Taken from:

What I mean when I say, ‘Naturalist’

by IVAN PHILLIPSEN on MAY 24, 2011
http://www.wildpnw.com/2011/05/24/what-is-a-naturalist/#.Ujnh3tJ_t8F
[image: image1.jpg]



If you like to get out to the mountains, the sea shore, or the desert– to get familiar with wild things– it’s highly probable that you are a naturalist of some kind.

But maybe you aren’t sure what I mean when I say, “Naturalist.”

So let me explain…

Dictionary Definitions

The word naturalist has been around for about 400 years. An early definition of the word is “a student of plants and animals.”
A more up-to-date definition is “a person who studies or is an expert in natural history, especially a zoologist or botanist.”
These two definitions are similar, but I actually prefer the 400-year-old version. It is very simple and conjures an image of a student sitting in a forest, listening attentively to the plants and animals as they share their wisdom.

The Missing Piece

If a person chooses to study nature, my guess is that they are enjoying what they are doing. They feel that nature has intrinsic value. They appreciate it.

Definitions of the word naturalist are missing this piece. A definition of naturalistneeds to include something about appreciating or delighting in nature.

Naturalists do what they do because they love nature. They have an emotional, gut-level motivation to connect with and understand nature. Naturalists don’t study nature as a way to get rich quick or become famous.

Scientists are Not Necessarily Naturalists

Sorry to say, but some scientists conducting research on plants or animals probably don’t really appreciate their study subjects.

For example, imagine a scientist studying how different industrial pollutants affect the nervous systems of laboratory mice. Maybe this is worthwhile research, but it doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with being a naturalist.

Scientists sometimes use plants and animals as a means to an end (such as a paycheck), without having any emotional, aesthetic, or spiritual connection to their study organisms.

Of course, many (if not most) scientists are indeed hard-core naturalists. The point is that not all scientists are naturalists, and vice versa.

My Definition of Naturalist
Okay, here we go:

A naturalist is a person who studies and appreciates nature.
What do you think about that? Pretty simple, huh?

By this definition, anyone can be a naturalist if they take the time and care to study the wonders of nature and if they truly care about the natural world.

You don’t need to be a professional zoologist or botanist or ecologist to be a naturalist. You can be a naturalist if you are a stay-at-home mom (or dad), an attorney, a bum on the street, a firefighter, or a 10-year-old kid in a wheelchair.

If you have the interest and passion, you can be a naturalist. You might already be one!

Characteristics of a Naturalist

Beyond the short, one-sentence definition I gave above, I want to highlight a few traits that are common to naturalists. Some people may be born with these traits and others cultivate them with practice.

Curiosity about the Natural World

Why study nature if you aren’t curious about it? Naturalists want to know the names of bugs and flowers and where they live. They want to understand how thunderstorms form in the mountains. They want to understand why coyotes are howling out there in the darkness.

A childlike curiosity drives the naturalist to embark on the adventure of really getting to know the world.

Ability to Recognize Patterns

Everything is part of a pattern. Actually, everything is part of numerous patterns. There are weather patterns, life-cycles, seasonal patterns, plant and animal distributions, color patterns on the wings of butterflies, etc.

Finding, enjoying, and making sense of these patterns is a big part of what a naturalist does.

Keen Senses

In our modern lives, we humans can forget how to use our senses to their full potentials. Sure, we all use our eyes and ears, but we may be missing much of the visual and auditory information that is around us. Compared to life out in the wild, life indoors is pretty dull and comfortable. We can get by without really being in tune with our senses.

Skilled naturalists spend lots of time outdoors and they tend to pay attention to their surroundings using all of their sensory abilities. As a naturalist, you can learn to experience life to the fullest by cultivating this ability to pay attention with your senses.

Patience

Hawks, pine trees, mountains, and lakes don’t follow the same schedules as you or me. Nature has its own mysterious appointments and deadlines and does not care if you are in a hurry to get somewhere.

Naturalists must be patient. If we are patient and persistent, the natural world will reveal itself to us… eventually.
