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Nature’s Elements across Time and Cultures 
 

 
 

The Four Elements of Nature have been used by people as a model to make sense 
of the world for thousands of years.   

Throughout history and across the globe, a framework based on Earth, Air, Fire and 

Water has been used to help people understand themselves, others, and the world 
around them.  These elements not only represent the raw materials necessary for life 
on Earth, but they are also used as symbolic representations of different dimensions of 
life (such as emotions, behavioural traits, or spiritual principles) and are found in all 
aspects of human society, from religion and spirituality to arts and literature, and from 
shamanic practices to modern psychology. Nature’s elements are both universal and 
enduring, and are deeply ingrained in the human psyche. 

 

Ancient Greece  

The ancient Greek philosopher Empedocles proposed that all matter in the universe 
was composed of four fundamental elements (Earth, Water, Air, and Fire), that these 
elements were immutable and eternal, and that their varying combinations gave rise to 
the many diverse forms of matter. His ideas laid the foundation for subsequent Greek 
philosophers, such as Plato and Aristotle, who incorporated and expanded upon the 
Four Elements in their work. 

Plato associated the elements with three-dimensional geometric shapes known as 
Platonic Solids, suggesting that each shape represented a different element. Aristotle 
added a fifth element, Aether, to represent the heavens and celestial bodies. The 
Elements thus became a cornerstone of Greek natural philosophy, shaping the way 
ancient Greeks understood the world around them and providing a basis for their 
scientific inquiries. 

Hippocrates applied the elements to human psychology through his theory of bodily 
fluids known as “humors”, where Fire is associated with the Choleric humor,  Water with 
the Phlegmatic humor, Air with the Sanguine humor, and Earth with the Melancholic 
humor. 
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Eastern Philosophies 

In Chinese philosophy, the concept of Wǔ xíng involves Five Elements - Wood, Fire, 
Earth, Metal, and Water, which share the same core principle of fundamental forces 
interacting to create the material world, and which govern many aspects of Chinese 
culture, from Traditional Chinese Medicine to Feng Shui.  

In Japanese philosophy, the system of elements known as the Godai, derived from 
Chinese and Indian influences, consists of Earth, Water, Fire, Wind, and Void, with the 
latter representing the spiritual realm or the vastness of space. The Godai underpins 
various aspects of Japanese culture, from spiritual practices like Buddhism and 
Shintoism to martial arts. 

Buddhism 

The teachings of the Buddha state that the four elements embrace the four properties 
of cohesion (water), solidity or inertia (earth), expansion or vibration (air) and heat or 
energy content (fire).   

Ancient Egypt 

The ancient Egyptians believed that the universe was created from the primordial 
waters of chaos and that the world was formed from four essential elements: Earth, 
represented by the god Geb; Air, represented by the god Shu; Fire, associated with the 
sun god Ra; and Water, embodied by the god Nun, and these deities played vital roles 
in Egyptian mythology. 

Babylonian and Sumerian Beliefs 

The Babylonians and Sumerians, two of the earliest known civilizations, also had 
elemental concepts that shaped their understanding of the world. The god Anu 
represented the sky, Enlil symbolized the air, and Ea was the god of water and earth. 
Similarly, in Sumerian beliefs, the gods An, Enlil, and Enki were associated with the sky, 
wind, and water. The elements were key to shaping early human understanding of the 
cosmos and the world around them. 

Medieval Christianity 

The creation accounts in the Bible (Genesis 2:6-7) reflect the ancient belief that all 
things are composed of some combination of Fire, Water, Air, and Earth, as God creates 
man from the four elements. Christian theologians and scholars incorporated the 
Elements into their religious symbolism during the medieval period, associating them 
with the four Evangelists – Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John - depicting them as winged 
creatures representing Earth, Water, Air, and Fire, respectively. This symbolism 
underscored the belief that the four Gospels, like the elements, were fundamental to 
understanding and interpreting the Christian faith. The four Elements are also 
associated with the four Archangels – Uriel (Earth), Raphael (Air), Gabriel (Water) and 
Michael (Fire). 
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Celtic, Pagan and Wiccan tradition 

The Elements are celebrated as essential components of the natural world and 
spiritual practice. Elemental deities embody the essence of each element and provide 
archetypes that represent the forces of nature. In Celtic mythology, Brigid is the 
goddess of Fire, associated with creativity and inspiration; Manannán mac Lir is the god 
of Water, governing the seas and emotions; Cernunnos represents Earth, connected 
with fertility and abundance; and Lugh, the god of Air, symbolizes intellect and 
communication. 

Pagan and Wiccan practices, rituals and ceremonies use the Four Elements to create 
sacred spaces, invoke elemental energies, and maintain balance and harmony.  For 
example, during rituals, practitioners may call upon the elements by invoking the 
cardinal directions, with each direction corresponding to a specific element (North for 
Earth, East for Air, South for Fire, and West for Water). 

Maori Culture 

Maori culture incorporates the elements in many ways including the 
acknowledgement of the Gods: Tamanui te Ra (God of Sun), Tawhirimatea (God of 
Wind), Rona (God of water) and Papatuanuku (Mother Earth).  It also involves respecting 
the different elements of Taiao (nature): Ahi Kaa (Fire) for continuous occupation, Haa 
(Air) for life, Wai (Water) for cleansing, and Whenua (Land) for sustenance and 
grounding. If one of these elements is missing, then people are no longer able to exist.  

Indigenous American Beliefs 

The Elements hold significant meaning in indigenous American beliefs, where they are 
intimately connected to the natural world, spirituality, and cultural practices. While 
different tribes may interpret these differently, the overarching themes of balance, 
interconnectedness, and respect for nature are central to their understanding of the 
elements. The Elements are foundational forces which create and sustain life. These 
are often represented by the four cardinal directions (north, south, east, and west) and 
incorporated into the Medicine Wheel in Indigenous American rituals and ceremonies.  

Each element is believed to have unique qualities and teachings, which, when 
combined, create a balanced and holistic understanding of the world. By recognising 
and respecting the interconnectedness of the elements, Indigenous American cultures 
seek to foster a deep connection and profound respect for the delicate balance that 
sustains all life, maintain harmony with the natural world, and uphold their responsibility 
as stewards of the Earth. 

 

The Four Elements today 

These powerful symbols have shaped human understanding, expression, and 
experience across history and cultures, continuing to evolve and adapt. They remain 
relevant and inspiring today as they influence contemporary psychology, 
environmentalism, and popular culture.  
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The Four Elements are used in modern psychology: Jung saw the Four Elements as 
archetypes existing in the collective unconscious and present in everyone, and modern 
interpretations associate each element with personality traits, cognitive styles, and 
emotional patterns that offer valuable insights into human behaviour and help 
individuals to better understand themselves and others. Therapists and coaches may 
also use these elements as a metaphor to help people achieve emotional balance and 
harmony, self-awareness and personal growth.  Additionally, mindfulness and 
meditation practices may use the elements to promote holistic well-being and self-
discovery by cultivating groundedness (Earth), fluidity (Water), clarity (Air), and passion 
(Fire). 

As we face the interconnected existential 
challenges of the 21st century such as climate 
change, loss of biodiversity, and systemic 
injustice, Nature’s elements offer us a powerful 
framework for understanding the 
interconnectedness of the natural world and the 
importance of maintaining balance and 
harmony.  

When we examine the roles of Earth, Water, Air, 
and Fire in sustaining life and we recognise their 
interdependence, it helps us to develop a 
deeper appreciation for the delicate balance of 
our ecosystems, a better understanding our responsibility as stewards of the planet, 
and a stronger commitment to finding solutions which promote balance, harmony and 
sustainability. 

By also embracing the concept of Aether (the life force that exists within, between and 
around the elements, holding everything together and generating balance through 
perpetual movement and change) we can develop a more holistic understanding of an 
interconnected, interdependent, ever-shifting, ever-evolving world.  

When we work with the principles and wisdom of the elements, we gain a deeper 
understanding of ourselves and the world around us and we foster a sense of harmony 
and balance that transcends time and cultural boundaries. The Elements remind us of 
the natural world’s beauty, complexity, and interconnectedness and our place within it. 
If we appreciate and respect these elemental forces, we can cultivate a sense of 
wonder, curiosity, and reverence for our world which enriches our lives and inspires us 
to build meaningful connections with each other and the more-than-human, natural 
world. 
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