significant amount of time to talk privately about what 

was said in the interviews and to think about what could be improved going into the next 

interview. 

Corroboration.  The accuracy of the data in this study was corroborated, most 

importantly, by including multiple cases in the study and by reviewing participant responses with 

each of the participants at the end of their interview.  In the data analysis process statements from 

interview transcripts were compared, contrasted, and themes between all nine of them were 

captured.  Debriefing the interviews with the interview participants at the end of the interview 

was employed to determine whether what they intended to say in the interview was accurately 
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captured.  For the interviews that were conducted in Japanese and Korean, this was done by the 

translator, after the interview was complete.  There was also time spent afterwards sharing a 

meal or snack with interview participants and translators, which allowed time to further discuss 

some of the feelings they had about the questions that were asked in the interview, and more 

informal conversation ensued.  These informal conversations allowed a chance to ask questions 

related to the research without taking an audio recording that acted to help inform my 

understanding of the interview, particularly in getting to know what kind of person they are and 

what they do in life.  

Trustworthiness.  Throughout this research study, I took great efforts to be conscious of 

my own perspectives by consciously and continuously reflecting on my own perspectives 

throughout the research process.  I also took an approach that my positionality helped inform this 

enquiry.   Flood (2010) quotes Heidegger, who emphasized that it is “impossible to rid the mind 

of the background of understandings that has led the researcher to consider a topic worthy of 

research in the first place; thus, personal knowledge is useful and necessary to phenomenological 

research” (p. 10).  As a researcher and practitioner of gratitude towards nature rituals, combined 

with the experience of living in all three research locations prior to this study, I hoped to be able 

to provide somewhat of an insider level of understanding of each case study location and what it 

feels like to be a practitioner of rituals that express gratitude towards the natural world, acting as 

an overall benefit to this research. 

Another means for developing trustworthiness was by allowing time for reflection on 

each interview.  Once the interview was complete, responses were reviewed with interview 

participants and they were asked if there was any information that they would like to change or 
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add to the interview.  A review of all the raw data gathered from each of the nine interviews was 

conducted to allow time for me to reflect on the data before beginning to interview individuals 

from another tradition.  Reviewing all of the raw data between each interview also allowed time 

for me to consider how the interview approach could be improved for the next group of 

interviews.  After each interview was complete, there was considerable debriefing time spent 

with the Korean or Japanese translator, to ensure questions were not missed or misunderstood in 

any way.  Translators were also consulted with thoroughly on capturing the accurate meaning of 

translated transcriptions, especially if it was difficult to understand what was being said or if 

there were difficulties in discerning the intended meaning of the interviewee’s response in their 

own language.  This process with the translators was very helpful, given that a lot of information 

could have been lost in translation. 

Participants and Selection Procedures 

The participants in this research were selected based on their long-term, regular, 

participation in rituals expressing gratitude towards nature from the three spiritual traditions of 

Japanese Shintoism, Korean Mugyoism (Shamanism), and Six Nations Longhouse rituals.   

Initially, it took some time to find individuals fitting these criteria that were interested in 

participating in this research. 

Prior to beginning research, a period of a few months was spent re-immersing and re-

familiarizing myself with each spiritual tradition of gratitude towards nature ritual in this study 

and the geographical location they are embedded in.  In each location, friends and colleagues 

were contacted and connected with, informed of my research goals and what kinds of 
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participants I was seeking to interview, and were asked if they could help connect me to potential 

research participants by asking their friends and local organizations.  

In Japan it was difficult to find someone that specifically participates in Shinto rituals, 

given that determining which rituals are connected to Shintoism and Buddhism have become 

ambiguous for Japanese people.  In Japan, most people attend both Shinto and Buddhist rituals or 

have become exclusively Buddhist.  In order to find participants, friends who live in smaller 

rural communities were contacted and required excursions up to five hours in length.  Trips were 

made to this area and a stay of three weeks to conduct interviews ensued.  Additionally, only two 

out of the four interviews conducted in Japan were usable, since one interview was conducted 

with a Shinto priest and in another interview four people attended instead of one.  The interview 

with the Shinto priest was not used, because this research focused on the experiences of lay 

people not spiritual leaders.  Also the interview in which multiple individuals attended, each 

individual answered a few questions and not one of them answered all of the questions, therefore 

not providing a complete interview with one of them.  Eventually an additional participant was 

found through Japanese friends who live in Toronto. 

Mugyo rituals are now considered to be somewhat taboo in Korean society, which made 

it very challenging to recruit participants.  My network of friends in Korea were unable to recruit 

interview participants, therefore I visited the Korean Shamanism Museum and asked for 

assistance.  Eventually, one interview participant was found through the Korean Shamanism 

Museum’s contacts and connections with individuals in another city where Shamanistic rituals 

are regularly held; the area being somewhat renowned as such.  Eventually two other Korean 

Mugyo interview participants were found by waiting at the bus station until people carrying 
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traditional Korean instruments used in Shamanistic rituals were seen.  Through this strategy, it 

was possible to include young students who were travelling to attend a ritual for a weekend.  The 

research intentions were carefully explained to them, and they invited me to join them. 

Coincidentally, the location of the ritual the students were travelling to was the same town I had 

visited earlier to attend a ritual to observed and record for this research.  During that weekend 

with the students, a second Mugyo ritual was observed and interviews were conducted with two 

people.  

After all three Korean interviews were translated and transcribed, one additional 

interview was conducted with a Korean person living in Canada, given that the translated 

transcriptions revealed that several participants did not self-describe as active participants in their 

rituals.  This additional interview participant was found through an online Korean message board 

for Koreans living in Toronto.  This interview was with a woman who had recently become a 

Mugyo Shaman.  Although the intention of this research was to interview laypeople and not 

spiritual leaders, this woman still qualified as a layperson given that she had only been a Shaman 

for less than two years. Table 1, below illustrates the duration and frequency of which 

participants in this research attend rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world, all of 

the names of the participants listed in the table are pseudonyms. 

Table 1 

Interview Participant Descriptions 
 

Japanese Shinto Korean Mugyo Six Nations Longhouse 

Aya 
• Female 
• Late 20’s 
• Interviewed in English 

Soo 
• Female 
• Early 20’s 
• Interview conducted in 

Janice 
• Female 
• Early 50’s 
• Interview conducted in 
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• Introduced to Shinto 
rituals as a child by 
parents. 

• Active participant 

Korean with a translator. 
• Introduced to Mugyo 

rituals in high school. 
• University major in 

Korean folk music and 
rituals 

• Active participant 

English at Six Nations. 
• Introduced to Longhouse  

rituals in childhood by 
parents. 

• Passive participant 

Hiro 
• Male  
• Mid 60’s 
• Interviewed in Japanese 

with a translator. 
• Began participating in 

Shinto rituals later in life. 
• Worked in environmental 

field later in career. 
• Passive participant 

 

Lee 
• Male 
• Late 30’s 
• Interview conducted in 

Korean with a translator. 
• Introduced to Mugyo 

rituals in childhood 
sporadically. 

• Teaches university 
students about Mugyo 
rituals and music as a 
career. 

• Active participant 

Sam 
• Male 
• Early 40’s 
• Interview conducted in 

English not at Six Nations. 
• Works as a full-time 

Kanien’keha (Mohawk 
Language) teacher. 

• Active participant 

Masa 
• Male 
• Mid 30’s 
• Interviewed in English 
• Introduced to Shinto 

rituals as a child by 
parents. 

• Active participant 

Yuri 
• Female 
• Late 30’s 
• Interview conducted in 

English in Canada. 
• Introduced to Mugyo 

rituals later in life. 
• Becoming a Mugyo 

Shaman 
• Active Participant 

Henry 
• Male 
• Late 60’s  
• Interview conducted in 

English at Six Nations. 
• Began participating in 

Longhouse rituals later in 
life. 

• Active participant 

 

Phenomenological Interviews 

The study is focused on participants’ perceptions of their experiences and their 

motivations for and meanings of their participation in rituals of gratitude towards nature.  These 

knowledge goals imply the need for phenomenological data.  The strength of gathering 

phenomenological data is that allows for research participants to express their emotions and 

takes those emotions into consideration, generating insight into their experiences and feelings 

related to nature.  Emotion, including its expression through ritual, is an important aspect of 

spiritual ecology.   
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Flood (2010) explains the gathering of data through conducting phenomenological 

interviews, commenting that, “phenomenological research is inductive and descriptive, the 

researcher aims to understand the cognitive subjective perspective of the person who has the 

experience and the effect that perspective has on the lived experience” (p. 10).  

Miller and Salkind (2002) also describe the approach for conducting interviews to gather 

phenomenological data, explaining:  

Researchers need to understand the philosophical perspectives behind the approach, 

especially the concept of studying how people experience a phenomenon.  Researchers 

bracket their own preconceived ideas about the phenomenon to understand it through the 

voices of the informants.  Investigators write research questions that explore the meaning 

of that experience for individuals, and they ask individuals to describe their everyday 

“lived” experiences.  They then collect data from individuals who have experienced the 

phenomenon under investigation.  Typically this information is collected through long 

interviews (with researcher self-reflection and previously developed descriptions from 

artistic works) with groups of informants ranging in size from 5 to 25 members. (p. 6) 

In this study, the approach for gathering phenomenological data was to conduct semi-

structured interviews that invited participants to describe their individual experiences and 

personal meanings associated with participating in collective gratitude towards nature rituals.  

My approach to gathering data for this research followed a series of informal steps, in the 

sequence described by Flood (2010), outlined as: 

The process begins with a description of a situation experienced in daily life and comes 

from a position of pre-reflexive thought.  Descriptions of a phenomenon are obtained 
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from the participant by the researchers, who must set aside any prior thought, conceptions 

or judgment they may have so they can be open to the description.  The researcher’s task 

is to analyse the intentional experiences of consciousness to perceive how the meaning of 

a phenomenon is given meaning and to arrive at its essence. (Flood, 2010, p. 11) 

The use of an interview guide was employed for consistency to ensure that the same basic 

line of inquiry was pursued with each participant while remaining open to themes that study 

participants introduced because they perceived them to be important.  A semi-structured 

interview guide was also chosen based on personal experience with all three cultures in this 

research.  In all three cultures in which this research was conducted, in my experience, people 

are very modest and less talkative than in western non-Indigenous or non-traditional cultures.  If 

completely unstructured interviews were conducted, some people may have found it difficult to 

initiate conversation relevant to study; they might have avoided talking about themselves. 

Further, as described by Miles and Huberman (1994), the interviews in this research were a “co-

elaborated act on the part of both parties” ( p. 8).  Also, by delimiting issues to be explored in 

this research and focusing on specific semi-structured questions, the process was systematic and 

comprehensive.  The interview guide not only provided scope and focus but a semi-structured 

approach which accommodated some interview participants’ need for some structure and at the 

same time allowed the opportunity for study participants to shape the discussion according to 

their perspectives and priorities.  Additionally, my own experiences were used to frame 

questions and help interview participants to share stories of a similar nature.  The interview guide 

is attached in Appendix A. 



 
68 

    

 
 

Despite using an interview guide, additional challenges were encountered with 

participants’ reluctance to talk about themselves.  Their preference was to talk more about the 

specifics of their ritual itself and some study participants still veered vastly off-topic.  Also, some 

interview participants seemed unsure of what was meant by the wording “pro-environmental 

behaviours”.  

An audio recording was taken of the interviews conducted in order to be able to review 

and transcribe exactly what was said.  Recording the interview also provided freedom to focus on 

communication with the interview participants and not be hindered by continuous note-taking.  

For the portion of this research conducted in Japan and Korea, the use of a translator was 

required for both languages.  Interview questions were first asked in English and then the 

translator repeated the questions in the participants’ first language.  The translator also translated 

the interview participants’ responses as the interview was being conducted, so that there was an 

opportunity for more questions to be asked and to continue the dialogue and add any additional 

probes or unforeseen questions.  The same individual who translated these interviews (one 

person from Korean and one person from Japan) later transcribed and translated the same 

interview, which helped maintain continuity.  

The overall focus of the approach used in this research towards phenomenological data 

collection through semi-structured interviews was on learning as much as possible about 

gratitude to nature ritual practitioners’ experience of their rituals, without being obtrusive in any 

way.   
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Limitations 

Navigating language and cultural differences.  In this study, the biggest challenges and 

concerns were with language barriers and cultural differences.  Translating and navigating 

cultural differences in this research also provided some challenges.   

 It was not until after the interviews were transcribed and translated, that I realized, 

completely, all of what was said.  It is also important to note that while a translator may be 

extremely experienced in translation, they may not have enough experience translating an 

academic research interview, even in their native language.  At times, what was being said was 

not understood in a timely enough manner for me to have been able to pose follow-up questions 

or probe deeper into an area of conversation. 

 After all data collection for this research was complete, three interviews in total or 30% 

of interview data were not in English and was therefore translated into English. 

All of the interviews that were conducted in another language were translated verbatim, 

with the exception of words that had no comparable English translation; these words were left in 

their original form and explained in parenthesis.  This format also allowed for my reflection on 

what was said word-for-word in the interview, as often there was not time to be able to do this 

during the interview given some language barriers.  

Cultural nuances also posed a challenge to research in Korea and Japan.  The cultural 

obstacle which proved to be most challenging to conducting research on Shintoism in Japan was 

the cultural norm of modesty and/or ambiguity within Japanese culture.  In Korea, the largest 

cultural barrier or obstacle was the now taboo outlook on Mugyo rituals in mainstream Korean 

culture. 
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The cultural reality of the importance of modesty in Japan, which often surfaces as 

ambiguity in Japanese culture was equally challenging when conducting research interviews with 

Japanese individuals in English.  After spending any time in Japan, one quickly realizes how 

important it is within Japanese culture to be a modest person.  Even if one is extremely talented 

at what they do, they should never brag or boast, but should downplay their ability and even 

deny any compliments.  Ikeno and Davies (2002), explain this, describing: 

In Japanese society, people are expected to be modest regardless of their social 

position; that is, they must learn to modulate the personal display of talent, knowledge, 

or wealth in an appropriate manner.  Self-assertiveness is more or less discouraged, 

while consideration for others is encouraged.  This attitude is illustrated in a famous 

Japanese proverb “the nail that sticks up gets hammered down” (deru kui wa utareru), 

which means that those who display their abilities too openly run the risk of being 

crushed by others. (p. 143) 

Given this cultural nuance, I found it challenging to ask Japanese research participants 

questions, if the question was asking their specific opinion on something or if it demonstrated 

that they have some sort of special or unique experience.  Japanese research participants had to 

be reassured that their identity would be hidden in this research, which did not help much in 

reducing their need to be modest.  Often, very modest responses were given when asking if they 

exhibit any pro-environmental behaviours in their life, when it was obvious, after spending time 

with them, they exhibit a few.   

Relevant to the quality of modesty in Japanese culture, is ambiguity.  Modesty 

manifests for many Japanese people when they give an ambiguous response to a question that 
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asks them for their opinion; this enables them to avoid being considered boastful or strongly 

opinionated.  Ikeno and Davies (2002) explain the concept of ambiguity or “aimai” in Japan as 

follows: 

The Japanese are generally tolerant of ambiguity, so much that it is considered by many 

to be characteristic of Japanese culture.  Although the Japanese may not be conscious 

of “aimai”, its use is regarded as a virtue in Japan, and the Japanese language puts more 

emphasis on ambiguity than most, for to express oneself ambiguously and indirectly is 

expected in Japanese society. (p. 9) 

In Korea, a different challenge was encountered, and that was that the practice of Mugyo 

rituals or any practice connected to Shamans in Korea has a strongly negative stereotype.  

Regardless of this negative stereotype, almost all Korean traditional music and dance, which 

many Koreans practice at various community events, is derived from these Mugyo practices.  

However, given that most of South Korea has now converted to Christianity or Buddhism, most 

Mugyo rituals have gone somewhat underground and the average Korean views it as superstition.  

As a result, participation in Mugyo rituals is dwindling, making it quite challenging to find 

individuals in South Korea that practice such rituals regularly; and the ones that did, seemed 

unsure about talking about it.  In most cases, they downplayed their involvement out of not 

wanting to be stereotyped negatively.  It took up to two months in Korea to find individuals to 

interview, and I resorted to some unconventional measures such as politely approaching 

strangers in public places who were dressed in ceremonial clothing, in order to find research 

participants. 
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At Six Nations of the Grand River Territory, none of these issues were encountered, 

given that all of the interviews were conducted in English and I have much more familiarity with 

the community. 

Research Ethics 

Prior to beginning this research, any ethical concerns that may arise in the course of this 

research were identified and how these issues would be addressed was considered.  This study 

met the requirements of the Canadian Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and 

Engineering Research Council of Canada, and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council 

of Canada (2010) Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving 

Humans and the Royal Roads University Academic Council (2011) Research Ethics Policy.  

Royal Roads University Ethics Committee approval was given on January 11, 2015.  There was 

minimal risk involved in this research.  

Royal Roads University approved the proposal for this research as ethically appropriate 

for working with and protecting the rights of research participants.  The Royal Roads Ethics 

Review Board was informed of all details of this research and the approach for how it would 

meet an ethically sound standard of research was explained.  The following items are areas of 

this research that required ethical approval:  

1) Conducting Interviews 

2) Observing individuals in their natural surroundings 

3) The involvement of Indigenous people in my research 

4) The use of video recording equipment 
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Ethical concerns within this research process that were approached with care, sensitivity, 

attention, and respect are the following: 

• Recording or videotaping of rituals or parts of rituals 

• Protecting the identities of my research participants  

• Communities in which the research participant come from not feeling comfortable 

with my research 

• Respect for the sacred aspects of the rituals I learned about needing to be protected 

• The location of a ritual needing to be protected 

• Certain details or items used in the ritual needing to be protected 

Great efforts were made to ensure that adequate time was taken to consult with research 

participants which helped to consider and mitigate any of the ethical concerns mentioned above 

and any that arose as research was conducted.  

Prior to involving individuals in this research, individuals were informed of my research 

goals and what I hoped to achieve.  Participants were fully informed prior to the study about the 

potential risks and procedures involved, their right to withdraw from research at any time, and 

assurance of confidentiality.  Written consent was obtained prior to an individual participating in 

an interview and prior to any recording of rituals.  At all stages of the research, data collection 

took place in locations chosen by each research participant.   

Confidentiality was maintained in this research by concealing research participant 

identities, and this will continue to be maintained in perpetuity.  With respect to the use of 

material arising from the study or video recordings, individual identities were protected by the 

use of pseudonyms.  Interview transcriptions were stored in a secure password encrypted 
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Dropbox location and paper copies of documents outlining consent to participate in research are 

kept in a locked filing cabinet and will be destroyed one year after this dissertation is submitted.  

Only the researcher, research supervisor, and translators had access to the raw data from the 

study. 

At the conclusion of this research project, all participants will be offered a brief written 

summary of both the findings of this research and access to the final dissertation document.  

Risks to participants were minimal and can be considered equivalent to the risks involved in 

participating in gratitude towards nature ritual when a new member joins their ritual and learns 

about the ritual without regular participants in the ritual knowing them very well yet.  This sort 

of scenario was akin to what was experienced as a researcher coming into the environments of 

the participants in this research.  

Participants in this research were also asked how the research interview experience could 

be made most optimal for them, in terms of making them comfortable enough to allow the 

process to be as successful for them as possible.  This process allowed participants the 

opportunity to voice any concerns about the research, and also allowed a chance for my approach 

to be modify prior to conducting each interview.  It also provided the opportunity to inform 

research participants of their right to withdraw at any point in time.  Based on their suggestions, 

such as the location of the interview and any other needs they had, the approach to their 

interview was modified accordingly.  Once an acceptable plan for research conduct was agreed 

upon with each participant and their community of ritual practice (where relevant), they were 

provided with an outline of all the activities that would be engaged in as part of conducting 

research with them.  After all the details were finalized, interview participants were asked to sign 
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a consent to participate in research which included all of the items that they suggested as part of 

the process to conduct research with them.  The invitation to participate in research is contained 

in Appendix B.  The consent form is attached to this dissertation in Appendix C.   

Prior to participation, I ensured that each research participant understood in detail their 

right to withdraw at any time.  The consent form also included an area that they could sign off on 

to withdraw from research, including an option giving me permission to keep their data or 

directions to destroy all of their files and recordings of their information and all traces of their 

involvement, if they so desired.  If they chose the latter, which no one did, preparation to destroy 

or delete all of their information in their presence would have been made, so that they would 

have observed that it was done.   

Prior to observing or video recording any ritual in Japan and Korea (I did not need to 

observe or record a Six Nations Longhouse ritual), I gathered the consent to observe and video 

record the ritual from the leaders of and participants in the ritual.  The leadership of each ritual 

signed an informed consent form agreeing to be video or audio-recorded and/or their words used.  

Signatures of informed consent from all other individuals who participated in the ritual were also 

gathered, except for one ritual where there were far too many attendees to gain signatures and 

instead the leaders of the hosting organization signed the form.  

Participants were asked if there were any parts of the ritual they would not like recorded 

and I ensured that someone could notify me when that specific portion of the ritual was taking 

place.  Although research participants knew that they could ask me to stop recording or to pause 

recording a portion of the ritual, none of them asked to do so.  Research participants were also 

informed of which information was gathered from my observations and recordings, allowing 
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them the final opportunity to withdraw that information from this research.  None of the 

individuals in attendance at any of the rituals attended expressed any concern about recording or 

observing any of their ritual.  In Korea and Japan, the overall sense was that most ritual 

participants felt very proud that interest was being taken by an outsider in researching them and 

their ritual practice.  The request to record a ritual is contained in Appendix D.  The consent form 

to record a ritual is contained in Appendix E.  

Conclusions on Data Collection Methodology and Methods 

This chapter outlined the goals of this research, which were to explore meaning between 

an individual’s participation in collective rituals of expressing gratitude to the natural world and 

how this connects to their values and behaviours towards the natural world.  This goal was 

achieved through an exploratory multiple case study approach using semi-structured interviews 

to gather data on ritual participants’ reported thoughts, values, and actions towards the natural 

world.  Extensive considerations and preparation was taken, regarding the best approach to 

research, methods and how to constantly modifying the approach in order to achieving the goals 

of this research.  By spending prolonged amounts of time in the locations were research took 

place and through utilizing prior contacts, connections, and understanding of each culture, a 

movement from trust to trustworthiness in this research was demonstrated and created ethically 

sound and reliable research outcomes. 

 

  



 
77 

    

 
 

Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings 

Introduction 

This chapter combines a detailed description of the two different approaches to data 

analysis that were used in this study and the results that were generated.  Thomas (2006) 

contrasts four different types of case analysis approaches featured in Table 2, including the two 

that were used in this study.  The first was hermeneutic-phenomenological analysis (see Table 2 

heading “Phenomenology”) and the second comparative case analysis (see Table 2 heading 

“General Inductive Approach”).  This chapter is organized by describing the first analytic 

approach and the findings it generated and after the second approach in the same format. 

Table 2 

Comparison of Qualitative Analysis Approaches (Thomas, 2006, p. 241) 
 
 General 

Inductive 
Approach 

Grounded 
Theory 

Discourse 
Analysis 

Phenomenology 

Analytic 
Strategies and 

Questions 

What are the 
core meanings 
evident in the 
text, relevant to 
evaluation or 
research 
objectives? 

To generate or 
discover theory 
using open and 
axial coding and 
theoretical 
sampling 

Concerned with 
talk and texts as 
social practices 
and their 
rhetorical or 
argumentative 
organization 

Seeks to uncover 
the meaning that 
lives within 
experience and 
to convey felt 
understanding in 
words 

Outcome of 
Analysis 

Themes or 
categories most 
relevant to 
research 
objectives 
identified 

A theory that 
includes themes 
or categories 

Multiple 
meanings of 
language and 
text identified 
and described 

A description of 
lived 
experiences 

Presentation of 
Findings 

Description of 
most important 
themes 

Description of 
theory that 
includes core 
themes 

Descriptive 
account of 
multiple 
meanings in text 

A coherent story 
or narrative 
about the 
experience 
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Hermeneutic-Phenomenological Approach 

Hermeneutic-phenomenological methodologies and methods.  The first approach to 

data analysis in this research was to use hermeneutic interpretation as described by Adams and 

van Manen (2008) stating that it is “used to explore interpretive meaning aspects of lived 

experience material” (p. 11).  Hermeneutic-phenomenological analysis brings forth each 

participants’ unique experience and perceptions of that experience in a narrative format 

emphasizing understanding.   

Flood (2010) describes hermeneutics, commenting that, 

Hermeneutics goes beyond description of core concepts and essences to look for 

meanings embedded in common practices – what people experience rather than what they 

consciously know.  Heidegger used the term ‘life-world’ to express the idea that 

individuals’ realities are invariably influenced by the world in which they live.  This 

represents a move from an epistemological to an ontological project, focusing on how 

interpretation is intrinsic to human existence – it is not simply that someone merely has, 

but what he/she is. (p. 9) 

Additionally, the hermeneutic-phenomenological approach to data analysis used in this 

study is particularly well-defined by philosophical hermeneutics.  Freeman (2008) describes 

philosophical hermeneutics as: 

…emphasizing neither the text nor the reader, rather, the focus is on the event of 

understanding or interpretation as it occurs in the encounter between reader and text. 

Unlike conservative hermeneutics, the reader’s fore-conceptions are not bracketed out; 

they are understood as creating the intersubjective link necessary for engagement with the 

text. (p. 386) 
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The lens through which I analysed data was with an insider/outsider or participant 

observer perspective while reflexively looking at other practitioners’ experience of their rituals.  

Therefore, data interpretation in this research was experienced in a hermeneutic manner, in that 

my personal experience was used to help better understand the lived meaning of participating in 

rituals that express gratitude towards nature. 

Hermeneutic-Phenomenological Narratives  

Vignettes creation of participant stories and their deeper meanings.  After 

completing the first approach to data analysis for this research, I found that there was further 

background information and details of cultural nuances that needed to be explained than what 

was brought forth in the transcriptions of each interview.  Through the creation of vignettes I was 

able to preface the three cultures to help the reader understand the deeper meanings behind some 

of the dialogue in the interviews.  My experience with all three cultures helped to communicate 

what the interviewees were saying.  Having previously lived in the two cultures that are not my 

own helped me to better understand the way that people communicate and express themselves in 

those cultures.   

Each vignette provides additional explanations to the reader of the character and culture 

of the person being interviewed.  The creation of the vignettes was completely essential to 

understanding what was said in each interview and each of the vignettes provides a complete 

explanation of these deeper details.  Three example vignettes are provided in the next sections 

and the six other vignettes are presented in the Appendix as follows:  

Appendix F: Japanese Shintoism Interview #2 Vignette (Hiro) 

Appendix G: Japanese Shintoism Interview #3 Vignette (Masa) 

Appendix H: Korean Mugyo Interview #1 Vignette (Soo) 
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Appendix I: Korean Mugyo Interview #3 Vignette (Yuri) 

Appendix J: Six Nations Longhouse Interview #2 Vignette (Sam) 

Appendix K: Six Nations Longhouse Interview #3 Vignette (Henry) 

Appendix L contains the confidentiality agreement for translators involved in the 

interview process. 

Three example vignettes.  This section provides three examples (one representing each 

spiritual tradition) of descriptive and reflective vignettes of the most informative interviews in 

this research.  The three example vignettes are as follows: 

1) A Japanese Shintoism interview with Aya (the first interview conducted with a 

Japanese research participant). 

2) A Korean Mugyo interview with Lee (the second interview conducted with a Korean 

research participant. 

3) A Six Nations Longhouse interview with Janice (the first interview conducted with a 

Six Nations Longhouse research participant). 

 Example vignette 1: Japanese Shinto interview with Aya.   

Introduction to Aya.  The first interview I conducted in Japan was with a Japanese female 

in her late twenties who has practiced Shintoism her entire life.  At the time of the interview Aya 

lived rather far from where I was staying in Japan, so we conducted the interview over a Skype 

video chat.  Aya moved to the United States to attend college and continued to stay there 

permanently.  During the interview she was living in Tokyo because she had come back to work 

temporarily for a few months and visit her family.  Given Aya’s fluency in English we were able 

to conduct this interview without the use of a translator.  
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Aya’s participation background.  Aya has always been heavily involved in attending and 

participating in Shinto ceremonies, until she moved to the USA permanently a few years ago.  

Aya grew up in a family of inter-generational practitioners of the Shinto faith (her parents, 

grandparents, and previous generations also grew up in the Shinto faith).  Additionally, Aya also 

grew up living very close to her local Shinto shrine, which is at her grandparent’s house.  Aya’s 

late grandfather and surviving grandmother are known in their community for being individuals 

who have the ability to communicate with the Shinto Gods/nature deities, and at times even 

speak through them.  Aya’s father and two of her uncles are Shinto priests on a part-time basis. 

As a child, Aya did not enjoy going to Shinto ceremonies.  She said this was because she 

disliked both having to sit on her knees for long periods of time in ceremonies and being 

expected to entertain older people in her grandparents’ home afterwards when she would have 

rather been watching television.  It is obvious that being Shinto was not a choice for Aya, but a 

part of her family upbringing.  As Aya became older she grew to appreciate Shinto rituals more 

and at various times in her life she pondered becoming a Shinto priestess, also known as a “Miko 

San”.  She also expressed being proud of her lifelong involvement as a dancer of “Kagura”, a 

Shinto-specific style of dance.  Few people know how to perform Kagura and it is performed for 

large audiences at Shinto festivals and ceremonies in Japan.  

Throughout the interview, Aya expressed that her family is more devoutly Shinto than 

most families in Japan, in terms of the frequency in which they attend Shinto rituals and the 

depth with which they practice these rituals.  She remarked, “cause, in Japan, I think it’s really 

hard to find somebody like me, who really, really believes in Shinto!  Or who even believes in 

anything, really”.  She also described that, “many people only go to the Shrine because it’s New 

Years, kind of like how you go to church because it’s Christmas, but then you don’t attend 
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Sunday ceremonies.”  I also found this to be true during my time living in Japan; I noticed that 

many Japanese people only go to the shrine or temple during major holidays and they often 

attend both Shinto and Buddhist rituals rather than rituals of just one religion.  This most likely is 

the result of Buddhism coming to Japan via Korea and China.  Given the syncretic nature of 

Indigenous Shintoism, there wasn’t any conflict with Buddhism and over time Buddhism and 

Shinto have somewhat melded together in Japan.  In some places, shrines and temples have 

neighbouring locations, known as “Jingu-ji” or Shine-Temples, making it difficult to distinguish 

where one ends and the other begins.  All of these factors, as well as Aya’s comments explaining 

that her family is one of the only families she knows that are involved deeply in purely Shinto 

rituals, emphasize the depth of Shintoism in Aya’s life. 

Personal meaning Aya derives from Shinto rituals.  After we finished discussing Aya’s 

background involvement growing up participating in Shinto ceremonies, I found that many of the 

questions I asked her triggered memories and stories of her experiences connected to her 

participation in Shinto rituals and her beliefs.  Many of these experiences seemed to serve to 

deepen her belief in the power of Shinto rituals throughout her life and nearly all of them 

involved almost all of her immediate family members.  One story that stood out in our interview 

was about a night when her mother didn’t come home after work because she was in a bad car 

accident.  She described how her grandfather knew that it had happened before being told and he 

began to pray to the “God of the Land” of another shrine that is located close to where the 

accident happened.  Later when they told him of the accident he said he already knew it 

happened and had begun to pray to the God of the Land at the other shrine, knowing the location 

of where it had happened was near the other shrine.  It turned out that Aya’s mother was literally 

untouched by the accident which was amazing considering her vehicle faced irreparable damage 
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and the accident could have been life threatening.  Aya attributes this miracle-like event to her 

grandfather’s knowledge of Shinto and his connection to the Gods of the Lands, in particular the 

land where the accident occurred.  This stood out in my interview with Aya as something that is 

of great personal meaning and pride to her.  What this story and her other stories revealed is that 

she has a deep connection to the land that she comes from, as a result of participating in Shinto 

ceremonies long-term.  

Once I began to delve more deeply into questions of how participating in Shinto rituals 

related to her feelings and behaviour towards nature, Aya expressed that this was a difficult 

thought for her to ponder and this difficulty continued to come up a number of times throughout 

the interview.  Aya stated, “it was hard for me to think about it, because for me it’s not really 

about the nature, but it’s about the Gods.  I think Shinto religion has a lot to do with nature, but 

that’s not something that I’m always conscious of.”  

After this first interview, I realized that for some people, even those who are deeply 

involved in rituals that overtly express gratitude towards the natural world, or any spiritual 

tradition for that matter, that their participation in their rituals most likely isn’t something they 

have ever consciously considered.  The lack of personal reflection on their rituals among 

participants was another challenging part of my research, given that it is a fairly new area of 

study.  Rather than asking an individual question about how a research participants’ ritual is 

practiced, I inquired about how their participation in such rituals makes them feel and how this 

might or might not influence their thinking and behavior towards the natural world.  Additionally, 

the connection to the natural world may not always be overtly stated in some rituals of giving 

thanks to nature, but more engrained in the experience of the ritual.  For example, rituals as old 

as Shintoism are engrained in an ancient ways of living off the land, growing food, fishing, and 
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giving thanks for that life, all of which is deeply embedded in Japanese culture.  The purpose of 

the ritual, as a means to give thanks to the natural world, might not always be explicitly stated in 

the ritual.  

Aya said that she feels that food is a major point of connection for people to the natural 

world within Shinto ceremonies.  She said that as she lives a modern lifestyle where she is not a 

farmer like her ancestors, therefore she does not feel as strong of a connection to nature as people 

who produce their own food.  She thought that it would be a good idea for me to ask this kind of 

question to someone older who had lived that kind of a lifestyle.  

Aya then went on to discuss how Shinto rituals connect her to the moon, also 

commenting that she is not sure that is even a part of Shinto rituals.  She told a story of when she 

performed Kagura at night under a full moon.  She explained that she felt deeply connected to 

the moon at that time and ever since, because it was such a powerful experience for her 

spiritually.  She also expressed how she likes performing her own personal rituals of 

thanksgiving to the moon, saying that she feels a strong connection to the moon through her 

body as a woman.  This story also highlights the significance of dance for her as a part of the 

ritual that deepens her connection to the natural world and her beliefs about a female’s 

connection to the moon.  Aya also mentioned that dance is also one of the most important parts 

of her experience of Shinto rituals. 

Aya’s values towards the natural world.  As the interview progressed, Aya had a chance 

to ponder her feelings and behaviours about the natural world and how they relate to her 

involvement in Shinto rituals.  An important comment that Aya eventually articulated was that 

although the Shinto rituals she attends celebrate and give thanks to various elements of the 

natural world, she does not feel they are about thanking nature, but more about thanking the 
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“Gods of the Land”.  Afterwards, her thoughts moved back and forth between whether Shinto 

rituals are about the Gods of the Land or the Gods of Nature.  Aya expressed this saying,  

I was thinking that there is something that we do for the nature or maybe it is about land?  

When we build house, like I said, we cleanse the land.  Before the fishing season, there’s 

a ceremony, the priest go on the ship and everybody puts very colourful flags on the ship 

and we go to the ocean.  In the middle of the ocean, we do some kind of ceremony and 

we put sake (Japanese rice wine) into the ocean.  At that time, I think we are praying to 

the God of the Ocean, so maybe something related to nature is that maybe we do a lot to 

the Gods of the Nature, like the Gods of the Land or God of the Ocean.  So, maybe that’s 

something, not really nature, but I think it is kind of nature.  

Aya’s pro-environmental behaviour level. Aya comments that she makes some choices 

that might be perceived as being pro-environmental, but they are actually chosen more as a result 

of being health conscious.  Towards the last few questions in the interview, when I asked Aya 

specifically if she feels she exhibits any pro-environmental behaviours in her daily life and if she 

feels Shintoism influences them in some way, she said that she didn’t really feel that way.  

Although, she said she does exhibit some pro-environmental behaviours in her life, such as 

purchasing strictly organic produce and products only, again she said she feels they are more a 

result of her being health conscious and being allergic to many chemical products than anything 

else.  It was questionable whether this answer was more about her being modest than it was 

about her making pro-environmental choices out of sheer concern for her health.  Aya comments, 

I think I care about nature, but it has also to do with like, I have lots of allergies.  I’m just 

like everybody else, you know, so maybe I think about like, “oh I want to purchase the 
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environmentally friendly things,” but it’s not like, “oh, I’m so connected to the natural 

world!” 

This type of downplaying of one’s admirable behaviours, is a trait extremely common to 

Japanese people.  In my experiences living in Japan, it doesn’t matter how good someone is at 

something, they will almost always say that they are not very good at it or “okay.”  

Aya’s opinions on the future of Shinto rituals.  When I asked Aya about her thoughts on 

the future fate of Shinto rituals and whether she feels they will continue to be practiced in the 

future, she stated: “I think it will continue, because similar to Buddhism, Shinto is in our culture, 

so even if people don’t believe it, they practice it without noticing, because that’s what they do”. 

She expressed that being Shinto is part of Japanese life as a whole, so she feels it will always be 

there, but she was uncertain whether or not it will be understood accurately.  She also 

commented on how Shintoism somewhat evolves and adapts to Japanese life.  As she was 

thinking more about this, she suddenly said, “while I was talking to you I realized, Shinto started 

as praying for more food next year and we hope we can harvest lots.”  After that comment she 

then said “so, maybe in the future it will change too, I don't know how it will change… but I 

think the religion will continue, because it’s the lifestyle of the people.” This sentiment illustrates 

how she feels Shintoism will never go away because it is something that is inherently Japanese 

and that it constantly evolves to suit the lifestyle of Japanese people.   

Conclusions on Aya’s interview.  As a final summary of Aya’s interview, the highlighted 

points of learning that were gained from it were that: 

• Aya is not always conscious of the meaning of the Shinto rituals she attends or what they 

mean to her relationship to the natural world.  

• Aya expressed that Shinto rituals are deeply rooted in thanking the Gods of the Land, 
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which acts to produce a deep connection to the land for Japanese people. 

• Aya sees the cultivation of food as an important part of Shintoism in the past that is now 

missing for her and possibly people like her (in her generation). 

• Participating in dance in a ceremony and reflecting on being biologically connected to the 

moon as a female, are factors that strongly connect Aya to nature during Shinto 

ceremonies. 

Possibly, Aya was not conscious of the meaning of Shinto rituals and whether they act to 

connect her to the natural world or not, because she comes from a very devout Shinto family 

where it is ingrained.  Perhaps, the meaning of each Shinto ritual is not being explicitly 

expressed in the ritual and attendees are more or less going through the motions.  It could also be 

that Shinto rituals are becoming less concerned with expressing gratitude for the natural world 

and are more about preserving culture.  Maybe Aya wasn’t given enough time to reflect during 

the interview process to adequately understand why she could not become more conscious of 

what Shinto rituals mean and how they influence her values and behaviours towards the natural 

world.  Lastly, it could be the result of another reason that is presently unknown. 

Shintoism and Shinto rituals are deeply rooted in thanking the Gods of the Land, which 

also produces a deep connection to the land for Japanese people.  This raises the question: what 

is it about thanking the Gods of the Land that produce a connection to the land for Japanese 

people, if at all?  Also, is this different from thanking a God for the land or thanking the Land as 

a kin-member, such as might be done within Six Nations Longhouse culture? 

In terms of Aya seeing the cultivation of food as an important part of Shintoism in the 

past that is now missing for many people in her generation and those generations after, it would 

be interesting to interview Shinto practitioners who cultivate food to see how they might answer 
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questions.  Furthermore, Aya’s contemplation that participating in dance in a ceremony and 

being a female whose body is linked to the natural cycles of the moon, strongly connecting her to 

nature during Shinto ceremonies, also provokes thoughts on whether people connect more deeply 

to particular parts of nature, including particular parts of their human-nature, rather than nature 

as a whole, within ceremonies of giving thanks to nature. 

Example vignette 2: Korean Mugyo interview with Lee. 

Introduction to Lee.  The third interview conducted in Korea, which I chose as a best 

example vignette out of the three interviews with Korean Mugyo practitioners, was with a 

Korean male in his mid-thirties to early forties.  This interview participant was living and 

teaching Korean traditional music and dance at the school in the village where I went to 

observe Korean Mugyo ceremonies (often referred to in Korean as “kut” or “gut”).  This 

location was also the same location in which the second interview took place.  

Lee’s participation background.  Lee explained that he did not grow up participating in 

Mugyo ceremonies, but became involved after joining a club related to traditional Korean Folk 

Music in high school.  He also explained how he went to university and after finishing, came to 

the village we conducted the interview in, where he got to know Nong-ak (Korean traditional 

folk music performed by farmers).  Lee plays the “Buk” in Korean shamanistic rituals, which is a 

traditional Korean drum.  Although he stated, “I am not involved directly in Gut rituals, I only 

play instruments in various Gut”, it was obvious when observing two rituals that he attended, 

that he was an active participant.  

 Personal meaning Lee derives from Mugyo rituals.  During our interview, Lee explained 

how special the village is as a place where many Gut takes place.  He also explained that it is 
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becoming uncommon to hold these ceremonies in other parts of Korea.  He expressed a great 

deal of worry about this, as did the other interview participants, saying, 

 There are many kinds of Gut held here, such as you saw yesterday, but it’s been 

disappearing.  In the past, there were Gut held in every village in Korea but there are no 

young people in small villages these days, so, it tends to be happening less and less, but 

there are still many places doing Gut.  

Lee also explained how there is a Gut (Mugyo ceremony) for most parts of village life 

and that it mainly centers around farming.  Additionally, he explained that one of the Gut that I 

observed was held to thank the local water wells and to pray for a successful rice crop in the 

upcoming year. 

There’s another type of Gut that is done while people are farming.  People worked, sang 

and played instruments together while doing fieldwork, but it’s sad that I can’t show it to 

you, because it has disappeared.  We not only focus on the spiritual part of Gut, but there 

are many other types of Gut that focus on entertainment and performance. 

This was a similar sentiment that I found was expressed in all of my interviews in all three 

cultural traditions; that the ritual serves a major role in the agricultural life of a village, yet there 

are also aspects of rituals that serve the purpose of entertainment, enjoyment, and socializing. 

When Lee was asked what parts of the ritual he finds to be most meaningful, he said that 

his feelings are different every time he attends a different Gut, but that the interaction with 

people is always the most meaningful portion of each ritual for him.  

We do Gut to pray to the Gods to help people and I feel it helps them.  I pray for them 

and they pray for me, together we give each other words of blessings.  Gathering together 

and doing these kinds of rituals are the most meaningful for me personally. 
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When I asked him what connects him to the ritual the most, he explained, 

The best part about these rituals is that people like it.  When I do it, people enjoy it and 

then I am happy.  Also, when I pray for them and give words of blessings, they are happy 

and thankful and dance all together.  We also share food!  I like when they are enjoying it 

all. 

Lee also explained that the Gut acts to energize him even though he may have been very 

tired leading up to it with all the preparations.  The ritual even dispels bad feelings he may have 

had about others, and that he thinks it may have removed people’s bad feeling about him.  He 

said, 

Participating in Gut gives me energy and makes me feel good, although my body is tired.  

The Gut like we did yesterday is performed for two days.  I stay up all night if there is a 

lot to do.  I become energized after the Gut, thinking that I should do well this year and 

let go of bad feelings that I’ve had.  Also, during the Gut, I become closer with people 

who were not close with me or who I thought hated me.  

This explanation makes me curious as to whether in the past, if Gut was a way to help 

people continue to do work together required to run a village, in harmony, for the time until the 

next Gut? 

Lee’s values towards the natural world.  When Lee was asked about whether he feels his 

values towards the natural world are influenced in any way by his involvement in Gut, he said, 

I feel that Gut and Minsok change my feelings towards nature.  Yes, Gut makes me care 

more about nature.  I didn’t notice many parts of nature before or that this place was like 

this.  Now, I feel things while going to natural places and I have a closer look at things. 

For example, there is a tree called the Dangsan tree.  It was just a tree when I didn’t know 
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about it, but it’s actually like a god that protects the village.  So, after knowing the 

meaning of the tree, I now know that those trees and rocks are important and have to be 

protected.  Also, that it is important to pray to the moon, talk to the moon, tell the moon 

my wishes and talk to Dangsan trees, as well. 

It is interesting to me that the parts of nature that Lee now notices or places value on are 

the parts of the natural world that are emphasized and prayed to in many Gut.  This begs the 

question, do the aspects of rituals that we explicitly put intention on during the ritual, including 

rituals of giving thanks to nature, become more important to us afterwards?  In the past, people 

may have created rituals to give thanks to that which is important to them.  This makes me 

question where we are today in the world; now that we may have lost the conscious 

acknowledgement about the necessity of these parts of nature to our daily lives, do we need these 

rituals to remind us of this?  Did our ancestors create them with the future in mind?  

Lee also had a great deal to say about Dangsan trees, which I found to be quite 

interesting.  As someone who has spent many years studying ecology and working in the 

environmental protection field, I am aware of the multitude of ways that trees support human life 

and life on the planet as a whole.  For someone who had the most knowledge about Mugyo 

rituals of all my interview participants, Lee had a profound amount to say about the importance 

of village Dangsan trees.  

Yes, there are many stories about Dangsan trees and people’s relationship to them. 

People honour the Dangsan tree whenever there is a huge accident or disease in a village. 

Some villages have as many as 12 of the trees.  There’ll be a meaning for them, like, 

‘please protect our village’.  Some trees are hundreds of years old.  People take good care 

of them and make the ropes to wrap them every year, it’s called putting clothes on the 
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tree.  I even heard someone hurt his leg because he harmed a Dangsan tree.  After hearing 

that, I couldn’t even play near the tree.  A Dangsan tree in this village fell since the last 

Gut because of a typhoon, so people raised funds for a new Dangsan tree to replace that 

one.  According to the people who live in this village, Dangsan trees are very important. 

Dangsan trees, rocks, and water wells.  There is Gut near the well.  There used to be 

public wells and people did Gut at each of them.  People take care of, pray to, and give 

meaning to valuable things. 

Lee’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  When Lee was asked whether his involvement 

in Gut influences his behaviour towards the natural world, he said: 

It’s hard to say something about how my behavior has changed because of my 

participation in Gut.  There were a lot of changes after I chose to major in studying it.  

It’s hard to say something has changed or I have changed. I have been changing little by 

little over a long period of time. 

All of the other individuals that were interviewed also expressed that they are not 

consciously aware of how their behaviour changed as a result of attending rituals expressing 

gratitude to nature, but they are more aware of how their feelings towards the natural world have 

changed.  Many of them expressed that they are more aware of their natural surroundings and 

more grateful for them as a result of attending gratitude toward nature rituals.  Lee also 

expressed this saying, “I went around the surroundings of the village yesterday during the Gut.  I 

could see the scenery of the village… Things that I’ve overlooked look beautiful… I look more 

closely now, especially at the Dangsan tree or rocks.” 

Lee was living in a school with the students at the time of the interview and had been 

there for a year.  When I went to the village, I could see the teachers, students, and the locals in 
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the village were living in an extremely environmentally-sustainable way.  They were growing 

food at the school, did not go into the city very often, and did not seem to buy many things.  

Lee’s opinions on the future of Mugyo rituals.  Lee also expressed worry about the future 

of Mugyo rituals given that most of the Korean population is migrating to the city, commenting, 

It’s very sad that Korean Folk Rituals like Gut have been disappearing.  We aren’t doing 

them anymore, like gathering for Gut, doing the ritual together, praying for each other, 

and visiting every house to do it, especially in the cities.  Like yesterday, people who left 

for Seoul come to this village to spend a few days hanging out with the people here. 

People have opportunities to get rid of stress from the cities, share good energy and do 

the rituals together once a year, I think this relationship between people is important.  So, 

people continue to do what we’ve been doing since the beginning of time and we teach 

them how to play instruments and let many people know about this.  There are eight or 

nine instructors and we have a dream of building a Gut village, so students who are 

interested can come and learn.  

Additionally, Lee discussed how important Gut is in retaining Korean traditional culture, 

vital to the continuation of the Korean identity and traditional village way of life.  This was also 

expressed in all of my interviews in Korea.  Lee commented on this saying, 

First of all, the most important things are our own culture and traditions.  I think we have 

to learn and naturally have interest in Korean traditional music, instruments and the 

community sharing each other’s feelings while growing up.  I’ve seen many students 

whose behaviors have changed a lot due to exposure to these things.  There are students 

who have difficulty getting along with others and they became active participants in 

ceremonies and more confident after learning about our traditional music and rituals.  I 
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feel good when I see those students. It’s important to play instruments well and also be a 

nice person. 

Conclusions on Lee’s interview.  As a final summary of Lee’s interview, the highlighted 

points of learning that were gained from it were that: 

• The interaction with people is the most meaningful portion of each ritual for Lee. 

• Lee expressed that participation in Gut and Minsok changed his feelings towards nature, 

making him care more about nature. 

• It was difficult for Lee to identify how his behaviour had changed towards nature as a 

result of attending Gut, but that he pays closer attention to parts of nature now, like the 

mountains, rocks, and trees. 

• Lee is concerned that Korean Folk Rituals like Gut are disappearing. 

• Lee expressed his belief that Gut is important for retaining Korean traditional culture, 

traditional Korean identity, and traditional village way of life. 

This interview with Lee was the most informative of all the interviews conducted with 

Korean Mugyo practitioners.  Lee was able to articulate his opinions regarding his relationship to 

Mugyo rituals he participates in and how they connect him to the natural world and his culture. 

Lee was able to articulate his thoughts regarding the personal meaning of participating in Mugyo 

rituals better than other Korean interview participants, which may be a result of his immersion in 

the practice and participation of his rituals, professionally, as part of his career as a teacher.  Lee 

is not exactly a layperson in his rituals and is more of an expert.   

Example vignette 2: Six Nations Longhouse interview with Janice 

Introduction to Janice.  The first interview I conducted at Six Nations was with a 

Rotinonhsyón:ni female in her early fifties who grew up and lived in the Six Nations community 
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and attended Longhouse ceremonies with her family most of her life.  Janice’s first language is 

also English, although she grew up hearing one or more of her Indigenous languages in her 

home.  

Janice’s participation background.  Janice had a lot to say about growing up in a family 

where attending Longhouse ceremonies was very important.  When Janice was asked about her 

childhood growing up attending Longhouse ceremonies, she explained, 

I lived with my Dad and my Grandma and both were highly traditional peoples, speakers 

[of one or more of the Six Rotinonhsyón:ni languages]… and I’ve went my whole life, as long as 

I can remember.  Everybody’s there, you know, the kids you grew up with or your cousins, all 

your cousins!  And going to other Longhouses even, participating in what would be the same 

rituals [as other longhouses], but at different Longhouses, you know, there’s different people, 

and maybe things are done a little bit different, and sometimes the language is a little bit 

different, but… it’s still the same feeling. 

Janice also explained that she moved away from her Indigenous community for a period 

of time in her early teens and that she missed going to Longhouse a lot.  In many ways, she 

described that she missed the social aspects of seeing many Onkwehón:we [Indigenous people] 

in one place and her relatives and friends of her grandmother and father (who raised her).  She 

also said that after her grandmother and father passed away the act of going to Longhouse 

became a great comfort to her. 

When Janice was asked if she has an active or passive role in the ceremonies at her 

Longhouse, she said that she has a passive role.  Yet, when she was questioned further about how 

often she attends and what she does there, she changed her mind saying that she does not have a 
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leadership role, but a participatory role, which could arguably be considered as active 

participation.  She explained this saying, 

I don’t have an active role at all!  I’m not a Clanmother or a Faithkeeper, you know, I 

can’t say I go all the time, but when I go, I’m pretty passive I guess, like on occasion I’ll 

get asked to help count the beans!  [But not a leadership role].  Nope! Participatory. 

Personal meaning Janice derives from Longhouse rituals.  Janice described that what she 

likes most about going to Longhouse ceremonies is the act of giving thanks to the natural world 

and the active portion of the ritual expressing thankfulness.  

I like to go, just… I think it’s giving thanks, like the whole time, whether we’re praying 

for something to happen or for all our foods and our sustenance and our medicines, 

everything that we pray for, that’s how we live!  How can we survive without all that? 

So, we pray for all of that and we ask for it, and then later, we go back and we give 

thanks for all of that. 

Throughout the interview, Janice described that Longhouse has a lot of meaning in her 

life.  She described attending Longhouse ceremonies as something that everyone ought to do in a 

pragmatic sense and what we all need to do for survival.  She repeatedly made comments such as 

“how can we expect this to continue to give to us?” or “how can we not [give thanks to nature]?”  

Janice appeared to have a deep moral obligation to the natural world.  This reciprocal 

relationship with the natural world through giving thanks is a value that is often emphasized in 

the Longhouse.  The idea that if we use a part of nature we must give thanks to it and ask for its 

continued use, is a value and philosophy of traditional Rotinonhsyón:ni life that is passed on 

through Longhouse ceremonies.  Also, the belief that giving thanks to nature, as we do to other 

people when they do nice things for us, helps ensure the continuation of the beneficial 
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relationship with that part of the natural world so that we do not take it for granted.  Given my 

own experience as a person who also attends Longhouse ceremonies, I understand some of what 

Janice expressed about them and I am familiar with what is emphasized within them.  In my 

opinion, most people who attend Longhouse regularly express similar sentiments to Janice’s, 

namely, that we have an obligation to repay what has been given to us from the natural world by 

expressing gratitude towards it ceremonially. 

Janice’s values towards the natural world.  Janice said that she feels going to these 

ceremonies has made her value the natural world throughout her life.  

I think so [meaning she thinks it has changed her values towards the natural world], 

because hearing the words and knowing that we’re asking for these things, we’re asking 

for the fruits and the medicines and everything we need and if we don’t take care of the 

earth, how do we expect these things to keep coming?  You know, how do we expect our 

waters to be clean and our trees to be able to give sap if we’re killing them?  If we’re 

chopping them all down, you know, polluting the earth and the water, how do we expect 

the trees and our natural medicines to grow, not just cutting everything down and killing 

all the weeds and everything?  Cause they’re not all weeds right?! 

She also described that the ceremonies act to help her check her own values and 

behaviour toward the natural world. 

‘Cause I know that when you get around that time, you know, when it gets closer [to 

ceremony time] and you kinda have to... check yourself...  “Well, what am I doing?  

What am I doing for the earth?”  Like you see all these people fighting for the earth for 

the trees, the mountains, or whatever it is that their fight is.  And you have to ask 
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yourself, “What am I fighting for?  What am I doing to help save the planet?”  You know, 

you do have to check yourself. 

Janice’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  Janice was also quite modest about whether 

she exhibits any pro-environmental behaviours.  She claimed that she doesn’t think she does, but 

that there are a few things she does that others may not do.  

Well my home is, like… it’s not great or anything but, I’m interested in sustainable 

housing and that being because, I don’t understand these people with big houses and 

there’s two people living in them and all the resources they’re using and all the space 

they take up and just pavement everywhere... I try to make as least of an impact on the 

earth, as I can I guess, like even... grocery shopping with my kids, they want something 

and I say “well that container isn’t recyclable, you know!” 

She explained how her behaviours connect back to Longhouse ceremonies saying, 

I don’t know, maybe it’s just me, but how can you go and not think about the earth, you 

know and... seeing these little kids that are there and they’re dressed up and they’re 

excited to go out dancing and you’re trying to teach them, this is what we’re giving 

thanks for, cause the berries came [ripened], how can you not?  How can it not give you 

some kind of conscience about the earth? 

Janice’s opinions on the future of Longhouse rituals.  When I asked Janice about whether 

she felt Longhouse ceremonies would continue in the future, she expressed being very hopeful 

about participation in Longhouse ceremonies growing even stronger in the future.  She 

commented,  

It seems like the younger generation now, compared to my generation, they know more! 

When I was growing up the language was spoken in my house, but I wasn’t by no means 
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fluent or anything!  But these kids now, they’re in language immersion and everything, so 

they’re learning different things that maybe I didn’t learn, ‘cause I wasn’t in an 

immersion program.  They’re studying ceremonies and everything, so I think they’re 

learning more, they’re asking more questions and it’s that generation that is really, you 

know, bringing it all back. 

Janice also expressed that it is not just Longhouse attendees that have these values.  She 

expressed that other cultures have the same thinking and that non-Indigenous people are doing a 

lot to protect the earth and are even looking towards Indigenous people for guidance on how to 

heal the earth.  She expressed some of this saying, 

The emphasis on respecting the earth and all, looking after it, not just cutting everything 

down and digging everything up or building pipelines and polluting everything, it’s not 

just us saying this and having our ceremonies, it’s the non-Native population too, you 

know, who care about the earth and everything.  But they’re (non-Native people) looking 

towards us for our knowledge on how to protect it and how to preserve it, looking at us 

for direction, even though they have scientists and stuff, even though a lot of ours isn’t 

based [on science], you know, we don’t have Suzuki standing up and speaking in our 

Longhouse. 

Conclusions on Janice’s interview.  As a final summary of Janice’s interview, the 

highlighted points of learning that were gained from it were that: 

• Longhouse rituals influence her values towards the natural world. 

• She tries to live a life that is not overly consumptive of resources. 

• She expressed in many different ways that attending Longhouse ceremonies gives her a 

feeling of belonging to her community. 
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• She expressed that attending Longhouse ceremonies is a part of reciprocating back to 

nature the thankfulness for all that is provided to us and that this is something that should 

be a natural reaction. 

Overall, the content of what Janice expressed in her interview was that Longhouse has 

some influence on her values and behaviours towards the natural world and that they are 

important to her sense of belonging in her community. 

Comparative Case Analysis Approach 

Comparative case analysis methodologies and methods.  The second approach to data 

analysis used in this research involved systematically examining all nine interview transcripts 

using a general inductive approach to content analysis.  This process was informed by Lincoln & 

Guba (1985), who describe the inductive approach to qualitative data analysis as: 

1. Data analysis is guided by the evaluation objectives, which identify domains and topics to 

be investigated.  The analysis is carried out through multiple readings and interpretations 

of the raw data, the inductive component.  Although the findings are influenced by the 

evaluation objectives or questions outlined by the researcher, the findings arise directly 

from the analysis of the raw data, not from a priori expectations or models.  The 

evaluation objectives provide a focus or domain of relevance for conducting the analysis, 

not a set of expectations about specific findings. 

2. The primary mode of analysis is the development of categories from the raw data into a 

model or framework.  This model contains key themes and processes identified and 

constructed by the evaluator during the coding process. 

3. The findings result from multiple interpretations made from the raw data by the 

evaluators who code the data.  Inevitably, the findings are shaped by the assumptions and 
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experiences of the evaluators conducting the study and carrying out the data analyses.  

For the findings to be usable, the evaluator must make decisions about what is more 

important and less important in the data.  Different evaluators may produce findings that 

are not identical and that have non-overlapping components.  

4. The trustworthiness of findings derived from inductive analysis can be assessed using 

similar techniques to those that are used with other types of qualitative analysis. (as cited 

in Thomas, 2006, p. 239). 

Comparative case analysis revealed common patterns and differences across cases that were 

expressed as themes in this exploratory study, and suggest possible direction and questions for 

further study.  Core themes were identified by multiple readings of the interview transcripts. The 

data set was reduced by removing any parts of interview conversations that were unrelated to the 

research topic, and then themes were searched within each interview.  Themes were identified by 

considering the research goals of this study.  One representative statement per interview 

participant for each of the themes identified was selected to best illustrate that theme.  Only 

themes representing responses from at least three out of nine interview participants were chosen 

to be discussed as a relevant finding in this study.  These statements were organized into tables to 

be displayed as findings representing each theme. 

Comparative Case Analysis Findings  

Themes derived from comparative case analysis.  

Beliefs.  As an introduction to illustrating some of the characteristic statements gathered 

from interviews in this research, it is important to begin by describing some of the beliefs 

interview participants expressed about their ritual.  The beliefs expressed were diverse and did 



 
102 

    

 
 

not illustrate strong patterns of similarity enough to produce many subthemes within this theme.  

However, there were a few that emerged.  

Focus on thanking Nature.  One of the most important beliefs that was expressed by 

research participants was that the intent of their ritual practice focuses on thanking nature.  All 

three of the spiritual practices studied in this research have become, somewhat, organized 

religions; therefore, like other organized religions, the intent of their rituals could be about 

thanking a God or Creator or trying to attain enlightenment.  However, participants expressed 

that they believe the purpose of their ritual is specifically to thank nature.  

Thanking Nature versus thanking the Gods of Nature.  The themes that emerged from 

characteristic statements regarding participants’ beliefs about their ritual practice highlighted 

how they view nature and how they view their ritual practice.  One of the most important belief 

statements that emerged was the belief in thanking nature as kin versus thanking the Gods of 

Nature.  Another important theme that emerged about participant’s beliefs regarding their 

gratitude to nature ritual practice was that of being conscious of the meaning of one’s ritual 

versus being unaware of one’s beliefs about nature in relation to their ritual and how this might 

affect their values and behaviours towards nature.  Other themes that were mentioned, but by 

fewer interview participants, were the importance of respecting ancestors and beliefs about the 

future of one’s ritual practice.  Themes regarding participant’s “beliefs” about their gratitude to 

nature ritual practice are discussed in the subsections below and their corresponding character 

statements are listed in Tables 3 to 6. 

Table 3 

Belief that their Ritual Practice is Focused on Thanking Nature 
 
Interviewees Belief that their Ritual Practice is Focused on Thanking Nature 
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Aya (Japan) There’s some things that we do for nature [in Shinto rituals], then maybe it’s 
about the land, I think.  

Hero (JS2) Spirit and nature reside in everything; it is the basic ideal of all the ancient 
religions of Japan, including Shintoism. 

Masa (JS3) We do ceremony for the food, for the good harvest or the good fishing. 

Soo (KM1) The mind of Gut is important; it is about the existence of people and nature, 
and what we mean to each other. 

Lee (KM2) Korean Shamanism is focused on the trees, rocks, water, the mountain and 
thanking other people. 

Yuri (KM3) A very critical role for humans is to reciprocate to nature by being thankful for 
all the natural world provides. 

Janice (SL1) We pray for all of that sustenance and we ask for it, then later we go back and 
we give thanks for all of it. 

Sam (SL2) It [ceremony] gives me an opportunity to give thanks to everything in creation, 
in my language, and when I say the words in my language, it’s way more 
rooted and more connected to the earth and all things in the universe. 

Henry (SL3) We have about 13 ceremonies every year where we give thanks to different 
things like trees and the moon and the stars and our plants, you know, the 
crops, and harvesting the crops, and our beings…  

 

Level of awareness.  Seven out of nine participants made a comment regarding their 

beliefs as to whether they reflected on the personal meaning of their ritual practice or not (see 

Table 4 below).  The other two participants didn’t comment about it at all.  Out of the seven 

participants that commented, four of them said that they do not really reflect on the personal 

meaning of their ritual practice very much.  All of these four participants are long-term 

practitioners that began attending rituals when they were children and did not choose to attend 

rituals.  One of these individuals is in her early twenties and commented that she is still too 

young to know what it really means to her and her relationship to nature or her feelings about it.  

Amongst the three interview participants who commented that they do reflect on what 

their ritual means to them and their relationship towards nature, all three of them began 

participating in their ritual practice as young adults.  Two of the three teach about their rituals to 

young people and all three of them have some kind of leadership role in their rituals. 
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A sentiment expressed by Aya (Japanese Shinto) was that “Shintoism has a lot to do with 

nature, but that is not something I am always conscious of”.  Aya was also one of the most active 

and long-term participants in rituals expressing gratitude towards nature in my study.  Aya is in 

her early twenties, so perhaps she will reflect more deeply on the meaning of her participation in 

Shinto rituals as she becomes older, similar to how other older interview participants such as 

Lee, Sam, and Janice had. 

The patterns found in these results regarding level of reflection on one’s ritual practice, 

suggests that an individual’s conscious awareness of their ritual practice and its personal 

significance is likely to be associated with making a conscious intention to participate.  Whereas 

an individual is less likely to reflect on the personal significance of their ritual practice when 

their participation was the result of following family tradition.   

Table 4 

Level of Awareness of their Beliefs about their Rituals  
 
Interviewees Level of Awareness of their Beliefs about their Rituals  

Aya (Japan) There’s some things that we do for the nature, then maybe it’s about the land, I 
think.  

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) I never focused on which part I like about going [to Shinto ritual], because I 
grew up in Japan, so when I was born, you know, I followed my parents was, 
it wasn’t really up to me. 

Soo (KM1) To me, it’s just fun… I am too young to really know how it is affecting me 
yet. 

Lee (KM2) My feelings are different every time.  For example, at one of Gut we did 
yesterday I felt different than after any other one I have ever been to. 

Yuri (KM3) I look at it from a personal point of view, not as a Shaman, just as a Korean, 
these whole… paying gratitude to nature, gratitude to the gods of nature and 
ancestor has been there throughout history.  

Janice (SL1) Having gone my whole life and having always believed in what they were 
doing I [never questioned it] and if I don’t go I miss it! 
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Sam (SL2) The way I look at it is there are rituals in the Longhouse and then rituals I 
practice in my own life and then rituals that I try to teach others about…  

Henry (SL3) N/A 

 

Thanking nature versus thanking the Gods of Nature.  Another theme which emerged 

from statements made by interview participants regarding their beliefs underlying their practice, 

were statements regarding the God or Gods of Nature (see Table 5 below).  This was a portion of 

the research that illustrates how participants and each culture views nature and a Creator or 

God(s) and their potential to motivate pro-environmental values and behaviours.  

Korean Mugyoism and Japanese Shintoism are both polytheistic in that they believe there 

are multiple Gods of Nature or that there is a God within each part of nature (see Chapter 2).  Six 

Nations Longhouse participants, on the other hand, believe in a Creator and that all elements of 

nature have a sacred quality, not expressed as a God but expressed as kin.  One Korean 

participant explained the Mugyo belief in multiple Gods of Nature explaining “in Korea, it’s not 

that nature itself is God, it’s just that in every corner of nature there is a God and everything can 

be a God”.  These differing views about thanking nature as one would thank their kin versus 

thanking a Creator versus thanking a God or Gods of Nature, produces different ways of relating 

to nature and what motivates pro-environmental values and behaviours. 

Table 5 

Belief in Thanking Nature versus Thanking the Gods of Nature 

Interviewees Belief in Thanking Nature versus Thanking the Gods of Nature 

Aya (Japan) The big thing about Shinto is the God stays with the land!  When you go to 
different city they have different God and even there are different shrines in 
the same town and they have different Gods.   

Hero (JS2) I'm grateful to the Gods of Nature. 
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Masa (JS3) Shinto has a lot of Gods, for example, like a Farm God and a Money God and 
like a Nature God, lots of kinds! 

Soo (KM1) It [Mugyo ritual] is a way to thank the Gods.  Like the ritual we did at the 
well, that well provides water for the whole village.  People believe that there 
is a God in the well, so we thank the god for providing an abundance of water 
in the village.   

Lee (KM2) We do Gut to pray to the Gods to help people and I feel it helps them. 

Yuri (KM3) We pray to the God we call “Chunjishimyong”, meaning all the gods in the 
world, all the gods in nature that take care of us.   

Janice (SL1) We pray for something to happen, for all our foods and our sustenance and our 
medicines, everything! 

Sam (SL2) We give thanks to everything in creation. 

Henry (SL3) We give thanks to different things like trees, the moon, the stars, plants, the 
crops, and our beings…  

 

Paying respect to one’s ancestors.  All three spiritual traditions have ceremonies in which 

they pay respect to their ancestors.  This manifests in many different ways, such as feeding their 

ancestors, communicating with them, and continuing to recite speeches that their ancestors also 

said in ceremony.  Although not all participants mentioned this, some characteristic statements 

regarding this belief included sentiments such as, “every new year we ritually feed our 

ancestors” and “we pay gratitude to our ancestors” (see Table 6 below).   

Table 6 

Belief in Paying Respect to One’s Ancestors 

Interviewees Belief in Paying Respect to One’s Ancestors 

Aya (Japan) My Grandparents are like mediums between people and the ghosts [in some 
Shinto rituals].  One time when we are praying, my Grandpa said “oh your 
Mother came” to my Mom, I guess my other Grandma who passed away came 
to pray with us. 

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) We have to go to the Shrine to give respect to the older souls [the deceased]. 
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Soo (KM1) N/A 

Lee (KM2) N/A 

Yuri (KM3) The other thing we do is feeding our Ancestor [in a ritual called Chesa] and 
then feeding the hungry ghosts. 

Janice (SL1) Even our Ancestors, who I like to believe are still there [in Longhouse] will 
come back and participate in our ceremonies. 

Sam (SL2) I know that our Ancestors spoke those same words [in ritual speeches] for 
thousands of years and so I feel connected to them, using the same language 
that they used and doing the same things that they did. 

 

Personal significance of rituals of gratitude towards Nature.  Characteristic statements 

regarding beliefs provide the context for this research, whereas the heart of this study was to 

question what is personally significant about rituals of gratitude toward nature and search for any 

indication of related pro-environmental values and behaviours.  Characteristic statements 

regarding what is “personally significant” about one’s ritual practice of gratitude towards nature, 

were found within the interview transcripts.  Various themes emerged and are organized into two 

overarching themes that best encompass all of the subthemes, which are a connection to Nature 

and socio-cultural significance as illustrated in Tables 7 to 10 below. 

Connection to Nature.  The overarching theme of “Connection to Nature” in terms of it 

being the most personally significant portion of the ritual was identified by all interview 

participants in this study, making it the strongest theme in my research.  This was a difficult 

theme to illustrate given that some individuals described this as a connection to the natural world 

as a whole, while others made reference to specific parts of nature.  As a result of the diversity in 

which this overarching theme was expressed, I divided it into subthemes in order to capture more 

specific statements. These subthemes include, thanking Nature, food and farming, connecting to 

the moon, and connecting to trees (see Tables 7 to 10 below). 
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Thanking Nature.  Specific reference to thanking nature being a personally significant 

part of their ritual was expressed by all of the Six Nations Longhouse participants and all of the 

Korean Mugyo participants, but only one Japanese Shinto participant.  There was a diverse range 

of ways which interview participants spoke about thanking nature, illustrating five different 

orientations to nature.  Sam (Six Nations) said it “connects him to nature”, Masa (Japan) and 

Henry (Six Nations) said it is something they “must” do as an obligatory act of reciprocity 

towards nature, Lee (Korea) said it makes him care about nature, Yuri (Korea) and Janice (Six 

Nations) said the ritual makes them “think” about nature, while Soo (Korea) expressed being 

“honoured” to attend.  

Table 7 

Thanking Nature is a Personally Significant Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Thanking Nature is a Personal Significant Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) N/A   

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) We [Japanese people] always give thanks to the Gods of Nature, we must [obligated 
to] tell them.  

Soo (KM1) I feel honored to do the ritual things like praying and thanking the Gods of Nature.  

Lee (KM2) Gut [Mugyo ritual] makes me care more about nature.    

Yuri (KM3) Gut [Mugyo rituals] make me habitually think about and be thankful for nature.   

Janice (SL1) How can you go to Longhouse and not think about the earth?  Seeing little kids all  
dressed up and excited to dance and you’re trying to teach them, this is what we’re 
giving thanks for, because the berries came, how can you not care? 

Sam (SL2) I feel most connected when I say the Thanksgiving Address [in ceremony] because 
it gives me an opportunity to give thanks to everything in creation, in my language, 
which feels more rooted to the earth.   

Henry (SL3) We give thanks to everything, like our maple trees.  We must have ceremonies to 
thank them that they’re still doing their duties!   
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Food and farming.  Another aspect of participant’s ritual practice that was expressed as 

being personally significant was “the expression of thankfulness for the food” served at the ritual 

and the “thankfulness for the cultivation of food” that is eaten at rituals.  These food-related 

aspects were identified by six out of nine interview participants as personally meaningful to them 

(see Table 8).  Some participants expressed that they saw this as a connected process of 

ceremonially asking for a good harvest, cultivating the ceremonial food and then ceremonially 

giving thanks for the harvest and sharing the harvested food.  This was mentioned most 

poignantly by the Six Nations interview participants as significant to their engagement in their 

rituals, whereas it was only mentioned by one Japanese Shinto and one Korean Mugyo 

participant.   

Table 8 

Food & Farming is a Personally Significant Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Food & Farming is a Personal Significant Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) N/A 

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) I like to go to the “Inari Jinja” for the Farmer God… Japanese people grow 
rice every year, so we are always asking the Gods for a good rice harvest in 
the upcoming season. 

Soo (KM1) When I participate in a ceremony, I like to think about how they naturally 
originated from the kitchen and farming in the old days. 

Lee (KM2) N/A   

Yuri (KM3) N/A 

Janice (SL1) I like to go because we give thanks the whole time, whether we’re praying for 
all our foods and our sustenance and our medicines, that’s how we live! 

Sam (SL2) [The most personally significant part of ceremonies is] the giving thanks and 
the planting seeds, everything, it’s all just kind of a cycle.  I was taught human 
beings responsibility is to give thanks to creation and then the creation's 
responsibility is to give back to the people. 
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Henry (SL3) The whole ceremony is really important to me, but I really especially like the 
mush [ceremonial food] that they prepare!  They prepare a different mush for 
each ceremony. 

 

Connecting to the moon.  Another aspect of interview participant’s ritual practice that 

was expressed as a personally significant aspect of their ritual that connects them to the natural 

world was the act of thanking the Moon (see Table 9).  The moon is a part of the natural world 

that could be included in the aspect of giving thanks to the natural world.  It is important to note 

that there were comments made by participants specifically emphasizing the moon, although it 

was only mentioned by three out of nine interview participants.  All three of the cultures that the 

participants come from traditionally follow the phases of the moon to signal the next ritual.  In 

Korea and at Six Nations, the lunar calendar is still followed, in addition to the Gregorian 

calendar.  Japan followed the lunar calendar until 1873, but no longer follows it.  None of the Six 

Nations Longhouse participants commented on a connection to the moon in their rituals, perhaps 

because there is not a ceremony that specifically thanks the moon and perhaps because the other 

two cultures sometimes hold ceremonies in the evening outside under the moon and almost all 

Six Nations Longhouse ceremonies are held in the daytime hours, usually in the morning.  A 

recognition of the moon in ritual was mentioned by two of the four female participants, while 

only one out of five male participants mentioned thanking or “praying to” the moon. 

Table 9 

Connecting to the Moon is a Personally Significant Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Connecting to the Moon is a Personally Significant Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) There was a festival at my Grandma’s shrine and it was on new moon and I 
did a dance for the festival and that was really special to me!   

Hero (JS2) N/A 
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Masa (JS3) N/A 

Soo (KM1) N/A 

Lee (KM2) I feel that Gut and Minsok [Korean Mugyo Rituals] change my feelings 
towards nature, I pray to the moon, talk to the moon, and tell the moon my 
wishes.  

Yuri (KM3) We get the clean water and go, uh, to the backyard at night and wishing to the 
moon about a safety of our children and stuffs like that so… 

Janice (SL1) N/A 

Sam (SL2) N/A 

Henry (SL3) N/A 

 
Connecting to trees.  Some interview participants mentioned that their rituals make them 

feel connected to trees (see Table 10).  Participants that expressed this connection to trees as 

being a personally significant portion of their rituals in some form or another were Korean 

Mugyo and Six Nations Longhouse participants.  

In Korea, Dangsan trees, large sacred trees that are often found at the entrance to a 

village, planted there to protect the villagers (see Chapter 2 for more background on Korean 

Mugyo).  These trees are a primary place for Mugyo rituals to take place or mark the location of 

where the ceremony will begin. The first Mugyo ritual that I observed in Korea started at the 

local village Dangsan tree.  The second ritual I observed began at a well, but stopped at a newly 

planted Dangsan tree because the old one fell down earlier that year.  Dangsan trees are revered 

as sacred in Korean villages and the villagers wrap ropes around the trunk of the tree.  Many 

Korean people living in villages feel deeply connected to those trees.  When I visited various 

villages in Korea, people were always sitting around the village Dangsan tree having picnics in 

the summer, and it seemed to be a central gathering place for many villages.  
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Six Nations Longhouse participants made specific reference to connections to Maple 

trees.  In Six Nations Longhouse culture, there are two ceremonies connected to Maple trees and 

the collecting of sap.  One is to “open” the trees when the sap starts running and the other is to 

“close the trees” when the sap stops running; deep gratitude is expressed at both of these 

ceremonies.  Rotinonhsyón:ni (Six Nations Longhouse people) consider maple sap and maple 

syrup to be one of the most important medicines and a highly nutritional, valued food source. 

In Japanese Shinto rituals, large trees around the shrine were also wrapped in ropes the 

way they are in Korea and they seemed to be an extremely important part of Japanese Shinto 

ceremonies; however, for some reason they were only mentioned by one Japanese Shinto 

participant. 

Table 10 

Connecting to Trees is a Personally Significant Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Connection to Trees is a Personally Significant Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) N/A 

Hero (JS2) I feel connected with trees after [a Shinto ritual] and I wish there were more 
people that could feel that kind of connection with trees.  

Masa (JS3) N/A 

Soo (KM1) N/A 

Lee (KM2) I think differently about trees and rocks now after participating in Gut… 
things that I overlooked outside of ceremony suddenly become beautiful… I 
look more closely now, especially at the Dangsan tree. 

Yuri (KM3) There is the Dangsan Namu [village protective tree], it's a huge tree that every 
town has and it has a rope wrapped around it, we usually give the prayer and 
do the ceremony there a few times a year, that tree takes care of us! 

Janice (SL1) N/A 

Sam (SL2) A few years ago I tried tapping the trees and making syrup with it, and just 
any time there’s that seasonal change that our ancestors gave thanks for [in 
ceremony as we do today], I’m trying to do the same thing and have that same 
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attitude.   
Henry (SL3) We give thanks to different things like trees and the moon and the stars and 

our plants, we give thanks to everything, like our maple trees that are so 
important.   

 

Socio-Cultural Significance.  Characteristic statements demonstrating the overarching 

theme of socio-cultural significance were found within the interview data.  These themes 

included cultural preservation, connection to others, and connecting old and young (see Tables 

11 to 13).  Overall, themes regarding the socio-cultural significance of their rituals was 

mentioned by eight out of nine participants, making it the second most common theme 

mentioned besides the theme of thanking nature being the most personally significant part of 

one’s ritual practice. 

Cultural preservation.  The strongest subtheme expressed by interviewees within the 

overarching category of socio-cultural significance, was that their ritual practice helps to 

preserve participant’s culture (see Table 11).  Seven out of nine participants expressed in 

different ways that their ritual is important to them because it preserves parts of their culture.  

This was expressed the most by Japanese Shinto participants, which was surprising given that 

out of all three spiritual traditions, it is the traditional that least experiences a threat of being lost.  

In Korea and at Six Nations, Mugyo and Longhouse rituals are not accepted by everyone and in 

many cases these ritual practices are either feared or not taken seriously.  Japanese Shintoism is 

fully accepted by mainstream Japanese society and there is complete freedom to express Shinto 

rituals in any domain of public life.  

Cultural preservation was referred to in a variety of ways.  Korean Mugyo and Six 

Nations Longhouse interviewees discussed the threat of losing their culture, whereas the 
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Japanese Shinto interviewees expressed pride in their culture and following tradition as 

something they have the freedom to do without thinking about it. 

Table 11 

Cultural Preservation is a Socio-Culturally Significant Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Cultural Preservation is a Socio-Culturally Significant Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) Shinto is in our culture, so even if people don’t believe it, they practice those 
rituals without noticing it, because that’s what we do. 

Hero (JS2) There are a lot of ceremonies in Japan and the local people are proud of them. 
I think that is most important. 

Masa (JS3) It’s comfortable going to the shrine and I just want to follow my tradition, 
because I was born in Japan, so I should be proud of being Japanese. 

Soo (KM1) In the future, I hope many people enjoy Minsok; we should keep our culture 
alive! 

Lee (KM2) It’s very sad Korean Folk Rituals are disappearing and people aren't gathering 
together to do them anymore, I think this relationship between people is 
necessary, especially in the cities. 

Yuri (KM3) N/A 

Janice (SL1) Even our ancestors, who I like to believe are still there [in the Longhouse], 
will come back and participate in our ceremonies with us. 

Sam (SL2) I think a lot [of the rituals meaning] is carried through the language, we could 
do all of it [the ceremony] in English, but when you do that I think there’s a 
lot missing that is so important to our culture. 

Henry (SL3) N/A 

 
Connection to others.  Another significant group of statements and the second most 

common subtheme within the theme of socio-cultural significance, was that participants felt one 

of the most significant aspects of their ritual practice is that it connects them to others and that 

they enjoy that connection to people involved in the ritual (see Table 12 below).  For interview 

participants that expressed this, it was the “people” aspect of the ritual that they found engaging.  

This was expressed by two out of three participants from each spiritual tradition and they all 

expressed similar opinions. 
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Table 12 

Connection to Others in the Ritual is Socio-Culturally Significant  
 
Interviewees Connection to Others in the Ritual is Socio-Culturally Significant  

Aya (JS1) It’s nice to have some kind of community that believes in the same thing, 
rituals are social!   

Hero (JS2) What I enjoy the most [about Shinto rituals] is that everyone can take part in 
them, it isn’t strict, that is a good aspect of Shintoism. 

Masa (JS3) N/A 

Soo (KM1) Our teachers here think sharing with people and thanking nature are really 
important, so they contact people they know and ask them to come do this 
village’s Gut [Mugyo ritual]. 

Lee (KM2) Gathering together with people and doing these kinds of rituals are the most 
meaningful part of the ritual for me personally. 

Yuri (KM3) N/A 

Janice (SL1) You hear the language, and the songs, and the dancing, and the food, and it’s 
like your extended family is there, everybody’s there! 

Sam (SL2) N/A 

Henry (SL3) At Longhouse it's really like an extended family, you know, you see people 
and they put on the feast and the fundraisers and stuff.  I really like joining 
them in participating. 

 
Connecting old and young.  Some interview participants expressed that an important part 

of their ritual practice is that it offers an opportunity for old and young to connect with each 

other, in a day and age where there are few other opportunities to do that (see Table 13).  This 

was mentioned most significantly by Six Nations interview participants.  Overall, it was 

mentioned by four of nine interview participants, and all three Six Nations interview participants. 

Elders are deeply valued in Six Nations Longhouse culture, therefore it was not a surprise that 

this was expressed by Six Nations interviewees.  The Longhouse has become an important place 

for interactions between young and old.  Six Nations is far more rural than the villages in Korea 

and Japan where rituals were observed and interview participants came from; therefore at Six 



 
116 

    

 
 

Nations, it may be far more difficult for young and old to interact outside of ceremonies because 

it is more difficult for older people to travel to places where young people might be and vice 

versa. 

Table 13 

Opportunity to Connect Old & Young in the Ritual is Socio-Culturally Significant  
 
Interviewees Opportunity to Connect Old & Young in the Ritual is Socio-Culturally 

Significant  
Aya (JS1) N/A 

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) N/A 

Soo (KM1) When there are events, we visit the older people with our teachers and we do 
Gut [participate in Mugyo rituals] with the elderly on the weekends. 

Lee (KM2) N/A 

Yuri (KM3) N/A 

Janice (SL1) In the Longhouse you’ll see a little two year old go up and shake the hand of 
somebody who’s sitting in the middle, who can’t dance anymore, that’s what 
we do. It’s really nice when you see a tiny one go and shake the hand of 
somebody who is too old to dance anymore. 

Sam (SL2) It seems like the Western world tries to promote that Elders are feeble and less 
smart and kind of a joke! On these sitcoms and the old people come on TV 
and everybody laughs at them, but… But we look at our Elders in our society 
and ceremonies, for example, the Grandfather Thunderer’s as STRONG! 

Henry (SL3) The Elders in the Longhouse are very knowledgeable, you know, about the 
right way! And if they [young people] go ask for information, it is usual to 
take a bundle of tobacco, you know, to acknowledge the Elders, and the 
information that you get out of it. 
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Engagement in the Experience.  Participants’ statements revealed that some valued, and 

found personally meaningful, various parts of the ritual that engaged them in the experience. 

Subthemes found within this theme included music and dance, fun and enjoyment, protection, 

and personal strengthening (see Tables 14 to 17).  

Music and dance.  Aspects of the ritual that participants expressed as being engaging 

were the specific parts of the ritual involving music and dancing (see Table 14).  This was only 

mentioned by three out of nine interview participants; however, it was mentioned by three out of 

three female interview participants.  

Table 14 

Music & Dance is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Music & Dance is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) Any kind of dance or music we play at the ceremony is just for the Gods, we 
are not doing it for the people who are there. 

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) N/A 

Soo (KM1) The existence of people and nature and what we mean to each other is why 
Minsok [Korean folk rituals] and Minsok music is very important for people 
and nature. 

Lee (KM2) N/A 

Yuri (KM3) N/A 

Janice (SL1) I like hearing the songs and I also I like the dancing, but probably hearing 
them sing, is my favourite part of the ceremony! 

Sam (SL2) N/A 

Henry (SL3) N/A 
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Fun and enjoyment.  Some individuals said that participating in rituals expressing 

gratitude towards the natural world is fun and that they enjoy participating in them, which they 

explained acts as a way to relieve stress (see Table 15).  This was expressed the most frequently 

by the Korean interview participants, in which all participants commented on this.  Overall, this 

sentiment was expressed by five out of nine interview participants, which makes sense to me as 

out of all the rituals I observed, the ones that were the most fun were the Korean Mugyo rituals; 

they had the most attendees, they were very long, full-day and multiple-day ceremonies where 

everyone was joyfully playing instruments, singing and dancing, eating together and drinking 

alcohol.  

This sentiment of fun and enjoyment was not expressed by Six Nations Longhouse 

interviewees at all.  Six Nations Longhouse ceremonies definitely have fun elements to them, but 

there is also a lot of sitting down and listening to speeches, which is also fun, enlightening, and 

uplifting, but it is not the same kind of ecstatic joy that is expressed by almost everyone in 

attendance at Korean Mugyo ceremonies.  Japanese Shinto ceremonies are also fun but in a far 

more reserved manner than Korea or Six Nations rituals, which is characteristic of Japanese 

culture. 

Table 15 

Fun & Enjoyment is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Fun & Enjoyment is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) N/A 

Hero (JS2) When two or three hundred people attend a ceremony it is fun. 

Masa (JS3) N/A 

Soo (KM1) For me it’s just fun, I am too young to really know how it is affecting me yet. 
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Lee (KM2) [Through Mugyo rituals] people have the opportunity to get rid of stress from 
the cities, share good energy and do the rituals together. 

Yuri (KM3) When I’m feeling heavy after the ceremonies or rituals that I do with 
somebody who came for help, I go walk outside, and I take a deep breath and 
look at the sky, get some clean air, I feel so much better. 

Janice (SL1) N/A 

Sam (SL2) N/A 

Henry (SL3) N/A 

 

Asking for protection.  Shinto participants were the only interview participants that 

expressed that they engage in the ritual because it offers them protection and is a fairly obvious 

part of the Shinto faith (see Table 16); for example, one participant expressed explicitly that she 

thinks the Gods in her local shrine protect her and have protected her all her life.  Shinto rituals 

are not always just about giving thanks, but often serve to ask for protection at the same time, 

something that is also common to Six Nations Longhouse rituals, where it is asked that people 

attending the ceremony and their families be protected from sickness or harm.  Being concerned 

with protection from harm is a culturally and historically significant concern for Japanese people 

(See Chapter 2 for more background on Shintoism).  Japan is a country where two atomic bombs 

were dropped, earthquakes happen daily and tsunamis frequently threaten to damage large 

coastal regions (which is almost everywhere in Japan).  Therefore, this could perhaps explain 

why protection was mentioned by all three Japanese Shinto interviewees as being a personally 

motivating element of their ritual practice that engages them in the experience of their ritual. 

Another factor to consider as a possible influence for these differing views of nature is 

that both Korea, and Japan in particular, are at least 50 percent mountainous and mostly 

surrounded by coastline.  This makes natural disasters and everyday life more challenging.  The 

lands of the Rotinonhsyón:ni (including traditional territory in Ohio and New York State and 
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those in Ontario and Quebec) are regarded as plentiful in resources and home to numerous most 

freshwater lakes.  It may be this gentler experience of the natural world, as experienced by Six 

Nations Longhouse research participants that produced kinship views of the natural world in 

their culture.  These differing views may act to produce different feelings towards nature, such as 

fearing nature or having to thank it as a duty to protect oneself, versus thanking nature as a way 

of maintaining a mutually beneficial kin-like relationship with nature. 

Table 16 

Asking for Protection is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual 
 
Interviewees Asking for Protection is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual 

Aya (JS1) I think the God here [at her local shrine] protects me.      

Hero (JS2) Human beings are weak, so we like thinking about gods protecting us or 
ceremonies. 

Masa (JS3) If something bad happens, then you want to pray to the God, “oh I wanna be 
successful”, or whatever, so we go to the shrine!   

Soo (KM1) N/A 

Lee (KM2) N/A 

Yuri (KM3) N/A 

Janice (SL1) N/A 

Sam (SL2) N/A 

Henry (SL3) N/A 

 

Personally strengthening.  Another aspect of the ritual that participants expressed as 

being an engaging portion of the ritual was that the ritual is “personally strengthening”.  Overall, 

this aspect was expressed by six out of nine interview participants,: three Korean Mugyo, two 

Six Nations Longhouse, and one Japanese Shinto participant. 
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The Korean Mugyo participants expressed this more than the other two spiritual 

traditions, perhaps given the taboo manner in which Korean Mugyo rituals are viewed by 

mainstream society in Korea.  There are many negative stereotypes towards Mugyo rituals in 

Korea.  Attending these rituals may be restorative of this disrupted part of the Korean identity for 

some.  One participant expressed that “these rituals have been necessary in making me feel 

whole” (see Table 17).  

Upon observing Koreans Mugyo rituals, it is obvious to me that Koreans who attend 

them feel a sense of freedom from Mugyo’s negative stereotypes that have been influenced by 

the adoption of Christianity and Western values.  Even for me as a foreigner in Korea, attending 

Mugyo rituals and observing the people felt as if I was witnessing Koreans being unashamedly 

proud of their traditional culture and rituals that are deeply rooted in traditional Korean village 

life and what it truly means to be Korean, when this is not always the norm.   

For Six Nations interviewees, this personally strengthening sentiment was expressed as 

something that makes them feel like a better example of their traditional culture or identity 

strengthening, which they described as personal fulfilling.  Korean interviewees spoke in terms 

of acting to restore or reinforce their cultural identity that has been threatened by colonization, 

the same way that it has for Koreans.  Conversely, for the one Japanese participant that expressed 

this feeling, it was described much differently as something that makes them feel “comfortable” 

or “clearer in their mind”, perhaps linking again to the theme of feeling protected, through asking 

for protection in the ritual. 

Table 17 

The Personally Strengthening Aspect is a Personally Engaging Portion of the Ritual  
 
Interviewees The Personally Strengthening Aspect is a Personally Engaging Portion of the 

Ritual 



 
122 

    

 
 

Aya (Japan) N/A 

Hero (JS2) N/A 

Masa (JS3) [By going to the Shrine regularly] I feel more comfortable and I think 
something is clearer in my mind, in my heart, everything, so it may help make 
my mind stronger. 

Soo (KM1) I am not tired after a Gut {Mugyo Ritual]. I feel satisfied. I feel like it takes 
very little energy from me to keep involved in our traditions. 

Lee (KM2) After participating in Gut [Mugyo rituals] I become energized even though my 
body is tired, I feel good and let go of bad feelings that I’ve had. 

Yuri (KM3) These rituals have changed me and have been necessary in making me whole. 

Janice (SL1) I don’t know what kind of person I would be if I didn’t go [to Longhouse]. 

Sam (SL2) N/A 

Henry (SL3) I feel really good about going to Longhouse and I think it's the connection I 
was looking for, to hear the words of our creator, and I kept going back. 

 
Pro-Environmental Values and Behaviours 

The ultimate goal of this research was to determine whether regular long-term 

participation in communal rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world influences the 

adoption of pro-environmental values and behaviours.  My results did not provide strong 

indications of participation in rituals of gratitude towards nature contributing towards increased 

pro-environmental behaviours.  However, my research did indicate that attending communal 

rituals of giving thanks to nature does foster awareness about nature and/or pro-environmental 

values.  

In terms of pro-environmental values, eight out of nine research participants expressed 

having pro-environmental values or made statements that illustrate they have them (see Table 

18).   Five out of eight of these participants associated these values with attending their rituals. 

Some of their statements exhibiting pro-environmental values ranged from reporting that they 
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care about nature, nature is important to them, they feel supported by nature, and that their ritual 

makes them think more about nature. 

Table 18 

Pro-Environmental Values Reported by Interview Participants 
 
Interviewees Pro-Environmental Values Reported by Interview Participants 

Aya (JS1) I think I care a lot about nature. 

Hero (JS2) I feel that I am supported by a variety of things in nature and I think and care 
about it a lot. 

Masa (JS3) I think Shinto affects how I feel about nature!   

Soo (KM1) N/A 

Lee (KM2) Participating in Gut [Mugyo Rituals] makes me care more about nature.   

Yuri (KM3) I’m not like an eco-friendly kind of person but I do my best not to hurt it any 
more than it is already hurt.   

Janice (SL1) How can you go [to Longhouse] and not care about the earth, I don’t know, 
that’s just me, like I care a lot. 

Sam (SL2) Since beginning to attend Longhouse, I’m conscious now, when I give thanks 
to what I am giving thanks to, and that I should be respectful towards it. 

Henry (SL3) Before I joined Longhouse, I never thought twice about nature, now I think 
about it a lot. 

 

Five out of nine participants expressed that they exhibit pro-environmental behaviours in 

their everyday lives; three were Six Nations Longhouse, one Korean Mugyo and one a Japanese 

Shinto participant (see Table 19).  It is important to note that none of these participants that 

reported pro-environmental behaviours linked them to attending their rituals.  Additionally, 

many of the pro-environmental behaviours reported involved purchasing environmentally-

friendly products and growing their own food.  

Table 19 

Pro-Environmental Behaviours Reported by Interview Participants 
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Interviewees Pro-Environmental Values Reported by Interview Participants 

Aya (JS1) N/A 

Hero (JS2) N/A  

Masa (JS3) I try to not use the chemical stuff, I try to use the organic stuff, like shampoo 
or soap, because good for your skin too, good for the environmental and good 
for the people. 

Soo (KM1) N/A 

Lee (KM2) N/A 

Yuri (KM3) It [points to her clothes] is all 100% natural, so you can call it eco-friendly.  
Even the jewelry that I’m wearing is 100% natural.  Also, I don't throw trash 
on the street or in the park or anything that’s because nature is precious to me. 

Janice (SL1) I try to make as little of an impact on the earth, as I can, even grocery 
shopping with my kids when they want something, I say “well that container 
isn’t recyclable”. 

Sam (SL2) I try to get involved in planting in the springtime and then giving thanks for 
the seeds, even when I’m planting the seeds I’m singing seed songs and giving 
thanks. 

Henry (SL3) I volunteered with a summer youth gardening program where we got youth 
involved in the gardening for many summers, after they were really into 
gardening it became a part of them, ‘cause they’re all good gardeners now! 

 
Summary of Findings 

Summary of hermeneutic-phenomenological analysis findings.  The results of the 

hermeneutic-phenomenological analysis findings producing vignettes of each interview, can be 

summarized as the following: 

• Prior experience with each culture was vital to understanding interview content. 

• Important contextual information about each interview participant was learned through 

being immersed in their environment for a few weeks. 

• Some participants had never reflected on their ritual practice before being interviewed. 

• Interview participants introduced to rituals of gratitude towards nature in childhood found 
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it challenging to reflect on the personal meaning of their rituals. 

• Interview participants introduced to rituals of gratitude towards nature later in life were 

readily able to reflect on their ritual practice and articulate its personal significance. 

• The cultures in which modesty is highly valued provided challenges to gathering data. 

• Within all three cultures there was an emphasis on the how their ritual practice helps 

promote and preserve their culture. 

• Within Six Nations Longhouse rituals there was more emphasis on the ritual thanking 

nature and the preservation of their Indigenous languages. 

• All three cultures considered cultivating and harvesting food to be an important way for 

people to connect to the natural world that is emphasized in rituals of gratitude towards 

nature. 

• Some interview participants practice personal rituals of gratitude towards nature, such as 

visiting natural locations meaningful in their childhood and when engaging in personal 

actions connected to ceremonies such as planting their garden. 

• Pro-environmental values reported by interview participants from all three cultures were 

attributed to participating in rituals of gratitude towards nature and included that it makes 

them care more about nature, respect nature, and honour nature. 

• Pro-environmental behaviours reported by interview participants from all three cultures 

were not directly attributed to participating in rituals of gratitude towards nature and 

included, growing food, as well as purchasing organic food and environmentally-friendly 

products. 
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Summary of comparative case study analysis findings.  The results of the comparative 

inductive analysis of cases can be summarized as the following: 

Beliefs.  Research participants expressed some of the beliefs about their spiritual and 

ritual practice, bringing awareness to the following themes: 

1) Focused on thanking Nature: All nine participants in this study expressed that they 

believe the intent of their ritual practice is indeed focused on thanking nature. 

2) Thanking Nature versus thanking the Gods of Nature: Six Nations Longhouse rituals 

thank nature with a kinship respect, whereas Korean Mugyo and Japanese Shinto rituals 

thank the Gods of Nature.   

3) Level of awareness: Participants varied in the extent to which they could speak about the 

personal meaning of their ritual participation.  The participants who seemed to lack 

conscious awareness on the personal meaning of their rituals were those that had 

participated in their rituals since they were children, introduced to them through their 

parents.  The individuals that reflected more were those that have leadership roles in their 

rituals. 

4) Paying respect to one’s ancestors: Findings illustrated that paying respect to one’s 

ancestors is a practice shared by all three spiritual and ritual traditions. 

Rituals foster a sense of connection.  Participants expressed that participating in rituals 

that express gratitude towards nature creates a sense of connection, expressed as a connection to 

nature and a socio-cultural connection, which can be summarized as follows: 
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1) Connection to Nature: A felt connection to nature was expressed by nine out of nine 

participants, with specific reference to parts of their ritual practice that makes them feel 

(without producing action) connected to nature and are the following: 

a) Thanking Nature: In a variety of ways, participants expressed that the portion of their 

ritual that thanks nature is important to them.  One male participant said thanking 

nature in ritual “connects him to nature”, two other males said it is something they 

“must” do as an obligatory act of reciprocity, another male said it makes him care 

about nature, two female participants said it makes them “think” about nature and the 

third female interviewee said it is an “honour”.  

b) Food and farming: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that is 

connected to growing, harvesting, and sharing food is important to them. Six Nations 

Longhouse participants expressed this most often. 

c) Connecting to the moon: Participants expressed the portion of the ritual that connects 

to the moon is important to them; all three cultures traditionally follow the lunar 

calendar and the timelines of the rituals follow the lunar calendar. Korean Mugyo 

and Japanese Shinto hold rituals at night as well as in the daytime. This theme was 

expressed by Korean Mugyo and Japanese Shinto participants and not Six Nations 

participants. 

d) Connecting to the trees: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that 

connects them to trees is important to them; all three cultures have rituals that give 

thanks to trees and honour them. However, this theme was expressed by Six Nations 

Longhouse and Korean Mugyo participants and not Japanese Shinto participants. 
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2) Socio-cultural connection: Themes illustrating a socio-cultural connection were 

mentioned by eight out of nine participants, making it the second most compelling 

dimension of the significance of rituals expressing gratitude to nature.  The themes were 

expressed by participants as parts of their ritual practice that are significant to them are 

and are as follows: 

a) Connecting to others: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that 

connects them to others is important to them, parts of the ritual such as 

socializing and sharing. 

b) Cultural preservation: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that 

preserves and promotes their culture and language is important to them; this was 

expressed by individuals from all three cultures. 

c) Connecting old and young: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual 

that connects old and young is important to them; this was expressed mostly by 

Six Nations Longhouse participants. 

How ritual engages participants.  Study participants spoke of different aspects of rituals 

that are especially engaging for them.  These aspects are: 

1) Music and dance: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that involves 

music and dancing is important to them; this was mostly expressed by Korean 

Mugyo and Six Nations Longhouse participants. 

2) Fun and enjoyment: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that is fun 

and enjoyable is important to them; this was mostly expressed by the younger 

participants, which were Korean Mugyo and Japanese Shinto participants, since 



 
129 

    

 
 

there were not any younger (in their 30’s or younger) Six Nations participants 

interviewed. 

3) Asking for protection: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that 

asks that they be protected is important to them; this was mostly expressed by 

Japanese Shinto participants. 

4) Personally strengthening: Participants expressed that the portion of the ritual that 

is personally strengthening is important to them, this was expressed as the portion 

of the ritual that makes them feel fulfilled, confident, and stronger. 

Pro-environmental values.  Eight of nine participants expressed that they are aware and 

care about the natural world.  Three of the eight participants that expressed caring are involved in 

their ritual in a teaching capacity.  Five of them expressed, explicitly, a connection between their 

attention and concern toward the natural world and their ritual participation—all Six Nations 

participants expressed this and one individual from each of the other two traditions.   

Pro-environmental behaviours.  While five out of nine participants identified behaviour 

that could be considered environment-friendly, none of them connected these behaviours to 

participating in rituals expressing gratitude towards nature.  Also the behavior identified were 

often singular behaviours such as, buying chemical free products and wearing only natural 

jewelry, in contrast with those that point to ongoing engagement with nature, such as, growing 

food/gardening that was mentioned by one participant.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the findings of this study, how they address the 

research questions, and how they contribute to the literature on gratitude towards nature rituals 

and the connection to pro-environmental behaviours.   

The major findings of this study regarding long-term participation in rituals expressing 

gratitude towards nature and their connection to pro-environmental values and behaviours that 

will be discussed in this chapter are: 

1) Gratitude towards Nature rituals do not contribute directly to pro-environmental 

behaviours 

2) Gratitude towards Nature rituals foster pro-environmental values 

3) Gratitude towards Nature rituals promote culture and community 

PART A – Participation in Gratitude to Nature Rituals and Pro-Environmental Behaviours  

 
 

 
 
©Meagan Hamilton 2015 

“The mind of Gut [Mugyo ritual] is important; it is about the 
existence of people and nature, and what we mean to each other.”  

~ Soo (Feb. 2015, p. 209) 
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Figure 2. Gut (Mugyo) ritual held in front of a Dangsan tree in South Korea; comments from a 

Korean Mugyo interview participant (Soo).  Copyright 2015 by Meagan Hamilton. 

This research revealed that only five out of eight participants in rituals expressing 

gratitude towards nature reported that they exhibit pro-environmental behaviours in their daily 

life.  More importantly, the actions that research participants reported as pro-environmental 

behaviours in their everyday life outside of their rituals, were in most cases not associated with 

their ritual practice and were unrelated to them.  There was one exception amongst the Six 

Nations research participants, who mentioned growing food as something that is promoted in 

Longhouse rituals and is an action that they enact in daily life.  Overall, this study did not 

demonstrate that long-term participants in rituals of gratitude towards nature exhibit significant 

pro-environmental behaviours in their everyday lives outside of their ritual practice.  

According to González López and Cuervo-Arango (2008) environmental concern may be 

thought of as a cognitive process, a psychological construct or a way of thinking related to 

personal identification with other human beings and the environment, able to predispose towards 

some environmentally-friendly behaviours (p. 624).  Furthermore, Rossano (2012) notes that “in 

the absence of credibility-establishing actions, words alone have considerably diminished impact 

on subsequent behaviour, in this way ritual becomes the mechanism by which words gain or lose 

credibility” (p. 529).  

If rituals of gratitude towards nature can create a connection to culture, it is possible that 

pro-environmental values, also present in rituals expressing gratitude towards nature, could be 

translated into conscious pro-environmental behaviour.  Consciousness of the meaning of what is 

happening in gratitude towards nature rituals and how this can be applied to daily behaviour is 

the key piece of how gratitude to nature rituals can successfully promote pro-environmental 
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actions in daily life.  If rituals are something humans often do without much reflection on them, 

then in order for values to be acted out, those values may need to be brought to the forefront of 

one’s consciousness.  A similarity amongst all participants in this research was that they do not 

often reflect on the meaning of their ritual, yet consciousness of the meaning of one’s gratitude 

to nature rituals is needed for practitioners to be able to connect them to current environments in 

daily life.  

Bell (1992) explains that, “The strategies of ritualization are particularly rooted in the 

body, specifically, the interaction of the social body within a symbolically constituted spatial and 

temporal environment” (p. 93).  Whereas, Friida, Manstead, and Bem (2000) suggest that it is 

emotions arising from experiences that are responsible for one’s action or inaction, they 

comment on this, saying: 

Beliefs can be defined as states that link a person or group of object or concept with one 

or more attributes and this is held by the believer to be true.  However, emotions can 

awaken, intrude into, and shape beliefs, by creating them, amplifying them, altering them, 

or making them resistant to change. (p. 5)  

Bandura (1997) asserts that people have a strong incentive to act if they believe that their actions 

will be effective.  He also describes that people motivate themselves by forming beliefs about 

what they can do, anticipating likely outcomes, setting goals and planning courses of action (p. 

3).  Therefore, if people see the rituals they attend as promoting values or actions that they 

cannot visualize achieving or as irrelevant to their daily life, then it is unlikely those ritual 

actions will produce similar actions outside of the ritual.   

Aya, a Japanese Shinto participant, said that she thinks the meaning of her ritual is 

connected to cultivating food and praying for a good harvest, but that she does not see this as 
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something that is relevant to the modern lifestyle she lives today where she doesn’t grow her 

own food, as compared to her ancestors who also practiced these rituals.  Therefore, it is 

important for pro-environmental behaviours transmitted through the gratitude to nature rituals to 

be relevant to participants’ lives if they are going to work to promote pro-environmental 

behaviours outside of the ritual. 

The Six Nations Longhouse ritual called the Wahta (Maple) ceremony, a two-part 

ceremony, provides an example of actions reinforced through ritual.  The first part begins with 

“Opening the Trees” and then subsequently “Closing the Trees” in the next ceremony.  During 

the time in between these two ceremonies, individuals collect their sap for the year, drink some 

of the sap water as a cleansing medicine for the year, and also boil some of the sap into maple 

syrup to be saved as a delicious, highly treasured and important food source.  Technically, the 

time in between these two ceremonies could be considered part of the ceremony and the action of 

gathering the sap and making maple syrup can be seen as a sacred task.  Participants in these two 

rituals know that it is important to continue to collect the sap for medicine and maple syrup, as it 

is a sacred gift from Creation.  Not everyone still taps trees or even has a place that they can still 

do that, but many seek out a place and part of that action ensures that there will always be maple 

trees left to tap.  Therefore, the act of protecting maple trees is an example of an action that Six 

Nations Longhouse participants engage in, outside of their rituals, connected to actions 

reinforced within the ritual. 

This study also revealed that it is important for pro-environmental actions promoted in 

the ritual to be congruent with socially desirable pro-environmental behaviours outside the ritual.  

Actions promoted within rituals can reinforce actions outside of the ritual, if participants can 

make those connections.  If actions within the ritual do not correspond with values promoted in 
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the ritual, or the meaning of the ritual actions are not made clear to participants, then it is 

possible that the comprehension of those actions will not happen.  For example, if growing, 

harvesting, and eating a specific food or foods is an important cultural behaviour connected to 

caring for the natural world and people within the ritual community, then it is important to 

include those actions in the ritual, even if only symbolically.  Therefore, if the message and 

actions in the ritual is explicit about what actions must be done outside of the ritual to continue to 

cultivate and eat an important food, than it must be explicit to those participating in the ritual that 

they must continue such actions. 

Ritual leaders are instrumental in promoting pro-environmental values which may lead to 

pro-environmental behaviours through helping clearly transmit messages in the ritual to all 

participants.  If leaders live the values they are promoting and believe that others can achieve 

them also, then others will believe them.  There is a need for further study regarding leadership 

within gratitude to nature rituals.  

If approaches for what makes rituals of gratitude towards nature effective at promoting 

pro-environmental behaviours in participants’ daily lives could be discovered and developed, 

new culturally relevant (to those practicing them) rituals expressing gratitude towards nature 

could be created to address present environmental challenges.  The literature by Bell (1992) and 

Jaenke (2006) discussed how rituals most often arise out of a social need to solve a problem.  

The problem that rituals of gratitude to nature could work towards solving and what could make 

rituals of gratitude towards nature more relevant for individuals who participate in them is that 

they can be a powerful means to collectively create action towards ensuring the continued health 

of local ecosystems.   
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PART B - Participation in Gratitude towards Nature Rituals and Pro-Environmental Values  

 
 
Figure 3. Meagan Hamilton at Mohawk Longhouse at Six Nations of the Grand River Territory; 

comment by Six Nations Longhouse interview participant (Sam).  Copyright 2011 by Sandy 

Bahti.  Reprinted with permission. 

This research also revealed that almost all participants (eight out of nine) reported having 

pro-environmental values.  Five out of nine participants attributed these values to attending their 

gratitude towards nature rituals.  Similarly, all participants also expressed feeling a connection to 

nature as a result of participating in gratitude towards nature rituals, which was expressed as five 

different orientations to nature.  These orientations were that they feel it connects them to nature, 

it is an obligatory act of reciprocity to thank nature, that it makes them care about nature, that it 

makes them think about nature, and that they feel honoured to thank nature.  The different 
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“I try to get involved in planting in the springtime and then giving 
thanks for the seeds… even when I’m planting the seeds I’m singing 

seed songs and giving thanks.” ~ Sam (June 2015, p. 220)  
 



 
136 

    

 
 

orientations to nature that were expressed in this research in relation to how one feels connected 

to nature are important and further inquiry into their meaning could be significant in learning 

more about how to foster pro-environmental values and behaviours. 

Some interview participants in this research also expressed that they had never reflected 

on what their gratitude towards nature ritual practice means to them.  Rituals, even in the 

ceremonial sense, are an embodied practice and there is sometimes no need to reflect on them.  

For the participants in this study who were introduced to their gratitude towards nature ritual 

practice in childhood, their rituals were even more embodied and taken for granted.  

Viviers (2012) also discusses how the meanings of rituals and ceremonies to long-term 

participants are often embodied, explaining,  

Although not empty-minded, their meanings are not always transparent, neither to 

outsiders nor even to the insiders themselves.  The example of swimming can be used to 

illustrate this.  Once one has mastered the knack of swimming, one does it without being 

able to put the practical understanding of water, motility and buoyancy of the body into 

rational discourse.  In the light of rituals being embodied practical reason, it makes sense 

that they are treated as ‘objects’, something given to be enacted.  We learn and remember 

ritual actions, we enact them as ourselves, and in that sense they are embedded within us 

too. (p. 3)    

Polyani (1966) also comments “I shall consider human knowledge by starting from the 

fact that we can know more than we can tell” (p. 4).  While Rigterink (1991) comments “we have 

many beliefs, but, any given moment, we are conscious of almost none of them” (p. 101). 

Hedstrom and Whitley (2000), discuss how there is some knowledge that cannot be formalized 
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because it is embodied or exists in a form that makes it challenging to be formalized (see Figure 

3 below).  

Table 20 

Different Types of Tacit Knowledge (Hedstrom & Whitley, 2000, p. 2) 
 
Type of Tacit Knowledge  Typical Reason 
 
Knowledge that has not yet been formalized 
 

 
Because of cost/time limitations 

 
Knowledge that cannot be formalized 
 

 
Because it is embodied 

 Because of the form of the knowledge 
 

 
 

Conversely, participants who were more recent practitioners of rituals of gratitude 

towards nature rituals found it easier to articulate what their rituals mean to them.  Unexpectedly, 

they were more consciousness about what their rituals mean to them and why they do what they 

do.  They were also more excited about their ritual practice and less apt to take them for granted 

than lifelong participants.  The more recent participants in rituals of gratitude to nature did not 

exemplify having any fewer pro-environmental values than those who had attended all their 

lives.   Participants who are leaders and teachers within their ritual community were also better at 

reflecting on their practice, perhaps, because they are often required to do so in order to teach 

parts of their ritual practice to others.  

The findings highlighting the embodied nature of ritual practices and the importance of 

awareness of the meaning of gratitude towards nature rituals for participants are significant in 

providing insight into how the promotion of pro-environmental behaviours might be pursued.  

These finding points to opportunity for further study.  Despite a lack of reflection on the personal 

meaning of their ritual practice, all participants recognized and expressed a belief that thanking 
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nature is the theme of their ritual practice.  However, the manner of thanking nature was 

expressed in different ways by each spiritual tradition.  The spiritual traditions of Japanese 

Shintoism and Korean Mugyoism view everything in nature as having a God within it; therefore, 

Shinto and Mugyo practitioners thank those Gods of Nature for all that they provide.  In contrast, 

Six Nations Longhouse beliefs view nature as kin.  As a result, Six Nations Longhouse rituals 

thank kin members of nature for doing their job in a shared relationship of responsibilities, 

expressed as duties that humans and parts of nature have to each other.  This exploratory study 

across three different cultural traditions suggests that it may be important to study how different 

understandings of the sacred in relation to the natural world may influence practitioners’ 

everyday relationship to the environment. 

PART C – Participation in Gratitude to Nature Rituals, Culture and Community 

 

Figure 4. Tori at entrance to Ise Shrine; comments from Japanese Shinto interview participant 

(Aya).  Copyright 2015 Meagan Hamilton. 
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 In my research, participants expressed that some of the most personally significant 

aspects of their ritual practice of expressing gratitude towards the natural world is that it connects 

them deeply to their culture and to others in their ritual community.  These sentiments were 

expressed by eight out of nine interview participants, making it the strongest theme in this 

research.  Connecting to one’s culture was expressed in a variety of ways, such as connecting to 

languages, practices, and ways of life that are currently under threat of disappearing within the 

mainstream societies in which they are situated.  

Connecting to others in their ritual was expressed by participants as something that is fun, 

important, connects those of different generations, and passes on knowledge about the rituals. 

Koutrafouri and Sanders (2013), explain, 

This integral part ritualization plays within a society, from an individual to group level, 

means that it is intensely bound up in a society’s survival as a whole.  Ritual practices 

serve as an effective medium for learning and transforming the social role of individuals 

within a community through rites of passage (p. 40). 

Bell (1992) also explains that ritual practices often model social practices in an extreme 

way or they are created for their particular problem-addressing techniques; rituals are forms of 

behaviour that define, model, and communicate social relations (p. 89).  Rituals of expressing 

gratitude towards nature in this study were conducive to acting in ways that facilitate cooperation 

towards the mutual goal of thanking the natural world and enacting culturally important rituals. 

Rituals of expressing gratitude towards the natural world carried forward from ancient 

times were the direct result of a group of people determining that there are behaviours that need 

to be transmitted through ritual, because it was important to them.  Rossano (2012) explains this 

further, commenting,  
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Ritual is a broader term referring to a variety of scripted, ceremonial, and symbolic 

activities.  Many animals have ritualized behaviors, but only humans have rituals.  Rituals 

usually include ritualized behaviors, but other important features are present as well, such 

as sacredness, symbolism, traditionalism, and performance.  The ability to consciously 

ritualize actions created the necessary conditions for the creation, transmission, and 

reinforcement of social norms.  These necessary conditions are pedagogical and 

emotional, that is, ritualized actions teach normative content and emotionally bind people 

to that content and each other. (p. 532) 

Koutrafouri and Sanders (2013) describe the socially-regulating nature of ritual: 

The process of ritualization involves the negotiation of social norms and its success is 

contingent on the act of ritual, which serves to highlight the built-in flexibility of ritual as 

an arena where success and failure can be negotiated.  Ritual is aimed towards an 

outcome, though there can be uncertainty both in the execution and its end results.  

Failure or success of a ritual performance will therefore be based on agreed outcomes 

among those observing/participating.  If a sacrifice to the Gods is intended to ensure a 

rich harvest, the yardstick to measure the value of the harvest can be open to 

interpretation, and the degree to which, and cause of, a failure of an execution of a ritual 

similarly so. (p. 39) 

In some parts of the world, local rituals of thanksgiving to the natural world have acted to 

conserve and protect both the socio-cultural and ecological integrity of the locations where those 

rituals take place.  For the local people that engage in them, rituals of thanking nature may be 

mostly social, but may have also acted to have the positive effect of protecting local biodiversity.   
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Protecting culture and the natural world has often happened together for many Indigenous 

cultures.  An example of how protecting both culture and land have occurred alongside each 

other, is a case study conducted by Geng et. al. (2017) with the Naxi People of the Yunnan 

Province in China, which revealed that, 

The lived ritual activities and beliefs of the Naxi residents are keeping the plant diversity 

of entire local forests preserved as sacred mountainside.  However, strengthening the 

traditional beliefs or not has been a controversial topic.  Some hold that there always has 

been a gap between belief and practice.  How fast or in what social domain Indigenous 

knowledge might be lost with modernization and to what extent the knowledge can 

coexist with changing values and modernization is not clear.  The complementarities of 

religious belief and scientific knowledge may become an increasingly important topic in 

future resource management. (p. 58)     

The rituals expressing gratitude towards nature that were researched in this study are all 

thousands of years old.  They have adapted continuously across time to reflect the changing 

fabric of rural life; however, what became apparent in this research is that they have not adapted 

to an increasingly urban lifestyle.  All of the rituals in this study took place in rural areas.  An 

area of future research could be to determine whether or not there are actions in ancient rituals of 

gratitude towards nature that could be adapted to urban settings and whether or not they would 

effectively promote pro-environmental behaviours amongst urban dwelling participants. 

There are more people on the planet than ever before and population densification is an 

inevitable part of our future.  According to the United Nations, 55% of the world’s population 

lives in urban areas as of 2018, a proportion that is expected to increase to 68% by 2050 (UN, 

2018).  Ensuring we still see the natural and the sacred in places typically considered unnatural 
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and lacking in or devoid of the sacred is important to the rapidly urbanizing global society. The 

human and natural worlds are one and the same; therefore, the ethnosphere and the biosphere are 

simultaneously built up or eroded.  Oglala Lakota Chief Luther Standing Bear said, “man’s heart 

away from nature becomes hard; lack of respect for growing and living things soon leads to lack 

of respect for humans too.  We must keep citizens close to nature’s softening influence” (The 

Nature of Cities, 2018, para. 51).  The natural and the sacred in an urban landscape can be found 

in the remaining green spaces that exist, or in the restoration and re-greening of spaces, where 

rituals expressing gratitude towards nature could take place.   

Restoring ecologically damaged lands is an action that could be promoted in rituals 

expressing gratitude towards nature and then enacted in everyday life in urban contexts. Van 

Wieren (2008), comments that, 

In addition to performing ecological work, restoration performs sacred work and serves 

as a form of public witness; and it can engender spiritual-moral experiences within 

participants.  For these reasons, we can view restoration not only as a promising 

contemporary environmental practice, but also as a burgeoning public spiritual practice. 

Restoration provides an interesting and distinctive example of the way in which science 

and spirituality, the secular and sacred interact in contemporary life to promote a more 

cooperative and meaningful relationship between humans and nature. (p. 237)    

Ecological restoration is also an example of an act that could transmit values from ancient rituals 

of expressing gratitude to nature to urban contexts, building higher-order ecological/spiritual 

values into this movement to cities.  Studies using participatory action research to adapt ancient 

rituals of expressing gratitude to nature or creating new rituals of gratitude towards nature around 

the action of ecological restoration in urban settings could provide important insight into 
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understanding more about rituals of expressing gratitude towards nature and their ability to pro-

environmental values and behaviours in daily urban life. 

Urban community gardens could also offer a similar opportunity for those living in urban 

areas to connect with the sacredness of the natural world and develop new rituals of gratitude 

towards nature.  Kingsley, Townsend and Henderson-Wilson’s (2009) research on the effects of 

working on urban community gardens in Australia, found that they provide a range of 

opportunities for enhancing health, wellbeing, opportunity for contact with nature and an outlet 

away from the ‘built’ environment for their members.  They also found that members of 

community gardens often spoke about a spiritual connection, realized through gardening, giving 

them a closer relationship to nature and bringing them back to their hunter gathering past.  Many 

members of Kingsley et al.’s study viewed community gardens as spaces to connect with the 

natural environment within their city.  Community gardens could also work to strengthen 

community relationships around a shared purpose of connecting to the natural world. 

Additionally, environmental education programs in schools, conservation authorities and 

nature centres in urban settings could play an important role in promoting pro-environmental 

behaviour through incorporating non-secular rituals and activities expressing gratitude to nature 

into their programming.  Naito et al. (2010) comments on this subject, noting that,  

Although the primary objective of environmental education is helping people to acquire 

knowledge about the current situation of the natural environment and to understand the 

relationship between human conduct and the natural environment, providers of 

environmental education also need to pay attention to feelings of gratitude toward nature 

as important mediators between other general feelings toward nature and pro-

environmental intent. (p. 1007) 
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Conclusions on Discussion 

The results of this study revealed findings outside of what was initially expected.  Pro-

environmental values influenced by participation in rituals of gratitude toward nature were 

reported by all but one research participant.  However, pro-environmental behaviours overall 

were not significantly reported.  Pro-environmental values were most significantly expressed as a 

felt connection to nature, which was expressed as different orientations to nature and were 

reflected in the diverse ways of thanking nature amongst each of the three spiritual traditions 

studied.  

This research also revealed an important aspect of gratitude towards nature rituals, and all 

rituals for that matter, which is that they are an embodied practice and often one does not 

experience a need to reflect on them.  Further, this finding emphasizes that practical triggers of 

ritual activity only influence one’s behaviour outside of one’s ritual, if those practical triggers 

connect to behaviour in the everyday environment.  Individuals have a strong incentive to act if 

they believe that their actions will be effective.  Gratitude towards nature rituals could be a 

powerful source for influencing the adoption of pro-behaviours, if one can envision what is 

included in the ritual activity being successfully achieved in their everyday life outside of ritual.  

The consciousness of the meaning of one’s ritual is needed to translate those meanings into 

current environments, indicating that ritual leaders are essential to being able to make that 

‘translation’.  

The participants in this study demonstrated that, from their statements, rituals of gratitude 

towards nature aid in cultural preservation, and in the case of this research; Indigenous cultures. 

This is often manifested in Indigenous rituals of gratitude towards nature that promote, and 

almost require, a rural, agrarian, way of life that is presently becoming less common as a result 



 
145 

    

 
 

of increasing population and resulting densified urban living.  Finding the balance between 

maintaining relevance in the reality of today’s lifestyle, while continuing to preserve a cultural 

way of life, will be the challenge of Indigenous rituals of expressing gratitude towards nature in 

the future.  These rituals may need to be modified or new rituals added to the practice to meet the 

realities of increased population and resulting urbanization.  Pro-environmental activities that 

may help connect Indigenous gratitude toward nature rituals, including their values of respect for 

the natural world and an agrarian lifestyle, yet adapting to present day living, could be activities 

such as community gardens, ecological restoration work, and the preservation of public natural 

spaces. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions and Future Research Possibilities  

In this concluding chapter, I discuss possible directions for future research.  Two types of 

research are suggested; the first is to develop a more effective strategy for doing case study 

research on the topic of understanding pro-environmental behaviours in relation to gratitude 

towards nature rituals; the second is to advance a series of initiatives that could create both 

research and action around the topic of gratitude towards nature rituals and pro-environmental 

behaviours.  

Lessons Learned from the Study 

1) One of the strengths of this study was that it included practitioners of rituals of gratitude 

towards nature from three different cultures in three different parts of the world. 

Although only nine interviews were conducted, having that diversity of understanding 

and the ability to engage in triangulation to compare and contrast was an important 

contribution of this research. 

2) It is difficult to gather information about gratitude towards nature rituals and find 

interview participants who practice them.  Having lived in all three cultures in this study, 

I thought it would be easy to gather information regarding the experiences of participants 

of rituals of gratitude towards nature.  However, language barriers were a major obstacle 

to conducting this research.  Also, many traditional gratitude towards nature rituals are 

being lost and becoming undesirable within the mainstream society of the cultures they 

come from, therefore, practitioners of such rituals were difficult to find.  Additionally, to 

conduct this kind of research in the future, engaging translators experienced in 

conducting interviews for academic purposes is recommended.   
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3) A follow-up interview with each interview participant would have been helpful.  The 

original research design included one initial interview and then a follow-up interview a 

few days later to give interview participants some time for deeper reflection on their 

experience and its meaning.  However, for participants in Japan and South Korea, this 

kind of interviewing was unfamiliar to them and I felt uncomfortable asking them for a 

second interview.  In the case of Six Nations participants, I did not ask for a second 

interview, since Six Nations participants were interviewed after the Korean and Japanese 

participants, and it had therefore already been determined that second interviews would 

not be conducted.  For future research, when working with research participants who are 

shy about sharing their experiences, gathering initial written commentary (such as a 

questionnaire) and later conducting an interview may also be helpful. 

4) Participants were unsure of what qualifies as pro-environmental behaviour.  It could have 

been beneficial to provide participants with some type of list of pro-environmental 

behaviours that they could have checked-off as to whether they engage in them or not.  A 

scale that measures pro-environmentalism could also have been used in this study, such 

as the New Environmental Paradigm Scale, the Environmental Identity Scale, and the 

Environmental Regulations Attitude Scale. 

To summarize, I recommend a number of items to benefit further research continuing on 

from where this study has concluded: 

1) Define what pro-environmental behaviours are and create a list of examples to use to 

screen potential research participants, perhaps administered as a questionnaire. 

2) Explore gratitude to nature rituals amongst additional cultures or case studies, and/or 

also to go into much greater depth in one of the three cases studied in this research. 
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3) Find research participants who demonstrate pro-environmental behaviours in their 

daily life and who are long-term participants in rituals expressing gratitude towards 

nature.  

4) Find research participants who demonstrate pro-environmental behaviours in their 

daily life and ask them what factors motivate their behaviours the most. 

5) Conduct research with individuals who speak the same language(s) as the researcher 

or use a translator who has in-depth experience of conducting qualitative research 

interviews. 

6) Conduct more than nine interviews. 

7) Use a reflectivity methodology and spend a minimum of one month in each 

community. 

Conclusions on Methodological Lessons Learned in this Research  

The main aim in this study was to address the lack of research on what long-term 

participation in rituals expressing gratitude towards nature does for promoting pro-environmental 

values and behaviours.  My understanding in this study was enhanced by being a reflexive 

researcher, directly observing, engaging, reflecting on personal experience with, and reporting on 

the cross-cultural experiences of nine long-term practitioners of gratitude towards nature rituals 

with special attention to whether or not they embody pro-environmental values or behaviours in 

their daily life.  However, there is much more to be said on the topic of rituals of gratitude 

towards nature and their connection to pro-environmental values and behaviours.  I learned many 

lessons in terms of how to modify research methodology for a study of this nature going forward. 
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Research Possibility 1: Case Study on Exemplars of Pro-Environmental Behaviour  

The first possible direction for future research on the topic of understanding rituals of 

gratitude towards nature and their relationship to pro-environmental behaviours is to conduct a 

radically different inquiry design for case study research.  As a result of this exploratory study, I 

found that participants who connect their practice of ritual to how they actively engage in pro-

environmental behaviours were rare.  For further knowledge about how this connection could be 

fostered, it would be beneficial to move in a ‘reverse direction’, namely, by finding exemplars of 

pro-environmental behaviours that consciously associate their environmental practice with their 

regular participation in rituals of gratitude towards nature.  By studying the experiences and 

perspectives of this special group of exemplars, influential factors fostering pro-environmental 

behaviours within rituals expressing gratitude to nature could be identified.  These influential 

factors identified could then be amplified within gratitude towards nature rituals to do the same 

for other individuals. 

Research Possibility 2: Traditional/Indigenous Leaders & Gratitude to Nature Actions in 

Traditional/Indigenous Communities 

A second possible direction for research on gratitude towards nature and pro-

environmental behaviours would be to conduct action research engaging traditional or 

Indigenous leaders of rituals expressing gratitude to nature and pro-environmental community 

leaders within traditional or Indigenous communities, in piloting practices of explicitly extending 

actions of gratitude towards nature into traditional or Indigenous daily community life.  The 

implicit connections between gratitude towards nature rituals and everyday life practices in 

Indigenous communities cannot be assumed in contemporary times in any of the cultures 

examined in this study.  Each cultural context in this study, but especially where there is a 
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geographically distinguishable traditional or Indigenous community in association with gratitude 

towards nature rituals, such as within Six Nations Longhouse ritual communities of practice, it 

may be possible to create new, more explicit connections between the practice and community 

life.  Ritual leaders partnering with community leaders who are seen to be influential in 

sustaining or changing community norms and who demonstrate and embody pro-environmental 

values could create new and explicit connections between key elements of rituals expressing 

gratitude towards nature and pro-environmental community practices.  Gratitude towards nature 

ritual participants’ engagement in such community pro-environmental practices as understood 

consciously to reflect the meaning of their gratitude towards nature rituals could be examined as 

models for wider initiatives.  

Research Possibility 3: Incorporating Gratitude Towards Nature Actions into Other Types of 

Rituals 

Powerful action-research could be developed by working with spiritual organizations that 

do not typically incorporate explicit actions expressing gratitude towards nature yet might be 

open to developing new gratitude towards nature actions in their rituals.  It would be important 

for these new ritual actions to be carefully developed alongside organizational leaders and 

community members to determine ways in which these actions could be included in a 

meaningful way that links both pro-environmental values and pro-environmental behaviours 

within the ritual to actions that can be expressed and undertaken in daily life.  Conducting case 

study research on how incorporating these long-term changes into spiritual traditions that haven’t 

typically engaged in expressing gratitude towards nature could be a meaningful way to learn 

more about the ability of rituals to influence pro-environmental behaviour outside of rituals.  I 

recommend investigating ritual actions that emphasize community protection and restoration of 
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the natural world, for example, building a community garden at the main gathering places of a 

spiritual tradition and connecting the dialogue and actions of regular rituals to include caring for 

that community garden together and expressing gratitude towards nature for all that it provides 

and does for their ritual community. 

Research Possibility 4: Ecological Practices & Gratitude Towards Nature Rituals in Urban 

Environments 

Creating action-based research recognizing how people live in the urban environment 

while enacting projects that reclaim aspects of urban and suburban spaces back to healthy 

functioning ecosystems could be linked to celebration through ritual and a connection to pro-

environmental values.  New groups could be created to do this work or it could be done by 

engaging school groups, community interest groups, and environmental groups to create this 

kind of action-research.  Suggested projects in working with such groups in a manner that elicits 

celebrating the natural world are activities such as restoring ecosystems, building community 

gardens, and preserving intact green spaces.  This kind of research could examine ways to 

connect activities such as urban agriculture, ecological restoration, and ecological preservation to 

higher order values that highlight caring for the earth and generations to come. 

Final Conclusions on Future Research Possibilities 

The study of communal, ritualized expressions of gratitude towards the natural world is 

an area of investigation that has only just begun to be studied and deserves further attention.  I 

hope that this exploratory study will be useful in pointing where future study efforts can be 

directed towards learning more about conducting cross-cultural studies on rituals of gratitude 

towards nature.  Also, I hope that this work can inform further studies on the role rituals of 

gratitude towards nature have in relation to fostering or strengthening pro-environmental values 
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and behaviours.  Additionally, my study is intended to affirm the importance of Indigenous 

people’s culture and recognize that rituals expressing gratitude towards nature within Indigenous 

communities are effectively preserving culture, building community, and fostering a continued 

respect for the natural world.  
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW GUIDE/INTERVIEW RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
Question 1: How did you begin participating in rituals that express gratitude towards   

  nature? 

  Probe: Was there something that led you to participate?  

  Probe: Did you choose to participate on your own accord? 

Question 2: What is the nature of your participation in gratitude towards nature rituals? 

  Probe: How long have you been involved? 

  Probe: How many different rituals do you typically participate in per year? 

  Probe: Where do you normally go to take part in your ritual practice? 

  Probe: Are you an active participant or a passive participant? 

  Probe: Do you have any leadership roles in your ritual practice? 

Question 3: What is the importance of participating in rituals that express gratitude towards 

nature to you personally? 

  Probe: How do you feel after a ritual is complete? 

  Probe: What difference does it make in your life?  

  Probe: Is there a specific reason why you continue to participate in these rituals?  

Question 4:  Which parts of your ritual practice of gratitude towards the natural world are 

especially meaningful to you? 

  Probe: Which parts couldn’t you live without? 

  Probe: What things make you feel most attached to your ritual practice? 

  Probe: Can you give some examples and describe them? 

Question 5:  Are there ways that you think your participation in rituals expressing gratitude 

towards the natural world affect your personal relationship to the natural world? 
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  Probe: Tell me about how you relate to the natural world? 

  Probe: In what ways does participation in the ritual shape this relationship?  

  Probe: Do you behave differently towards the natural world as a result? 

Probe: Do you exhibit any pro-environmental behaviours in your lifestyle, job or 

hobbies? 

Question 6:  What are your thoughts about the future of your ritual practice and its relevance to 

future generations? 

  Probe: Do you anticipate any changes to it in the future? 

Probe: Do you expect that your practice will be continued by future generations? 

Probe: What do you imagine its importance in the world will be?  

Question #7: Is there anything else you can tell me that we haven’t talked about yet about your 

experience of your rituals of gratitude to the natural world and/or your 

relationship to nature? 
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APPENDIX B: INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
An Invitation to Participate in Research 

 
 

*This invitation was sent by both email and delivered in-person to participants. 

Dear ____________________, 

My name is Meagan Hamilton.  I am a 37- year old, female Canadian student who is 

studying in the Doctor of Social Sciences program at Royal Roads University in Victoria, British 

Columbia, Canada.  I am writing to you today to invite you to participate in my doctoral 

research, in which I am studying communal rituals of expressing gratitude towards the natural 

world.  I have heard that you are an active long-term participant in ______________ceremonies 

held at ____________________ and a vital part of their _____________________ community 

life. I am wondering if you would be interested in and available to participate in my research 

interviews?  Your participation in my interviews would be completely voluntary and all of your 

responses will be kept confidential.  

The questions I will be asking will pertain to how you feel about participating in 

________________ rituals and what it does for your life and your relationship to the natural 

world.  There will be two interviews, an initial interview (no longer than two hours duration) and 

a follow-up interview a few days later (also no longer than two hours duration.  You will not be 

asked anything that makes you feel uncomfortable in any way and you will have the option to 

withdraw from my research at any time in my study.  After my interviews are complete, I will 

show you a written transcription of the interview and you may omit any parts you would like or 

add anything more that you would like.  I will also be accompanied by a translator who will be 

required to sign an oath of confidentiality form in your presence.  
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Your participation would be greatly respected and appreciated!  Your opinions and 

experience would be helping me to develop a comparative analysis of 12 practitioners of 

gratitude toward nature rituals from 4 different spiritual traditions (Korean Mugyo, Japanese 

Shinto, Judeo-Christianity, and North American Indigenous).  At the present, there is very little 

literature on the subject of gratitude towards nature rituals and I hope that I will be able to 

develop this topic through my research, as I feel they are a very important practice! 

If you would like to participate, please send me an email to [email address] and outline possible 

times when you would be available to meet to have coffee and discuss potential times for the 

initial interview. 

Thank you very much for your time and I look forward to hearing from you! 

Sincerely, 

Meagan Hamilton 

Doctor of Social Science Candidate 

Royal Roads University 
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APPENDIX C: INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 

Informed Consent to Participate in Research  
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Informed Consent Form for ___________________________________________ 
 
 
Principle Investigator:  Meagan Hamilton 

Name of Organization:  Royal Roads University  

Name of Research Project:  Thanking Nature: Exploring rituals of expressing gratitude to the 

natural world 

 
This Informed Consent Form has three parts:  
 

Part 1: Information Sheet (to share information about the study with you)  
 
Part 2: Certificate of Consent (for signatures if you choose to participate)  
 
Part 3: Certificate of Withdrawal from Research (for signatures if you choose to 

withdraw from this research) 

You will be given a copy of the full Informed Consent Form  
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
Part 1: Information Sheet  
 
Introduction: 
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My name is Meagan Hamilton. I am a 37- year old, female student who is studying in a 

Doctor of Social Sciences program at Royal Roads University in Victoria, British Columbia, 

Canada.  I am conducting research studying individual’s experiences of participating in 

collective rituals of expressing gratitude towards the natural world.  

You do not have to decide today whether or not you will participate in my research. 

Before you decide, feel free to ask me (or a translator if English is not your first language) any 

questions you would like about this research. You may also contact the office of research at my 

university.  This consent form may contain words that you do not understand.  Please ask me to 

stop if you need me to as we go through this information and I (or the individual who will be 

translating for me in your language) will take time to explain.  

Purpose of the Research: 

The purpose of my research is to learn about how participation in collective rituals of 

expressing gratitude to the natural world, across various cultures, affect an individual’s way of 

being in the world, in particular, as it relates to their thinking, values, and behaviour towards the 

natural world.  I feel that by asking practitioners of rituals of gratitude towards the natural world 

about their experience of their rituals, I can learn more about what it means to participate in them 

and what they do for people.  

Type of Research: 

This research will involve your participation in two interviews in which I will ask you to 

share your experience about participating in rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural 

world.  

Participant Selection: 
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You are being invited to take part in this research because I feel that your experience as a 

long-term practitioner of _____________________ rituals can contribute to my understanding 

and knowledge of rituals expressing gratitude towards the natural world.  

Voluntary Participation: 

Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary.  It is your choice whether to 

participate or not.  The choice that you make will have no bearing on your involvement in your 

spiritual community or ritual practice and it will not disappoint me in any way.  You may choose 

to withdraw from my research for any reason and at any point in time during my research. If you 

choose to participate, all of your personal information will be kept confidential, protected and 

secure.  I will hide your identity in my research through the use of a false name, unless you 

would like your real name to be identified.  If you choose not to participate, I will ensure all of 

the information you shared is destroy if you wish me to do so and will destroy it in your presence.  

Procedures: 

Your participation in my research process will first begin with the signing of this consent 

form.  We can then meet as many times as is necessary for you to feel comfortable and ready to 

begin interviews.  If English is not your first language or if you do not feel comfortable 

conducting the interview in English, then a translator will be made available and will have signed 

a confidentiality agreement prior to meeting you, that ensures both your identity (unless you 

would like it to be revealed) and all of your information will be kept confidential.  There is also a 

portion of this form that the translator will sign in your presence to ensure the confidentiality of 

your information. 

The interviews will begin on any day that is most suitable for you in which I am also 

available (as well as a translator where applicable).  The interviews will take place in a private 
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location that you feel is most suitable and no one else but myself (and if required, a translator) 

will be present during these interviews (unless you would like someone else to be present). 

During the interviews, myself (and the translator) will sit down with you in a comfortable place. 

If you do not wish to answer any of the questions during the interview, you may say so and I will 

move on to the next question.  I will not ask you to share personal beliefs, practices, stories 

and/or any knowledge that you are not comfortable with sharing.  

This research will involve your participation in two interviews.  The first will be a 

preliminary interview that will be a maximum of two hours duration, with a 30-minute break 

after one hour to rest.  During this initial interview I will ask you to questions telling me about 

whatever you like pertaining to this one main question of: 

Tell me about what it means to you and your relationship with nature to participate in 

your ritual practice of expressing gratitude towards the natural world?  

The second interview will be a two hour follow-up interview conducted three to seven 

days later, in which I will ask specific questions to make sure nothing was missed in the 

preliminary interview and to allow you time for reflection.  I will develop the questions based on 

the information you shared in the previous interview. 

Research Questions: 

 The goal of my research is to hear your stories about your experience of being a long-

term participant in rituals expressing gratitude to the natural world and how this affects your 

thinking, values, and behavior towards the natural world.  I realize that not all of the rituals you 

participate in express gratitude towards nature and that it may only be parts of specific rituals 

that do this. Instead of me asking specific questions, I would like you to tell me whatever you 

would like to share about your experience of participating in rituals or parts of rituals that 
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express gratitude towards the natural world.  While I am very interested in the details of how the 

rituals you participate in are performed, the purpose of my research is to learn about how your 

participation in these rituals affects your relationship to the natural world in regards to your 

beliefs, values, thinking, and behaviour.  Therefore, I appreciate any information that you can 

share with me in this regard. In the second interview I will ask you questions that I formulate 

based on what was shared in the first interview, most of these questions will be in regards to 

elaborating on a topic of to request an explanation of anything that was not understood.  You do 

not have to answer any questions that you do not feel comfortable answering and I will not be 

disappointed if you choose not to answer a particular question. 

Risks: 
I do not foresee any risks involved in this research.  The only items I can see as potential 

risks could be to reveal your identity or someone overhearing what you are saying.  I feel these 

risks can be avoided by using a false name and by conducting the interview in a private location. 

Please feel free to discuss with me any risks you may feel might occur during your participation 

in my research and how you would like me to avoid them and I will make it my priority to ensure 

these suggestions are implemented. 

I also do not anticipate any conflict of interest between you as a research participant, me 

as a researcher, and/or any translator involved in this research.  However, if you feel at any time 

that there is a conflict of interest between us, please inform me of it and I will acknowledge said 

conflict of interest and ask you to withdraw from research. 

Benefits:  

There will be no direct benefit to you to be involved in my research, but your 

participation will help me find out more about what participating in collective rituals expressing 

gratitude towards the natural world does for an individual’s relationship with nature.  From the 
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information gathered in my research and shared in my dissertation, I hope to contribute to greater 

awareness of the purpose and meaning of participating in rituals expressing gratitude towards the 

natural world. 

Reimbursements: 

I will provide you with reimbursement for any travel costs incurred while travelling back 

and forth from your home to our interview locations as a result of participation in my research.  I 

will also provide a gift of thanks in the form of a gift certificate at the end of your participation. 

Confidentiality: 

The entire interview discussion will be audio recorded, but I will not identify you by 

name on the recording (unless you would like me to do so).  The information recorded is 

confidential, and no one else except myself (and the translator if applicable) will have access to 

this file.  The audio files will be removed from the device after recording and kept secure by 

being saved to a password encrypted Dropbox File.  If any hardcopies of the transcribed 

interview are created they will be locked securely in a filing cabinet.  The recordings will be 

permanently deleted after your interviews have been transcribed. 

Sharing the Results: 

I will give you an opportunity after your interviews have been transcribed to review your 

remarks, and opportunity for you to modify or remove them if you choose.  I will also share a 

copy of my final written dissertation once it is accepted by Royal Roads University. 

Right to Refuse or Withdraw: 

You do not have to take part in this research if you do not wish to do so, and choosing to 

participate will not affect your ritual community or ritual practice in any way.  You may stop 

participating in the discussion/interview at any time that you wish without being affected. 
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Who to Contact: 

If you have any questions, you can ask them now or later.  If you wish to ask questions 

later, you may contact any of the following:  

Principal Researcher: 

Meagan Hamilton 

[email, phone number] 

Translator: 

Name: _____________________________________________________ 

Email: _____________________________________________________ 

This Informed Consent Form has been reviewed and approved by Royal Roads 

University Office of Research, which has a committee whose task it is to make sure that research 

participants are protected from harm.  If you wish to find about more about this research please 

contact Royal Roads University Office of Research. 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Part 2: Certificate of Consent  
 
Statement by the Research Participant: 

I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity to 

ask questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my 

satisfaction.  I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study. 

Printed Name of Participant: ______________________________________________ 
  
Signature of Participant: _________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ________________/ __________________/__________________ 

 day month   year    
 

If Unable to Read English: 
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I have witnessed the accurate reading of the consent form to the potential participant, and the 

individual has had the opportunity to ask questions.  I confirm that the individual has given 

consent freely.  

 
Printed Name of Witness: _________________________________________________ 
  
Signature of Witness: _____________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ________________/ __________________/__________________ 

 day month   year    
 

Statement by the Researcher: 
 
I have accurately read out the information sheet to the potential participant, and to the best of my 

ability made sure that the participant understands it. I confirm that the participant was given 

an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and all the questions asked by the participant 

have been answered correctly and to the best of my ability. I confirm that the individual has not 

been coerced into giving consent, and the consent has been given freely and voluntarily.  

 
 Printed Name of Researcher_______________________________________________  
 
Signature of Researcher: __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ________________/ __________________/__________________ 

 day month   year    
 

 
Statement by the Translator (where applicable): 
 
I hereby agree to keep the identity of the research participant in this research (if they wish) and 

all information expressed by them completely confidential. 

 
Printed Name of Translator: _______________________________________________  
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Signature of Translator: __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ________________/ __________________/__________________ 

 day month   year    
 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Part 3: Certificate of Withdrawal from Research 
 
I understand my right to withdraw from research at any time and I have hereby decided to 

withdraw from research at this point. I expect that all of the information I shared will be kept 

confidential. 

 

Printed Name of Participant: ______________________________________________  
  
Signature of Participant: __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ______________/________________/__________________/_________________ 

 day month year   time  
 

 
 
Printed Name of Researcher_______________________________________________  
 
Signature of Researcher: __________________________________________________ 
 
Date: ______________/________________/__________________/_________________ 

 day month year   time  
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APPENDIX D: REQUEST FOR PERMISSION  

 
Request for Permission to Observe & Record a Ritual 

 

Dear _________________________________________, 

My name is Meagan Hamilton. I am a 37 year old, female Canadian student who is 

studying in a Doctor of Social Sciences program at Royal Roads University in Victoria, British 

Columbia, Canada. I am studying communal rituals of expressing gratitude towards the natural 

world. I am writing to you today to ask permission for permission from your spiritual 

organization to observe and video record one of your rituals (or parts of one ritual) expressing 

gratitude towards the natural world.  

The recording of your ritual would help me to develop a comparative understanding 

between your spiritual tradition and three others spiritual traditions of rituals expressing gratitude 

to the natural world.  It would also help me to develop a short documentary video on gratitude 

towards nature rituals from four different spiritual traditions (Korean Mugyo, Japanese Shinto, 

Judeo-Christianity, and North American Indigenous) with the aim to illuminate the meaning and 

importance of rituals of gratitude towards nature for communities and individuals. At the present, 

there is very little literature on the subject of gratitude towards nature rituals and I hope that I 

will be able to develop this topic through my research, as I feel they are a very important 

practice! 

If your spiritual organization is willing to grant me permission to observe and record one of 

your rituals or if you or anyone from your spiritual organization has questions about my request, 

please send me an email and outline possible times when you would be available to meet to have 

coffee or tea and discuss this further. 



 
178 

 

 
 

 

Thank you very much for your time and I look forward to hearing from you!  

Sincerely,  

Meagan Hamilton  

Doctor of Social Science Candidate 

Royal Roads University 
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APPENDIX E: INFORMED CONSENT TO OBSERVE AND RECORD A RITUAL 

 
 

Informed Consent to Observe and Record a Ritual 

 

This is an agreement of Informed Consent to Observe and Record a Ritual for the following 

research: 

 
 Principal Investigator:  Meagan Hamilton 
 
 Name of Organization:  Royal Roads University  
 

Name of Research Project:  Thanking Nature: Exploring ritual practices of gratitude to 
the natural world 

 
 
This agreement is made as of the _________day of __________________, ___________, by and 

between: 

 
Organization: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
Ritual Leader: _________________________________________________________________ 
 
Researcher: ___________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
To observe the following ritual: 
 
Ritual Name: __________________________________________________________________ 
 
Location of the Ritual : __________________________________________________________ 
 
Date of Ritual: _________________________________________________________________ 

 
This Agreement shall govern the conditions of Informed Consent to Observe and Record 

the aforementioned Ritual by the Ritual Leader to the researcher.  With regard to the Conduct of 

Researcher and Use of the Information Gathered from the Ritual, the Researcher hereby agrees: 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1.)  Not to use the information to exploit or harm any individuals involved in the ritual 

and their community of ritual practice; 

2.)  To allow the Leader of the Ritual to decide which parts of the ritual are allowed to 

be observed and recorded; 

3.) The Ritual Leader will be entitled to remove the researcher from their ritual, if the 

Researcher is engaging in behaviour the Ritual Leader deems as threatening to the 

Ritual and their Ritual Community. 

 

IN WITNESS WHEREOF the Parties have hereunto executed this Agreement as of the 

day and year first above written above: 

Signature of Ritual Leader: ______________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ________________/ __________________/__________________ 

 day month   year    
 
 
Signature of Researcher: ________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: ________________/ __________________/__________________ 
 day month   year   
 
 
Consent from Additional Individuals Involved in the Ritual: 
 
 

Printed Name: Signature: 
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APPENDIX F: JAPANESE SHINTOISM INTERVIEW #2 VIGNETTES (HIRO) 

Introduction to Hiro.  This interview vignette represents the second interview conducted 

in Japan.  This interview was with a Japanese male in his mid-sixties and was conducted in the 

Japanese language with the use of a translator.  The interview was administered in two parts on 

consecutive days, in a café owned by the translator during hours when customers were not 

present.  This was the first interview conducted utilizing a translator. Not being able to follow the 

interview completely, as it took place, was found to be challenging, given it was difficult for the 

translator to translate simultaneously.  After reading the translated transcription of this interview, 

it was noted that if the interview was conducted in English, I would have had many more 

questions about what was said.  

The following description explains some of the background information behind this 

interview that would be hard for someone who has never visited Japan or who knows very little 

about the Shinto faith to understand, as well as the nuances of the interview that have become 

apparent since reflecting on the translated content. 

This interview participant, Hiro, was born and raised in a small rural town in the south of 

Japan, where much of the community is employed in agriculture, fishing, logging, and tourism. 

Hiro worked as a manager of a major department store in a neighbouring city for many years and 

then in midlife changed his career to become the manager of a fish hatchery until he retired a 

decade later.  It was very apparent that Hiro’s work as a manager of a fish hatchery affected his 

life and relationship with the natural world greatly.  

Hiro’s participation background.  Hiro grew up in a Buddhist family, but he decided to 

attend Shinto ceremonies in early adulthood after discussing this with his family.  He didn’t 

claim to be heavily involved in Shinto ceremonies, yet he did report that he has participated in 
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them occasionally for most of his life, roughly 30 years.  He also mentioned that he attended 

some rituals as a child, since many families in Japan who attend Buddhist rituals also attend 

Shinto rituals. 

Hiro’s personal meaning derived from Shinto rituals.  From the beginning of the 

interview, Hiro expressed that he believes he is supported by nature and that he can communicate 

with it in ways that others are not able to.  He made comments such as, “I feel that I am 

supported by a variety of things in nature, but, I can’t explain my feelings” and “in fact, people 

don’t think this kind of thing happens, but I feel like stones say to me, where are you from?” and 

“when I was a child, I had a lot of mystical experiences, but if I talked about these experiences, 

people would say that you just had a dream” and “seeing the people who are like me is the 

happiest moment for me, I want to hug them, but those people who can communicate with nature 

are rare” and lastly, “I think I am one of a kind.”  

Without explicitly saying it, Hiro expresses in various ways that he is different than 

others and that he has a special connection to nature and the Shinto deities of nature.  He also 

said that others notice this too.  To illustrate this, he makes comments such as, “by the way, 

many of the Shinto gods like me, because I am not the man who always wants money” or 

“people say, a god exists in you (referring to himself).”  He also mentioned that after he was 

hired to manage the fish hatchery, one of the customers, who was surprised to see him in such a 

radically different career from his old position as manager of a department store, said to him, 

“Suijin brought you here.”  Suijin is a Shinto water deity that is believed to live in lakes, pond, 

springs, wells, and even in the water you drink from your sink and the water in your toilet.  This 

was also mentioned in the first interview conducted in Japan, where the interview participant 
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mentioned that her family sometimes prays to the “Washroom Gods,” what she means is that 

they are actually praying to Suijin the Water God. 

Hiro repeatedly downplayed his involvement in Shinto rituals and claimed numerous 

times that he doesn’t like them.  This was found to be surprising, given he was recommended as 

an ideal candidate for this research by multiple people in his town.  Also, upon visiting the local 

shrine a few times, he was often there, which was an interesting observation considering he was 

quite adamant that he rarely visits.  Some of his downplaying about his participation is most 

likely connected to the prevalence and importance of modesty in Japanese culture.  It could also 

be that this interview participant did not want to commit to having to answer questions more 

deeply, which is another customary reaction in Japanese culture; not wanting to state an opinion 

on anything or appear to others as if you think you are an expert.  The Japanese cultural practice 

of strict modesty was a major hurdle during research in Japan (as was mentioned in Chapter 3) 

and it is thought to happen for two reasons, the first; is that it is considered boasting and the 

second, is that it allows one to avoid having others criticize them. “Kaizen” or constant 

improvement is a value that is deeply embedded in Japanese culture and the belief that one can 

never reach perfection.  Therefore, if you are to state you are an expert at something it is often 

considered that you feel you have reached perfection, which is something Japanese people would 

never want to admit publicly.  It is basically a death sentence, socially. 

 Hiro claims to really dislike Shinto ceremonies and ceremonies of all sorts.  He 

emphasizes the importance of personal rituals, and how they are far deeper in meaning to him, 

than collective rituals.  He makes comments emphasizing how much he dislikes rituals saying, “I 

am participating in Shinto rituals, but I am not really into Shinto” or “I always think about Shinto 

objectively” or “I don’t like ceremonies” and “I hate wedding ceremonies” or “rituals in 
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themselves are meaningless or “the ways to connect to nature have been inherited from ancient 

times” and “for me, it isn’t something that’s fun, but if you appreciate it, you might find it fun.” 

Hiro emphasizes his attachment to personal rituals of giving thanks to nature, explaining how he 

travels to a large stand of chestnut trees in his region once a year to see them drop nuts, or his 

personal habit of acknowledging the life or sentience of entities in his daily life and feeling some 

sense of guilt towards them.  He explains this by saying: 

Spirit and life reside within everything.  It is the idea of the primitive religion of Japan 

including Shinto.  I understand it in a sensual way.  That’s why I hate flower 

arrangements.  If you walk in the mountains, you will step on grass.  Do you feel I step 

on them, they will feel painful.  We are alive doing that. I think we should not only 

appreciate, but also feel guilty or a sense of sin about that. 

Another important theme that came up in this interview with Hiro was his belief that 

humans are connected to trees and plants and that he specifically feels connected to trees and 

plants.  He described how he asks strawberries if he may eat them, before he eats them.  Also, as 

described previously, he shared a story about his annual trip to see the chestnut trees drop their 

chestnuts and he that he says to them “I don’t mind if you drop your nuts on my head.”  He also 

says, “I had an experience of leaves giving me a wave hello, when I asked the tree please make it 

happen, so that the customers can see it, and then the tree helped me.”  This example of 

communicating with nature was a sentiment that was mentioned in many of the interviews in this 

study, particularly in the Korean Shintoism interviews. 

Hiro’s values towards the natural world.  Hiro did not answer many interview 

questions directly, it was undetermined whether there was some miscommunication with what 

the translators or if he just did not desire to answer the questions directly for some reason, or 
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perhaps this is his character.  It did seem that Hiro is the sort of person that speaks more 

philosophically, therefore, it was difficult to gather a direct response to a question and often he 

moved the discussion away from what was being asked.  However, the translator did not repeat 

questions that were not answered or ask them in another way.  This was another challenge in this 

research; the translators who conducted the interviews in Korean and Japanese have excellent 

translation skills but neither of them were experienced in conducting academic interviews. 

 Additionally, Hiro often simultaneously, contradicted his comments, therefore, it was 

difficult to know his true feelings about Shinto rituals.  For example, he comments, “some people 

like ceremonies and others hate them, there are lots of kinds of ceremonies in Japan and the local 

people are proud of them, I think that is important.  He also says, “to be honest with you, people 

think it is a pain in the neck joining ceremonies, that’s because you have to be patient for about 

an hour, but sometimes, being patient is good for you.”  It is as if he is saying he hates 

ceremonies, but he actually thinks they are important, which indicates he values them.  He also 

comments, “when two or three hundred people attend a ceremony it is fun.”  He continues on to 

say, “I went to the Oguni shrine to meet a Shinkan [Shinto Priest] the day before yesterday.  My 

wife asked me if I prayed or not, and I said I did not.”  This comment also illustrates the 

frequency with which he attends Shinto rituals; he even went to one the day prior to the 

interview.  Yet, at the same time he said even though he attends rituals sometimes, he doesn’t 

pray.  Perhaps this tells us that Hiro does not want to be viewed as someone who follows Shinto 

rituals and practices strictly. 

Hiro’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  Hiro did not comment as to whether or not 

he feels he exhibits pro-environmental behaviours in his life, but he most definitely expresses 

that he has a strong connection to the natural world and that he spends a great deal of time 
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connecting to the natural world through his hobbies and employment experiences.  He also 

expressed that he engages in personal rituals of giving thanks to the world, and that he does 

attend communal rituals of giving thanks to the natural world, yet he doesn’t enjoy them all that 

much, however he feels they are important for many people and he respects the rituals.  From all 

of these sorts of comments, it was gathered that Hiro definitely exhibits pro-environmental 

behaviours and values as a result of engaging in both communal rituals and personal rituals of 

giving thanks to the natural world, however, he likes his autonomy and freedom from the 

constraints of being thought of as extremely devout or too involved in these rituals.  Perhaps, he 

learns from communal rituals the philosophy and values that he respects, internalizes them, and 

then practices them in his own personal way.  For some individuals, this is the key to having a 

deeper personal spiritual connection to the natural world. 

Hiro’s opinions on the future of Shinto rituals.  Given that this was the first interview 

conducted using a translator, it was difficult to understand what they were saying in the interview 

all the time, it was tough to know whether a question was being asked or not.  It also became 

evident that it was challenging to keep Hiro moving along to the next interview questions, given 

he had a lot to tell about his life in general related to his experiences with Shintoism and nature.  

As a result, Hiro was never asked this question in the interview 

Conclusions on Hiro’s interview.  Overall, Hiro represents an individual who chooses to 

participate in rituals of giving thanks to the natural world and he takes from them what makes 

sense or is meaningful to him personally.  He does not want to be an active participant in 

communal rituals, yet he attends them.  He also creates many of his own personal rituals and 

feels he has a unique connection to the natural world.  As an individual who chose to participate 

rather than being born into a family that participates in such rituals, there seems to be more 
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flexibility to create deep personal meaning from these rituals and one may even be more 

conscious of their influence in their life. 
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APPENDIX G: JAPANESE SHINTOISM INTERVIEW #3 VIGNETTES (MASA) 

The information gathered during the third interview conducted in Japan, was 

unfortunately not able to be used in this study.  It was meant to be an interview with one 

individual, but upon arriving at the interview location with the translator, there were three 

additional individuals present hoping to be interviewed together.  We attempted to conduct a 

group interview, but after reviewing the translated transcriptions, it was realized that not 

everyone answered each question, nor did one person answer all of the questions.  Again, this 

was the challenge of not being able to understand the language the interview was being 

conducted in and therefore not being able to follow the interview as it was happening.  In 

addition, the translator that translated the interview questions with excellent at translating 

between Japanese and English, but inexperienced as an academic interviewer.  As a result, this 

interview represents the third usable Japanese Shintoism interview in this study, which was 

conducted later in Toronto, Canada with a Japanese individual who speaks English.  

Introduction to Masa.  Masa is a male in his mid-thirties who grew up in Japan but 

moved to Canada in his early twenties.  Masa comes from a family that participates regularly in 

Shinto ceremonies that give thanks to the natural world, however Masa’s family is not as devout 

as, Aya’s (the family of the first Shinto interviewee in this study). Masa has participated in 

Shinto rituals since he was born, because his parents participated in them. Masa describes 

himself as an active participant in Shinto rituals who has had occasional leadership roles in them. 

He describes that although he now lives in Canada, whenever he goes home to visit, usually once 

a year, he participates in Shinto rituals while he is there.  Masa comments on this saying, “so, last 

when I went back to Japan, I go to the Shrine for the pray, thanks, for the appreciation for them 

[the Shinto Gods].”  He also expresses that he practices Shinto rituals on his own while living in 
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Canada, particularly rituals thanking the Gods of Shintoism for his good fortune or if he needs to 

ask for help. 

Although Masa expresses how he didn’t choose to follow Shinto rituals when he was 

younger, he says he continues to follow them on his own as an adult, which he says isn’t so 

common these days in Japan.  He comments on this saying, “cos I don’t think Japanese 

[choose]… it’s like traditional right, yeah, I don’t know, we don’t choose.”  He also mentions, 

“when I was kids maybe I didn’t believe it, but after twenty years I believed.”  This comment is 

similar to sentiments Aya expressed in her interview. 

Masa’s personal meaning derived from Shinto rituals.  Masa explains how he feels 

that in more recent times, it is becoming uncommon in Japan for people to follow Shintoism and 

that many Japanese who used to follow both Shintoism and Buddhism are now letting go of 

Shintoism.  He says, “when I was a kid my parents always took me to the Temple and Shinto 

[the Shinto shrine], usually we believe in both, right, we go both Temple and the Shrine.”  He 

then continues on to say, “many Japanese people changed to Buddhism!  Many in my hometown, 

like maybe 90% or 95% are Buddhist!”  At the same time, he somewhat contradicts this 

statement by also commenting on how almost all Japanese people go to Shinto festivals.  

However, he explains that they often do not recognize that they are Shinto based festivals they 

are attending, nor do they understand the meaning behind the festival anymore.  He comments on 

this saying, “I think they are more like cultural festivals now than Shinto religion.  I think some 

young people don’t even know their Shinto religion, they just want to go to a festival”.  Once 

again this was also a sentiment expressed by Aya in her interview. 

 Masa explains that he feels participating in Shinto rituals helps his life and that he has 

had very good fortune, so he must be thankful for this.  He feels his own personal way to do this 
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is through participating in Shinto rituals.  He is careful to say that he is not sure if it is the right 

way and that he thinks it is definitely not the only way, but that it is the way that works for 

himself and his family.  He discusses his personal relationship to Shintoism at length, 

commenting, 

Well, I feel since I have lived until 37 my life is pretty good so far.  So, that’s why I 

believe in Shinto, because my life is pretty good!  I don’t have any bad luck, so that’s one 

of the reasons I am Shinto.  I always try to do my best in everything, that’s the way my 

life goes.  Also, I believe that I have to work hard forever, but some people work harder 

and they are not successful.  However, if you believe in something, then maybe there’s a 

better chance of you being more successful.  

Descriptions such as these do not reveal that Masa feels participation in Shinto rituals is solely or 

explicitly a method to thank the natural world, but that the intent is often more towards thanking 

the Shinto Gods for one’s overall good fortune in life.  When hearing comments such as this and 

after observing Shinto rituals, it is easy to see that thanking the natural world is a primary part of 

Shintoism, but that it is embedded in thanking everything for the good things in life.  In western 

thought, the natural world and everyday human life are often separated from each other.  In most 

Shinto rituals, participants are thanking the Gods of the natural world for providing sustenance 

towards a good life because they see this as engrained in life itself and not separate from it.  

 Masa also mentions that being involved in Shinto rituals brings him a sense of comfort or 

peace, in the way that, he is following his culture as his ancestors have done for many 

generations before him.  Masa comments on this, saying, 

Yeah, it’s comfortable and I just want to follow my tradition.  To be Shinto, kind of 

makes me feel like I’m Japanese.  I don’t know if it works or not, but it makes me feel 
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comfortable.  Shinto is kind of a religion and also part of our culture.  

This makes sense that Masa feels this way, as Shintoism is from Japan and did not spread to 

other parts of the world.  It is based on the land of Japan itself and the experience of those that 

have lived there, developing it over millennia.  Many of the Shinto interview participants 

expressed similar sentiments, that Shintoism is important for maintaining a Japanese person’s 

unique cultural identity.  This was also something that was found to be similar amongst Six 

Nations Haudenosaunee interview participants, given that Longhouse rituals are specific to 

exclusively Haudenosaunee people they are a means to protect Haudenosaunee language and 

culture. 

Masa’s values towards the natural world.  Masa explains that he is a very active 

participant in the Shinto rituals he attends and that there is a community of people that attend 

them that expect or wait for him to be there, he says: 

I told you the Einari Jinja is good for farmers, right!  So, it is important to go to that Jinja 

[Shrine] on the beginning of the month and the fifteenth of the month.  When I go there, 

people will be waiting there for me… 

He also mentioned that he has a leadership role in some ceremonies and responsibilities.  

He comments on this saying, 

 Every summer we have the “Omatsuri,” [festival] and do you know what a Mikoshi is?  

It’s like carrying a small shrine.  I volunteer my time to carry it.  I did that when I was a 

kid, maybe when I was around twenty, nineteen, eighteen”.  

  Carrying the “Mikoshi” at Japanese festivals or rituals is a huge source of pride for 

Japanese people and helps form community bonds with others in giving thanks to Shinto deities 

of nature.  The Mikoshi is an extremely heavy house (weighing as much as one ton or more) on 
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palates that both men and women volunteers carry on their shoulders.  The belief is that the God 

is inside the house and has been called there from the shrine to move to another location in the 

shrine or back to the same spot.  The strenuous act of carrying the Mikoshi is a source of great 

honour and often a coming of age ritual for Japanese people entering adulthood (their twenties).  

When asked about whether he feels more connected to nature as a result of participating 

in Shinto ceremonies, Masa needed to reflect for a few minutes and even kept repeating the 

question, as if he had never thought about it before.  In many of the interviews in this research, if 

not all of them, the interview participants had never thought about this question before and had 

not even considered it.  They might have needed more time to reflect.  Masa’s way of connecting 

to this idea was to comment on the location of many Shinto rituals as being in a setting that 

produces a strong connection to nature, merely because of the natural beauty around the Shrine 

areas.  He comments by saying, 

Shrines are only located in beautiful places, right!  Like a popular place, like some Shrine 

are built near a place with very clean air and built in the mountains.  So, people like to go 

there and enjoy the nature there too! 

He also made the comment that, “I don’t know we have the God or not, right!  Maybe God might 

be space or nature, we don’t know, right!”  This somewhat eludes to the fact that does believe 

this statement but is unwilling to state something so bold for fear of seeming religiously fanatical, 

which seems to be a worry for Japanese people, even though they are quite spiritual people.  

 Masa explained that farming is strongly connected to Shintoism and to the natural world 

and that the shrine that he goes to is actually meant for farmers.  He explains this by saying,  

We go to Inari Jinja to pray for the good rice growing season every year.  If something 

goes wrong, it’s like we are always asking the God to provide a good rice harvest for next 
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year and the year after.  Farming relates with everything, like water, weather, the sun, 

everything.  Those things all come together and then people can farm their rice.  So, I 

believe there is something related between nature and Shinto! 

By explaining this concept, he actually does come to the realization that he feels there is a strong 

relationship between Shinto rituals and nature.  Yet, he doesn’t say that he experiences this 

connectedness through participating in Shinto rituals. 

Masa’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  When Masa was asked whether he feels he 

exhibits any pro-environmental behaviours as a result of participating in Shinto rituals, he is 

quick to be modest and doesn’t suggest that he does.  He does explain a few examples of some 

parts of his life where he feels he is somewhat more conscious of his behaviours towards the 

environment and that he sees this happening mostly through food and making an effort not to use 

chemicals.  This was also important to Aya, the first Shinto interview participant in this research. 

Masa says, 

 I try to eat a lot of local food when I’m at home, but because I am living here it’s hard.  If 

I were living in my hometown I would eat local food all the time.  I am living here now 

(in Toronto) so I miss my local food a lot.  If I think about something that I do that is 

environmentally friendly, something I do is that I try to not use chemical stuff.  I try to 

use only organic stuff, like organic shampoo or soap.  But the last time I went back to 

Japan I realized they really care about the environment a lot!!! 

 Yet again, Masa’s comments about eating mirror Aya’s comments, in terms of actions 

that they both partake in, by eating organic, local food and using organic products in daily life. 

Upon consideration of these comments, questions arise about whether many people view the 

concept of being environmentally conscious or taking actions towards protecting the natural 
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world as being related to what kind of products they consume?  Are these the most commonly 

perceived actions towards being environmentally conscious?  Is it what most people consider as 

the most environmentally conscious actions we can perform in our everyday lives?  If most of 

the spiritual practices involved in giving thanks to the natural world revolve around healthy food 

production, that doesn’t exhaust the land, perhaps this is the key to what we should be doing 

more of? 

Masa’s opinions on the future of Shinto rituals.  When asking Masa about his opinions 

on whether he feels people’s participation in Shinto rituals will increase in the future, he seems 

to be quite positive about them.  It felt as if he wanted to say, as long as there are people in Japan, 

Shinto rituals will continue into the future, however he doesn't express this explicitly.  He also 

said the key to Shinto rituals continuing on in the future is by not changing them in any way and 

that the older people play a huge role in maintaining the cultural integrity of the rituals.  He 

comments, 

They cannot change it because it’s traditional!  So, you are right, maybe it will never 

change!  The older people try to keep our traditions and culture.  They say these 

festivals have to be done the same way all the time.  That’s tradition.  If it changes then 

it’s not traditional!  To be traditional we have to keep it the same every year. 

Masa’s comments mirror some of those mentioned in other interviews, particularly those with 

individuals at Six Nations, remarking that rituals must not change in order to retain ancient 

culture that has been passed down for generations.  Perhaps, knowing that your ancestors have 

done the same rituals for generations builds a stronger meaning for participants and/or connects 

them even more to the land of their ancestors. 
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Conclusions on Masa’s interview.  Some of the highlights of Masa’s interview were his 

connection to his own cultural identity through attending Shinto rituals.  He did not say explicitly 

that he feels he exhibits any particularly overt pro-environmental behaviours, however he did 

express a deep connection to attending ceremonies at the local shrine in his village his whole life.  

He explained that his local shrine is dedicated to farming rituals, also that his town is a farming 

community, and that he always eats only local food when he is living in his hometown.  These 

descriptions in themselves point towards pro-environmental behaviours and values, that he might 

not be conscious of, but are engrained in his hometown way of life, that he carries with him, 

even when living in Canada.  This shows the power of attending rituals expressing gratitude 

towards the natural world as a child and how they can shape our future values as adults. 
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APPENDIX H: KOREAN MUGYO INTERVIEW #1 VIGNETTES (SOO) 

Introduction to Soo.  This interview represents the first interview with a participant of 

Korean Mugyo rituals, however, it was actually the second interview conducted with a Mugyo 

practitioner.  After viewing the translated transcriptions of the first interview, it was realized that 

the individual was not actually a participant in Mugyo ceremonies and as a result it was not used.  

This interview was conducted in Korea with a Korean female in her early twenties who is a 

university student studying Korean traditional folk music.  She was interviewed after observing a 

Mugyo/Minsok ceremony that she had performed in as a musician.  For the purpose of this 

description, she will be referred to as Soo.  She was also staying at the abandoned/repurposed 

elementary school in the village with her music teacher and fellow students, where Mugyo 

ceremonies in this study were observed. 

Soo’s participation background.  Soo describes that she did not grow up participating 

in Shamanistic ceremonies or folk customs and that no one in her family practices them.  She 

explained that she became interested in Korean traditional folk music as a teen and started to 

pursue learning it.  She commented, “I began getting involved with Minsok [traditional Korean 

rituals connected to Shamanism] and folk music when I joined a folk music club in high school, 

and last year, I entered university majoring it.”  She then continued on to say “I did Korean 

traditional dance when I was younger, so that’s probably why I was naturally attracted to that 

kind of traditional stuff.”  The fact that she was involved in Korean traditional dance when she 

was younger, could actually mean that she was perhaps involved in Minsok at a much earlier age 

than she claimed. 

Soo described herself as now being a very active participant in Korean Shamanistic 

ceremonies or Gut, because she often is one of the musicians leading them.  She said that older 
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people in villages, where the young people have left, often rely on young people to come and 

continue performing these ceremonies for them and for the health of the village environment. 

She explained that most importantly they pray and give thanks to the water at various locations 

in the village.  She described this saying, 

People believe that there is a god in the well, so they thank the god for providing an 

abundance of water in the village.  When we arrive at the well, we greet The God of the 

well first and the person who plays “sogo” (a small hand-held Korean traditional drum) 

goes there first and plays and dances and then the “Buk” goes next and then the “jang-gu” 

(a large double-headed hourglass-shaped Korean traditional drum that is played with a 

stick) goes next.  

 She also explained how she sees the role of Gut for the people in the village now and in 

the past.  She commented,  

In my opinion, when I participate in a ceremony, I think about gut naturally originating 

from the kitchen and farming in the old days, it is a way to thank the Gods by doing 

things like burning a sheaf of rice straw. 

She referred to the portion of the ceremony where the villagers burn a giant sheaf of rice straw, 

from last year’s harvest.  This is done as an offering and to pray for a good harvest in the coming 

year and is done towards the end of the winter.  Some people even believe there is some science 

behind this action also because all the insect eggs from last fall incubate in the field in the old 

rice sheaves that lay on the ground.  By burning a sheaf of rice and then the field afterwards 

(which is normally the custom), all of those eggs will be destroyed and the ashes provide vital 

nutrients to the field at the start of the growing season. 
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Soo’s personal meaning derived from Mugyo rituals.  Soo explains what Gut means to 

her on a personal level.  She says that she is too young to really understand much yet, but that 

she hopes she will learn more and more in the future.  She comments, “to me, it’s just fun… I am 

too young to really know how it is affecting me yet.”  However, she did explain how it makes 

her feel.  She commented on this saying, 

I am not tired after a gut.  I feel satisfied.  I feel like it takes very little energy from me to 

keep involved in our traditions.  I also feel honored to do the ritual things like praying 

and thanking the Gods of nature.  Also, I am thankful for all the people participating in 

gut, the people who cook food and do many other things.  The event is very tiring for 

many people because of the cold weather, plus constantly playing (music) and walking, 

but I feel satisfied doing it and thankful to all the people involved. 

Soo also spoke about the link between young and old in learning about Mugyo or Minsok 

ceremonies.  She commented,  

Yesterday at the Gut, they [the older people] were telling us a lot of stuff and smiling. 

They told us to smile all the time, so we look like we are really enjoying ourselves, 

especially when we play for older people.  

Soo described these elements with a sense of pride at her efforts to make the older people in her 

community happy and feel useful in that they have knowledge that the young people wish to 

learn and also knowing that it will not be forgotten.  After observing a few ceremonies that Soo 

participated in as a musician and seeing her and other young people interact with the older 

people from the village, it was also apparent how much joy and respect were communicated 

between the two generations through the events of the ceremony.  It is rare that there are 

opportunities like this, for sharing between generations, in Korean society and even rarer in 
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western society.  The connection between young and old could be an important link in 

understanding how rituals of gratitude towards the natural world can influence one’s behavior 

toward the natural world, because the older generations hold vital information about the good 

health of the natural world in the past and they can advise on how to perpetuate values that 

uphold this health. 

Soo also describes the importance of carrying on Korean cultural customs, a sentiment 

that was also expressed by interview participants from Japan and others from Korea.  She 

described that this is not only important to her, but to all Koreans.  She said she hopes that many 

people will enjoy Minsok in the future and keep the culture alive.  She commented, 

I think there is a reason why I was born in Korea, so I also think there is a reason why I 

am learning about and majoring in these traditions.  I’ve thought that I want to keep 

these things alive and study how I can help become people interested in them.  In the 

future, I hope many people enjoy Minsok.  We should keep our culture alive! 

Soo’s values towards the natural world.  Soo described having strong pro-

environmental values somewhat indirectly.  It was interesting to find that female interview 

participants expressed this most easily.  Soo commented saying, 

I spent most of my time with people majoring in Minsok customs.  Although it was only 

one year in school, I felt sad that people are forgetting about these things... the existence 

of people and nature and what we mean to each other… maybe that’s why Minsok 

music is very important for people and nature.  In school, people focus on playing their 

instrumental well, but the mind of gut is important, which is the reason I came here to 

learn.  Our teachers here think sharing with people around us and thanking nature and 

sharing love are really important, so our teachers contact people they know and ask 
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them to support this village’s gut.  People visit here not only for Minsok music, but also 

for the local people living here.  

This final statement in her interview illustrates how deeply her participation in Korean 

shamanistic ceremonies has widened her understanding of how gratitude towards the natural 

world and others through ceremonies affects her view of the natural world in a meaningful way 

that garners values of respect.  She changed her life to come live in the village and study Gut, 

putting a year of her university studies on hold and to live in a way that is much harder and 

closer to nature than most Koreans live.  These sacrifices show that she cares greatly about the 

preservation of these rituals and the way of life that it represents.  Soo and many of the students 

at the school in the village also expressed that they would love to live in the village someday 

permanently. 

           Soo’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  Soo did not address how she feels her 

behaviour has been influenced by participating in Minsok ceremonies at all.  She spoke at great 

length about the philosophies behind why they do Mugyo/Shamanistic rituals and her connection 

to them through playing traditional music, which in some manner could perhaps be considered a 

pro-environmental behaviour in the way it garners such deep reverence for the natural world in 

small Korean farming villages. 

  Soo’s opinions on the future of Mugyo rituals.  Soo expressed that she hopes Mugyo 

ceremonies will continue into the future and that she sees the deep need for this from the 

perspective of carrying on the Korean traditional farming village lifestyle, where it all originates 

from.  She expressed that there are many young people that she plays music with who are 

seeking out these rituals so that they can be better immersed in the traditional music and culture. 
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She also explained how people travel to these villages, similar to where this interview took place, 

in order to experience the life connected to the culture of the rituals. 

  Conclusions on Soo’s interview.  Overall, what was gathered from this interview with 

Soo, was that her participation in rituals of giving thanks to the natural world, such as Korean 

Shamanistic rituals, have completely changed her life and brought her closer to both nature and 

her traditional culture.  She expressed the need for more Koreans to learn about Mugyo rituals 

and understand them in better, in order to carry on growing food and having good harvests.  She 

spoke very poetically about it being her birth right to continue these rituals because she was born 

in the land of Korea and that’s what Koreans are meant to do. 
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APPENDIX I: KOREAN MUGYO INTERVIEW #3 VIGNETTES (YURI) 

Introduction to Yuri.  The fourth interview conducted within the Korean Mugyo 

portion of my research was with a Korean female Korean Shaman in her late thirties, who lives 

in Toronto.  This interview participant was found through a close Korean friend, who had met 

her a few times and said he thought that she would be an excellent candidate to interview and 

provide some deeper insights into participation in Mugyo rituals that give thanks to the natural 

world.  For the purpose of this description this interview participant will be referred to as 

“Yuri”. 

Yuri’s participation background.  Yuri began the interview by explaining how 

participating in Mugyo rituals that give thanks to the natural world are vital to her existence.  She 

commented that, “if I don’t do it, I’ll die.”  What she means by this is that practicing these 

ceremonies are vital to her being a Shaman and that if she were not a Shaman, she might die. 

Korean Shamans do not often become Shamans by choice.  In Korean culture, Shamans are 

chosen by birth right or through a process of being called to become one, a call which one can’t 

deny or they will feel a great deal of unrest and bad luck.  Yuri explained this saying, 

I tried to deny walking the path of a Shaman for four years and I was going crazy.  I was 

literally going crazy.  I could barely sleep, only about 2-3 hours in 3-4 days.  I couldn’t 

eat or I’ll would do some crazy stuff and things like that.  Then, at some point I felt the 

god who wants to come into me has changed and I felt very comfortable with this god.  

So, I decided, “ok I will accept my path and I’ll walk this path with you” and then things 

took a 180 degree turn. 

Yuri also expressed that it is natural for humans to express gratitude through rituals of 

thanking the earth.  She commented on this saying, “we have a something in our [human] nature, 
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our mothers.”  Meaning this part of our humanity is to respect and love our mother and that 

mother earth can be viewed in the same manner. 

Yuri also explains that she came to be a Shaman only a few years ago.  She explained that 

she has been practicing Mugyo rituals of giving thanks to the natural world her entire life, but 

only since she became a Shaman is when she changed from being a passive participant to an 

active participant.  She further commented “in the past I was a passive participant, but right now, 

I’m an active participant and I have a main role.” 

            Yuri’s personal meaning derived from Mugyo rituals.  Yuri also explained that her 

main focus now is to perform rituals that give thanks to nature and rituals that help people in 

need.  She explained, 

An everyday ritual that I do is one with water because that’s the very basis of it all.  

That’s me connecting with the gods of nature.  A very important thing in the ritual, a 

basic thing, is paying gratitude towards nature and nature’s god and feeding the ancestors 

and the gods and serving the gods with clean food, all as a sign of gratitude.  Everything 

in nature has power.  Even the clean water itself has power.  I keep on mentioning to you 

that water has power.  Water is life, to ourselves and to Mother Earth.  Water resembles a 

lot of things. 

            Yuri’s values towards the natural world.  In this interview Yuri described the 

difference in thinking within Mugyo ceremonies and how Mugyo practitioners think of their 

Gods.  She explained, 

They’re everywhere.  There is a god in every living thing.  Every living thing is taken 

care of and looked after by a god. The Gods and nature are inseparable.  

She also tried to compare to other nature-based rituals of thanking nature, saying 
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It is similar to Native American culture I think, in that nature itself is a god.  But, in 

Korea, it’s not that nature itself is God.  It’s just that in every corner of nature there is a 

god and everything can be a god and everything could be a god.  

Yuri mentioned a few times that trees and water have a great deal of power and deserve a 

great deal of gratitude for this.  This was a sentiment also expressed in the other interviews with 

Korean Mugyo participants and also across all interviews.  Yuri commented on this saying, 

There is Seonangdang [Korean word for village guardian spirits, which are often trees]. 

They are huge trees that every town has that are tied with a rope.  We usually give 

prayers to it and do the ceremony there a few times a year.  Also, whenever something 

bad happens in the town, the villagers gather around the tree and do a ceremony there.  

They believe the god is in the tree.  That’s where the gods live and the gods come to each 

and every village in every small form as their servants in the trees or in other parts of 

nature.  There are gods everywhere.  I feel really bad for people living in Seoul because 

they don’t have much nature left. 

She also said that the peach tree has special power, something also expressed in Six Nations 

Longhouse rituals.  She said, “peach tree has a natural, natural power to scaring away the ghost 

and thunder-struck tree has a power too”. 

Yuri believed that nature heals her and helps her to be able to have the strength to heal 

others.  She explains this commenting,  

When I’m feeling heavy after the ceremonies or rituals that I do with somebody who 

came for help, when my shoulders feels heavy and when I feel like when I can’t breathe, I 

go walk outside, and I take a deep breath and I look at the sky and breath get some clean 
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air, and I feel so much better.  I feel that the nature is cleansing me and taking away my 

pain.  

            Yuri’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  The most that Yuri had to say about 

whether she exhibits any pro-environmental behaviours in her life, was to say that the products 

she chooses, such as her clothing and personal hygiene products are made of natural materials 

and that wearing natural products are important to her. She commented on this saying,  

“environmentally, I’m not like an eco-friendly kind of person but I do my best to not to 

hurt it any more than it is already hurt.  My clothing is all 100% natural, so you can call it 

eco-friendly.  Even the jewellery that I’m wearing is 100% natural and these are, as you 

can see, rough cut”.  

This response did not strongly illustrate that Yuri exhibits pro-environmental behaviours in her 

everyday life, but that maybe she has a few.  The life of a Korean Shaman does often require one 

to be humble in regards to not having too many belongings or to live an overly consumptive 

lifestyle.  

            Yuri’s opinions on the future of Shinto rituals.  When Yuri was asked if she feels 

hopeful that the practice of Mugyo rituals of giving thanks to nature will continue in the future, 

she expressed that it is sad and that there is a great deal of fraud in Korea surrounding the 

practice of these rituals.  She commented on this, saying,  

It is very sad.  You know why?  Because in Korea, there are frauds.  About 90% of 

Korean Shamans are frauds already.  The future of Shamanism is that it will never 

disappear.  It has never disappeared throughout Korean history up until now so it will 

never disappear in the future either.  It’s just that I wish more Shaman who become a new 

shaman will walk the right path. 
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Although, there are what she calls “fake Shamans” in Korea, Yuri said she is not one of these 

kinds of Shamans. 

Yuri explained that it is very important for individuals to keep practicing Mugyo rituals, 

because it is fading away and the gods disappear if they are not served by humans.  She explains, 

If there is no one serving the gods, the gods fade away and they go back to nature. 

They will be no longer be as powerful as they were before and they will just go back to 

nature and become a part of nature or become a demigod.  They don’t disappear but they 

will be very weak.  If you trust in nature, if you feel something from Mother Nature, you 

will be blessed because you now think about it.  You’re surrounded by nature that loves 

you and adores you.  Nature will not harm you.  Even though you lose everything and 

you have nothing left in your hand, nature will still feed you and give you shelter.  Is 

there a friend like that?  Is it not easy to meet a human friend like that. 

Yuri also continues on to say that nature is the vehicle for the Gods to communicate with humans. 

She says that, 

We can only receive god through nature.  We have to ask the nature to please open the 

pathway so my god can come to me.  You were talking about nature and Shintoism.  But 

I think of Shintoism in the same way some Korean shamans became a business.  Shinto 

became a family business.   

  Conclusions on Yuri’s interview.  In conclusion, Yuri did express that she feels she 

exhibits some pro-environmental behaviours as a result of attending Mugyo ceremonies that give 

thanks to the natural world, it was similar to what was expressed by other interviewees from Asia, 

in that she was quite modest about it and also that it is mostly through the choices she makes as a 

consumer.  The sentiment of being pro-environmental and choosing eco-products seemed to 
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surface as some kind of stereotype for environmentalism in this research.  It may have helped to 

create a list for interview participants, of some actions that are considered pro-environmental by 

environmental experts.  For example, individuals who use public transit or choose to use public 

transit over driving exhibit pro-environmental behaviour if they have consciously decided to 

make a lifestyle choice with the intention of being less consumptive for the health of the earth 

and not to save money.  The result may be that it also saves money, but the initial reasoning of 

making choices like these is what develops pro-environmental behaviour.  

Throughout this interview Yuri testified that she is profoundly affected by participating in 

rituals of giving thanks to nature and that it has shaped who she has become as an adult, the 

choices she makes in terms of choosing options that harm the earth less, and even influences her 

decision to answer the call for her to become a Shaman. 
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APPENDIX J: SIX NATIONS INTERVIEW #2 VIGNETTES (SAM) 

Introduction to Sam.  The second interview conducted with a practitioner of Six 

Nations Longhouse rituals was with a Haudenosaunee male in his mid-forties called Sam.  This 

interview participant did not grow up in the Six Nations community and did not grow up 

attending Longhouse ceremonies.  

Sam’s participation background.  Sam has been studying the Mohawk language for the 

last 10 years and related much of his experience with Longhouse ceremonies to his experience 

learning the language.  Sam began attending Longhouse ceremonies when he began taking 

classes in a Mohawk Immersion program eight years prior.  He explained that the students were 

expected to go as part of the language program, given that Longhouse ceremonies are conducted 

in the Haudenosaunee languages.  He also said, “but then I really liked it a lot, so I, I kept going, 

and I still go now.”  

Sam explained that when he attends Longhouse rituals, he is often expected to speak the 

language, he explained, 

 When I go, because I know how to speak the language, to a point, umm, and I know some 

speeches and often times when I’m there I do the Thanksgiving address to open up the 

day or to open up the ceremony or close them and I also say a couple of speeches in there.  

I give a speech for thanking the dancers or thanking for the people attending and also I do 

a stirring ashes speech and a couple other speeches.  I do not have a huge role I guess, but 

I’m trying to be an active member or an active participant. 

Preservation of their Indigenous languages was a deep concern, that was expressed as 

important to all Six Nations interview participants.  Unlike the other two cultural traditions in 

this research, Six Nations (Haudenosaunee) Longhouse ceremonies are spoken in what is most of 
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the participant’s second language and quite a few of the participants do not even understand their 

Indigenous language.  Therefore, what is being said in Six Nations Longhouse rituals is not 

always completely understood by all participants in the ritual.  

Sam’s personal meaning derived from Longhouse rituals.  Sam described his feeling 

about attending ceremonies and what parts he connects to the most or holds the most 

meaning to him and he said that it was the language [“the language” is a term used to 

speak about our Indigenous languages] that really meant the most to him and the 

messages being spoken in the language.  He describes this saying,  

 Well, the language for sure! I feel very connected when I say that [the Thanksgiving 

Address] because it gives me an opportunity to give thanks to everything in creation, in 

my language, and when I say the words in my language, it’s way more rooted and more 

connected to the earth and the things in the universe, then if I were to say it in English.  It 

feels like there’s linguistic syntactic and grammatical roots, to the land, when I’m using 

those particular words that, that are non-existent in English, so I guess, um, intellectually, 

I feel connected. 

He also goes on to explain that these words when spoken in the ceremony give him a connection 

to the land and our ancestors.  He says, 

 … I also feel connected because I know that our ancestors spoke those same words and 

they used those phrases and ideas for thousands of years and so I’m using the same 

language, and I that makes me feel a kindred connection to the ancestors by using the 

same language that they used, to do the same thing that they did.  It gives me a lot of joy 

and satisfaction and it gives me hope that our culture will revive again and become 

relevant. 
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Sam’s values towards the natural world.  Sam described how values that are spoken 

about and emphasized in the Longhouse, such as planting your own garden, growing your own 

food, giving thanks to the seeds and the plants, and harvesting wild food, are things that he tries 

to do in his daily life and these are things that connect him to the natural world.  Sam discussed 

this saying, 

  The other thing that I try to do is that I try to get involved in planting and giving thanks 

for the seeds.  When I’m planting the seeds I’m singing seed songs [that are also sung in 

Longhouse seed ceremony once a year] and giving thanksgiving with my words using 

chunks out of the Thanksgiving address, all while I’m holding the seeds and planting the 

seeds and working in my garden.  

Sam’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  When Sam was asked if he feels he 

displays any pro-environmental behaviour in his everyday life, he denied it somewhat but then 

said that he feels he is more of promoter of it.  However, he did talk about the work he does 

every year to save seeds, plant his garden and harvest food from his garden.  The activities he 

participates in that he commented connects him to the natural world, such as growing his own 

food, giving thanks to the seeds and plants, and harvesting wild food, could all definitively be 

termed pro-environmental behaviours. 

 Sam’s opinions on the future of Longhouse rituals.  Sam said that he is hopeful for the 

continuation of the ceremonies in the future.  He explained how through his work teaching the 

language to young students he can see that they are interested and have a desire to continue them. 

He explains this saying,  

And I’m teaching them about these ceremonies throughout the year, about the seasonal 

ceremonies… and just because I think that helps them to have that good attitude, like 
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positive relationship with the world, for example, I was teaching them about their 

Grandfather Thunderer’s they bring the lightening, which, which, which, ah… ah… 

separate… ushers in the new water, and, and, and so now we’re thankful for the water, 

and just having that attitude of good thankfulness to water… 

He also further commented on this, saying,  

 So, you know, 10, 20, 30 years from now, it’ll just keep growing!  Absolutely there will 

be speakers again.  There will be hundreds of speakers. Thousands of speakers!  That 

might take hundreds or thousands more years.  But in one hundred years from now, they 

will be a lot more speakers and historians will look back at this time and say “yeah, there 

was that time, when it was almost zero.”  

This once again illustrates the importance of the language and the language of the ceremony to 

Sam in connecting him to the natural world in a way that perhaps nothing else does.  This is a 

sentiment I have heard from many other Indigenous language speakers, that there are many 

messages in the words themselves that are rooted in a reverence for the natural world. 

Conclusions on Sam’s interview.  Sam also expressed that he feels these ceremonies are 

not just important to his own people but also to all people.  He expressed that all humans need to 

be conducting ceremonies that express our gratitude to the natural world.  He expressed this 

saying, 

It’s not just the Onkwehón:we people, I think every human being in the world can 

adopt and can continue in some way their rootedness in ceremonies of their own 

cultures and be thankful and it would do the same thing!  I think they will evolve and 

change, as long as there is a good attitude about it and a sincerity of it. 
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APPENDIX K: SIX NATIONS INTERVIEW #2 VIGNETTES (HENRY) 

Introduction to Henry.  The third interview that conducted with a Six Nations 

Longhouse participant who was with a Haudenosaunee male in his late sixties (67 to be exact), 

who will be referred to in this description as Henry.  This individual also did not grow up in the 

Six Nations community or another Haudenosaunee community, nor did he grow up attending 

Longhouse ceremonies.  He explained that he started attending ceremonies about twenty years 

ago, after his father passed away and his mother remarried a man whose family attended 

Longhouse regularly.  

Henry’s participation background.  Besides the first Japanese Shinto interview (Aya), 

this was the only other interview in which the interview participant claimed that they feel 

themselves to be an active participant in the ceremonies of expressing gratitude to the natural 

world, which they attend.  Henry claimed this saying,  

I think I’m an active member.  We have about 13 ceremonies every year where we give 

thanks to different things like trees and the moon and the stars and our plants, the crops, 

and harvesting the crops, and our beings.  I really feel a connection to the people that are 

in there (in the Longhouse ceremonies)!  It makes me feel good that I’m helping out the 

people and our creator is looking down on us and smiling, we want to keep him smiling 

because he’s the one that gave us everything! 

 Henry’s personal meaning derived from Longhouse rituals.  When Henry was asked 

which aspect of the ceremonies he participates in, is the most meaningful to him or connects him 

the most to the natural world, he claims that it isn’t just one part but all of it, afterwards he 

quickly commented that the food is actually a big draw for him.  This was another common 

theme found in many interviews in this research.  Henry commented on this, saying, 
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The whole thing is really important to me, but I really especially like the mush that they 

prepare for each ceremony!  Haha!  The men hang around after ceremony and we get the 

meat prepared for the next day.  That’s a good bonding experience for a few of the men. 

We get to acknowledge each other and talk about the good old days and what the future 

looks like. That’s a real good bonding experience!  I just take the ceremonies as they 

come, one at a time, and give thanks to a certain part of what our creator gives us. 

Henry’s values towards the natural world.  When Henry was asked if he feels he has 

any pro-environmental values, he mentioned that he does feel the ceremonies connect him to the 

natural world more saying,  

Yes it does. In all my years before I joined Longhouse, I never thought twice about nature, 

I never thought really twice about the birds and the bees.  Everything could be found in a 

store!  I would just go to the store and buy it and I never acknowledged anything about it.  

When I joined Longhouse I could see the part where we give our thanks and acknowledge 

everything that comes to us, you know… 

Henry also talked about how planting a garden and working in the garden connects him 

more deeply to the natural world, which was also expressed by one other Haudenosaunee 

interview participant, Sam.  

Henry’s pro-environmental behaviour level.  Henry did not answer the interview 

question regarding whether or not he feels he demonstrates any pro-environmental 

behaviours in his everyday life.  He spoke extensively about growing food and how he 

attributes his starting to do this to when he started going to Longhouse ceremonies.  He 

commented on this saying, 
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 I never thought I would grow food!  But, I did it.  That was another part of me that was 

kind of empty when I moved back.  I guess it was even before I joined Longhouse, I 

thought “geez, I should be doing something with the land” but I didn’t know anything!  

 Henry’s opinions on the future of Longhouse rituals.  When Henry was asked if he has 

hope for the ceremonies continuing on into the future, he expressed that he has a lot of hope, 

saying, 

 I’ve been going to Longhouse for about 20 years and all of the younger ones there were 

just kids when I started going.  Now they’re in their twenties and they have brought on 

the ceremonies and stuff and they learn a lot of the speeches now!  That really makes me 

feel good to see that they’re continuing on with things! 

The feeling of hope for ceremonies continuing into the future was also expressed by other 

Haudenosaunee interview participants, which was a sentiment that was not expressed by the 

Japanese or Korean interview participants.  This ties into the fact that only within the last few 

decades have Indigenous people been allowed to practice their ceremonies in Canada.  At Six 

Nations in particular, ceremonies went completely underground after 1924.  In 1924, all of the 

traditional leaders of the community were arrested for being a governing system; these leaders 

are not just political leaders, but also the spiritual leaders of the community.  Therefore, when 

traditional government was banned by the British government and later Canada, the ceremonies 

also went underground.  This reduced the number of Haudenosaunee people attending 

ceremonies and with increased pressure of residential schools, many people converted to 

Christianity. 

Koreans experienced colonial rule, as did Six Nations Haudenosaunee people, but for 

some reason, there hasn’t been a resurgence of Korea Shamanistic ceremonies like there has 
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been a resurgence of traditional culture in Haudenosaunee communities.  Perhaps, because the 

colonial governments left Korea and Koreans were free to practice whichever rituals they choose, 

whereas in Canada Indigenous people are still living within the constraints of Colonialism. 

Although ceremonies are no longer banned, I feel there is still a feeling of desire to learn ones 

cultural heritage and identity when there is so much pressure from Colonial governments to just 

become like Canadians. 

 Conclusions on Henry’s interview.  As a whole, this interview proved to be challenging 

in that Henry often moved away from answering the interview questions.  However, he did 

confirm many times that attending Longhouse ceremonies makes him feel more deeply 

connected to our culture and closer to the natural world.  It is important to note that in 

Haudenosaunee culture, there is no separation of self from the natural world.  If one learns more 

about traditional ways and the languages, one cannot help but spend more time in the natural 

world and develop appreciation for I, since the languages emphasize these things.  Some other 

findings from Henry’s interview were that he feels food is one of his favourite parts of the 

ceremony, that he feels more complete as a person since going to Longhouse and learning to say 

speeches, and that he is confident the younger generation will continue these ceremonies even 

better in the future. 
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APPENDIX L: CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT FOR TRANSLATORS  

 
Confidentiality Agreement for Translators 

 
 
This is an Agreement of Confidentiality for the following research: 
 
 Principal Investigator:  Meagan Hamilton 
 
 Name of Organization:  Royal Roads University  
 

Name of Research Project:  Thanking Nature: Exploring Ritual Practices of Gratitude 

to the Natural World 

 
This agreement is made as of the _________day of __________________, ___________, by and 

between: 

 
Translator: ______________________________________________________________ 

 
Researcher: _____________________________________________________________ 
 
 

This Agreement shall govern the conditions of confidentiality by Researcher to the 

translator of certain "Confidential Information.”  With regard to the Confidential Information, 

the Translator hereby agrees:  

1.)  Not to use the information therein other than according to the boundaries set by 

the relationship with Researcher; 

2.)  To safeguard the information against disclosure to others; 

3.) Not to disclose the information to others, without the expressed written 

permission of the Researcher 
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4.) The Researcher will be entitled to remove the translator from their research to 

prevent threatened or continued violation of this Agreement. 
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