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ABSTRACT
The main concern of environmental philosophy has been to find value for
nature. The thesis is an attempt to link a theory of nature, a theory of human nature
and a theory of value, which Andrew Brennan stipulated for a viable environmental
philosophy.

The problem is set forward in Part [ where a definition of nature is explored.
The complexity of the task leads to a brief history of the concept of nature (after a
criticism of other historical accounts by three environmental philosophers) whereby
two opposing explanations of nature and human nature are revealed: teleological and
non-teleological.

Part II traces the decline of teleological explanation in favour of non-
teleological explanations and the development of two main explanations of human
nature in relation to nature that are prevalent today: Ultra-Darwinism (a reductionist
explanation of human nature) and postmodernism. An analysis of these two positions
shows that neither have an adequate metaphysics for finding value for nature, and this
is revealed by an examination of two different types of environmental philosophy
influenced respectively by the two opposing views.

In Part II1 the problem of values is discussed with particular emphasis on
moral values. An argument for objective values based on objective knowledge is put
forward as well as a theory of human nature which leads to the conclusion that
teleological explanations link a theory of nature, a theory of human nature and a
theory of value more satisfactorily than the non-teleological explanations of Ultra-
Darwinism and postmodernism. The relevance of this conclusion to the problems of

the environment is shown.



PREFACE

The subject of my thesis covers a broad area. It is the nature of such a broad
overview that a selective approach needs to be taken, and so it was not possible to
include all the major philosophers, as I would have liked. Often I had neither the
space nor the time to pursue all the philosophical problems and arguments that arose.
I hope my readers will be tolerant about the many paths that I have not taken because
it was not possible in a thesis of this length to include everything that was relevant. I
have read widely and could perhaps say that there is a lifetime of reading and
exploring ideas behind the words I have written.

My main interest was in the third part of the thesis and particularly in the
arguments for realism and objective value because of the importance of these
concepts for a viable environmental ethics. I hope that at a future date I may be able
to do further research in this area and tighten my argument. This thesis has led me to
question further many of the philosophical problems I have come across. I have tried
to obtain an answer to some of these problems, although of course it is the nature of
these problems to be always somewhat elusive. In this way the completion of my

thesis has not been for me an end, but very much a beginning.
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INTRODUCTION

Environmental philosophy as an academic discipline began in the mid-
twentieth century after a century or more of writers, using various styles, had
expressed their concern that a nature which was free from human interference was
rapidly disappearing. The increase of industrialization across the world and an ever-
expanding capitalist market eventually made it evident that the non-human world was
being threatened as it had never been before. While it once had been assumed that the
natural world was a never-ending resource, more perceptive people realized that what
had always been taken for granted was no longer immune to human greed and human
destruction. The natural world was no longer resilient in the face of the level of
utilization of natural resources by humans across the world. For the last century the
amount of literature written about environmental concerns has increased considerably.

The word ‘environment’ may be considered to have extended its

meaning so that it no longer refers only to a local area, as in

*....the environment of this loch reminded me of Grasmere.’’,

but now also has a global meaning. The entire geosphere with its hydrosphere,

biosphere and surrounding atmosphere are all included in the meaning of the word

! The Oxford English Dictionary. 2™ edition. Prepared by J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. Weiner.
Oxford:Clarendon Press, 1989. Vol. 5. p.315.



‘environment’. This extension of the meaning has been necessary because of the
ability of humans to affect every part of the world through an increase of
technological skills. In this thesis it will be assumed that the term ‘environment’ will
be applied in this total way as in the ‘global environment’.

Ever since humans developed into tool-wielding animals they have
inflicted change on the Earth. It is not that humans are the only animals to change the
environment, for many other animals do also, but it is the extent and nature of that
change which is important. With increasing technological skills humans have altered
vast areas of the Earth’s surface. Humans and beavers build dams but the effect of
formers’ construction on the environment is far in excess of anything that a beaver
can achieve. The effects of human interference go beyond just the Earth’s surface.
The atmosphere and the solar system have also been affected by human enterprise. If
these effects were beneficial to the Earth then there would be no alarm, but a high
proportion of the impacts of humanity on the environment are detrimental to the
Earth, as well as being detrimental to humans themselves and their survival. An
example of the extent of damage caused by human activity are the growing holes in
the ozone layer, a result of the manufacture and use of CFCs and HCFCs, which allow
more ultra-violet light through the atmosphere.

As concern grew for the environment so did the wish to correct the
mistakes that had caused the concern. However, problems arose at this stage. At first
this was a concern at the practical level and questions were asked about what should
be done to prevent further damage to the environment. But with increasing
disagreements the questions became more philosophical ones. The questions that

were then asked were about why we should be concerned about the environment and,



ultimately, how we should regard nature. It was with these questions that
environmental philosophy was born.

Before environmental philosophy became a bona fide academic subject
there were already environmentalists who were beginning to tackle some of the
philosophical problems in their writings. Aldo Leopold was a pioneer of
environmentalism and his book 4 Sand County Almanac is often referred to in

environmental literature. In his book he offers one of the first environmentalist codes:

A thing is right where it tends to preserve the integrity, stability
and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends
otherwise.’

This statement was intended as a moral code for humans. However, it leaves out vast
areas of human interrelationships and so does not qualify as a complete ethical code.
In fact if followed strictly it would seriously conflict with many areas of human
morality. It could even lead to the morally repugnant claim that we should kill a
number of humans if that would bring about ‘...the integrity, stability and beauty of
the biotic community’.

Environmental philosophers have seen a need to improve on our
present ethical codes in order to take into account our behaviour towards the
environment. This has developed into a branch of ethics called environmental ethics.
Although some philosophers believe that the present ethical codes are adequate to
include non-humans simply by extension, some have seen the need to create a
completely new ethical code and even a new metaphysical explanation of the world

arguing that all previous ethical and metaphysical descriptions were human centred or

? Leopold, A. 4 Sand County Almanac: and sketches here and there. 1llustrated by C. W. Schwartz.
New York: Oxford University Press, 1949. pp. 224-225.



anthropocentric. To avoid anthropocentrism philosophers have developed a form of
ethics termed ‘biocentric ethics’. Biocentric ethics refers to any theory that views life
as possessing intrinsic value. Albert Schweitzer’s ‘reverence for life’ principle is an

early form of biocentric ethics:

The man who has become a thinking being feels a compulsion

to give to every will-to-live the same reverence for life that he
gives to his own. He experiences that other life in his own. He
accepts as being good: to preserve life, to promote life, to raise to
its highest value which is capable of development; and as being
evil: to destroy life, to injure life, to repress life which is capable of
develoyment. This is the absolute, fundamental principle of the
moral.

For many environmentalists life is not a wide enough circle for moral
consideration. These philosophers have argued for an ecocentric ethic. Non-living

natural objects such as rivers and mountains should also be within the moral circle:

Ecocentric thinkers argue that biocentric approaches literally fail
to see the forest for the trees. They claim that environmental
concern for ecosystems and wilderness areas are not the same

as concern for the individual trees, plants and animals that live
within them. Wilderness areas, forests, wetlands, prairies, and
lakes are valuable in their own right and deserve moral
consideration.*

Ecocentric ethics relies on the science of ecology to determine morality. Within this
explanation humans are one creature among many. The ecosystem takes precedence

in any moral decision. Leopold’s ‘land ethic’ is an ecocentric ethical theory as is the

* Schweitzer, A. Out of My Life and Thought. Translated by A. B. Lamke. New York: Holt, 1990. p.
131.

* Desjardins, J. R. Environmental Ethics: an introduction to environmental philosophy. 4™ edition.
Belmont: ThomsonWadsworth, 2006. p. 150.



ethical theory of J. Baird Callicott. Deep ecology also relies on the science of ecology
for moral decisions. They are committed to the view that what is needed is an
alternative philosophy to replace the dominant worldview and are concerned with
changing people at a personal and social level. In this way deep ecology is a
movement within the political and social realm as well as in the area of philosophy

Environmental philosophers have not only blamed anthropocentrism for the
problems of the environment. Feminists have understood the problems of the
environment to be caused by the aggressive dominance of the male. They believe that
a more female caring approach to nature would solve the problems. Other
philosophers view the cause of the problems to come from religious beliefs or from
scientific approaches of objectivism and reductionism towards nature.

In the process of searching for an environmental ethic, problems in
philosophy have appeared. One such problem is to find a place for objective values in

nature:

A simpler more biocentric theory holds that some values are
objectively there — discovered not generated, by the valuer.’

Philosophical problems, such as objective/subjective values and intrinsic/instrumental
values have led to endless debates.

There are many different philosophical approaches on how to solve the
problems of the environment, but as yet nothing which has really seized the
imagination of the public and certainly no system of thought that has motivated

people to act more in accordance with the needs of the environment. Although

* Rolston, H. Environmental Ethics: duties to and values in the natural world. Philadelphia: Temple
University, 1988. p. 116.



practical solutions are being found to some environmental problems nothing can be
done really effectively without a coherent theory to underpin practical decision-
making. As Andrew Brennan says in his introduction to The Ethics of the

Environment:

...a philosophy is a general theory which explains or justifies actions,
policies or positions...an environmental philosop}?' can be defined as a
general theory linking humans, nature and values.

Brennan then goes on to list the four components that he feels an environmental

philosophy should have:

...a theory about what nature is and what kinds of objects and
processes it contains; a theory about human beings providing some
overall perspective on human life, the context in which it is lived, and
the problems that it faces; a theory of value and an account of the
evaluation of human action with reference to the two points above, and
a theory of method.’

Brennan’s first three theories need to be linked together in order to move to a
theory of method. In this thesis I intend to examine what the connection is between
nature, human nature and value and in this way hopefully clear some ground for the
foundation of a coherent theory that will link at least the first the three components of

Brennan’s analysis. Only when this is done can we proceed to a theory of method.

® Brennan, A. ‘Introduction’ in Brennan, A. ed. The Ethics of the Environment. Aldershot, Dartmouth,
1995. p. xv.
7 Ibid, p. xv.



PART I

NATURE

Introduction

In discussions about the environment our concept of nature and what is
‘natural’ is often called into question. Brennan suggests that environmental
philosophy requires a theory of nature and what kinds of objects and processes it
contains. Yet before we can proceed to a theory we need to find a definition of
‘nature’ and what is meant when this word is used in various contexts. Kate Soper in

her book What is Nature? quotes Raymond Williams:

‘Nature’, as Raymond Williams has remarked, is one of the most
complex words in the language. Yet, as with many other problematic
terms, its complexity is concealed by the ease and regularity with
which we put it to use in a wide variety of contexts.’

As Soper rightly points out the combination of the ease with which the word is

popularly used and its underlying complexity makes a precise definition impossible.
J.S. Mill made an attempt at a definition in his essay ‘Nature’ in Three Essays

on Religion. He points out that the word ‘nature’ has gained so many connotations

that it is difficult to reach a true definition without emotional bias. He says:

Nature, natural and the groups of words derived from them...

" Soper, K. What is Nature? culture, politics and the non-human. Oxford: Blackwell, 1995. p.1.



have thus become entangled in so many foreign associations,
mostly of a very powerful and tenacious character that they
have come to excite and to be symbols of feelings which their
original meaning will by no means justify.’

The word ‘nature’ is elusive and heavily emotive. Mill makes an attempt to
disentangle all the meanings.
In the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary the first definition is given as: ‘The

essential quality of a thing.” This is the definition Mill first looks at in his essay:

...what is meant by the ‘nature’ of a particular object? As of fire, of
water, or of some individual plant or animal? Evidently the ensemble
or aggregate of its powers or properties: the modes in which it acts on
other things...and the modes in which other things act upon it.>

This is not the definition of ‘nature’ that is needed in environmental philosophy
although it is a part of it. The ‘nature’ of an object is in some sense linked to the
concept of nature at a broader level. John Habgood’s account of this sense of ‘nature’

is:

To ask about the ‘nature’ of something is to ask what kind of thing
it is, what are its essential characteristics...the nature of a thing is
what is innate to it, what makes it what it is.*

Habgood gives another meaning for ‘nature’ which is the result of a generalization

from the first meaning Mill gives. ‘Nature’ in this generalized sense can be

2 Mill, J.S. Three Essays in Religion: nature, the utility of religion and theism. London: Longman,
Green, Reader & Dyer, 1874.p. 3

> Ibid. pp. 4-5

4 Habgood, J. The Concept of Nature. London: Darton, Longman and Todd Ltd., 2002. p.2



equivalent to ‘logos’ of the ancient Greeks, or the unifying force as in the pagan
‘Mother Nature; or the ‘Nature’ of Stoic thought. It can also be thought of in terms of
God, as within religious thinking, or the Laws of Nature as in science.

Mill gives a capital ‘N’ for his second definition of ‘nature’:

As the nature of a given thing is the aggregate of all its powers
and properties, so Nature in the abstract is the aggregate of the
powers and properties of all things. Nature means the sum of all
phenomena together with the causes which produce them.”’

‘Nature’ according to Mill’s second definition is everything that there is, even
beyond what humans can know or perceive. In a very wide sense this is true. There
is nothing in the world that was not originally part of nature. Mountains, rivers and
trees are obviously a part of nature. But under this all-encompassing definition so are
houses, roads and nuclear power stations. These latter were made from materials that
were originally in a natural state as a part of nature. Also included in this definition
are humans. Humans are a part of nature: they are biological beings under the
influence of physical laws. The word ‘nature’ can be used in this very broad sense to
mean all that is in the physical world as opposed to anything supernatural or non-
physical.

Clearly this definition of ‘nature’ is too wide to be used in discussions about

the environment. In fact it is too wide for everyday speech. As Mill points out:

...it entirely conflicts with the common form of steech by which
Nature is opposed to Art and natural to artificial.

3 Mill, 1874. op. cit. p. 5
¢ Ibid. p. 7



He goes on to say that there are:

...at least two principle meanings in the word ‘Nature’. In one
sense, it means all the powers existing in either the outer or the
inner world...In another sense it means not everything which
happens, but only what takes place without the agency or without
the voluntary or intentional agency of man.’

When we especially talk about environmental problems we need to make the
distinction.

Habgood shows that all these meanings of ‘nature’ have a common thread:

It seems to me that the common thread running through all
meanings of nature I have been describing is a sense of
givenness.®

We can accept Habgood’s insight that the meaning of ‘nature’ in all its senses is ‘the
given’, but we still have to decide what is purely given and what still remains as
nature, ‘the given’, after some intervention from humans.

We may decide to treat ‘nature’ as meaning ‘all that is or happens without the
voluntary or intentional intervention of humans’. But if we choose this definition
without exception we may find ourselves in the despair of Bill McKibben. In his
book The End of Nature he writes that there is no more nature because everywhere we

see the intervention of humans. Nothing is natural any more, he says. Even the

7 Ibid. p. 8
¥ Habgood, 2002. op. cit. p. 14.
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atmosphere has been changed by human agency so that the climate is unnatural. Bill

McKibben has too strongly restricted the definition of ‘nature’:

...nature and human society are separate things. It is this separate
nature | am talking about when I use the word ‘nature’.’

His despair is over the fact that:

...we have ended the thing that has, at least in modern times,
defined nature for us — its separation from human society."

McKibben’s definition seems to doom humanity to an artificial world. Perhaps
because he is an American he is trapped within the concept of ‘wilderness’ or

‘pristine nature’:

One proof of the deep-rooted desire for pristine places is the decision
that Americans and others have made to legislate for ‘wilderness’ —
to set aside vast tracts of land where, in the words of the federal
statute ‘the earth and its community of life are untrammelled by men,
where man himself is a visitor who does not remain’."’

This may be a problem to Americans particularly because of their historical past.
There were unexplored areas in America up to the comparatively recent past. The
earliest environmentalists in America, like George Marsh Perkins, discussed
environmental problems in terms of the destruction of the ‘wilderness’ and so the

concern for American environmentalists became the restoration of pristine nature as it

® McKibben, B. The End of Nature. London: Viking, 1990. p. 61
% 1bid. p. 60
" Ibid p.51

11



was before the arrival of Europeans. Holmes Rolston today frequently refers to

‘wilderness’ or to ‘nature as wildness’ in his book Philosophy Gone Wild:

Wilderness is the incubating matrix that served as the production site
of the human race....Wildness does not merely lie behind, it remains
the generating matrix."

In England, however, the English countryside is referred to as ‘nature’ and yet there is
no part of England that has not been altered by humans. The Lake District is
particularly noted for its natural beauty, but its beauty is largely the result of farming
for many centuries. The landscape of the downs and heathlands in England are
completely the result of human intervention and need constant upkeep for them to be
preserved as they are now. Not only has the vegetation been created artificially but
the whole ecosystem, including flowers, butterflies and birds, has developed because
of human intervention. The entire length of England was once covered with
deciduous woodland, but this does not mean that that the hedgerows and fields and the
wildlife that flourish there now are not nature. Criticisms of farming techniques today
emphasize the difference between ancient forms of farming which worked with nature
and those that appear to work against nature for its destruction. McKibben’s
definition would not allow the concept of humans working with nature nor would he
be able to include humans as in some way a part of nature themselves. The land has
been cultivated by Europeans for many centuries and we can still have a concept of
nature. Nature can still be conceived as ‘nature’ even after interference from humans.

So it is not possible to accept McKibben’s definition of ‘nature’. Nature cannot be

12 Rolston, H. Philosophy Gone Wild: essays in environmental ethics. Buffulo: Prometheus Books,
1986. p.122
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thought of as entirely separate from humans. This is an important point that Mill fails
to reveal. If nature can still be nature after a certain level of human interference it is
because humans themselves are a part of nature.

However, we come across a dilemma at this point for some human actions can
be considered as a part of nature and some cannot. Human actions that are not a part
of nature are considered to be a part of human culture. The problem whether humans
are a part of nature or apart from nature is made evident here. At some level of
interference we begin to believe humans are not a part of nature, for whatever level of
interference non-humans have with nature, as when termites construct tall mounds, we
still consider their actions to be a part of nature. This is not the case for humans. The

nature/culture distinction is an important one:

Both distinctions presume that there are certain ways in which
humanity can — and indeed must — be counterposed to the rest

of nature. The distinction between the natural and the artificial,
for example, implies that there is a type of productive activity or
creativity that is exclusive to human beings. Humanity, that is, has
seen itself as differing from the rest of nature in virtue of the fact
that it both reproduces and produces, or, if preferred, in virtue of
the fact that it creates both natural and artificial ‘products’. For
while other living beings both produce in the sense of reproducing
themselves and create objects (nests, webs, hives etc), the latter have
been denied the status of artifice precisely because they are viewed
as instinctual and undeliberated, as the necessarily determined
‘product’ of their nature."

Human actions that are a part of culture are not instinctual, but are voluntary actions
of humans that are undetermined by their nature, quite distinct from the rest of nature.
However, it is a difficult line to draw between those actions of humans that can be

classified as a part of culture in opposition to nature and those actions that are not

13 Soper, 1995. op. cit. pp. 37-38.
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deliberately in opposition to nature, but rather are aiding nature, such as the care of
woodlands.

To return to McKibben’s strict definition of nature where only pristine nature
is termed as true nature we can counter with a European’s concept of nature which is
not so pristine. In fact the word ‘wilderness’ would invoke a sense of a place that was
useless and to be avoided. It must not be forgotten that until the last century
wilderness would be dangerous. It is a luxury of modern technology that nature need
not be viewed as hostile but in more positive terms. Technology may have destroyed
the close relationship of humans to nature, but it has also allowed the leisure and
comfort to be able to appreciate nature for itself. The closeness of humans to the land
was always ruled by the need of survival and life was often harsh. Only in highly
developed societies have humans had the time to reflect on how people should relate
to nature and not been guided by survival alone. Nature, as ‘wilderness’ or ‘the other’
has an attraction for us now because we no longer fear it. We can delight in the lives
of non-humans because they are no longer a threat to us. In fact, we are reassured
these days by their existence because they provide us with a different perspective on
our own lives. Their lives are so free from all the difficulties we encounter in a highly
complex society.

Nature need not be understood only as pristine nature that has not been
touched by humans. Cultivated fields, gardens and parks full of trees can also be
regarded as nature. Nevertheless the concept of a pristine nature can be useful. It can
be a guideline for the level of intervention by humans that is acceptable. Robert Elliot
deals with the problem of restoring nature in his philosophical articles, ‘Faking

Nature’. He compares the restoration of nature to the reproduction of a piece of

14



artwork. Neither have the same value as the original. It is the origin of each that

gives them value:

Origin is important as an integral part of the evaluation process.”’

Elliot reveals the problem of restoring nature. We may wish to restore nature but has
it then lost its original value? Can restoration be natural or is it always artificial?
Only with a concept of a pristine nature or of natural processes without the
intervention of humans can the problem of how to restore nature be resolved.

Bearing in mind the above reflections, my definition of the word ‘nature’ will
be ‘all that is except where the level of human interference is such that the term
‘culture’ would be more applicable’. This is not an entirely satisfactory definition as
it leaves open to debate in some areas if the term ‘nature’ or the term ‘culture’ should
be applied. The areas of particular uncertainty are within domestic breeding, genetic
manipulation and agriculture. I need to have an open definition because of the
complexity of the term ‘nature’.

It may seem foolish to even attempt a definition. Kate Soper, in fact, evades a
definition altogether as she feels that the task of systematically analysing a precise

definition might not prove rewarding. She says:

But tempting as it might seem, in view of the conceptual imprecision
of ordinary talk of ‘nature’ to want to police the term... there are a
number of reasons to resist the move. In the first place talk of the
countryside and its natural flora and fauna may be loose, but it still

4 Elliot, R. ‘Faking Nature’ in Elliot, R. Environmental Ethics. Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1995. p. 88.
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makes discriminations that we should want to observe between
different types of space and humans use of it. If ordinary discourse
lacks rigour in referring to woodlands and fields, the cattle grazing
upon them, and so forth, as ‘nature’, it is still making an important
distinction between urban and industrial environment.'®

Soper suggests that we should approach these terms in a Wittgensteinian way and not

attempt to specify how they should be employed, but explore:

...the way in which they are actually used.'®

According to Wittgenstein as Soper interprets him:

The philosophers’ task, suggested Wittgenstein, was not to prescribe
the use of terms in the light of some supposedly ‘strict’ or essential
meaning but to observe their usage in ‘ordinary’ language itself. 17

Soper follows this type of philosophical analysis. But there is a major fault with this
type of analytical style of philosophy. It is useless to examine ‘ordinary’ usage of
words at this time when we are having a crisis in the understanding of what we mean
by the nature that we refer to by using the word ‘nature’. We can no longer sit back
and observe and analyse the usage of ordinary language. When we come to the world
of real problems, particular those of the environment, in order to make decisions about
practical matters we need to be sure what we are meaning when we use the word

‘nature’. What are we referring to? Individuals may use the word in a number of

' Soper, 1995. op. cit. p.20.
' Ibid. p. 20.
"7 Ibid. p.20.
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ways and in the practical world these different meanings cause mammoth problems.
So it is not the philosopher’s task to look at the usage of words but to attempt to find
the underlying concepts that people hold that lead to the ambiguities that occur in the
use of words. My own definition above, as loose as it is, is an attempt to give a more
controlled meaning to the word ‘nature’ and the major part of my thesis will be
exploring further our present concept of nature and what we mean by ‘nature’.

The word ‘nature’ is further complicated by the fact that we often use it not
only in a descriptive sense but also in a normative sense. ‘Nature’ used in a normative
sense is highly ambiguous according to whether nature is seen as benevolent and the
source of all goodness, or malevolent and ‘red in tooth and claw. When taken in the
latter sense, the control of nature is to be applauded, for example in the areas of
agriculture and medicine. Control of nature in farming and preventive medicine helps
lessen famine and disease. Nature untamed is destructive. In the former sense when
nature is perceived as good, to go against nature would be wrong, as in cosmetic
surgery or foot binding. These practices can be condemned as ‘not as nature
intended’. The excessive use of fertilizers and pesticides are upsetting ‘the balance of
nature’ and so can also be condemned as against nature, where nature is seen as
‘knowing best’. The ambiguity of the normative sense of nature is seen in the two
intellectual movements of the 18" century — the Enlightenment and romanticism.
These two intellectual movements developed from two concepts of human nature.
Human culture was seen either as a corrective to nature, or as repressive to human

nature and alienating humans from nature:

Broadly speaking, we can say that one provides the animating

idea of the Enlightenment, the other of the Romantic reaction to

its economic and social consequences. In releasing humanity from
a Deist conception of the order of Nature as hierarchically fixed or

17



Providentially designed to secure the ‘best of all possible worlds’, the
Enlightenment sought to realize the inherent dignity of the individual
as a self-motivating rational and moral being: the progressive
development of art, science and culture is this viewed as the vehicle
for the realization of ‘human nature’ previously held in thrall to
superstitious fears of ‘nature’ and theological bigotry. In the Romantic
reaction, which is profoundly influenced by Rousseau’s summon to
attend to conscience as the ‘voice of nature’ within us, the integrity
of nature is counterposed to the utlilitarianism and instrumental
rationality through which the enlightenment ideals were practically
realized and theoretically legitimated: the point is not to return to a
past primitivity, but to discover in ‘nature’, both inner and outer,

the source of redemption from the alienation and depredations of

industrialism and the “cash nexus’ deformation of human relations.'?

Nature can be interpreted as something we need to overcome in order to express our
true human nature, or it can be viewed as that which we need to discover in order to
free our true human nature. This normative aspect of nature is more fully expressed
in its related term ‘natural’.

When we come to use the term ‘natural’, as in ‘natural processes’, we are met
with many more problems than with the word ‘nature’. ‘Natural’ is more frequently
used within human cultural situations than the word ‘nature’. Human behaviour can
be described as ‘natural’ or ‘unnatural’. What do we mean by ‘natural? Chambers
Dictionary gives a wide range of definitions including ‘produced by nature’, or
‘according to nature’. This brings us back to a definition of ‘nature’ but the use of
‘natural’ brings in more complications with its normative use. ‘Natural’ can be
defined to be a part of Mill’s second definition of nature. What is ‘natural’ is not the
work of humans and this reflects Mill’s definition of ‘nature’ as ‘not by the agency of
man’. This is a positive use of the word ‘natural’ as it is in opposition to the more

negative word ‘artificial’. A natural forest is more valued than an artificial forest. But

"® Ibid. p. 29.
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‘natural’ can also mean ‘without adornment’ and may take on more negative
connotations as where the natural is opposed to civilizing influences. ‘Natural’ may
then be thought of as applying to the rough and ready as opposed to those things that
have more refinement.

The use of the word ‘natural’ becomes more complicated in areas where
humans interact with nature. Such problems occur when we consider cultivated
nature, as, for example, cultivated flowers in the garden that are neither natural nor yet
artificial. They are not artificial as flowers that are made of silk or paper, but they are
not natural in the sense of ‘not the work of humans’. There is the same problem when
we consider, once again, the English countryside. The fields and neat hedgerows are
not artificial, for they are not pretending to be something else, nor are they artefacts.
They are natural but involve the intervention of humans. The problem becomes even
greater when we consider selection of crops for agriculture and the breeding of
domestic animals. Once again, they are neither artificial nor are they artefacts, but
their characteristics and even their existence are entirely the result of human
interference. The question arises whether a cow or a chicken is a natural animal. To a
certain extent they are human creations. Recent developments in genetic
manipulation make this question even more problematic. I will define ‘natural’ in a
similar way to ‘nature’, as ‘all that is except where the level of interference from
humans is such that the terms ‘unnatural’, ‘non-natural’, ‘artificial’ or ‘cultural’ are
more applicable’. As with the term ‘nature’ there are certain areas where it is difficult
to decide whether we should apply the term ‘natural’ or ‘cultural’ etc.

Throughout this chapter there is the underlying ambiguity of whether humans
can be understood as a part of nature or apart from nature. We can have a concept of

pristine nature but we must also take into account the interaction of humans with
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nature because we are a part of nature. It is the level of this interaction that becomes
central to the arguments and also the type of interaction. We cannot understand
ourselves as entirely a part of nature because we need to discriminate between
‘natural’ and ‘artificial’, between ‘natural’ and ‘cultural’ and between ‘wilderness’
and ‘cultivated’. But we cannot place nature as entirely opposed to us or we will then
understand ourselves as apart from nature and fail to take into account the level of
interaction we need with nature. Fruit and vegetables are a part of nature but they
need to be cultivated to a certain level to be beneficial to humans. Copsed woodlands,
downlands and low-intensity agricultural can still be a part of nature although they
have a certain level of human intervention.

The problem that recurs in discussions about environmental problems is the
level of human intervention, whether it should be limited when it appears to be doing
harm to the environment or whether it should be increased as in conservation
programmes. Always at the heart of these discussions, although rarely acknowledged,
is the metaphysical problem of how we understand ourselves in relationship to nature:
are we just biological animals and therefore all our actions part of nature so our use of
nature is justified, or are we apart from nature and all our actions towards nature must
be judged as interference? How far are humans separate from nature? Are humans a
part of nature or apart from nature? It is this paradoxical question that underlies many
arguments about the environment. When we are questioning what we mean by
‘nature’ we are also asking questions about ourselves. And when we ask how far we
are a part of nature we also question how far we want to be a part of nature and if
nature is good or bad. Questions about nature are questions about ourselves as well as

questions about values.
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Chapter 1

A History of the Concept of Nature

In order to understand more fully our present concept of nature it may be
illuminating to attempt a history of the term ‘nature’. The question that needs to be
asked is ‘how did people in the past think about nature?’ or even ‘how did people in
the past relate to nature?’ By unravelling the history of the term ‘nature’, difficult as
this may be, we may be able to understand how we conceive and relate to nature
today.

Often confusions arise in discussions where opponents have not understood
that they are using the same word in different ways because they have derived its
meaning from different conceptions (and I use the term ‘conception’ in the sense of an
action or faculty of forming a concept.) This is particularly true of the words ‘nature’
and ‘natural’ because of their frequent use. The word ‘nature’ relies on the
underlying concept of what we regard as nature. Our conceptions of nature have
come into being through our relations with nature, whether these are for the sake of
survival or through the act of contemplation. Eventually a concept of nature is fully
formed. A history of the concept of nature may help to define the term ‘nature’ more
clearly so that in discussing environmental problems we can be confident that we are
all using the same terminology and employing a shared concept.

This task is extremely difficult if not impossible. History is always an
uncertain discipline and is too often accused of being pure interpretation. Trying to
research the history of the concept of nature may be the most difficult area of history,
but as there have been many environmentalists who have looked to history to explain

the present problems it seems important to review some of the interpretations that
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have been put forward. In some of the earlier works in environmental philosophy
writers have assumed that there was a ‘Golden Age’ that has been lost, and blame the
present environmental problems on various events, whether real or imaginary, from
the past. Carolyn Merchant blames the rise of male dominance and industrialization
(a result of this male dominance in her theory) as destroying the harmonious

relationship between humans and nature that once existed in the past:

The ancient identity of nature as a nurturing mother links
women’s history with the history of the environment and
ecological change. The female earth was central to the
organic cosmology that was undermined by the Scientific
Revolution and the rise of a market-oriented culture in early
modern Europe. The ecology movement has reawakened
interest in the values and concepts associated historically
with the premodern organic world...

In investigating the roots of our current environmental
dilemma and its connection to science, technology, and the
economy, we must reexamine the formation of a world view
and a science that by reconceptualizing reality as a machine
rather than a living organism, sanctioned the domination of
both nature and women.'

Merchant presents environmental problems as a result of science and technology as
well as the growth of capitalism, all three labelled as ‘male’ activities that favour the
oppression of nature and the female.

Lynn White believes the problems of the environment date from Middle Ages
as a result of the doctrines of the Christian church. Christianity, according to White,
had a particular attitude towards nature that allowed the introduction of new

technology for agriculture. This was in the form of a more sophisticated plough as

! Merchant, C. The Death of Nature: women, ecology and the scientific revolution. London: Wildwood
House, 1980. pp. xvi-xvii
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opposed to the old scratch plough. It demanded a different type of approach to

agriculture:

Thus, distribution of the land was based no longer on the needs of the
family but, rather, on the capacity of a power machine

to till the earth. Man’s relation to the soil was profoundly

changed. Formerly man had been part of nature; now he

was the exploiter of nature.

White introduces here the separation of humans from nature. As exploiters
humans are no longer a part of nature. White blames the rise of Christianity for this
separation because within Christian doctrine there is the assumption of a dualism —

man and nature:

Christianity, in absolute contrast to ancient paganism and
Asia’s religions...not only established a dualism of man and
nature but also insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit
nature for his proper ends...>

Ancient paganism, according to White, had a different relationship to nature:

At the level of the common people this worked out in an
interesting way. In Antiquity every tree, every spring, every hill
had its own genius loci, the guardian spirit. These spirits were
accessible to men, but were very unlike men; centaurs, fauns
and mermaids show their ambivalence. 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. By destroying pagan animism, Christianity
made it possible to exploit nature in the mood of indifference

to the feelings of natural objects.*

2 White, L. ‘The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis’. In Barbour, 1.G. ed. Western Man and
Environmental Ethics: attitudes towards nature and technology. Reading: Addison-Wesley, 1973, p.23.
> Ibid. p.25.

* Ibid. p.25.
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But Thomas Berry believes that it was civilization that was the cause of all the
problems with the environment. He believes that there was a ‘primordial harmony’
before civilization and that civilization in itself, even before the ascent of Christianity,

separated humans from nature:

Our earliest human documents reveal a special sensitivity
in human intellectual, emotional and aesthetic responses to
the natural world...In its beginnings human society was
integrated with the larger earth community composed of all
the geological as well as biological and human elements.
Just how long this primordial harmony endured we do not
know beyond the last hundred thousand years of the
Paleolithic period. Some ten thousand years ago, the
Neolithic and then Classical civilizations came into being.
It must suffice to say that with classical and general literate
civilizations of the past five thousand years, the great
cultural worlds of the human developed along with vast
and powerful social establishments whereby humans
became oppressive and even destructive of other life forms.
alienation from the natural world increased. ..’

There are two questions that immediately spring to mind when reading Berry’s
account of human alienation. The first is the link he makes assuming that there is a
connection between humans becoming alienated from nature and environmental
problems. However, it could be the case that humans were not alienated from nature
but environmental problems still occurred. It is not unknown for wild animals to
overpopulate an area and cause great damage to the surrounding environment. The
first question is about what makes humans alienated from nature (as Berry concludes)
while other creatures are not. The second question is whether there ever was a

‘primordial harmony’.

3 Berry, T. ‘The Viable Human’. in ReVision. Vol. 16 (2) 1993. p. 53.
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These three writers illustrate the use of historic interpretation and a concept of
humans alienated from nature to support their arguments: Berry blames civilization
itself for today’s environmental problems; White blames the rise of Christianity;
Merchant sets the date for humans’ separation from nature at a later date, after the rise
of science. Merchant, like many other environmentalists that accuse science as being
the cause of the problems, portrays Francis Bacon as the main instigator of the new

destructive order:

The fundamental social and intellectual problem of the
seventeenth century was the problem of order. The
perception of disorder, so important to Baconian doctrine
of dominion over nature, was also crucial to the rise of
mechanism as a rational antidote to the disintegration

of the organic cosmos. The new mechanical philosophy of
the mid-seventeenth century achieved a reunification of the
cosmos, society and the self in terms of a new metaphor —
the machine.®

Merchant, by placing the alienation of men from nature with the progress in science in
technology, has her ‘Golden Age’ pre-dating this time. Humans were in harmony

with nature in the Middle Ages, a time when Christianity was at its height in Eyrope:

Basic to the agrarian ecosystem of premodern Europe was
the relationship between the peasant community and the
land...Cooperation and interdependence maintained the
health of the ecosystem.’

She praises the medieval theories of an organic society although they were in the

main based on a Christian understanding of the world:

¢ Merchant, 1980. op.cit. p. 192.
7 Ibid pp.43-44.
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The medieval theory of society thus stressed the whole before
the parts, while emphasizing the inherent value of each
particular part. The unity of the one was of higher value than
the objectives of the many. The connection between the parts
was integrated through a universal harmony pervading the
whole. This organic cement bound together the macrocosm,
the community, and the parts of each individual being or
microcosm...

The organic society was to be modelled on nature’s prime
examples of communal colonies — bees and ants. Civil life
should imitate nature, as exemplified by the political
constitution of the bee. All workers must join together in
common to produce welfare for the whole and sweetness in the
honey while the queen superintends.®

This directly conflicts with White’s insistence that Christianity destroyed the balance
between humans and nature.

These three theorists have very different views as to what was the major cause
of environmental problems. Did these arise with the growth of science in the
seventeenth century; with the rise of Christianity in the Middle Ages; or after the
beginning of civilization much further back in time? The one common theme from
these differing accounts is that at some point in the past humans became alienated
from nature and in this way began to understand themselves as apart from nature. The
suggestion is that humans should not be alienated from nature but should be a part of
nature. All three accounts beg many questions about the relationship of humans to
nature and therefore I shall try to assess all three claims before proceeding to a history
of the concept of nature in the next chapter.

Berry claims that there once was a ‘primordial harmony’ between humans
and the rest of nature. He dates this time as before civilization. This is the most

difficult area of history because there are no written accounts and we can only acquire

¥ Ibid. p.71.
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any knowledge of human behaviour through archaeological records and possibly by
studying simpler societies of today. An archaeologist writing about Stone Age

hunters in the British Isles gives this caution about his discoveries:

...we have seen how archaeologists attempt to reconstruct human
behaviour from its material remains, which constitute the
archaeological record. This record is subject to many distortions,
only some of which arise from human behaviour, while others may
be considered more as natural processes. It is one of the tasks of the
archaeologist to establish in what ways the record has been distorted
so that this may be allowed for in reconstructions of the past.
Inevitably, the need to make such allowances imposes limitations.
However, a relatively incomplete, but soundly based, reconstruction
is to be preferred to one which, although more complete, does not
bear close scrutiny because it is based on insufficient evidence.’

Later he reiterates the complexity of trying to uncover the behaviour of ancient

peoples from archaeological records:

The archaeological record is created by the actions of human beings

but...by the time the archaeologist comes on the scene, the evidence

for those actions has become distorted in a number of ways. Natural
processes may have disturbed or destroyed some of the evidence and
the evidence itself has usually accumulated over a period of time and
is not the residue of a single event."

He shows the same reservation about being able to reconstruct the past from the
ethnographic record. Simpler societies of today that appear to live in ancient ways
inhabit areas that must have demanded the continuation of a hunter-gatherer life-style

as well as now being affected by modern societies of today:

® Smith, C. Late Stone Age Hunters of the British Isles. London: Routledge, 1992. pp.38-39.
10 11,
Ibid. p.41.
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To begin with, today’s hunter-gatherers live in marginal, atypical
environments, and it seems questionable to use the deserts of
southern Africa and central Australia or the circumpolar zone

as a source of analogy for temperate, mid-latitude Europe. North
America is a more appropriate source of analogy but the hunter-
gatherers of this region have been subject to several centuries

of influence from settled, farming societies of both American
and European origin.""

It appears that there is such scanty evidence available for trying to construct how
ancient peoples used to live trying that we can hardly obtain an accurate enough
picture to claim whether they lived in harmony with nature or not.

However, Berry makes the claim that:

In the beginning human society was integrated with the
larger life society and the larger earth community composed
of all geological as well as biological and human elements.'?

Other environmental writers make similar claims. For example Peter Marshall states:

The harmony of nature has been destroyed by dominating and
meddling humanity in the last tens of thousands of years, a
fraction of evolutionary time. The natural condition of humans
and all beings require no artificial rules or laws. It is the laws
that have been the cause, not the remedy, of the prevailing
social and ecological crisis... "

There are large assumptions in both these accounts. In Berry’s account we
need to question what he means by ‘in the beginning’ when referring to human
society and whether it is true that there is a ‘natural condition of humans’ which

requires ‘no artificial rules or laws’ as Marshall claims. In order that Berry’s

"Ibid. p.21.
2 Berry, 1987.o0p.cit. p. 53.
' Marshall, P. Nature’s Web: rethinking our place on earth. New York: Sharpe, 1996. p.446.
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assumption can be validated we would have to find a time that was the beginning of
human society. If we accept the present consensus concerning evolutionary theory
then humans evolved from a common ancestor in the same way as other animals and
most recently from ape-like creatures. Our nearest relatives today are the non-human

primates. Paleoanthropologists are, however, uncertain when human society began:

...the ancestry of human society and the evolution of cultural
traditions remain predominantly the domain of ‘general
theorists’ working from comparative studies of fossil
morpholo%ies, of modern foragers and of living non-human
pn'mates.1

In other words, the ways of obtaining information about the beginnings of human
society are very uncertain. The interpretations of these ‘general theorists’ are open to
question and the conclusions drawn can, at most, only be probable. The assumption
that modern foragers and living non-human primates resemble past early man could
immediately be questioned. It may be that modern foragers have continued in their
more simplistic form of living because they are in those regions of the world where it
has not been necessary to evolve to a more complex way of interacting with the
environment. In that case they could not be entirely similar to ancient foragers who
sought out their living in environments with more opportunities for development.
There is really no evidence to enable us to arrive at a conclusion. Ifit is so difficult to
ascertain when human society began and what it was like, then the claims of Berry
and Marshall cannot be accepted.

Perhaps Berry and other ‘primordial harmony’ environmentalists are referring

to a time when humans were more ape-like than human. Humans would then be a

4 Steele, J. and Shannon, S. ‘Introduction’ in Steele, J. and Shannon, S. eds. The Archaeology of
Human Ancestry: power, sex and tradition. London: Routledge, 1996. p.9.
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part of nature in the way that the other higher primates are today. But this would not
be a viable argument because we are talking about the particular way in which
humans interact to form a human society and to create a culture that differentiates
them from other higher primates. ‘Culture’ is a word that was first designated to
humans specifically and only later applied to some non-humans when we were
seeking similarities between them and ourselves. It is culture that differentiates us
from nature. The defining criterion of ‘human’ is when humans are separated from
non-humans by their culture and this immediately implies some distancing of humans
from the rest of nature.

The beginning of ‘culture’, however basic, may be equated with the
beginning of human society. This would be a more complex concept than just to be
speaking of social interactions as we may do about non-human apes. Various
paleoanthropologists regard the beginning of ‘culture’ as happening at the time when
humans began making stone tools that indicate a more sophisticated form of thinking
than had appeared in non-humans. The archaeologist cannot ascertain the intellectual
ability of early humans directly, but only indirectly through the discovery of stone
tools. It is the sophistication of these tools that can give an indication of how far first
humans had developed beyond non-humans and, this is what may be thought of as the

beginning of culture:

We must recognize that we can never directly ascertain the symbolic
Capacities of our earliest ancestors — for the first three million years
Of our genius we must gauge ‘intelligence’ by measuring changes
In the size and shape of hominid skulls and bodies and by finding
Stone tools and the remains of other objects used by our ancestors.
These indirect reflections on evolving symbolic abilit?l constitute
‘culture’ for the anthropologist in an analytical sense."

'> Wenke, R. J. Patterns in Prehistory: humankind'’s first three million years. 4™ edition. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1999. p. 98.
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We think of human society as consisting of much more than a basic ‘culture’
of tool-making, but the archaeological record only provides the remains of the ancient
tools for us to judge what level of sophistication early humans had attained. The
question is whether humans had gained a social sophistication before the making of
the tools or not until much later. The primitive human was already bipedal before
tool-making appears in the archaeological record, but it was with tool-making that
certain styles of behaviour appeared which brought about what we would now term a

human society and along with it ‘culture’:

‘Humans the toolmakers..." —this phrase has served to distinguish the
earliest toolmaking humans from other primates of the day —their
ability to manufacture tools, a clear sign of that uniquely human
attribute, culture. Other animals like chimpanzees make tools to

dig for grubs or other specific purposes, but only people manufacture
artefacts regularly and habitually as well as in a much more complex
fashion. We have gone much further in the toolmaking direction than
other primates. One reason is that our brains allow us to plan our
actions more in advance.'®

Other animals use tools but it is the sophistication of the tools made by
humans and how the tools help them to change their environment combined with a
growing brain capacity and erect posture that separate them from other animals.
Other animals can change their environment, as can beavers when they build dams.
Some creatures can cause widespread devastation to their environment, as do
swarming locusts. But it is the forward planning in the making of the tools and in the

changing of their environment that appears to be most significant about the difference

' Fagan, B.M. World Prehistory: a brief introduction. 4™ edition. New York: Longman, 1999. p. 53.
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between human behaviour and that of other animals. What makes this behaviour
different in kind rather than degree is the extent of the planning that appears to go
beyond immediate response. If this is the case then human society begins when
humans start to change their environment with premeditated planning and not just to
satisfy immediate needs. ‘Culture’ is the result of humans adapting and changing their
environment. This casts doubt on Berry’s claim that in the beginning ‘human society
was integrated with the larger earth community’. If the beginning of human society
was when humans began to forward-plan to control their environment then that also
was the time when humans were no longer integrated with the rest of nature in the
way we would consider non-humans were integrated. In other words, humans
become what we call ‘humans’ because of the extent to which they control and
change their environment.

So how does this lead us to understand what Berry and other writers have
thought of as a ‘primordial harmony’ that existed between humans and the rest of
nature? The dictionary definition of ‘harmony’ is as follows:

Harmony: combination or adaptation of parts, elements or related

things, so as to form a constant and orderly whole; agreement,

accord, congruity.'’
‘Harmony’ implies many parts fitting together as a whole. Berry and Marshall are
thinking of nature as being something made of several parts that, when integrated, or
in harmony, make up a whole in the sense of making something complete. The word
‘harmony’ has the added sense of ‘agreement in relation’. Thus to be disharmonious
is to be in disagreement or lacking in congruity. Environmentalists like Berry and

Marshall assume that there was a previous harmony when humanity was in full

'" The Oxford English Dictionary. 2™ edition prepared by J.A. Simpson and E.S.C. Weiner. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1989. vol. 111
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agreement with nature, but that we have now lost it. As already shown it is very
difficult to have any evidence for this claim. Perhaps we could look at nature without
humans to see what could be meant by this ‘harmony’, as the claim is that humans
have now destroyed it.

The Earth has been estimated to be over 4,000 million years old. The
geological record can tell us something of the Earth’s past before the arrival of
humans, but again we are in the area of pure theoretical suppositions. The geological
record however does seem to show that the Earth has had a turbulent history: land has
been formed and destroyed; continents have drifted; sea-levels have risen and
subsided; species have flourished and then become extinct. In the Burgess Shale in
Canada geologists have found evidence of a massive extinction that marks the end of
what has been called the Precambrian era. Most species of that era were
exterminated. Afterwards new and different species began to evolve. Shelled marine
animals flourished in the Cretaceous period when there was a high percentage of
warm shallow water. Later sea-levels rose so that these ecological niches were not so
numerous and consequently the numbers of shelled marine animals diminished. As
every child knows, dinosaurs dominated the Earth for millions of years and then
suddenly became extinct. The history of the Earth does not show harmony in the
sense of parts fitted together to make a whole. Many species have been lost and
living things have been anything but in harmony with one another. There has always
been a constant changing and adaptation of species throughout the Earth’s history.
Even over shorter periods of geological time, say within a particular climatic era, the
mix of species does not live entirely in constant harmony. There may be times of
relative stability where a number of species may co-exist in some balanced way, but

even these times have their fluctuations.
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Harmony, within environmental literature, may be interpreted as ‘ecological
balance’. ‘Harmony’ implies a static situation whereas ‘ecological balance’ allows for

some change:

Ecological balance is a kind of stability or persistence that is
attained through counterpoised forces.'®

Holland explains that although Darwinian thought revealed the natural world as an
open-ended historical process, within any set period of time and particular location an
appearance of ecological balance, or stability, can be found in nature. There are
various controls on individual species, such as food, disease and predators, but a
balance of some kind between species can be achieved which gives a degree of
stability. Perhaps harmony within nature can be understood as this type of ecological
balance. Holland’s ecological balance involves species being integrated into the
whole (a whole being an ecological system). But species cannot be seen as being in
full agreement in any of the relevant senses that the concept of ‘harmony’ would
imply. If we are to understand the natural world as in ecological balance, the term
‘harmony’ seems to be inappropriate.

Further to this argument, understanding nature in terms of ‘ecological
balance’ has been questioned since the widespread rejection of providential ecology
within a theological explanation. Without a concept of providence, nature seems to be

more about disturbance than balance:

The abandoning of providential ecology appears to mean that
ecological balance can no longer function as an indispensable

'® Holland, A. ‘Ecological Balance’ in Chadwick, R. ed. Encyclopaedia of Applied Ethics. Vol. 2.
London: Academic Press,1998. p.2.
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explanatory assumption but itself stands in need of explanation.'®

According to a new account of nature, disturbance and a certain amount of chaos also
have their place. Nature is a mixture of co-operation and disruptive elements. There
is the co-operative behaviour in the relationship between flowering plants and their
pollinators, but there is also the competitive element of the survival of the fittest, as
well as entirely disruptive events as in naturally occurring forest fires. All play their
part in the whole. In this way, ecological balance can be seen as a very precarious
state of nature. So much of nature is dynamic and forever changing. Nature viewed
in this way is not consistent with a concept of harmony.

There is thus much to doubt about the claim that there was once ‘primordial
harmony’. Evidence is limited on deciding categorically when human society began,
and human society and culture seem to be synonymous with the time humans
developed beyond living spontaneously in response to basic needs. Neither can
nature be perceived in any way as in harmony.

Some environmentalists have claimed that the North American Indians ljved

in harmony with nature:

They lived in comparative harmony with the natural world, following
the cycles of nature and developing a subtle and profound
understanding of their surroundings.

" Ibid. p.12.
2 Marshall, 1996. op.cit. p.138.
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However, there is doubt in this, as what is known about the North American Indians
has arisen since they have been a suppressed nation. It does not appear to agree with

other information about the lifestyle of these people:

That Amerindians lived ‘in harmony with nature’ continues to
be asserted despite the blatant differences between such
‘Amerindians’ across the continent...and despite archaeological
evidence of massive buffalo drives and the anthropological

[sc. evidence] of casual cruelty.?!

It would appear from many archaeological records that humans have always exploited
the environment at whatever level they could. This is true of the Stone Age hunters of
the British Isles. The archaeological records suggest that bands of hunters needed to
move seasonally from place to place because they used up the resources wherever

they stayed:

The hunters of the Late-glacial Interstadial may have followed a
pattern of residential foraginzg, in which the whole band moved on as
resources became depleted.2

Foraging until an area is depleted of resources is not a description of people living in
harmony. This is still exploitation even if it is at a low level. To perceive ancient
peoples as living in harmony with nature is a romanticizing of the past. ‘Romantics’
have always looked back to a ‘Golden Age’ and many have seen ancient peoples as
proof of this previous harmonious time. Each age appears to develop some nostalgic
dream of a previous age, far enough away in time that a fantasy can be woven. The

fantasy consists of a time when humans lived peacefully with all other creatures:

2! Clark, S.R.L. How to Think About the Earth: philosophical and theological models for ecology.
London: Mowbray, 1993. p.25.
2 Smith, 1992. op. cit. p.167
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Long ago, or far away, romantics tell us, people were
unselfconsciously united with their world. Nineteenth century
romantics liked to think ‘the Greeks’ were like that;

late twentieth century ones locate the fantasy in old Europe or
amongst native Amerindians.”

It is unlikely that there was ever such a ‘Golden Age’ except in people’s minds.

There may have been a time when humans did not take more from the Earth than the
natural balance could cope with, but this was probably more from lack of
technological skill than from any wish to live in harmony with nature. Humans would
have needed the scientific knowledge we have today to have known about the
ecological balance of any area. Presumably humans have always lived at the level
that they best could achieve in any area.

To look back in nostalgia or to try to re-create some fictional past is of no help
to our problems today. To pretend there was some ‘Golden Age’ which disappeared
at some point in time and to blame all environmental problems on that particular point
in time seems to be highly misleading.

The word ‘harmony’ proves to be an inappropriate one to use in reference to
nature. Within nature there is a certain amount of co-operation as well as
competition. Even though there may be times of ecological balance nature contains
moments of chaos and disruption. If nature itself is not in harmony then it cannot be
expected that humans live in harmony with it. One could concede to those
environmentalists who perceive a time of greater harmony between nature and
humanity that humans may at one time have been living in a less destructive way

towards nature than now.

B Clark, 1993. op. cit. p.13.
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Other environmentalists claim that it was not civilization in itself that brought
about the destructive nature of humans but the Christian religion. According to Lyn
White the axioms of the Christian religion still dominate humans’ behaviour today

and their destructive attitude towards Nature:

...we shall continue to have a worsening ecological crisis until
we reject the Christian axioms that nature has no reason for
existence save to serve man.”*

The claim is made by many environmentalists that Christianity, with its links to
Judaism, placed humans in a superior position over nature and thus encouraged them
to dominate nature and destroy it. Deep ecologists, wishing to change the attitude of
humans at a fundamental level, claim that these religions cause humans to be
alienated from nature. This is an argument against all the inherited traditional
assumptions that underlie our present attitudes to nature. Christianity is again
rebuked for encouraging humans to think of themselves as superior to the rest of
nature and thus causing them to be arrogant in their attitude towards other species.
Other writers, notably Robin Attfield, have offered arguments to prove that these
accusations against Christianity are quite unfounded. I shall not go into the details of
these arguments now, as I shall be looking at Christian attitudes to nature at a later
part of this thesis. Suffice to say that in the Gospels there is little to indicate that
Jesus recommended total domination over nature. In fact, in one famous passage he

indicates that in some things nature is superior to humans:

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not, neither do
they spin; and yet I say unto you, that even Solomon in all his glory

# White, in Barbour, 1973. op. cit. p.29.
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was not arrayed like one of these.?

In fact the basic message of Christianity, like all major religions, is a plea to cease
from human greed, to leave behind worldly possessions and to turn to the things of the
spirit often aided by the contemplation of the living world. In both Judaism and
Christianity nature is created by God and therefore should be treated with respect and
awe, and I will be looking later at some of these religious ideas about nature. For the
moment I shall examine the claim that humans had a better relationship with nature
before the rise of Christianity.

Again we need to refer to archaeological and historical evidence as well as
ethnological research that can often be misleading. It appears true that ancient
peoples had a connection to nature that we have no longer. If we can accept the
evidence from ethnological studies of people who until recently lived in a similar way
to ancient peoples as being valid then we can see some reason to believe in this
connection. The totemic system reveals humans as having a strong identification with
non-humans. The anthropologist, A.S. Elkin, gives a definition of totemism as

applied to aboriginal Australians in the following way:

Totemism is more than a mechanism for regulating marriage
A view of nature and life, of the universe and man, which
colours and influences the Aboringinees’ social groupings
and mythologies, inspires their ritual and links

them to the past. It unites them with nature’s activities

and species in a bond of mutual life-giving...

A relationship between a person, or group of persons

and (for example) a natural object or species as gan of nature
imparts confidence amidst the vissitudes of life.*

 Matthew 6 v. 28-9 in The Bible. Authorized version. Editor: J. Stirling. London: The British &
Foreign Bible Society, 1954.
 Elkin, A.P. The Australian Aborigines. 3" edition.. Sidney: Angus and Robertson, 1954. p.133.
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There have been many theories as regards totemism, such as those of Levi Strauss and
Durkheim, but it is enough to assume that totemism in some way links humans to

nature:

Probably we do well simply to say that totemism is yet another
example of man and nature linked in a single religious pattern.”’

Among such people as the Australian aborigines and some Africans, there are tales
that uphold this belief in the unity of humans with the animal world. A similar but
more sophisticated view of this closeness to nature is seen in the tales of Ancient
Greece that were eventually recorded in Ovid’s Metamorphoses. The famous tale of
Apollo and Daphne, in which Daphne is changed into a laurel tree, is typical of these

stories:

The story is one of the many folk-tales concerning the conversion
of mortals into trees which Ovid has so gracefully elaborated

in his Metamorphoses, and which assumes a new importance now
that we can trace them back into that old world when tree and
man and indeed all living things were held to be so near akin. It
is sufficient for us that they demonstrate the survival of very
ancient modes of thought amongst races who had otherwise
reached a high degree of civilization.?®

The close identification humans had with nature still lingered in the myths of ancient

Greece and Rome. The ancient Britons also appear to have had a close identity with

27 Ferguson, J. Gods Many and Lords Many: a study in primal religions. Guildford: Lutterworth
Educational, 1982. p.9.

2 Philpot, J.H. The Sacred Tree: or the tree in religion and myth. First published in 1897. Facsimile
reprint. Felinfach: Llanerch, 1994. pp.77-78.
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nature and this has remained, surprisingly enough, in some folk rituals that are
continued today in England. I am thinking particularly of Jack-in-the-Green who
appears every May Day moming in Oxford. A person parades the streets of Oxford

very early in the morning covered in leaves:

Beltane (end of April/beginning of May) was the Celtic festival
traditional to invoking and enlisting the aid of the tree spirit and
occurs throughout Europe at about the same time. The Maypole
represents the transplanting of a special tree in the village area,

but the Maypole was once a living tree, brought into the village
with its dryad. The dryad was called upon to help the village

and ensure an abundant harvest. Later this became a Maypole, and
the tree spirit was symbolically represented by a mummer or player
who usually dressed in green, wore a mask of woven branches or

a suit of plaited boughs. This character was called the Green Man
or Jack in the Green.”

Nature was often seen as benevolent and the seat of gods. Trees were often seen as
homes for the gods and evidence for ceremonies concerning worship of trees is found

throughout the ancient world:

Very frequently, especially in early times this home or haunt of the
god was a tree; his ceremonial worship was conducted beneath

its shadows and the offerings of his worshippers were hung upon
its branches or placed at its foot, or again a table by its side, and
assumed thereby to have reached the god.*

The positive aspect of this association of gods with trees was that some trees became
sacred and thereby became a place to take sanctuary because of the benevolent god

residing there:

B Kindred, G. The Sacred Tree. Nottingham: Glennie Kindred, 1995. p.6.
% Philpot, 1994. op. cit. p. 25.
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However little benefit the votaries of trees and images derived from
their observances apart from the subjective strength and solace that
flow from every act of worship, there was at least one tangible
service the gods could render them — the right of sanctuary and
asylum. For the sacred tree, sharing as it did in the protective
power of the indwelling deity, offered an inviolable refuge to

the persecuted, and the god’s forgiveness to the sinner who
implored it.*'

Ancient peoples venerated trees and often there were sacred groves. An example of
sacred groves can be found in Celtic Britain. The evidence for these groves leads
some environmentalists to assert that ancient people respected nature more than we do
today and that our lack of respect is due to the introduction of Christianity. Ronald
Hutton admits that superficially it appears that there is evidence for ancient people

having respect for nature:

The Roman authors Lucan and Pomponius Mela wrote of Gaul

as worshipping in groves of trees, and Tacitus and Dio Cassius
attributed the same practice to the British...

Pagans all over Europe venerated certain groves of trees as sacred.
The Romans believed that all natural things were associated with
spirits which had to be respected, while the Irish Celts believed
that every district was under the protection of a goddess, whose
custody of the land had to be honoured. Christians on the other
hand taught that the whole natural world had been given into the
dominion of humans and cut down the old sacred groves.”

However, Hutton also points out that this first impression is soon revoked when

archaeological and historical records are examined more closely:

The followers of Christ may have felled the groves, but they
sanctified many springs in the name of their own faith and they
stopped the slaughter of huge numbers of animals in the course

31 :

Ibid. p.49.
32 Hutton, R. The Pagan Religions of the Ancient British Isles: their nature and legacy. Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991 p. 252.
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of rituals.>

Although we can hold that humans identified closely with nature in pre-
Christian societies and that nature was often viewed as benevolent, this is not the
whole story. Early societies had to survive in environments about which they had
little knowledge. Seed-time and harvest were important to them. Unfavourable
weather conditions at planting or at harvest would prove disastrous and so certain
rituals were carried out in order to secure a successful harvest, rituals that are now
known to have nothing to do with the success or failure of a crop. Presumably, before
there were settled farmers, hunters would have similar rituals to ensure a successful
hunt and there is some evidence for this from ethnological studies. These rituals
indicate that humans were fearful of their lack of control of the environment. In many
early societies there were beliefs that mischievous spirits might destroy all their
labours and ruin the harvest. Such fears are illustrated in the behaviour of tribal

societies of today such as the Dasun of North Borneo:

The Dasun of North Borneo are an agricultural people, dependent
on the rice harvest, and it is natural that many of their ceremonies
are directed to securing this. These ceremonies are directed to
protecting the crops against blight and other attacks by mischievous
spirits, protecting the community from the results of offences they
may have committed, and propitiating the rice souls. This we might
call the spirit of the rice.**

Environmentalists often forget today how science and technology have freed
us from the uncertainty and fear that haunted humans for centuries in the face of

nature. In many societies peoples’ relationship to nature was in the form of

3 Ibid. p.252.
* Ferguson, 1982. op. cit. p. 50.
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propitiation of harmful spirits. Rituals of appeasement of evil spirits or propitiation
towards the gods have come down to us today in the folk festivals of modern Europe,
although most of them have lost their original meaning. An illustration of this type of
tradition is once again that of the Mayday celebrations held in Oxford every year.
Originally these celebrations were for the securing of fertility and abundance for the
coming year. They were a form of propitiation for the spirits of the Earth. As
mentioned before, trees were often seen as the abodes of these spirits and so trees

were worshipped in order that the spirit would give its blessing:

The gods or spirits of those far-off times had their habitation, or

at least manifested their activity, in the tree. The gifts of rain

and sunshine were in their hands. They made the crops to grow,

the herds to multiply and women to give increase...

Eventually the ceremony of carrying the branch around the village, the
primitive purpose of which was to make each house a sharer in the
benevolent offices of the tree-spirit, degenerated into a meaningless
observance, a pretext for indulging in festivities. But there can be no
doubt that the securing of fertility and abundance together with the
supply of rain and sunshine necessary therein, was originally the root
idea of the world-wide spring observances.>

These spring observances, although initiated by fear of evil spirits, were in many
respects harmless. However, sometimes the gods required the ultimate gift for
appeasement. This was sacrifice. Even those who wish to perceive humans of earlier
societies identifying with other living beings have to accept that this identification did
not prevent the people of those societies from committing the wholesale slaughter of
animals. Early societies killed for food but sacrifices demanded the death of many
animals. Sometimes the sacrifice had to be human. The ancient Celts, together with

other contemporary peoples, sacrificed humans as well as animals:

35 Philpot, 1994. op. cit. pp. 153-154.



Unlike the Mediterranean world, both classical and Christian,

where religious ceremonial was largely conducted in the

stone-built temples and churches and cathedrals of

ecclesiastical architecture - the Celts had practised their rituals, which
were firmly believed to have involved human sacrifice, amid the
organically sculpted cathedrals of forest and mountain. Most of their
sanctuaries were simple clearings by way of human architecture, at
most perhaps a timber-built shrine. These forest sanctuaries were out-
of-the-way places where Druidical rites could be held in secrecy, away
from the prying eyes of would be suppressors. In the first century A.D.
Tacitus described the animal sacrifices of the forebears of the
Germanic Alamanni which took place in a sacred wood: seven
centuries later Abbot Pirman found it necessary to speak out

against local propitiatory rites of prayer and magic still carried out

in the same forest clearing.

In these earlier societies gifts were given to show respect for another. The best were
offered to the gods and a sacrifice was often seen to be the best gift. Fear led to
wholesale killing and even murder. Evidence of sacrifices can be found throughout
the world amongst these earlier societies including the North American Indians as
well as in the East. Sacrifices were particularly evident in the late Vedic period of

India:

The maintenance of the cosmic order was now seen as being
dependent on the due and proper performance of the sacrificial
ritual...Since prosperity and good fortune were believed to be
dependent on the sacrifice, a threatened scarcity of cattle or

food would lead to an increase in the number of sacrifices offered
and in aggressive activity on the part of the warriors. Success in the
latter enterprises also required sacrificial offering beforehand so there
would be further reason for increasing the frequency of sacrifice.*’

% Douglas, A. The Beast Within. London: Chapmans, 1992. p.76.
' Ling, T. A History of Religion East and West: an introduction and interpretation. London:
MacMillan, 1968. pp. 50-51.
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The lack of control humans had over the environment resulted in fear and belief in the
supernatural. Everyday life involved using strange rituals to ward off ‘evil spirits’.
This does not suggest that humans in these earlier societies lived more in harmony
with nature. It gives a picture of more alienation than we have today when we can
enjoy the things of nature without fear.

Furthermore, there is evidence that ancient people had just as great a
disposition for destroying and manipulating the natural world as humans have today.
In Britain alone there is evidence for humans wilfully damaging the environment
throughout the Mesolithic, Neolithic and Bronze Ages. Hutton describes the

Mesolithic Age:

Once again, humans responded to the alteration of their environment
not merely by adapting to it but by challenging it. They domesticated
the dog and used fire to remove woodland on a larger scale than
before. Where the natural ecosystem was fragile, the trees never grew
back as the people moved on, and heaths and bogs came into being. In
the clearings theg' created, humans seem to have penned, if not bred,
cattle and deer.?

The picture Hutton gives us of earlier societies’ attitude to nature is not one of ‘let
beings be’. Nor is it one opposed to domination of nature. It is much more likely that
humans have always exploited nature as far as their technology would allow them. If
there were less damage done to the environment before Christianity then it would
simply be the result of low populations (kept low by disease and famine) and less
advanced technology. Environmental damage was happening long before Christianity

across the whole of Europe and parts of Africa too:

%8 Hutton, 1991. op. cit. p.14.
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...the Iron Age Celts in what became England may have had their holy
stands of trees, but that did not stop them from clearing virtually all the
large areas of forest spared by their predecessors, especially in the
midlands. Under the pagan Roman empire, the remaining woods were
stripped from much of the North African coast, producing an
ecological catastrophe when most of the ploughed up soil was washed
into the Mediterranean. It seems to have been the same period that the
lion was exterminated in Europe, the elephant and the hippopotamus
in North Africa and the bear in England. Christianity was absolutely
irrelevant to the process.39

When studying the lifestyle of earlier societies it may at first appear that humans at
those times lived more harmoniously with nature than we do today. However, this is
to overlook the fear that was often behind their every action towards nature and also
that they were not adverse to changing their environment sometimes to the great harm
of other species. From the knowledge we have of their ritual and belief systems they
evidently felt a need to control their environment in whatever way they thought might
have an effect. This often involved sacrifice. It is no coincidence that Christianity,
being a more intellectual approach to spiritual matters, was a background in which
science could eventually flourish and humans could begin to control the environment

in a more productive way without the use of empty superstitions:

Science is possible only because we live in an ordered universe which
complies with simple mathematical laws. The job of the scientist is to
study, catalogue and relate the orderliness in nature not to question its
origin. But theologians have long argued that the order in the physical
world is evidence for God. If this is true, then science and religion
acquire a common purpose in revealing God’s work. Indeed it has
been argued that the emergence of Western scientific culture was
actually stimulated by the Christian, Judaic tradition, with its
emphasis on God’s intentional organization of the cosmos — an
organization which could be discovered by the use of rational
scientific inquiry.*’

% Ibid. pp. 252-253.
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In other words, first comes the concept of a divine intelligence that gives order to the
world before the concept that the world can be understood by searching for the laws

underlying that order. It cannot be denied that science has helped humans to be able
to live healthy, fulfilled lives without the fear of famine and disease.

Further, it is also no coincidence that within Christian doctrines the Christ was
seen to be the final sacrifice to end all sacrifices. Christianity brought with it the
abolition of all irrational fears and emptied nature of its ‘evil spirits’ that needed to be
appeased. Both Christianity and science have been able to diminish the fears of
‘everyman’ and this positive aspect of them both should not be forgotten.

Merchant accuses science of destroying an organic, female concept of nature
and developing a cold, mechanistic one. There may be some truth in this
interpretation, but it tends to forget that science has improved the standards of living
for both male and female. Science, which has done so much to improve the material
situation of so many people, cannot be blamed for environmental problems. The
problem must be in the way we use science; and the way we use science rests within a
metaphysical background of how we understand nature and our relationship to it. The
myths that humans before civilisation, Christianity, science or industrialization, lived
more harmoniously with nature should not be accepted. We need not accuse any past
events for our present problems.

It is more important to discover the reason why humans are not motivated to
solve the problems of the environment now and this may be because of our present
concept of nature. What is our concept of nature now? I shall now look at the history

of the concept of nature in order to answer this question. Because this is a thesis in

“ Davis, P. God and the New Physics. London: Penguin Books Ltd. , 1990. p.144.
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philosophy I shall be researching into the intellectual thinkers of previous times and
the concepts of nature they present in their writings. The assumption is that in the
main intellectual thinkers reflect the attitudes of the societies in which they find
themselves, as well as being influential in the moulding of those attitudes. It is

presumably a two-way process.
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Chapter 2

Ancient Greece and Rome

1. Teleological Explanations of Nature

I will start my investigation into the history of the concept of nature with the
ancient Greeks and Romans. The close identity of humans to non-humans is shown
within the myths of Ancient Greece. Ovid’s Metamorphose gives a more
sophisticated account of tales that had appeared in various forms in ancient
civilizations. The accounts of the metamorphosing of human to nonhuman indicate
that the belief existed that humans and non-humans were closely connected.

From archaeological records it is also evident that the Greeks and Romans had
respect for nature. They believed that deities inhabited specific features of the

landscape:

Rivers had gods, springs had nymphs called naiads, and lakes
had limniads. There were oreads for mountains, napaeae for
valleys, and leimoniads for meadows.'

There were also sacred places which were dedicated to a god, and sometimes a temple
was built there. Romans inherited much of the religious attitude towards nature from
the Greeks, but an agricultural element was added so that there were gods and
goddesses for the spirit of every major growing crop, such as Ceres for grain, Liber
for wine etc.

Yet in spite of their propensity to reverence wild places and natural processes,

the people of the Ancient World continued the environmental damage in the same

! Hughes, J.D. Pan’s Travail: environmental problems of the Ancient Greeks and Romans. Baltimore:
John Hopkins, 1996. p.49.
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way as earlier societies. There was the clearing of land for agriculture; overgrazing
by cattle, sheep, goats and swine; growing urbanization and deforestation, often

followed by erosion and siltation. The damage done was often irreversible:

Much more permanent and damaging was the de-vegetation of

steep slopes by logging and grazing and their resultant

vulnerability to rains, which are often torrential in the

Mediterranean winter. Erosion swept away fertile soil, leaving

rocky slopes where trees could scarcely have grown even if they

had been protected. Silt, sand and gravel from the mountains was
deposited in lowlands and along the coasts, choking ports and creating
poorly-drained, silt-clogged marshlands. Deforestation, over-grazing
and erosion produced the most visible, far-reaching and relatively
permanent changes in the Mediterranean landscape of all those
caused by human activities in ancient times.’

This dual attitude towards nature, on the one hand showing reverence towards it and
on the other being destructive, was also evident in the ancients’ treatment of wildlife.
Wild animals in sanctuaries were preserved as sacred to the gods and to kill them
incurred punishment. But at the same time this did not exclude other animals from
being hunted both for food and pleasure. Many wild animals were killed in the Roman
arenas, for example.

The clearance of land for agriculture also had its effect on the populations of
wildlife. Lakes and marshes were drained and forests cut down. Greeks and Romans
continually exploited wildlife as if there would always be plenty to replace those
animals they destroyed. Unfortunately the exploitation of wildlife had irreversible
consequences as species were made extinct. Domesticated animals such as goats and

cats were in competition with natural species as well as destroying the vegetation on

2 Ibid. p.90.
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which they depended. The result was depletion and extinction of wildlife and an
impoverishment of the environment.

Mining and urbanization were polluting factors as much as they are today:

Air pollution resulted not only from wood and charcoal smoke, but
also from the fumes of various noxious substances that were heated
or burned. Speaking of metallurgists in Spain, Strabo observes: They
build their silver-smelting furnaces with high chimneys, so that the
gas from the ore may be carried high into the air, for it is heavy and
deadly. 3

Accounts from ancient Greece and Rome reveal that there were no reservations at that
time about the exploitation of nature. Certainly domination over nature and
exploitation of wildlife was well established long before Christianity influenced
people. Urbanization and civilization did not change this exploitation but it did
change people’s awareness of it.

As with many other areas of knowledge, the complex attitude we now have
towards nature has its roots in ancient Greece and Rome. Many of the ideas found in
environmental writings today were first expressed in Ancient Greek writings,
including nostalgia for a ‘Golden Age’. In this thesis I cannot attempt to look at this
area in any depth but must necessarily offer only generalizations of major themes of
ancient times.

Habgood traces back the three main meanings for the term ‘nature’ (as
outlined in the introduction to this part of my thesis) to the Ancient Greeks. For the
first definition of ‘nature’ meaning ‘the character or quality of something’ the Greeks

used the word ‘phusis’ which had a similar meaning to the Latin ‘natura’. This term in

? Ibid. pp.105-106.
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its generalized form (which is the second meaning of ‘nature’) was the study of

natural philosophy, ‘that which makes everything what it is’.

Whatever the precise reasons, the Classical Age began the search
for intellectual coherence and the concept of Nature as a unifying
force, an energising ground of things, was one way of expressing
the intelligibility of the universe. It becomes possible to talk about
Nature doing this or that, or even to personify it, as in the phrase
‘Mother Nature’ which clearly has religious overtones... At a still
later stage the idea of Nature as somehow underlying reality or
cause of things could under§ird the concept of the laws of nature,
whether scientific or moral.

The third meaning of ‘nature’ is simply the entire physical world and the Greeks
seemed to have been the first to give the same name ‘phusis’ to the whole of physical
reality, as well as to the unifying power which they saw as underlying that reality and
the particular character of each part of it.

The concept of nature at any time is closely intertwined with cosmology,
theology and metaphysics. Concepts of nature involve all aspects of humans’
awareness of themselves in the cosmos. The inevitable question of why there is what

there is brings in problems of creation and a divine purpose:

If we seek after the nature of God, we must consider the nature
of man and the earth, and if we look at the earth, questions of
divine purpose in its creation and the role of mankind on it
inevitably arise.’

The Greek and Roman concept of nature evolved from those of the primordial

Mediterranean world. In ancient belief systems the Earth was perceived as a mother.

* Habgood, J. The Concept of Nature. London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2002. p 4.
5 Glacken, C. Traces on the Rhodian Shore: nature and culture in western thought from ancient times
to the end of the eighteenth century. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1967. p.35.
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Nature was then understood to be about fertility and about caring and giving in
abundance. Philo the Jew gives a view of the background to Greek and Roman

thought on nature:

Philo the Jew, living in the rich mixture of Hellenistic Alexandria

at the beginning of the Christian era, saw this already old conception
clearly and believed in it. Nature has bestowed on every

mother as most essential endowment teeming breasts thus preparing in
advance for the child that is to be born. The earth also, as we all know,
is a mother, for which reason the earliest men thought fit to call her
‘Demeter’, combining the name ‘mother’ with that of ‘earth’, for as
Plato says earth does not imitate women, but women earth. Poets quite
rightly are in the habit of calling earth ‘All-mother’ and ‘Fruitbearer’
and ‘Pandora’ or ‘Giveall’, inasmuch as she is the originating cause of
existence and continuance in existence of all animals and plants alike.
Fitly therefore on earth also, most fertile of mothers, did Nature
bestow, by way of breasts, streams of rivers and springs, to the end
that both the plants might be watered and all animals might have
abundance to drink.®

However, not all of nature was depicted as kindly in these ancient myths. The gods of
Greek mythology were personifications of nature and they could be either kindly or
threatening. They acted wilfully for their own amusement, often adding misfortunes
to the lot of humans.

The dual aspect of nature of being either kindly or wild and threatening is later
expressed in more reasoned accounts of nature. Often accounts will emphasize either
one or the other aspect of nature. Linked to these two ideas is the further dichotomy
of order and chaos. Nature is perceived either as an organized harmonious whole, or
a chaotic system happening by chance. This particular confusing aspect of nature is
reflected in the pre-socratic writers.

The Ionian philosophers are considered to be the first philosophers. They can

also be considered as the first scientists. Their approach to understanding the world

§ Ibid. p.14.
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around differs in certain respects to mythological explanations. They leave behind the
stories of wilful gods and explain the world through experience and reason. In their
accounts of the cosmos we can take ‘nature’ to be ‘all that is’ as in the third definition
of ‘nature’. One of the major concerns of these first philosophers was the apparent
chaos of nature. But in a chaotic system nothing can be known for certain: all events
are random. The Ionian philosophers sought for order in the chaos, a pattern, a rule,
an underlying ‘something’ that could help to make sense of everything, or at least

provide a means of knowing with more certainty:

They looked for something permanent persisting through the

chaos of apparent change; and they thought that they would find it by
asking the question: What is the world made of? The world as our
senses perceive it seems restless and unstable. It exhibits continual
and apparently haphazard change. Natural growth may proceed or
may be thwarted by blind external forces...Philosophy started in the
faith that beneath this apparent chaos there exists a hidden permanence
and unity, discernible if not by sense, then by mind.’

In their rudimentary scientific search for an explanation or cause of nature the later
Greek philosophers came across a major metaphysical problem: was the universe an

ordered living whole or was it the outcome of random mechanical events?:

...throughout their philosophy of science we may discern a
preoccupation with the question how much, if at all, it is appropriate
for the rational investigator of the universe’s inhabitants and
processes to seek to explain them in terms of the ends, goals and
purposes they subserve. Is the universe a complete structure, unified
by the way in which the various functions of its parts are conducive
to its overall operation (is it, then, as Plato and the Stoics believed, a
kind of animal, and under the direct control of God)? Or is it merely
the functional outcome of an agglomeration of initially random and
undirected mechanical particular interactions (as the Atomists were to
argue)? Or is there, as Aristotle held, some coherent, middle way

7 Guthrie, W.K.C. The Greek Philosophers from Thales to Aristotle. London: Routledge, 1989. p.24.
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between the view that the cosmos is the work of God on the one hand
and the purely mechanistic physics of chance on the other? Can
Nature itself, intrinsically, exhibit a type of purposiveness which
serves to explain its regularity and stability without appealing to some
super-intelligence.®

These two distinct approaches to explaining nature divide the Greek philosophers
into those who accepted a teleological explanation of nature and those that gave a
non-teleological explanation. The acceptance of a teleological explanation or a non-
teleological explanation of nature influences and changes the concept of nature
significantly I shall first deal with those philosophers who were led by their
processes of thinking to a teleological explanation of nature.

The Ionians solution to the problem of finding permanence in the chaos was to
suggest that nature was made of one basic substance. Thales suggested water and
Anaximenes air. Anaximander had a slightly different approach and suggested the
‘apeiron’ — the boundless or unlimited. From the ‘apeiron’ all things came. What is
interesting in these early philosophies is that the thinkers were first aware of chaos, of
illusion and change. In order to explain the world they sought an underlying
something. They were the first scientists because they wanted to find the basic truths
about the world in terms of which an account of it can be structured. In general a
scientific explanation will pick out those more fundamental facts about the structure
of the universe on the basis of which things can be explained. Science is inherently
reductionist and the Ionians tried to ‘reduce’ the complexity of world to one basic
substance which could be the explanation for everything else. In this way they could

find some order with which to understand the world. This search for hidden order has

% Hankinson, R. J. Cause and Explanation in Ancient Greek Thought. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998.
pp. 5-6.
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been the goal of science. The success of science rests on the assumption that there is
some order to be discovered if there is to be any knowledge at all. Experience of the
fickleness of nature that controlled the lives of humans, as represented by the gods of
ancient Greece and other civilizations, led to this need to find order and to assume
there was an order to find.

Pythagoras moved away from the search for an underlying substance to the
assumption that the essence of real identity of a thing is not determined by the stuff of
which it is made, but by its structure. Geometrical structures — the abstract shape of
things — seemed to answer all the awkward questions that the Ionian philosophers
could not deal with in their theories of matter. The form, or pattern of things, seemed
to provide better answers. Mathematics led the Pythagoreans to the idea of perfect
harmony within the cosmos. Pythagoras applied his discoveries in the field of
acoustics to other areas of nature and the history of science has shown this to have
been an useful insight. Often it is the underlying pattern that helps towards
understanding how the world works, for example in atomic physics or in the basic
building blocks of living things such as proteins. The Pythagoreans turned their
discovery into a mystic belief: the cosmos was one of order, perfection and beauty.

Through Heraclitus’ work comes the idea that knowledge cannot be obtained
only through the senses but must be linked to reason. The only factor in the world not
subject to change is the Logos, an objective overall controlling force which
determines the nature of the world. The world can only be known as far as the souls
of humans are part of the divine Logos. The Logos is supreme reason, a divine law

for everything in the world to follow:

This logos holds always but humans always prove unable to
understand it, both before hearing it and when they have first
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heard it. For though all things come to be in accordance with

this logos, humans are like the inexperienced when they experience
such words and deeds as I set out, distinguishing each in
accordance with its nature and saying how it is. But other

people fail to notice what they do when awake, just as they

forget what they do while asleep.( Sextus Empiricus. Against

the mathematicians 7.132 = 22B1)°

Those who understand the Logos can understand the workings of the cosmos, but not
everyone can do so if locked into the illusions of change. The Stoics were influenced
by Heraclitus’ physics and metaphysics. Heraclitus’ philosophy presents the world as
one that is composed of intelligible processes which humans are capable of
understanding. Reason is required to understand the world beyond mere appearances.
Anaxagoras also claims that the senses are misleading. Knowledge is
possible only through the understanding contributed by the Mind. Mind, or Intellect,

sets everything in order:

The rest have a portion of everything, but Mind is unlimited and
self-ruled and is mixed with no thing, but is alone and by itself...
For it is the finest of all things and the purest, and it has all judgment
about everything and the greatest power. And Mind rules all things
that possess life — both the larger and the smaller. Simplicus,
commentary on Aristotle’s Physics. 164.24-25; 156.13-15 710

These early philosophers saw the need for order if there was to be any understanding
of the world about them. They related this order to mind and intellect and assumed
that there must be some supreme mind that first gave this order.

Plato also believed that this order was not imposed by us but was an

underlying necessity of nature. Trapped in our senses, he believed that the order is

®Curd, P. ed. 4 Presocratics Reader. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1996. p.30.
' Ibid. pp.56-57.
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not always obvious to us, but that it is an important aspect of nature and it is our duty
to try and understand it. The senses confuse us so we can only find the order through
the use of our intellect. If the intellect is so important to discover the order, Plato
argues, then the natural world must be ordered by intelligence. The outline of his
theory is in the dialogues Phaedo, Timaeus, Republic and Laws.

According to Plato’s theory originally there was disorderly material but this
was gathered up into kinds. The state of the natural world without the ordering would
be chaos, so that we would be unable to make sense of it. Plato assumed that there
had always been matter but that at some time it must have been ordered and this
ordering cannot have been arbitrary but, being rational, had to be an intelligible

necessity.

For a thing to be rationally ordered, it must be possible to see that it
had to be ordered like that. If I arrange things in one way, then my
choice of arrangement is arbitrary and not rational. Therefore, the
order which is imposed, the kinds that there are and the relation
between them, is an order which has to be — not products of the
ordering, or its disposition would be arbitrary and not rational, but
intelligible necessities given as much to the supreme mind which
orders as to our minds which try to understand."!

Although Plato believed that the original chaos was now ordered he also held that the
natural world does not conform perfectly to the order imposed upon it. It is like a

clock that has run down and so has lost some of the original order:

We live in a running down phase, and that means that the universe
as we know it ‘remembers’, but only imperfectly, the original
divine order."

'! Crombie, .M. An Examination of Plato’s Doctrines: II. Plato on knowledge and reality. London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1963. p. 154.
2 bid. p. 155.
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In this way Plato could account for the immediate chaos that nature presents to the
senses and the ability for humans, through the use of reason, to find the original order.
His epistemology requires this underlying order which can be discovered through
reason; otherwise no certain knowledge is possible.

Plato inherited the mathematical discoveries of Pythagoras. Pythagoras sought
to understand the world through his knowledge of mathematical forms. Plato further
developed this idea with his theory of Forms. The theory of Forms applied to all parts
of nature. Form or structure, not matter, was therefore was what really constituted the

nature of things. But:

...Form is not perceptible like the things that go to make up the
natural world; it is intelligible."

It was inevitable that from this thinking Plato should discredit knowledge obtained
through perception. Within his theory perceptible things could not be real because
they were subject to change; they were illusory. The unchanging Form or Idea was
the object of true knowledge. Reality is beyond what we can perceive and can only be

obtained through the intellect:

It is for Plato a proof of the unreality of things which go to make up
the natural world that they are liable to change: not merely that
they can be changed by the action upon them of external forces,

but they change of themselves and thus show themselves to be
inherently transitory...

If Plato calls the sun unreal, he does not mean that when we say
‘There is the sun’ there is in fact nothing there at all; what he
means is that the thing which is really there does not possess firmly
and unconcealedly the qualities which when we call it the sun we

P Collingwood, R.G. The Idea of Nature. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1945. p.54
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think it to possess; these qualities it only enjoys for the time being;
they are not its inalienable property; we think they are but we are
deceived.'*

Knowledge was possible because there was an order in the universe to be found. If
there was no order, or pattern, there would be nothing certain to know and we would
be victims to our unreliable senses.

Looking for order within the cosmos led the Greek philosophers to the concept
of a designer. For them order within nature also meant beauty and harmony and they
concluded from this that there must be a creator or, at least, a designer. The Greeks
mainly held that there had always been matter, but they argued that if there is order in
nature then there must be a mind, or some being, that had given that order. The
Pythagoreans perceived nature as permeated by an intelligent mind as did Diogenes of

Apollonia:

Intelligence is required, he said, for the underlying substance
‘so to be divided up that it has measures of all things — of
winter and summer and day and rain and wind and fair weather’.
The argument is based on the weather and seasonal and diurnal
change."

That intelligence is required within the cosmos appears also in Plato’s
philosophy. In the Timaeus Plato argues that nothing comes into existence without a
cause and that therefore everything that exists must be caused ultimately by a

‘creator’. Plato gives an explanation for why the divine craftsman made the universe:

Let us therefore state the reason why the framer of this universe of

 Ibid. pp.56-57
1% Glacken, 1967. op. cit. p.39.
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change framed it at all. He was good, and what is good had no
particle of envy in it; being therefore without envy he wished all
things to be as like himself as possible. This is as valid a principle
for the origin of the world of change as we shall discover from the
wisdom of men, and we should accept it. God, therefore wishing that
all things should be good, and as far as possible nothing be imperfect,
and finding the visible universe in a state not of rest but of
inharmonious and disorderly motion, reduced it to order from
disorder, as he judged that order was in every way better.'®

The “creator’ is good and therefore has no envy. He wishes that everything should be
good. It is not that the ‘creator’ creates matter but that he is an organizer, working
with pre-existing materials. The world is good because it exhibits structure and order,
the attributes of Mind or intelligence. The Greeks were fascinated by the way their
own intellect could make sense of the world around them. If using their intelligence
enabled them to find order then, they reasoned, the order must be put there by an
intellect in the first place. There could not be order without intellect to create it.
Furthermore Plato believed that the ‘creator’ had given intelligence to the world but
this was only possible if the world has a ‘soul’. ‘Soul’ is a complex word with

various meanings in Greek, but it seems to be for Plato the seat of reason:

It is impossible for the best to produce anything but the highest.
When he considered, therefore, that in all the realm of visible
nature, taking each thing as a whole, nothing without intelligence
is to be found that is superior to anything with it, and that
intelligence is impossible without soul, in fashioning the universe
he implanted reason in soul and soul in body, and so ensured

that his work should be by nature highest and best. And so the
most likely account must say that this world came to be in very
truth, through god’s providence, a living being with soul and
intelligence."’

' Plato. Timaeus and Critias. Translated with an introduction and an appendix on Atlantis by H.D.P.
Lee. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books Ltd., 1971. p.42,
7 Ibid. p.42
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Plato accepts the Pythagorean belief that the world, or nature as a whole, is permeated
with soul. It is because of soul that intelligence is possible for reason is found within
the soul, and because of reason the order that the ‘creator’ has given to the world can
be found by humans. There is order because of intelligence and only through
intelligence can order be found. Reason within the soul is the tool for making
discoveries about the world.

Aristotle was also concerned with order and with form rather than matter. But
he criticized Plato’s version of the Forms for he was not concerned with the problems
of epistemology and so was able to embrace change and movement as real rather than
illusory. As a philosopher of his time he was trying to come to terms with the
idealism of Plato as well as the materialism of other philosophers. He accepts that
within nature there is always change and movement and that they are eternal. He
rejects Plato’s ideal Forms while still emphasizing that form is more important than
matter.

Aristotle’s philosophy does not lead him to a ‘creator’ in the sense that Plato
devised, but to a ‘First Mover’. In Aristotle’s philosophy the world of nature is a
world of self-moving things. Like Plato and many other Greek thinkers, Aristotle
perceives nature as imbued with a soul. All of nature has movement, growth and

change:

Nature, then, is ‘innate impulse to movement’. That this exists is
obvious from experience and needs no proof. 18

Aristotle follows Plato and rejects the Ionian theories concerned solely with matter.

He promotes the idea of the form as identical to the nature of things:

18 Ross, D. Aristotle. London: Methuen, 1964. p.67
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This Aristotle holds to be more properly the nature of a thing than
is its material, since a thing is what it is, has its nature more fully
when it exists actually, when it attains its form, than when it

it exists potentially, ie. when the mere matter for it exists."

The ability for change or movement within nature, such as growth, Aristotle

understands as due to the form:

He habitually identifies nature as power of movement with
nature as form. The form or mode of structure of a thing —
eg. of an animal - is just that by virtue of which it moves,
grows and alters and comes to rest when it has reached the
terminus of its movement.*’

Aristotle links the first meaning of ‘nature’ to the second generalized meaning.
Individual substances have natures. The natures of things are provided by those
characteristics inherent to them and determine how each substance behaves.

Aristotle’s explanation of nature is deeply teleological:

Each finite substance, having its own nature, has its own ideal state.
This is especially clear (and poignant) in living things. Biological
substances have ideal states toward which they develop-if they can.
they have individual goods to pursue. The acorn is self-directed
toward its fulfilled state in becoming a productive oak tree, under
fortunate circumstances. This is what is meant by having a distinct
nature, an essential character bringing about internal self-
development.*!

" Ibid. p.68
% Ibid. p.68.
2 Perre. F. Being and Value. Albany: State University of New York, 1996. p.60.
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Each individual in nature has a goal which it attempts to achieve. Aristotle tackles the
problem of change with his famous four causes: material cause, formal cause,
efficient cause and final cause.

When discussing the whole of nature in the generalized second meaning of
‘nature’, Aristotle defines it as also having a nature like everything else within nature,
because it too has a final cause. Nature has a purpose. However purpose is not given
from outside of nature, as Plato assumed. Nature is both agent and patient at the same
time. Since nature is self-moving then there does not need to be an external power to
account for changes. Like previous Greek thinkers Aristotle assumes that matter has
always existed: nature is a self-causing and self-existing process. He did not have a
concept of laws of nature as his emphasis is on growth and development, processes
from the potential to the actual, but his philosophy did need a first unmoved mover

who begins all the processes:

Aristotle, identifying God with the forms, conceives one single
unmoved mover with a self-contained activity of its own, namely
self-knowledge...thinking the forms which are the categories of its
own thought, and since that activity is the highest and best possible
inspiring the whole of nature with desire for it and a nisus towards
reproducing it, everything in its degree and to the best of its power.?

The first unmoved mover gives nature the forms through its own thinking and is the
‘creator’ of all movement as everything within nature is striving towards the
fulfilment of its own form as given by the unmoved mover.

The First Unmoved Mover never changes. It is pure actuality without the need
for change. Aristotle equates pure actuality with thought and this ‘thought’ is the

final cause to which everything aspires. In this way the First Unmoved Mover is a

2 Ibid. p.68
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‘creator’ at least in the sense that it is the ultimate nature which gives meaning to
everything else. The First Unmoved Mover’s activity is simply thinking because

there is no distinction between thought and the object of thought with the final cause:

The intrinsic object of thought is what is intrinsically best, and the
intrinsic object of absolute thought is the absolutely best. And in
apprehending its object thought thinks itself. For it too becomes
an object for itself by its contact with, and thinking of, its object,
so that the thought and its object are one and the same.?

Aristotle’s First Unmoved Mover is, like a deity, the reason for all, as the harmony
and good order in the world ultimately depends on it. Everything is striving to imitate
it, to aim for the eternal and divine, but each in their own way. Individuals die, but by
the process of reproduction the species are maintained forever. These rhythms of life
and ceaseless interchanges arise from the stars emulating the divine’s activity by their
eternal movement. Humans alone of all creation possess something of the divine
ability to engage in pure thought.

Within the philosophy of the two great thinkers of Ancient Greece is a search
for order in the universe, and from this search comes the logical step of there being
some first Being that gives order or sets it in motion. These are teleological concepts
of nature. Plato perceived nature to be a rational scheme in which everything has a
purpose because the world is a perfect image of the whole of which all animals, both
individuals and species, are parts. Aristotle’s concept of a well-ordered universe also
leads him to assume that everything has a purpose as everything strives towards its

best possible state.

% Ibid. p.374.
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The teleological concept of nature was most strongly developed within the
philosophy of the Stoics. They linked the idea of a purposive world with that of a
Creator. The concept of nature was interwoven with the concept of God. Their
thinking is important for the influence it later had on Christian thinking.

The Stoics used the term ‘nature’ in a number of different but interrelating

ways:

First some examples of the use of the term in Stoicism: (1) the power
or principle which shapes and creates all things (SVF ii 937); (2) the
power or principle which unifies and gives coherence to the world
(SVF ii 549, 1211); (3) fiery breath (or artistic fire) self-moving and
generative (SVF ii 913); (4) necessity and destiny (SVF ii 913); (52
God, providence, craftsman, right reason (SVF I 158, 176,iii 323). 4

The Stoics’ universe is a materialist, pantheistic one. Stoics linked the concepts of
reason, or logos, god, necessity and nature. Many of these ideas were a development
on those of the Ancient Greeks. The original idea from the Greeks where reason, or
an intelligence, is needed so that there can be order is now expressed fully in the
concept of a god. Intelligence permeates throughout the Universe in the form of a
particularly fine substance, the pneuma, and this intelligence the Stoics equate with
god.

The identification of god and nature led to an ethical code. Everything was
interdependent and therefore to live a good life was to live in accordance with nature.
In this way each could relate to the other as well as to the whole cosmos. As reason
governs the cosmos, and so a good life was also one that followed reason; in this way

the individual could feel they belonged to the whole:

* Long, A.A. Hellenistic Philosophy; Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics. London: Duckworth, 1974. p.148.
(SVF = Stoicorum Veterum Fragmenta.)
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In Stoicism to be a good and happy man is to be related in a certain
way to Nature or God. The psychological need to relate — to oneself
to one’s society, to the world — was sensed acutely by the Stoics. Like
William James, or Jung, or Fromm, they detected an all-inclusive
desire to ‘feel at home in the universe’. The Stoic philosophy of
nature provides a cosmic orientation for personal identity which, far
from neglecting human relationships, makes them implicit in life
according to reason. ‘We have come into being for co-operation’.
(Marcus ii. 1): ‘the %ood of rational being consists in communal
association’. (v.16). 5

The whole of the universe is endowed with sensibility as well as with reason and

intelligence and so, the Stoics reasoned, it must be god. Because of the existence of a

creator the whole of the universe from the beginning of time is under the care of

divine providence. The divine providence guides and directs nature so that everything

is as it ought to be:

I affirm then, that the universe and all its parts were established and
set in array in the beginning and have been administered through all
intervening time by divine providence. We Stoics as a rule discuss
this hypothesis under three general heads of which the first has to do
with proof of the existence of the gods. If that be conceded, it follows
logically that the universe is guided and directed by their wisdom.
Under the second head, we seek to prove that all things are subject to
the power of sentient Nature and that by her the affairs of the cosmos
are conducted with supreme effectiveness. If this point be regarded as
satisfactorily demonstrated, then it must be admitted that everything in
the universe sprang from animate elements.

Under the third head we deal with the admiration which fills our
hearts as we contemplate the celestial and terrestrial worlds.”®

The Stoics believed that they lived in a world where everything is rightly ordered.

The good life was then to accept the ways of nature because whatever happened was

% Long, 1974. op. cit..p. 163.
% Cicero, M. T. Brutus; On the Nature of the Gods; On Divination; On Duties. Translated by H.M.
Poteat with an introduction by R. McKeo. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1950. p. 255
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as it should be. This is in one sense a complacent philosophy, and those who
followed it would have been calm in all circumstances. It is a teleological explanation
of nature and leads to a positive concept of nature. The wonder of nature is that
everything fits so well together that nothing could have happened by chance: it has all
been planned with purpose. This leads to admiration. But because the Stoic
philosophy excludes chance it is at the same time a deterministic and fatalist
philosophy. The Stoics attempted to maintain human freewill in their philosophy, but
freewill did not fit easily into a nature that was governed by Providence.

The important point to notice about these thinkers of ancient times is their
belief in human reason which is capable of perceiving order in nature and which
allows humans to understand and to a certain extent control nature. Following from
this was their belief that if humans had reason to reveal order in the world around
them, then there must be an order amongst the seeming chaos of sense perceptions to
be found which could only be there because it had been created by a higher reason
and intelligence. In this way the search for order led to the concept of a god that
maintained everything in nature. For the Stoics, God is the underlying intelligence
within nature. The positive aspect of the teleological explanation of nature is that
nature is perceived as a whole in which every part has a purpose in the whole, and that
includes a role for humans. I shall be returning later in my thesis to teleological
explanations of nature, but in the next section I shall be looking at non-teleological

explanations of nature in the Ancient World.
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2. Non-teleological Concepts of Nature

Greek and Roman philosophers also postulated a non-teleological concept of
nature. The pre-socratic philosopher, Empedocles, understood the world to be made of
four elements: earth, air, water and fire. These elements were driven by Love and
Strife and were forever changing from the One to Many. Love tries to unite all things
into the One while Strife breaks things into the Many so that there is constant battle
between them. At the present time it is Strife that is more successful. All living
things are made by chance. Love brings them together into whole beings but Strife is
always separating them so that monsters can sometimes be formed. It is only by

chance that living beings can survive:

But I shall turn back to the path of song I traced before, leading off
from one argument: when strife had reached the lowest depth of the
whirl and love comes into®’ the centre of the eddy, in her then all these
things unite to be one only; not immediately, but coming together
from different directions at will. And, as they were being mixed,
countless types of mortal things poured forth, but many, which Strife
still restrained from above, stayed unmixed, alternating with them
which were combining, for it had not yet perfectly and completely
stood out as far as the farthest limits of the circle, but part remained
within and part had gone out of the frame. And in proportion as it
continually ran on ahead, a mild, immortal onrush of perfect love was
continually pursuing it. Immediately what were formerly accustomed
to be immortal became mortal, and formerly unmixed things were in a
mixed state, arising to the exchanging of their ways. And, as they
were being mixed, countless types of mortal things poured forth, filled
with all kinds of form, a wonder to see.”’

In Empedocles’ account of creation there is no Mind or Intellect that gives order to
matter. There is no designer or creator but two impersonal forces at war with one
another. There is instead a destruction of the One to make the Many and all that come

into being adopt all sorts of forms and do so purely by chance. This account is in

7 Wright, M. R. ed. Empedocles: the extant fragments. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981.
Fragment 47 (35).
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some ways a precursor of modern day evolutionary theory where natural selection and
survival of the fittest are the chance elements that bring about the many different
species. It is an account of the beginning of all things that excludes a teleological
explanation. Nothing can be described as having a purpose since nothing was
designed for anything.

Leucippus, possibly a pupil of Zeno, was the first to put forward the theory of
atomism together with his pupil Democritus. Modern atomism can only loosely be
attributed to these two early philosophers, as modemn science relies heavily on
mathematics and the particles of science today are thought by some to have only a
functional role. The atomist theory of Democritus is purely philosophical and not
scientific.

Democritus, according to Aristotle, believed the world to be made of space , or
the void, and small physical matter, the atoms. These atoms are of various shapes and

sizes. Visible matter is made of these atoms interacting with one another:

The reason why the substances stay together with one another up to

a point, he finds in the overlappings and interlockings of the bodies;
for some of them are scalene, some hooked, some convex — and they
have innumerable other differences. Thus he thinks that they hold

on to one another and stay together for a time, until some stronger
necessity comes upon them from their surrounding, shakes them about
and scatters them apart. (Simplicius 213 Fr. 200. 68 A 37.)%

There is no purposeful design in this account but a physical necessity. There is no
purpose within the physical world, although there is in the human soul. However,

Democritus shows in his ethical writings that this purpose is limited, for he suggests

% Barnes, J. The Presocratics Philosophers. (The Arguments of the Philosophers.) London: Routledge,
1999, p. 343.
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that humans have only the purpose of pursuing pleasure, or at least a state of calm and

stability:

The state is achieved by not engaging in much business, either
private or public, and by not trying to exceed one’s capacities; it
depends on one’s mental and psychological state and ‘does not live
in cattles or in gold’; to reach it you ‘must not take your pleasures in
mental things.” Above all, you must practice moderation.”

There is some parallel of this ethical theory in the Utilitarianism of Bentham although
Utiltitarianism offers a moral guide to behaviour between people that the philosophy
of Democritus does not. An encouragement for the individual to achieve stability is

somewhat short of a guiding ethical theory:

All that amounts, I suppose, to a moderately coherent plan of life;

and we may, if we wish, call it a practical system. Lovers of
anachronism (among whom I happily enrol myself) may begin to
think of a Benthamite Utilitarianism: if he did not invent a felicific
calculus, at least Democritus prepared the way for one, and Bentham’s
moral system was adumbrated at Abdera. But that suggestion is
wholly mistaken: Democritus’ hedonism has nothing at all to do with
morality; it does not pretend to tell us what, morally speaking, we
ought to do, or how to live the moral life. It is a recipe for happiness
or contentment, not a prescription for goodness: the system sets up a
selfish end for the individual and counsels him on how to attain it; it
does not set up a moral goal and offer advice on its achievement.*

Nevertheless, although Utilitarianism is a moral theory that gives advice, its emphasis
is on the pursuit of happiness and not the search for goodness itself, for goodness is
defined in terms of happiness, and in that Barnes is right to draw a parallel with

Democritus’ code for living.

» 1bid. p. 532.
3 Ibid. p. 533.
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The Democritean physical explanation of the world leads to determinism. The
atoms collide by an inner necessity; there is no mind that directs them. The
metaphysical explanation of physical necessity gives little basis for an ethical theory.
In a physically determined universe, humans, whose souls alone are not determined,
have no further need than to seek a stable life for themselves. A non-teleological
explanation of the universe gives no necessary role to humans. Democritus’ theory
lacks a creator to give humans that role.

In a similar way the Epicureans were opposed to the idea of a creator or of
perceiving design and purpose within the world of nature. In Epicurus’ letter to

Herodotus he says:

Nay more: we are bound to believe that in the sky, revolutions,
solstices, eclipses, risings and settings, and the like, take place
without the ministrations or command, either now or in the future,
of a being who at the same time enjoys perfect bliss along with
immortality. Hence, when we find phenomena invariably recurring
the invariableness of the recurrence must be ascribed to the original
interception and conglomeration of primary particles whereby the
world was formed.*!

Epicurus had inherited the atomic theory of Democritus. He modified this doctrine
but took the fundamental principle that everything was made of atoms, or minute

particles, and void. With this doctrine, explanations of causes could be made without

recourse to a divine being, or to teleology:

The atomist system seemed to him to provide an explanation of the
structure of things which was compatible with empirical data and
psychologically comforting, in that it did away with the need for
divine causation and any form of teleology.*?

*! Gaskin, J. The Epicurean Philosophers. London: Everyman, 1995. pp. 26-27.
2 Long, A.A. Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics. London: Duckworth, 1974, p. 39.
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Thus Epicurus rejected the teleological explanations of Plato and Aristotle. Socrates,
or Plato, had found the emphasis on mechanistic explanations in the presocratic
philosophers a defect, but Epicurus saw it as a merit. The world is so obviously
imperfect that it could not possibly have been designed. He did not accept Plato’s
explanation that the world was now imperfect because it had lost the perfection it first
had from the Forms.

Epicureanism became the main doctrine in opposition to the Stoics.
Against the Stoics’ philosophy of a purposeful, created world permeated with
intelligence and in which we as humans have a valid place, the Epicureans presented a
world of chance that had no direction. Lucretius, the Roman disciple of Epicurus,
puts forward strong arguments for a non-teleological view of the world in his De
rerum natura. He argues avidly against gods, which are those of Greek and Roman
mythology, having any impact on the material world. He sees a belief in gods as a

restricting fear:

This dread and darkness of the mind cannot be dispelled

by the sunbeams, the shining shafts of day, but only by

an understanding of the outward form and inner workings
of nature. In tackling this theme, our starting point will be
this principle; Nothing is ever created by divine power out
of nothing. The reason why all mortals are so gripped by
fear is that they see all sorts of things happening on the earth
and in the sky with no discernible cause, and these they
attribute to the will of a god. Accordingly, when we have
seen that nothing can be created out of nothing, we shall
then have a clearer picture of the path ahead, the problem
of hogg things are created and occasioned without the aid of
gods.

% Lucretius. On the Nature of the Universe. Translated by R. E. Latham. Revised with an
introduction and notes by John Godwin. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1994, p. 13.
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Things are created without the aid of gods. The basic building blocks of the world
are many different kinds of atoms or seeds. As nothing comes from nothing they must

come from somewhere, so things of nature come from their own types of seed:

Surely because each thing requires for its birth a particular
material that determines what can be produced. It must
therefore be admitted that nothing can be made out of
nothing, because everything must be g}enerated from a seed
before it can emerge into resisting air.**

Lucretius is opposed to Plato’s rationalist concept of knowledge. He is one of the first
empiricists. Knowledge can only be obtained through the senses and this includes the

concept of truth:

You will find, in fact, that the concept of truth was originated
by the senses and that the senses cannot be rebutted. The
testimony that we must accept as more trustworthy is that
which can spontaneously overcome falsehood with truth.
What then are we to pronounce more trustworthy than the
senses? Can reason derived from the deceitful senses be
invoked to contradict them, when it is itself wholly derived
from the senses? >*

Lucretius’ world is one without a creator and without design, so teleological
explanations of nature are to be avoided. Lucretius warns against the dangers of
seeing purpose in the objects of nature. Whatever is in nature comes first by chance

and them it is used in the best way for it:

In this context, there is one illusion that you must do your
level best to escape — an error to guard against with all due

* Ibid, p. 15.
¥ 1bid. p. 107.
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caution. You must not imagine that the bright orbs of our

eyes were created purposely, so that we might be able to

look before us; that our need to stride ahead determined our
equipment with the pliant props of thigh and ankle, set in the
firm foundations of our feet; that our lower arms were fitted to
stout upper arms, and helpful hands attached at either side, in order
that we might do what is needful to sustain life. To interpret
these or any other phenomena on these lines is perversely to turn
the truth upside down. In fact, nothing in our bodies was born in
order that we might be able to use it, but whatever thing is born
creates its own use.>®

This is a type of argument that is used in evolutionary theory today. Nothing occurs
in nature for a purpose, but comes about through natural selection, evolving over the
years. Whatever is selected for can then be used for certain tasks. Lucretius has no
strongly developed understanding of how natural selection works, but nevertheless his
ideas are similar to evolution theory today.

In Greek and Roman thought we have a fundamental opposition in the
understanding of nature. One the one hand there is a created, purposeful world filled
with living things that have their allotted place, and on the other there is the world of
chance. Both opposing thoughts are concerned with change in the natural world but
whereas the former thinkers seek for the unchanging and the eternal, the latter
thinkers accept change as the fundamental principle underlying nature. The
teleological thinkers perceive the world as perfect. This is most fully expressed in the
Stoic philosophy. They took this view to its logical but unsatisfactory conclusion that
as everything was for the best, and that even pain had a worthwhile place in nature.
The non-teleological thinkers perceive a world that is imperfect and they use this

argument as proof against a creator. Lucretius views humans as having a hard time in

%p. 116.

76



a cruel, ruthless world. Humans need to work to subdue nature and in this way

progress. Nature is too flawed to be useful to humans left as it originally was:

But even if I knew not what are the primary particles of things, yet this
I would dare to affirm from the very workings of heaven, and to prove
from many other things as well; that by no means has the nature of
things been fashioned for us by divine grace: so great are the flaws
which it stands beset. First of all that the huge expanse of heaven
covers, half thereof mountains and forests of wild beasts have greedily
seized; rocks possess it and waste pools and the sea, which holds far
apart the shores of the lands. Besides about two thirds of it burning
heat and the ceaseless fall of frost steal from mortals. Of all the fields
and land that remains, yet nature would by her force cover it up with
thorns, were it not that the force of man resisted her, ever wont from
his livelihood to groan over the strong mattock, and to furrow the earth
with the deep-pressed plough. But that by turning fertile clods with
the plough share and subduing the soil of the earth we summon them
to birth, of their own accord the crops could not spring up into liquid
air, and even now sometimes, when won by great toil, things grow
leafy throughout the land, and are all in flowers either the sun in
heaven burns them with too much heat or sudden rains destroy them
and chill frosts, and the blasts of the winds harry them with
headstrong hurricanes.>’

Lucretius describes a tough world which humans must subdue for their own survival.
The Earth was once young and gave birth to many things but now it is tired. Humans

must labour hard to gain anything from nature:

Already the life force is broken. The earth which generated every
living species and once brought forth from its womb the bodies of
huge beasts, has now scarcely any strength to generate tiny creatures.
For we assume that the races of mortal creatures were not let down
into the fields from heaven by a golden cord, nor generated from the
sea or the rock-beating surf, but born of the same earth that now
provides nurture. The same earth that in her prime spontaneously
generated for mortals smiling crops and lusty vines, sweet fruits

and gladsome pastures, which now can scarcely be made to grow
by our toil. We wear down the oxen and wear out the strength of
farmers, we wear out the ploughshare and find ourselves scarcely

% Gaskin, 1995. op. cit. pp. 235-236.
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supplied by the fields that grudge their fruits and multiply our toil.?®

This is an earth that is running down to its inevitable end. There is no purpose for its
existence as it happened by chance. There is no greater good which is concerned for
the whole. Things come into being and then decay: death is the end for all. Lucretius
portrays death as a comforting thing for it can take away all the sorrows that humans

have endured while alive:

If the future holds misery and anguish in store, the self must

be in existence, when that time comes, in order to be miserable.
But from this fate we are redeemed by death, which denies
existence to the self that might have suffered these tribulations.
Rest assured that we have nothing to fear in death. One who no
longer is cannot suffer, or differ in any way from one who has
never been born, when once this mortal life has been usurped
by death the immortal ¥

Lucretius takes this line of thought to comfort those who fear what there might be in
an afterlife. There is no afterlife to worry about, he assures them. However, his
message is one that leads to the conclusion that each person should live as best one
can for the time they are alive It is a philosophy for the individual moment for each
person. There is little in his philosophy to encourage plans for the future. An
individual cannot assume that they have any purpose within the whole for everything

has to pass away to make room for the new things:

The old is always thrust aside to make way for the new, and one
thing must be built out of the wreck of others. There is no
murky pit of Tartarus awaiting anyone. There is need of matter
so that later generations may arise; when they have lived out

% Lucretius, 1994. op. cit. p. 66.
* Ibid. p. 88.
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their span, they will all follow you. Bygone generations have
taken your road, and those to come will take it no less. So one
thing will never cease to spring from another. To none is life
given in freehold; to all on lease.*

Life is so transitory that there is little purpose other than enjoy life as much as
possible and survive as well as nature will allow. There is no grander plan or a
purpose to which each and everyone is a part. Humans are simply one of the many
chance things that happen to have come into existence. The Earth brought humans
into existence but everything changes and, presumably, like other species, humans

will also cease to exist at some time in the future:

Then, because there must be an end to such parturition, the earth
ceased to bear, like a woman worn out with age. For the nature

of the world as a whole is altered by age. Everything must pass
through successive phases. Nothing remains forever what it was:
everything is on the move. Everything is transformed by nature

and forced into new paths. One thing, withered by time decays and
dwindles. Another grows strong and emerges from ignominy. So the
nature of the world as a whole is altered by age. The earth passes
through successive phases, so that the earth which used to be able to
bear can do so no longer, while mammals which could never bear
in the past can now produce.*!

This philosophy leads to acceptance of one’s lot in life and the transitory nature of
one’s own lifespan and may be comforting for some. But it also suggests a certain
laissez-faire attitude. If things are coming and going, forming and reforming from
different combinations of atoms there is little need to have a direction in life. One
simply accepts what one is given.

Writers today perceive Lucretius as ahead of his times:

“ Ibid. p. 91.
I Ibid. pp. 149-150.
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This world outlook he applies to the evolution of plant, animal
and man and puts forward a theory of biological and social
evolution that goes far beyond anything propounded in classical
antiquity.*?

Lucretius’ ideas would seem very acceptable to many scientists today. But unlike the
great philosophers, Plato and Aristotle, he gives little guidance in his thought for
humans dealing with social and ethical problems. His only concern is that the fear of
death should be taken away. His philosophy has no real ethical content. It also gives
no role to humans within the whole of nature.

These two opposing points of view differ in another respect. Although both
are anthropocentric, the teleological explanations are more so. This can be seen as a
positive or negative element of the teleological point of view. The teleological
viewpoint led thinkers to understand humanity to be the central reason for the
existence of everything in nature and this is why it was heavily anthropocentric.
Environmentalists have wrongly accused Christianity for this emphasis on humans
within nature, but the concept was developed far earlier. Aristotle expresses the

anthropocentric view of nature in his Politics:

In like manner we may infer that, after the birth of animals, plants
exist for their sake and that the other animals exist for the sake of
man, the tame for use and food, the wild, if not all, at least the
greater part of them, for food, and for the provision of clothing
and various instruments. Now if nature makes nothing incomplete
and nothing in vain, the inference must be that she has made all
animals for the sake of man.*

“2 Winspear, A. D. Lucretius and Scientific Thought. Montreal: Harvest House, 1963. p.3
* Jowett, B. “Politica’ in Ross, W.D. The Works of Aristotle. Oxford:Clarendon Press, 1921. vol. 10. p.
1256b.
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Aristotle credits nature with making everything for the sake of humans. There is
nothing in nature that is not there for some purpose for nature is a whole and every
part of the whole is necessary.

The Stoics believed that humans had a central role on Earth. The heavens
were for the gods and the Earth for the use of humans. The idea that life was for the

benefit of gods and humans was expressed by Stoics, like Strabo:

The geographer, Strabo, a Stoic, says that the region around the
modern city of Toulouse is so harmoniously arranged and its

people are so industriously engaged in their various ways of life

that one might well credit the workings of Providence, ‘such

a disposition of these regions not resulting from chance, but from

the thought of some [intelligence]’. Providence is a ‘broiderer

and an artificer of countless works’ who has created all life for the
gods and for man. Providence has given the heavens to the gods, and
earth to man, fashioning it for his use.*

The special placing of humans within nature is because they alone of all living things
partake of the permeating intelligence of the universe. In Cicero’s De Natura
Deorum, Balbus the Stoic implies that it is for humans to use nature and to improve it

for their own use:

We enjoy the fruit of the plains and of the mountains, the rivers
and the lakes are ours. We sow corn, we plant trees, we fertilize
the soil by irrigation, we confine the rivers and straighten or divert
their courses. In fine, by means of our hands we try to create as it
were a second world within the world of nature.*’

Providence has designated the purpose of changing and improving the Earth to

humans. In looking after the earth humanity is fulfilling a destiny inherent in

“ Glacken, 1967. op. cit. p.61.
* Cicero. De Natura Deorum; Academia. With an English translation by H. Rackham. London:
Heinemann Ltd., MCMXXXIII II 60, 150-152 p. 271.

81



Providence’s design. In this scheme of things humans have a very important role to
play as regards the rest of nature: they are in the world to improve nature. The
influence of Stoic thinking can be seen in the use Romans made of the land. The
Romans divided land neatly and mathematically: it was a form of large-scale
gardening. All work on the land was perceived as improving nature to help it to yield
more.

In non-teleological philosophies the relationship of humans to nature is
perceived very differently. Although nature is full of wonderful things for humanity
to enjoy, nevertheless it is a struggle for humans to survive. The Earth is in fact a

fitter environment for animals and plants than for humanity:

Again, why does nature feed and breed the fearsome brood of wild
beasts, a menace to the human race by land and sea? Why do the
changing seasons bring pestilence in their train? Why does untimely
death roam abroad? The human infant, like a ship-wrecked sailor
cast ashore by the cruel waves, lies naked on the ground, speechless
lacking all aids to life, when nature has first tossed him with pangs
of labour from his mother’s womb upon the shores of the sunlit world.
He fills the air with his piteous wailing, and quite rightly, considering
what evils life holds in store for him. But beasts of every kind, both
tame and wild, have no need of rattles or a nurse to lull them with
babbling baby-talk. They do not want to change their clothes at every
change in the weather. They need no weapons or fortifications to
guard their possessions, since every need is lavishly supplied by
mother earth herself and nature, the clever inventor.

Nature looks after all living creatures but humanity alone suffers and has to take from
nature what it needs: humans are not favoured by nature. Epicureans therefore
believed that humans should improve nature to make life more pleasurable. Both
Stoics and Epicureans alike believed that humanity’s influence on nature was always

for the better. Both schools of thought perceived nature as freely available for

* Lucretius. 1994. op. cit. p.134.
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humanity’s use although the reason for this came from two very different
metaphysics. Stoics improved nature because it was a part of the plan of Providence
and Epicureans improved it for the sake of survival. This anthropocentric attitude
towards nature probably resulted out of necessity. Humans needed to survive in an
environment that was often precarious. Although nature gave all and was perceived
in a positive way as a provider, it also needed to be tamed in order that humans could
live well. This attitude appears exploitative and most likely would have led to some
environmental problems at the time. But the problems were not so acute as they are
today and nature still appeared plentiful. There was no urgent need to change their

exploitative attitude.
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Chapter 3

From Medieval Europe to the Beginnings of Science

Although Christian thought dominated Medieval Europe, there were also
strong influences from the classical philosophers, at first from Plato and the Neo-
platonists and later, in the twelfth century, from Aristotle. Within the domain of
Christianity the teleological concept of nature presided. There is little evidence of
non-teleological concepts at this time. On the whole writers of the time accepted that
the world had been created by God, and that everything that was created had a
purpose. It was the premise on which all thinking had its foundation. The works of
both Plato and Aristotle were referred to in support of the belief that nature was
purpose-filled. The thinking of the Stoics was also included in Christian concepts of
nature.

The main theological interest of these times was the relationship between the
Creator and His creation. One problem that concerned the early Christian thinkers
was that of good and evil. God the creator was perfect and therefore what He created
must be perfect. However there were obvious imperfections in the world including
evil. The Gnostics solved the problem by believing in two Principles and not just one

God. There was an Evil Principle as well as a Good Principle:

This world and all that is in it was made, they claimed, by the evil
principle.’

The Gnostics were a strong religious sect in the first two centuries of

Christianity. Their belief that an Evil Principle created the world meant that they

! French, P. and Cunningham, A. Before Science: the invention of the Friars’ natural philosophy.
Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996. p,.179
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perceived nature as evil. The Good Principle, God, was not a part of the material

world. He was transcendent and removed from the world in which people lived:

The alien God is the key to Gnostic thinking. With regard to the world
or what Christians have called creation, the Gnostic deity is

absolutely transcendent. The life of this God is utterly removed and
disconnected from mundane reality, which the Divine neither created
nor governs. Compared to the light of the Divine, the material world,
for the Gnostic mind, is a self-contained and distant realm of
darkness...A fundamental conviction of Gnosticism, accordingly, is
that the earth and everything contained in it is evil.?

Gnostics believed that humans should try to escape an evil world. Nature, under this
theology, was a negative environment that was to be scorned. But this was not an
acceptable theology for many Christians. St. Augustine in particular argued against
the conclusions of the Gnostics. It was contrary to Christian doctrine that the world of
creation, nature itself, should be perceived as evil. It was a fundamental belief of
Christians that the world was created by God and therefore must be good.

The early Christians were always concerned to show that there was order and
harmony within nature. They wished to support the belief that it was the one true God
who had created everything. Augustine, in his fight against the Gnostics, said that
there was one God, timeless and unchanging. He is the creator and the created order
is complete. Everything, both as an individual and as a part of the whole, is good.
Augustine’s concept of the Creator is very much influenced by Plato.

St. Augustine has no interest in human dominion over nature. His

interpretation of ‘dominion’ is in terms of humans being able to judge all things.

2 Santmire, H.P. The Travail of Nature: the ambiguous ecological promise of Christian theology.
Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985. p.33
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Humans have dominion over all things because they have understanding. Being

created in God’s image, humans are created to imitate the governance of God:

For this governance, as we have seen, is for Augustine a rule not
of arbitrary power but of wisdom and propriety, a dominion

that allows all things to be and to function in ways appropriate
to their natures. The divine governance is one of concursus, and
so, mutatis mutandi, is the human relationship with nature, as
Augustine depicts it.>

Nevertheless, there yet remains a paradox within the Medieval concept of
God. If God was understood to be the perfect being that was the embodiment of good,
following the concept of the Idea of the Good in Plato’s thinking, then He was a
spiritual being to be seen as the perfection that humans should strive towards,
forsaking everything in this world. On the other hand, as the creator He is understood
to have given all that is on the Earth and humans therefore should care for the things
of nature. These two concepts of God are present within the thoughts of Christian
writers throughout the history of Christianity. If God was the perfection to which one
strove, then the Earth was of little account. On the other hand, if God is perceived as
‘goodness’ then He permeates creation and humans should attend to the Earth as part
of God’s plan.

Medieval Christians positively encouraged the knowledge of nature.
Christians must have inspired a protective attitude towards nature because it was
sacred as the work of God. St. Bernard saw value in nature because it was the
revelation of God through his works. A Christian could learn about God through all

growing things, he said. In his oft-quoted letter to Heinrich Murdach St. Bernard

writes:

3 Ibid. p. 70.
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Believe me, I have discovered that you will find far more in the
forests than in the books: trees and stones will teach you what
no teacher permits you to hear.*

That the things of nature could teach good advice was a strong aspect in European
thought.

But although nature gives lessons that God has placed within it, St. Bernard also
saw the need to change nature. Humans are partners with God, so it is part of creation
for humans to change and improve nature as long as it is done for the glory of God.
This latter concept would put a restriction on humans’ exploitation of nature, for if the
improvement is done for God’s glory it limits actions to being those that come from
good motivations and not those that would be the result of human greed. The active
side of Christianity believed that the improvement of nature was part of the work God
had allotted to humanity on earth. Contrary to many descriptions by
environmentalists of Christianity’s impact on the environment, the Christian attitude
as outlined above was entirely positive and not exploitative.

Even on the contemplative side of Christianity there appears a respect for
nature. The Franciscans demonstrate this. St. Francis emphasized a communion with
nature. He praises God and all His creatures and implores the latter to praise God
also. He perceived all non-human life as having its own dignity and purposes.

Within the writings of St. Francis can be seen the way he humanized all of nature to |

bring it closer to human understanding:

* Glacken, C. J. Traces on the Rhodian Shore: nature and culture in western thought from ancient
times to the end of the eighteenth century. Berkeley: University of California Press,1967. p.213.
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In The Canticle of Brother Sun, written by St. Francis during the
illness of his last two years of life, the saint has praise for the Lord and
all his creatures; for Sir Brother Sun, a symbol of the Lord, for Sister
Moon and the stars (‘In the sky You formed them bright and lovely
and fair”), for Brother Wind (‘And for the Air and cloudy and clear and
all weather, / By which You give sustenance to Your creatures.’), for
Sister Water (useful, humble, lovely, chaste), for Brother Fire
(beautiful, merry, mighty and strong), for our Sister Mother Earth
(‘Who sustains and governs us, and produces fruit with colourful
flowers and leaves.’)’

The thought of St. Francis suggests that he believed that every part of nature exists in
its own right and for God’s purposes. His understanding of the relationship of
humans to nature is not a practical one, but mystical. Looking at the visible things of
nature was an act of contemplation. Nature for the Franciscans was symbolic and
allegorical, for in the contemplation of nature, humans could see things of symbolic
significance that helped to direct their thoughts heavenward. Although the
contemplative attitude towards nature is very different from that of the Benedictine’s
more active attitude, yet both approaches view nature with reverence. The
environment should be loved and cared for. The Earth should not be exploited, but
brought to fruition as it once had been.

But it is one thing to bring a barren earth once more to fruitfulness and quite
another to take more from the environment than is sustainable. The main message of
Christianity may have been positive towards the environment, but on the everyday
practical level the spiritual message of Christianity appears to have been lost. Social
and economic changes put pressure on the environment. What had begun as a positive
attitude in the use of land that needed cultivation, under increasing wealth and

settlement became gradually exploitative.

* Ibid. p.214.
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Although changes in thinking happen in a gradual way over the course of time,
yet the Copernican revolution can be seen as one of those great landmarks in history
that was the beginning of an entirely new way of understanding the world. Its major
revelation was that the earth could no longer be perceived as the centre of the
universe. The return of the central position of science and technology can be seen to
have its beginning with the Copernican Revolution. With science came its
fundamental tool: mathematics.

Mathematics had lost its importance in Medieval Europe but by the fourteenth
century it was again beginning to be explored more positively. Leonardo da Vinci

was one of the new scientists who saw mathematics as important to scientific theory:

...two centuries after Bacon, the great and many-sided thinker
Leonardo da Vinci, stands out as a leader in this development.
The importance of mathematics in scientific inquiry is strongly
stated:

‘He who is not a mathematician according to my principles must
not read me.” ‘Oh, students, study mathematics, and do not build
without a foundation.®

In fact mathematics came to be taken as the key to understanding all of nature.
This mathematical view of the world was encouraged by the new astronomical

discoveries coupled with the renewed interest in Plato and the growth of

Neoplatonism:

For the question went pretty deep, it meant not only is the astronomical
realm fundamentally geometrical, which almost anyone could grant,
but is the universe as a whole, including our earth, fundamentally
mathematical in its structure.”

¢ Burtt, E.A. The Metaphysical Foundations of Modern Physical Science: a historical and critical
essay. London: Kegan Paul, Trent, Trubner & Co, 1925. pp. 30-31.
7 Ibid. p. 40.
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Scientists of the time believed that the real world was a mathematical harmony that
could be discovered by investigation. Both Kepler and Galileo held this view. Nature
for both these scientists was a simple, orderly system where every procedure was
thoroughly regular and necessary. Nature worked through immutable laws. Galileo’s

words are quoted within Burtt’s text:

Further this rigorous necessity in nature results from her fundamentally
mathematical character — nature is the domain of mathematics.
‘Philosophy is written in that great book which ever lies before our
eyes — I mean the universe — but we cannot understand it if we do not
first learn the language and grasp the symbols in which it is written.
This book is written in the mathematical language and the symbols are
triangles, circles and other geometrical figures, without whose help it
is impossible to comprehend a single word of it, without which one
wanders in vain through a dark labyrinth’ 2

Galileo held that nature can be understood only through mathematics, but he was in
full support of knowledge from the senses. He criticizes Copernicus for putting
reason above the senses although he follows Kepler in his acceptance of the doctrine
of primary and secondary qualities. The doctrine of primary and secondary qualities
arose from the emphasis laid upon mathematics. Mathematics is the main tool for
understanding nature; so this leads to the conclusion that only that which can be

measured is real and these are the primary qualities. Other qualities that arose

through the senses could only be illusory: these are the secondary qualities:

We begin now to glimpse the tremendous significance of what these
fathers of modern science were doing, but let us continue with our
questions. What further specific metaphysical doctrines was Kepler
led to adopt as a consequence of this notion of what constitutes the
real world? For one thing it led him to appropriate in his own way the
distinction between primary and secondary qualities, which had been
noted in the ancient world by the atomist and sceptical schools, and

¥ bid. p. 64.
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which was being revised in the sixteenth century in varied
form...Knowledge as is immediately offered the mind through the
senses is obscure, confined, contradictory and hence untrustworthy;
only those features of the world in terms of which we get certain and
consistent knowledge open before us what is indubitable and
permanently real...The real world is a world of quantitative
characteristics only; its differences are differences of number alone.’

Here we have returned to the beliefs of Pythagoras and, to a certain extent, Plato. The
abstract world of mathematics leads us to the real, certain world. Senses cannot be
trusted. To be able to understand the real world it is necessary to go beyond the
illusory world of the senses and see the pattern beyond. But the re-discovery of
mathematics did not lead the thinkers to the concept of a perfect world over and above
the world we perceive, but to emphasizing the importance of measurement. The
world that could be measured was the real objective world. This emphasis on the
primary qualities meant that the secondary qualities became relegated to the
subjective realm. The subjective realm of immediate human experience was illusory
and thereby not part of reality. This thinking led to major philosophical problems as

the subjective realm of humans became separated from the rest of nature:

The natural world was portrayed as a vast, self-contained mathematical
machine, consisting of motions of matter in space and time and man
with his purposes, feelings and secondary qualities was shoved apart
as an unimportant spectator and semi-real effect of the great
mathematical drama outside.'®

Unlike Plato’s doctrine where humans had a place within a harmonious whole (for the

world of political and social organizations were to reflect the whole cosmos), the

® Ibid. p.56
" Ibid. p.95
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philosophy which was the tackground to the science of post-renaissance did not have
any grand scheme to includ the subjective, purposeful side of humans. The scientists
of that time still worked within the accepted metaphysics of Christian doctrine and
failed to realize that their new view of nature opened a chink that would grow wider
with the growth of science. This chink was the breakdown between the objective and
subjective views of the world, the consequent limitations put on subjective knowledge
and the relinquishing of any sense of purpose within the whole cosmos. Mathematics
became the new god.

Mathematics was the new god, but the scientific method of Bacon was its
helpmeet. Bacon was enthusiastic about a systematic acquisition of knowledge which
would benefit humanity. Itwas the combination of mathematics and the scientific
method that created a revolutionary change in the concept of nature. From this time
on nature was accepted as amechanical object suitable for study by humanity. Still
holding on to the Christian concept of the immortal soul which alone had purpose,
humans were envisaged as apart from nature, the subjective element within the
objective, mechanical whol.

Bacon criticized the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle and also that of the
scholastics. He particularly criticized the use of final causes in an explanation of
nature. Previous to this time thinkers had always asked the question ‘why?’” when
looking at nature and therefore needed final causes in their answer. Bacon believed
that the search for final causes was incorrect and futile. Material and formal causes
were the only way to discover the truths of nature. The question asked became
‘how?’ and not ‘why?’ and therefore final causes were inappropriate as an answer.
The inquiry into final causes thus became perceived as misplaced. Final causes did

not lead to obtaining knowledge about nature:
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But this misplacing hath caused a deficience or at least a great
improficience in the sciences themselves. For the handling of

final causes, mixed with the rest in physical enquiries, hath
intercepted the severe and diligent enquiry of all real and physical
causes, and given men occasion to stay upon these satisfactory and
specious causes to the great arrest and prejudice of further discovery.“

Bacon’ argument is that searching for final causes stops new discoveries and therefore
knowledge cannot advance. Looking for final causes is inappropriate to the
acquisition of scientific knowledge.

However, Bacon was a religious man and therefore did not discard final
causes entirely. He outlines strict limitations on the way that knowledge is obtained.
1t should not be done for self-glory but only for the benefit of humankind as God
would wish it. Final causes were justified according to Bacon but only within
metaphysical explanations and theology. They were completely unjustified within
science and therefore reference to divine causes was to be excluded from any
scientific research. Only the study of material and efficient causes was useful in
research about the physical world. This bracketing away of metaphysics from science
gave scientists immense freedom. Bacon and the scientists that followed him worked
within the framework that they were discovering truths about God’s creation. But the
chink that Bacon opened, grew into a vast chasm and, for some thinkers, metaphysics
eventually became discredited. Final causes became obsolete within science and
science and religion parted company. For many thinkers, metaphysics was sterile and

empty of content.

' Bacon, F. The Advancement of Learning. Edited by G. W. Kitchen. Introduction by A. Johnston.
London: Dent, 1973. p. 97.
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Bacon was unaware where his scientific method would lead in people’s
concept of nature. He was only concerned that science should be of great benefit to
humankind. His book New Atlantis outlines his thinking in this area. In New Atlantis
there would be no disease. Technological skills would be used for the development of
agriculture so that there would be no hunger. The increase of knowledge through
science would lead humans to have complete control over nature so that no one would

suffer again. Science would lead to such knowledge that anything would be possible:

The end of our foundation is the knowledge of Causes and secret
motions of things; and the enlarging of the bounds of Human
Empire, to the effecting of all things possible.'

Environmental philosophers have accused Bacon of encouraging a highly controlling
role for humans over nature. They are correct in this but have perhaps forgotten that
they live in a world today that is the result of this attitude and therefore are largely
freed from many of the anxieties that beset the people prior to the rise in science. The
freedom from childhood diseases is one of the many advantages that humans’ control
over nature has brought. Bacon was concerned about the elimination of all diseases
and famine and the West has greatly benefited from this attitude. Bacon could not
have envisaged the type of scientific research that has been carried out since his time.

He does, however, insist that humans should assert their natural authority over nature:

Concerning the condition of the sciences: that it is unprosperous,
not much improved; and that a way completely different from the
one known before should be opened for the human intellect,

and other help devised to let the mind exert its proper authority
over the nature of things. 13

12 Bacon, F. The Great Instauration and New Atlantis. Edited by J. Weinberger. Arlington Heights:
AHM Publishing Corporation, 1980. p. 70.
3 Bacon, F. The Instauration Magna Part II. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. p. 11.
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This attitude of Bacon’s has been severely criticized. However, the fundamental
belief that the lot of humanity should be improved is a worthy one from which we
have all gained.

Like the scientists of the age Descartes was entranced with mathematics. He
developed a conviction that mathematics was the sole key needed to unlock the
secrets of nature. He saw the importance of the link between mathematics and

physics and believed that all physics could be reduced to geometrical qualities alone:

The existence and successful use of analytical geometry as a tool of
mathematical exploitation presupposes an exact one-to-one
correspondence between the realm of numbers ie, arithmetic and
algebra and the realm of geometry ie. space. That they had been
related, was, of course, a common possession of all mathematical
science; that their relation was of this explicit and absolute
correspondence was an intuition of Descartes... Whatever else the
world of nature may be, it is obviously a geometrical world, its objects
are extended and figured magnitudes in motions.'*

Descartes was so fixated by mathematics that he believed that only arithmetic and
geometry were sciences of sure and indubitable knowledge. Thus he came to believe
that only those things that could be understood in mathematical terms were real in
nature. The real things in nature are the things that can be measured, that is extension
and motion. Descartes took the general trend of thought at that time and perceived the
world as a mechanical world. For Descartes the whole spatial world becomes a vast
machine, including even the movement of animal bodies and human physiology.
Notoriously he decided that animals were nothing but machines. There was no need

of the concept of spirit or soul within the world at large. Everything in it could be

4 Burtt. 1925. op. cit. p.97.
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explained in mechanical terms. But Descartes was a religious man. The mechanical
world was governed by the laws of nature which were kept constant by God. The
human soul, or mind, was separate from this mechanical explanation.

Descartes’ enthusiasm for a mechanical human body that could be explained
from an objective, scientific point of view made possible a complete physical
description of human. In fact Hobbes with his material monism took just this route.
Although Hobbes still kept his belief in God, it was a god that was only necessary as

the first cause to initiate all the motions that made up the universe:

Curiosity, or love of the knowledge of causes, draws a man
from consideration of the effect, to seek the cause; and again,
the cause of that cause; till of necessity he must come to this
thought at last, that there is some cause, whereof there is no
former cause, but is eternall; which it is men call God. So

that it is impossible to make any profound enquiry into naturall
causes, without being inclined thereby to believe there is one
God Eternall; though they cannot have any Idea of him in their
mind, answerable to his nature...a man may conceive there is
a cause of them, which men call God; and yet not have an Idea
or Image of him in his mind."’

The god of Hobbes is totally unknowable and seems only to exist in the minds of men
to halt an infinite regress of causes. This is a god born out of logic and has little to do
with nature or humanity.

The division between those that perceived nature as purposeful and those that
understood it as happening by pure chance had already begun in ancient times. The
Middle Ages had been dominated by teleological explanations of nature. With the
rise of science, teleological explanations began to be defunct. Nature was no longer a

realm of substances in qualitative and teleological relations, but a realm of bodies

' Hobbes, T. Leviathan. Edited with an introduction by C.B. Macpherson. Harmondsworth: Penguin
Books, 1968. p.167.
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moving mechanically in space and time. Hobbes included humans within this
mechanistic explanation. Unlike Descartes, he did not perceive a soul or mind that
lies outside the mechanistic descriptions of the rest of nature. He saw no difference

between the works of man and the works of God (nature):

For seeing life is but a motion of Limbs, the beginning whereof is

In some principall part within; why may we not say, that all Automata
(engines that move themselves by springs and wheeles as doth a
watch)have an artificiall life? For what is the Heart, but a Spring; and
the Nerves, but so many Strings; and the Joynts, but so many Wheeles,
giving motion to the whole body, such as intended by the Artificer?'®

But at the same time there were those, particularly within the biological
sciences of the time, who argued extensively for the overall purpose of nature. They
did not want to see the demise of teleological explanations and argued against a
mechanistic concept of nature. At the forefront of these arguments were the
Cambridge Platonists such as Ralph Cudworth and Henry More. These men, as well
as William Derham and John Ray, wrote in support of divine providence. They
fought against the notion of unguided mechanism. They perceived nature as plastic
and not mechanical, the revelation of a wise God and therefore a nature filled with
purpose. Many, like More, saw nature as useful as well as beautiful and therefore it
was consistent with man’s duty to understand it and to learn how to control it for
humanity’s advantage. More believed that humanity was in the world to improve
nature and that humans were the only beings on the Earth able to complete God’s
creation. Humans participate in the improving of the creation by such activities as
plant and animal selection. More’s approach is a strongly anthropocentric approach

to nature.

' Hobbes. 1968. op. cit. p. 81.
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Learned men of the time considered the state of the Earth to be largely
constant. However there were also those who believed in the senescence of nature.
Francis Shakelton believed in the corruption of the Earth. His Blazyng Starre of 1580
describes the Earth as in decline. In fact the idea of a decaying world had taken hold
so much at this time that George Hakewell felt compelled to write at length in defence
of a divine providence who kept nature constant. In his book Apologie, or
Declaration of the Power and Providence of God in the Government of the World, he
expresses his concern that to believe in the senescence of the earth was a denial of
God’s providence and a cause for people to lose hope. His well-researched arguments
defeat those who had argued for a decline in the earth. He argues that environmental
health is in the hands of humans, for what may seem to be less fertile fields can be
improved with careful management by humans.

The scientists of the time continued to believe in a benevolent God. Like
Bacon and Descartes, Robert Boyle held that final causes should not be disregarded,
for divine ends could be observed within the workings of nature. He accepted
teleology as a valid metaphysical principle, but nevertheless denied its application in

physics. He had no doubts that there was a benevolent creator:

That the consideration of the vastness, beauty and regular
motions of the heavenly bodies; the excellent structures of
animals and plants; besides a multitude of other phenomena of
nature, and the subserving of most of these to man, may justly
induce him as a rational creature to conclude, that this vast,
beautiful, orderly, and (in a word) many ways admirable system
of things, that we call the world, was framed by a creator
supremely powerful, wise and good, can scarce be denied by an
intelligent and unprejudiced considerer."”

7 Burtt, 1925. op. cit. p. 189.
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However, in opposition to Descartes he believed that God could change the laws of
nature whenever he chose. He also argued that the primary qualities were no more
real than the secondary qualities in the universe as a whole, but since humans are a
part of the universe then both of them are real.

Newton differed from Boyle in his metaphysics. He followed Descartes in his
belief that the primary qualities belonged to the real world. The human soul, outside
scientific explanations, was an irrelevant spectator to the laws of nature. The cosmos
was a vast mathematical system whose regular motions ran according to mechanical
principles. The real world was colourless, silent and a world of quantity only and no
quality. Purpose lies in God and within the soul of humans; it was not a part of
nature. Newton believed in God for he understood Him to be necessary as the first
cause and to have set the mechanical world in action. The sensations and perceptions
of living beings are a problem within Newton’s understanding of a mathematical
world, but he sees them as an indication that there must be an incorporeal being that

has given the ability to perceive the world to living creatures:

How came the bodies of animals to be contrived with so much art,
and for what ends was their several parts? Was the eye contrived
without skill in optics, and the ear without knowledge of sounds?
How do the motions of the body follow the will: and whence is the
instinct in animals? Is not the sensory of animals that place, to which
the sensitive substance is present; and into which the sensible species
of things are carried through the nerves and brain, that they may be
perceived by their immediate presence to that substance? And these
things being rightly dispatched, does it not appear from phenomena
that there is a Being incorporeal, living, intelligent, omnipresent, who
in infinite space, as it were in his sensory, sees the things themselves
intimately, and thoroughly perceives them, and comprehends them
wholly by their immediate presence to himself: of which things the
images only, carried through the organ of sense into our little
sensories are seen and beheld by that which in us perceives and thinks.
And though every true step made in this philosophy brings us not
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immediately to the knowledge of the First Cause, yet it brings us
nearer to it and on their accounts to be highly valued.'®
In Newton’s mechanical world nature has no purpose in itself. It is also bereft of
colours, sounds and all the qualities that make the human perception of the world so
rich. These secondary qualities lie within the mind of humans, the facility of reason
that makes humans aware of their creator. Newton’s concepts of the universe,
humans and the creator are reflected in Addison’s poem The Spacious Firmament on

High:

What though in solemn silence all
Move round the dark terrestrial ball?
What though no real voice nor sound
Within the radiant orbs be found?

In reason’s ear they all rejoice
And utter forth a glorious voice
Forever singing as they shine
The hand that made us is divine.

19

Newton and other scientists of the time held to the belief that science could not
explain everything that was in the universe. However, later the mechanical concept of
the world became fully established and developed into the notion of a self-
perpetuating machine. Within this explanation there was no need of a first cause, and
so later thinkers discarded the concept of a divine being. Without a purposeful being
to give purpose to his creation, teleological explanations at a metaphysical level as
well as at a scientific level became obsolete.

The scientists of the time kept their science and their religious beliefs separate.

It was the philosophers who were concerned to try and understand the world in a more

'® Newton, 1. Opera Quae Exstant Omnia Commentaris illustrabat S.Horsley. Tom.IV
Londini:Johannes Nichols. MDCCLXXXII p. 238.

' Addison, J. ‘Ode’ in Howard, A. The Beauties of Literature, Consisting of Classic Selections from
the Most Eminent and Foreign Authors. Vol. 9. London: T.T. and J. Tegg, 1833. p. 185.
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coherent form. Descartes’ philosophy had led him to the belief in two basic
substances, but he left unsolved the problem of how the material and the non-material
could interact. The rationalists, fully convinced of the power of mathematics, sought
systems that would prescribe how the world could be made intelligible to human
reason. Mathematics was the paradigm subject that used pure reason and gave certain
knowledge. The concept of pure reasoning, or intellect, is common to Descartes,
Spinoza and Leibniz, but Spinoza found that accepting the two substances of
Descartes’ world would lead to contradictions. For Spinoza there is only one
substance; God or Nature. But this is not the god of theology and Spinoza ridiculed
final causes.

The other rationalists of the age took a different approach to the problem of
mind and matter. Like Spinoza and Descartes, Leibniz believed that reality is both
physical and mental, possessing both extension and thought, but unlike Spinoza he
maintains the need for both efficient and final causes. He also held to the view that
there was harmony and order in nature

Harmony and order within nature were traditionally linked with a purposive
view of nature. Leibniz’s philosophy echoed many of the thoughts of the Stoics. On
the other hand, there were those who perceived nature as chaotic and capricious and
therefore having no purpose other than the ones humans wished to create. Natural
catastrophes were cited in support of the latter view. Baron d’Holbach denied that
nature was created or had any purpose. Order does not lie in nature itself, but is

projected by humans who wish to see it there:

Order, however, is never more than the faculty of conforming himself
[sic. Mankind] with the beings by whom he is environed or with the
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whole of which he forms a part.?’

The order and harmony that humans perceive has simply resulted from the
interactions of humans with the environment and their adaptation to different climates
and vegetation of the world. If environmental factors were different then humans
would be different. In contrast to Leibniz, Baron d’Holbach does not perceive a
world that is the best possible world or the only one that could be this way. This
world is one of many possibilities. Humans delude themselves into thinking the world

is the best possible world:

It is this aptitude in man to co-order himself with the whole
that not only furnishes him with the idea of order but also
makes him exclaim Whatever is, is right, whilst everything is
only that which it can be, and the whole is necessarily what it
is, and whilst it is positively neither good nor bad.?!

Humans hold no privileged position as regards nature or the cosmos. At this time
humans are adapted to the present environment, but some day humans may cease to
exist and other beings may take their place:

In conclusion we can see that the two opposing concepts of nature, which first
appeared in the ancient world, find expression again in the beginning of the scientific
age. The one view is to conceive of nature as designed with a particular order and
harmony in which humans have a particular role to play: the other view is to conceive
of nature as not created and having no order. The order humans perceive is simply

the result of adaptation of the individual parts, but it is not the only possible way

* Baron d’Holbach. The System of Nature. Adapted from original translation by H. D. Robinson,
1868. Introduced by M. Bush. Greek and Latin translation by A. Jackson. Manchester: Clinamen
Press Limited, 1999. p. 45.

! Ibid. p. 64
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things could be. There is no purpose within the whole and therefore the individual
parts also have no purpose. In the former concept, humanity has an important role to
play in the whole of nature; in the latter concept the part humanity plays is often
regarded as incidental. The beginnings of science and the description of the world in
mechanical terms opened the way to explain nature without recourse to teleology.
Although some philosophers and scientists decided to keep the idea of a religious
purpose confined to humans and thereby perceived humans as in some way apart from
an otherwise mechanical nature, the trend was to give an explanation of humans in a
similar way to the rest of nature. In the latter explanation humans would be in all

respects perceived as a part of nature and thereby an object of scientific study.
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Chapter 4

Hume and Kant

The rise of mechanistic explanations of nature in the 17" century did not
directly lead to a non-teleological explanation of the world but a step was taken in
that direction. In the 18" century discussions about whether the world was created
by design became more frequent. Also important at this time was the question
whether the Designer cared or did not care for His creation. The explanations of
science allowed for the whole of creation to work, like clockwork, without any
intervention from a creator. The main question was whether the world and the
humans within it were created for a grand purpose, or whether everything had
happened by chance and humans were in charge of their own ends. So once again
the two opposing views of nature that had been expressed in the ancient world
predominantly by the Stoics and the Epicureans from their respective points of view
became a part of intellectual discussions in 18" century Europe.

The teleological and non-teleological explanations of nature are put in
opposition in Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. Hume puts forward
the three main arguments in the form of dialogues. He was concerned, not so much
about the arguments themselves (although he wished to reveal the various
inconsistencies within the arguments) but the psychological reason for the
arguments held. In The Natural History of Religion he outlines his belief in the
psychological states of humans that lead them to particular metaphysical

conclusions:

We are placed in this world, as in a great theatre, where the true
spring and causes of every event are entirely concealed from us; nor
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have we either sufficient wisdom to foresee, or power to prevent
those ills with which we are continually threatened. We hang in
perpetual suspense between life and death, health and sickness,
plenty and want; which are distributed amongst the human species by
secret and unknown causes, whose operation is oft unexpected, and
always unaccountable. These unknown causes, then become the
constant object of our hope and fear, and while the passions are kept
in perpetual alarm by an anxious expectation of the events, the
imagination is equally employed in forming ideas of those powers,
on which we have so entire a dependence.'

The protagonists in his dialogue, Philo, Cleanthes and Demea, are arguing

for and against the existence of a deity and this leads them to discuss the argument

from design and their respective views on nature. Cleanthes represents those who

see design in nature and Philo represents those who do not. Although Cleanthes uses

the ancient arguments, he also uses the discoveries of science at that time to support

his beliefs. Cleanthes clearly is convinced that the new discoveries in science

enhance the argument for design. Philo, however, is convinced otherwise. The

argument from design uses the analogy of human production to understand the

creation of nature by a deity. But Philo criticizes Cleanthes. He does not accept that

the new discoveries give support to the design argument as Cleanthes does:

The discoveries by microscope, as they open a new universe in
miniature, are still objections, according to you; arguments according
to me. The further we push our researches of this kind, we are still
led to infer the universal cause of all to be vastly different from
mankind, or from any object of human experience and observation.

" Hume, D. Principle Writings on Religion including Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion and The
Natural History of Religion. Edited with an introduction by J. C. A. Gaskin. Oxford: Oxford University

Press, 1993. p. 140.

2 Hume, D. Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. Edited with an introduction and notes by M. Bell.
Harmondsworth, Penguin Books, 1990. p. 76.
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Cleanthes replies to Philo’s description of the discoveries in anatomy, chemistry and

botany:

These surely are no objections...These only discover new instances
of art and contrivance. It is still the image of Mind reflected on us
from immeasurable objects.?

Philo has a non-teleological concept of nature. He refers back to the Greek
and Roman thinkers, and Hume seems to show an influence from Lucretius in the

arguments he gives his character:

Now if we survey the universe, so far as it falls under our
knowledge, it bears a great resemblance to an animal or

organized body, and seems actuated with a like principle of

life and motion. A continual circulation of matter in it produces no
disorder. A continual waste in every part is incessantly repaired.
The closest sympathy is perceived throughout the entire system.
and each part or member, in performing its proper offices, operates
both to its own preservation and to that of the whole. The world
therefore, I infer, is an animal, and the deity is the soul of the world
activating it and activated by it.*

Philo’s concept of the world is of a self-regulating system that looks after itself and
corrects all faults in the system. It has no creator and it does not need human
assistance. It is eternal and, having no beginning and no end, it has no purpose or
direction. Cleanthes argues back that the world cannot be eternal because of
progression in history which suggests a beginning and a final end. Philo believes in

an inherent principle of order and that progression is an illusion. If the world

* Ibid.p. 76.
* Ibid. pp.80-81.
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resembles an animal then its beginnings must be like that of an animal. There is no

designer within nature, but everything occurs by chance:

If the universe bears a greater likeness to animal bodies and to
vegetables, than to the works of human art, it is more probable that
its cause resembles the cause of the former than of the latter, and its
origin ought rather to be ascribed to generation or vegetation than to
reason or design.’

Cleanthes argues against this view because he believes that if it was so then things
could have happened in many different ways without fitting together, whereas in the
world as we see it everything has a particular place in the whole and nature supplies
everything that humans need. Demea adds that ‘chance’ is a word without meaning.
There must therefore be an ultimate cause and it must be one with reason.

These two opposing arguments are similar to those of the ancients as expressed by
the Stoics and Epicureans, and Hume shows in his dialogues that these differing
concepts of nature led to two different attitudes towards humanity’s place in nature

as it did to the ancients. Cleanthes is optimistic about life and nature:

Health is more common than sickness: pleasure than pain: happiness
than misery. And for one vexation which we meet with, we attain,
upon computation, a hundred enj oyments.6

Philo is pessimistic. His view on the lot of men is similar to that of Lucretius. Life
is difficult. Humans must work hard to gain some happiness. Nature is blind and

uncaring:

’ Ibid. p.86.
$ Ibid. p.110
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Look around this universe. What an immense profusion of beings,
animated and organized, sensible and active. You admire this
prodigious variety and fecundity. But inspect a little more narrowly
these living existences, the only beings worth regarding. How
hostile and destructive to each other! How insufficient all of them for
their own happiness! How contemptible or odious to the spectator!
The whole presents nothing but the idea of a blind nature,
impregnated by a great vivifying principle and pouring forth from
her lap, without discernment or parental care.’

Within this system Philo projects there is no right or wrong. Nature just happens,
one event following another.

Hume is most likely expressing himself through the character of Philo.
Although he never professed himself as an atheist or a total sceptic, he brings
through his empiricism a sceptical position as regards metaphysical questions, for
he denies that we can provide any antecedent justification for reasoning as we do
from causes and effects, and therefore we cannot assume that the conclusion we
reach must be true. On the other hand we normally are persuaded by the inferences
that we make. His conclusion is that we can only accept the way we are. Much that
we believe about the world, which we think is the result of reasoned argument, is in
fact the result of emotional, imaginative responses to our situation in life. He
attacked the argument from design as he believed that to perceive order or the
causes of order in the universe is probably the result of an analogy to human
intelligence. He claimed that the argument from design lacked a determinate base in
experience, that it is untestable, unrevisible and claims a dogmatic finality and

uniqueness inimical to genuine scientific enquiry.

7 Ibid. p.121.
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Hume’s conclusions on metaphysical questions are the result of his
epistemological theory that relies on ‘impressions’ and ‘ideas’. The extreme
reductionism of his theory leads him to some unsatisfactory conclusions as regards
to our ability to use reason and to find basic truths about the world. His emphasis
on ‘passions’ and psychological states of humans as an explanation of human
beliefs about the world questions many of the intellectual insights of the ancients.
What Hume missed is that there are things that we learn which are neither things
that we just do, nor things which could have conceivably been otherwise. We
identify permanent objects in space and look for their causes and effects. In a
Humean world there would be no order or persistent identities and we could learn
nothing from it.

The consequence of Hume’s philosophy is the annihilation of all rationalistic
metaphysics and ethics. Instead he opened the door for a purely descriptive role for
natural science and the inclusion of human thought and action as natural processes
within the province of biology and psychology. But in his eagerness to ground all
human knowledge as resulting from the input of the senses, he left many questions
about the possibility of human knowledge unanswered. He also undermined the
previous status of reason and regulated values to be only the result of the ‘passions’.
The extreme empiricism of Hume has had some serious consequences in later
philosophy, of which not the least is the problem of the fact/value dichotomy. I
shall be returning to this problem in the third part of my thesis.

As is well known in the philosophical world, Kant was inspired to write his
three critiques in response to the scepticism of Hume’s extreme empiricism. In a

thesis of this length I am again limited as to how much of Kant’s philosophy can be
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included. I shall therefore be concerned only with those areas of his philosophy that
have immediate relevance to the issue in hand.

Hume’s scepticism led Kant to examine the limits of human knowledge. He
considered it important to unite the rationalist and empiricist thinking that had
divided the thinkers of the 17" century. Hume had been highly sceptical about the
usefulness of metaphysical thinking. But Kant accepted the fact that metaphysical
thinking was a part of human thinking in general and was interested in what could
be claimed as metaphysical truths. In the Critique of Pure Reason and the Critique
of Practical Reason Kant explored the extent of our cognitive powers which allow
us to discover a priori truths about the world, such as the existence of objects, space
and time, the order of nature, ourselves, freedom of the will and the possibility of
morality and God.

In his thinking Kant was led to believe that the human mind in itself has an
important role in the attempts of humans to understand the world in which they find
themselves. Knowledge is gained through certain facilities and categories that the
human mind supplies. Space and time, therefore, are not realities of the world as
such but are the means by which humans conceptualise the world. These he calls

intuitions:

Time and space are, therefore, two sources of knowledge, from
which, a priori various synthetical knowledge can be drawn. Of
this we find a striking example in the knowledge of space and its
relations, which form the foundation of pure mathematics. They
are the two pure forms of all intuitions, and thereby make
synthetical propositions a priori possible.

¥ Kant, 1. Critique of Pure Reason: a revised and expanded translation based on Meiklejohn. Edited by V.
Politis. London: Dent, 1993. p. 59.
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Similarly there are a number of categories through which humans comprehend the
world. There are twelve of these which are made up from four groups (of three
categories each) under the headings of quantity, quality, relation and modality.
These categories, as well as the intuitions of space and time, enable us to make
synthetic a priori judgements, judgements which could not have come simply from
empirical observations. Such judgements are that all properties in nature must
inhere in substances, and that every event in nature must have a cause. The human
mind can only make sense of what there is through these intuitions and categories
and thereby Kant creates a division between what there is and what there appears to
be to us. Kant calls things-in-themselves noumena and things-as-they-appear
phenomena. Humans have access only to phenomena. The noumena can never be
truly known. It can be immediately seen that Kant’s division between noumena and
phenomena would lead to problems in epistemology, for how can we ever know
what there is if we have no immediate access to the things-in-themselves?

In his Critique of Practical Reason Kant deals with human freedom. He
understands human freedom as outside the world of natural causes. Human freedom
is concerned with the moral law and this is in the practical sphere of living. This
thinking led Kant to assume that there are two different realms of reason: one that is
concerned with natural concepts and one that is concerned with the concept of
freedom in relation to humans alone. Again there is a division in Kant’s
philosophy, this time between the world of nature, which can be known through
pure reason, and ourselves as beings that possess freedom, which can be known
through practical reason. He sums up his philosophical account of the first two

Critiques in the Critique of Judgement:
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Our entire faculty of cognition has two realms, that of natural
concepts and that of the concept of freedom, for through both it
prescribes laws a priori. In accordance with the distinction then,
philosophy is divisible into theoretical and practical.

The function of prescribing laws by means of concepts of nature is
discharged by understanding and is theoretical. That of prescribing
laws by means of the concept of freedom is discharged by reason and
is merely practical. It is only in the practical sphere that reason can
prescribe laws; in respect of theoretical knowledge (of nature) it can
only (as by the understanding advised in the law) deduce from given
laws their logical consequences, which still remain restricted to
nature.

Understanding and reason, therefore, have two distinct jurisdictions
over one and the same territory of experience. But neither can
interfere with the other. For the concept of freedom just as little
disturbs the legislation of nature, as the concept of nature influences
legislation through the concept of freedom.’

Here Kant distinguishes between the laws of nature (scientific knowledge
and causal laws) and the will. Humans are free and outside the laws of causation. It
is in practical reality that we meet the concept of freedom. These two realms are

vastly different from one another:

Albeit then, between the realm of the natural concept, as the sensible,
and the realm of the concept of freedom, as the supersensible, there
is a great gulf fixed, so that it is not possible to pass from the former
to the latter (by means of the theoretical employment of reason), just
as if they were so many separate worlds, the first of which is
powerless to exercise influence on the second."’

Humans according to Kant’s philosophy are, as a result of their freedom, apart from

nature; they are free from its causal laws. But this strict division would leave an

?Kant. I. The Critique of Judgement. Translated with analytical indexes by J.C. Meredith. Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1952. pp. 12-13.
" Ibid. p.14
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unsatisfactory account of the world. Kant, however, wishes to heal the breach and
postulates the supersensible (the substrate that underlies the world of nature as it

appears to us) that joins the world of nature and the world of human freedom:

There must, therefore, be a ground of the unity of the supersensible
that lies at the basis of nature, with what the concept of freedom
contains in a practical way, and although the concept of this ground
neither theoretically nor practically attains to the knowledge of it,
and so has no peculiar realm of its own, it still renders possible the
transition from the mode of thought according to the principle of the
one to that according to the principle of the other."'

In the Critique of Judgement Kant deals with the problem of how to connect these
two realms. Although some thinkers may find the Critique of Judgement the most
difficult part of Kant’s work to accept, it does appear to show how important to
Kant was the concept of the supersensible structure in his philosophical thinking.
It is in the Critique of Judgement that Kant introduces the concept of the
‘purposiveness’ of nature. Kant held that we could not say that natural objects, or
the world of nature, were designed for a specific purpose. To say this would be to
imply that natural objects were not natural but artificial. The mode in which he
used teleological explanations was different from previous thinkers in his
understanding of nature. Prior to Kant the teleological explanation of nature was
understood in an objective way in that the purpose of nature was held to be within
natural objects themselves. But for Kant teleology as applied to nature is an
epistemological principle. The concept of purposiveness helps us to reflect on the
objects of nature. Teleology, in this way, has a heuristic or investigating value and

it does not necessarily explain the way things are:

" 1bid. p.14.
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Now the concept of an object, so far as it contains at the same time
the ground of the actuality of this object, is called its end, and the
agreement of a thing with that constitution of things which is only
possible according to ends, is called the finality of its form.
Accordingly the principle of judgement in respect of the form of the
things of nature under empirical laws generally, is the finality of
nature in its multiplicity. In other words, by this concept of nature it
is represented as if an understanding contained the ground of the
unity of the manifold of its empirical laws.

The finality of nature, is therefore, a particular a priori concept,
which has its origin solely in the reflective judgement. For we
cannot ascribe to the products of nature anything like a reference of
nature in them to ends, but we can only make use of this concept to
reflect upon them in respect of the nexus of phenomena of nature - a
nexus given according to empirical laws. Furthermore, this concept
is entirely different from practical finality (in human art or even
words) though it is doubtless thought after this analogy."?

In this passage Kant uses his constant guideline of ‘as if’”. We cannot look at nature
as having a final cause or purpose in reality, but in order to have any knowledge of
it we need to think of it in that way, as if'it had a purpose. This is particularly true
of the biological sciences. So this notion of final causes as regards nature is, as
Kant called it, a transcendental principle of judgement and not a metaphysical one.
(‘Transcendental’ in Kant means ‘concerning the necessary conditions for the
possibility of experiencing things and of describing what we experience’). It is only
a judgement that attributes to nature a transcendental finality. This is the only way

we can have knowledge of nature:

For, if it were not for this presupposition, we should have no order
of nature in accordance with empirical laws and, consequently, no
guiding-thread for an experience that has to be brought to bear upon

2 1bid p. 20.
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these in all that variety, or for an investigation of them."

Kant seems to be suggesting that, although nature may or may not have purpose
within it, nevertheless in order to understand it we must view it teleologically. We
give purpose to nature in order to understand it. But nature does not have objective
finality and Kant criticized Plato who saw final causes in nature as objective. For
Kant, this intellectual finality was ‘simply formal, not real’. He also criticized those
who saw nature having natural ends because so many things are as they are because
of adaptation. For example pine forests grow where there is sand. He derided the
notion of purposes in nature just for the sake of humans. For example, there are
many natural products in cold climates that are useful for people who live there, but

there is no necessity for them to be living there in the first place:

In cold lands, snow protects crops from the frost. It makes it easier
for people to get together (by means of sleighs). In Lapland, the
people find animals (reindeer) that they use to get together. These
animals find adequate nourishment in a dry moss that they have to
scrape out for themselves from under the snow. But they are also
easily tamed and willingly permit people to deprive them of their
freedom even though they could easily support themselves on their
own. For other peoples in the same frigid zone, the sea holds rich
supplies of animals that provide them not only with food and
clothing, and with timber that the sea floats to them, as it were, as
building material for their homes, but also with fuel for heating their
huts. So here we have an admirable collection of cases where nature
relates to a purpose: that purpose is the Greenlander, the Lapp, the
Samoyed, the Yakur etc. And yet it is not clear why people should
have to live in those regions at all...rather, we ourselves would then
consider it impudent and rash even to demand that there be such a
predisposition and to require nature to pursue such a purpose (on the
ground that otherwise only people’s extreme inability to get along
with one another could have scattered them all the way to such
inhospitable regions.)'

13 1

Ibid. p.25
" Kant, L. Critique of. Judgement. Including the First Introduction. Translated, with an introduction by W. S,
Pluhar. With a foreword by M. J. Gregor. Cambridge: Hackett, 1987. p. 247.
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Kant seems to mean here that it is the fault of humans where they live and it is not
up to nature to supply the necessary means of survival. Human folly sends them to
inhospitable places.

Kant argues against a mechanical nature. In this area he favours the
vitalist’s concept of nature over that of the mechanistic descriptions of Descartes

and Hobbes:

Hence an organized being is not a mere machine. For a machine
has only motive force. But an organized being has within it
formative force, and a formative force that this being imparts to
the kinds of matter that lack it (thereby organizing them). This
force is therefore a formative force that propagates itself — a force
that a mere ability of one thing to move another (ie. mechanism)
cannot explain."’

But the capacity for nature to organize itself means, for Kant, that the analogy of a

designer just does not work:

In considering nature and the ability it displays in organized
products, we say far too little if we call this an analogue of art, for
in that case we think of an artist (a rational being) apart from nature.
Rather, nature organizes itself, and it does so within each species of
its organized products; for though the pattern that nature follows is
the same overall, that pattern also includes deviations useful for
self-preservation as required by circumstances. '®

Although there is no necessity for a designer, yet the objects of nature often appear
to have been made for an end. Particularly within the natural sciences it is often

difficult for scientists to free themselves from a teleological explanation:

" Ibid. p.253.
¢ Ibid. pp. 253-254.
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It is a familiar fact that those who dissect plants and animals in

order to investigate their structure and gain insight into the reasons
why and to what end these plants and animals were given those very
parts, their position and combination, and were given precisely that
internal form assume this maxim as inescapably necessary — ie. the
maxim that nothing in such a creature is gratuitous. They appeal to it
just as they appeal to the principle of universal natural science — viz.
that nothing happens by chance. Indeed, they can no more give up
that teleological principle than they can this universal physical
principle. For just as abandoning this physical principle would leave
them without any experience whatsoever, so would abandoning that
teleological principle leave them without anything for guidance in
observing the kind of natural things that have once been thought
teleologically,under the concept of natural purposes. '’

Natural scientists may use a teleological principle, but this extrinsic finality of
natural things does not mean there are ends in nature which justify that existence.
Kant does not see final causes as a justifying explanation of the whole. Rivers are
not there for the purpose of humans to be able to travel inland, although they are
useful in this way. There is a difference between estimating anything as a physical
end in virtue of its intrinsic form and understanding its existence as an end in nature.
It is in this latter understanding of an end in nature that Kant finds he needs
to turn to the ‘supersensible’. It is this concept of the ‘supersensible’ that is the
foundation of all Kant’s thinking, for the supersensible unites nature, human
freedom and moral law, God and immortality. The moral law leads us to endeavour
to achieve the final purpose. The supersensible substrate can never be known, in the
sense that the things of science can be known, and so Kant does not say anything
substantive about it. But the concept of the supersensible is almost certainly the

essential basis of his philosophical thought and only through the acceptance of this

7 1bid. p. 256.
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concept can Kant’s philosophy really be understandable. Although his philosophy
argues against the superficial teleological explanations of nature, his own concept of
nature is a teleological one. Later writers on Kant have not always acknowledged
this side of his philosophy and some have even deliberately belittled this part of his
thinking. Nevertheless it seems that if Kant’s concept of the supersensible had been
taken into account some of the philosophical problems that arose after his work
would not have arisen. There is strong evidence in his work that Kant understood
that it is through human freedom, humans as noumenon, that there is a link to the
supersensible substrate. And it is only through humans that a final purpose can be

reached:

Now, in this world of ours there is only one kind of beings with
causality that is teleological, ie. directed to purpose, but also so
constituted that the law in terms of which these beings must
determine their purposes is presented by these very beings as
unconditioned and independent of conditions in nature, and yet
necessary in itself. That being is man, but man considered as
noumenon. Man is the only natural being in whom we

can nonetheless cognize, as part of his own constitution, a
supersensible ability (freedom), and even cognize the law and the
object of causality, the object that this being can set before itself as
its highest purpose (the highest good in the world).'®

It is through humans, as moral subjects, that there is a final purpose to creation:

Only in man, and even in him only as moral subject, do we
find unconditioned legislation regarding purposes. It is this
legislation, therefore, which alone enables man to be a final
purpose to which all of nature is teleologically subordinated.'®

"® Ibid. p. 323.
" Ibid. p.323.
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As moral beings humans are concerned with final purposes and this leads humans to
making the assumption that that there is a moral cause to the world if they are to be
morally consistent.

Kant’s teleological explanation of nature rests on his interpretation of
humans as moral creatures through their freedom. In this way he understands
humans as in some vital way apart from nature. As noumenon humans are a part of
the supersensible substrate. Kant equates nature’s purposiveness with some
supersensible basis of the purposiveness which links together the other two concepts
of the supersensible, nature as itself and that as required by the moral law. But the
weakness of his account is that he can say nothing about the supersensible, for he
admits that it can never be known. This gave problems to later thinkers who were
inclined to reject anything that could not in essence ever be known. The noumena
were dismissed as irrelevant.

Ultimately Kant’s account of nature leads to humans being considered
outside the laws of nature. We can only know nature through our own subjective
judgements and the values of nature become human dependent. Kant did not intend
this conclusion himself because his concept of God and the supersensible substrate
prevented such a conclusion. But later thinkers de-emphasized his stance on God
and adopted a more subjectivist interpretation. At the same time later thinkers were
inclined to disregard the metaphysical arguments of the Critique of Judgement and
to prioritise Kant’s position in the first and second Critiqgues. However this was to
lead to a vast division of thinking that has caused numerable social and
philosophical problems, not least among them those within environmental ethics

and ethics in general today.
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PART II

HUMAN NATURE

Introduction

With Kant’s philosophy we now have reached the point where our present
concept of nature began to have its formation. It is at this point that the emphasis
changes to the concern about the concept of human nature. This is because the
problem increases as to how humans relate to nature, whether they are a part of nature
or apart from nature, in the modern and postmodern contexts. There is an immense
amount of literature that could be included but which will have to be passed over in a
thesis of this length. I can only give some important trends that developed in the
thinking of the nineteenth century which have strongly influenced the present day
concept of nature and are the background to the debates in environmental philosophy
today.

It was in the 18th and 19th centuries that writers began to express a concern for
the amount of destruction humans had caused the environment. In general there was
still a positive attitude towards humanity’s control of the environment, but there was a
growing awareness that human power could upset the balance of nature. This was
most noticeable in America where primordial land was being destroyed at a rapid rate.
The change of the environment in Europe had happened over such a long span of time
that the extent of human impact on the countryside was not so obvious.

At this time science and technology were making tremendous strides and have
ever since. Geology, geography, biology and the physical sciences were all areas of
knowledge that were expanding rapidly. The increased knowledge increased

humanity’s control over the environment. With the increased control the damage that
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could be done to the environment became more intense. This was a time when writers
began to reflect on the power humans had over nature and questioned the relationship
humans had to nature It was also a time when the teleological explanation of nature
was under attack. The world of science had become prominent and within science
any explanation in terms of final causes was firmly discouraged.

The growth of humanity’s power over nature and the extent of the change to the

environment were both seen as positive by many:

The cultivation and great cities are reminders of power and of glory
showing sufficiently that man, master of the domain of the earth

has changed it and renewed its entire surface and that he will always
share the empire with nature.'

Those who followed this type of thinking showed their adherence to a concept of
nature being wild and dangerous for humans. Under this ideology a tamed nature was
a good nature. For others the extent of the change was seen as negative. Thinkers
began to reflect back, much as the ancient Greeks had done, to a Golden Age. This
was a reaction to the Enlightenment and many questioned the rational and mechanical
foundations of western civilization. Writers became interested in ‘primitive’ forms of
life. Travellers brought back tales of other societies that gave the illusion that there
were other more peaceful and harmonious forms of existence. American Indians and
Tahitians seemed to live idyllic lives compared to the Europeans. Many thinkers
believed there had been a previous age when all of humanity must have lived this

primitive, ideal life.

! Buffon, Georges Louis Leclerc, Comte de: Histoire naturelle, generale et particuliere. Paris:
Imprimerie Royale, puie Plassen, 1749-1804. Vol. 12 pp. xiii — iv.
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This cult of primitivism, which either looked back historically to a Golden Age,
or geographically to a country far away, was most clearly expressed in the writings of
Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau’s theory was that humans had been corrupted by
civilization and so had become tyrants over themselves and over nature. Humans
should, according to Rousseau, return to nature. He opened his treatise on education

with:

Everything is good as it comes from the hands of the author of nature,
everything degenerates in the hands of man.’

Rousseau gave positive accounts of nature at a time when western civilisation was
developing rapidly, but he failed to realize that he had the luxury to do so. As already
shown in this thesis primitive humans were in the hands of the vagaries of nature and
their relationship with nature had to be entirely pragmatic. In Europe of the 18th and
19th centuries many of the fears people had about nature had been diminished. With
the growth of cities and the wealth that accumulated for many, there were those who
had the leisure to reflect upon nature and view it aesthetically. The movement of the
Romantics developed at this time. Romanticism was a reaction to the scientific
revolution. From the comforts of an economically secure position, the Romantics
criticized the scientists for their objective view of nature and refused to see it as only a
potential for practical use. The German and English Romantics began to look at the
environment from an aesthetic point of view and understood nature as having its own

integrity, in some cases a purpose and meaning. In the literature of the Romantics,

2 Rousseau, J-J, Emile; or treatise on education. Translated by W.H. Payne. Great Books in
Philosophy. New York: Prometheus Books, 2003. p.1.
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nature was viewed as dynamic and organic. Romanticism tried to defend a qualitative

science in which humanity is not separate from nature. It is this aspect of their views

that has been a welcome restraint on the growth of the scientific enterprise.
Wordsworth scorned the man of science who saw nature only in a quantitative

way:

One that would peep and botanize
Upon his mother’s grave.?

The Romantics encouraged a different approach to animals. Other species were
not created just for human use but had intrinsic value. The poet William Blake

expressed an identity with other creatures in many of his poems:

Am not I

A fly like thee?
Or are not thee
A man like me.*

The poets widened the moral community not only to animals but also to plants.

Wordsworth wrote:

I would not strike a flower as many a man would strike his horse.’

’ Wordsworth, W. ‘A Poet’s Epitaph’ in Wordsworth, W. Poems. Vol. 1 edited by J.O. Hayden.
Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977. p. 396.

* Blake, W. Poems of William Blake. Selected and introduced by P. Ackroyd. London: Sinclair
Stevenson, 1995. p. 17.

5 Wordsworth, W. ‘I Would Not Strike a Flower’ in Wordsworth, W. Lyrical Ballards, and Other
Poems. 1797-1800. Edited by J. Butler and K. Green. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992. p. 312.
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The settled society, economic wealth and control of nature brought this kind of
romantic reaction. Well-fed and well-clothed people could begin to think of being
vegetarian. Thinkers such as John Ray believed a vegetable diet was preferable to the
‘butchery and slaughter of animals’. Arguments for vegetarianism became more
widespread at this time. Jeremy Bentham in the 19th century changed the status of
animals by giving the criterion of suffering as most important for moral consideration.

The Romantics not only opened the door to the appreciation of other species of
animal but to wild nature in general. Before this time the cultivation of land was
understood to be a positive occupation against the evils of the wilderness. But as
more and more land was cultivated and Europe became prosperous there was
nostalgia for what was lost and people began to appreciate unspoiled nature. Deserts,
mountains, seas, woods and marshes were appreciated for what they represented — the
primeval, the non-human, the instinctual and the natural. The wilderness became no
longer the evil place to be feared but the source of spiritual renewal. Those who
viewed nature in this new way were not those who had to earn a living from it.
However, they brought to everyone’s consciousness the fact that the growing power
humanity had over nature was not entirely good. The right of humanity to have power
over nature was first questioned at this time.

The dream of mastery over nature was almost a reality and this has continued
today. Nature is no longer an immediate threat in many parts of the world: nature
itself is threatened. With this power over nature the separation of humans from nature
becomes more striking. However evolutionary theory revealed another way of
understanding the relation of humans to nature. In the 19 century, Darwin’s Origin

of Species caused an outcry. Evolutionary ideas affirmed that humans were truly a
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part of nature. Nowadays the ideas of genetic theory and natural selection are
accepted in every day life as explanations for human nature.

In order to understand how we relate to the environment we need to understand
how we perceive ourselves in relationship to nature. In the history of the concept of
nature it is evident that there were two major concepts of the relationship of humans
to nature that were implicit in the way people thought about themselves and how they
interacted with the world around them. These two conflicting concepts are concerned
with the question of whether humans can be considered as a part of nature or apart
from nature. Thinkers of the past have assumed one or the other of these concepts of
humanity. This puzzling aspect of ourselves influences us today in many of our
practical decisions.

We need to untangle some of the problems that we have inherited. In the past
people have failed to be clear and consistent about the nature of humanity. The idea
of humanity as apart from nature had its origins in religious thought. People believed
that they had souls which were separate from their bodies and could exist after the
death of their bodies. The concept of soul, or spirit, had its origins early in the history
of humanity and certainly was expressed by the ancient Greeks, particularly Plato,
and, of course, was a central dogma in Christianity. But at the same time, humans
understood themselves to be a part of nature not differing from other species in kind
but only in degree. In this scheme of things people are mortal and there is no
immortal soul. This dualistic view of ourselves is still prevalent today.

The cogito ergo sum of Descartes’ philosophy encouraged the religious view of
humanity being of two substances: that of the mind and the body. I am the thing that
thinks and therefore essentially soul. In this view the external world is less real. It

can lead to radical subjectivism and the problem becomes how we can know the
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external world outside our own perspectives. This is the subjective view of ourselves:
humans are apart from nature. But at the same time, through the influence of science,
humanity is considered to be under the rule of physical laws in the same way as any
other part of nature and human behaviour can be studied according to scientific laws
as in psychology. This is the objective view of ourselves: humans are a part of nature.
I shall look at the way these two views of human nature in relation to nature have
developed in modern thinking.

The religious view of humans assumes that aesthetic and moral values are given
by God. These values can be found by anyone because the spiritual side of us links us
to the immortal. Outside the religious framework values are the concern of the
individual but the search for values becomes problematical. Science views the
universe as morally and aesthetically neutral. Morality and beauty are in the eye of
the beholder. I shall look at the problem of finding value in post-Kantian philosophy.

Post-Kantian philosophy has seen a division in philosophy involving two very
different methods or approaches. On the one hand there is what is termed Continental
philosophy, largely coming from philosophers in Europe although not entirely, and on
the other hand there is analytical philosophy that developed in England, but also had
followers in Europe, and that spread across to America. Analytical philosophy based
itself on science. It looked at problems and tried to clarify them in order to make
sense of them. It has sometimes been sceptical at language’s ability to communicate
meaning. The point of the analytical enterprise is to develop a systematic theory of
meaning. It tries to rid words and phrases of the ambiguity that results from sloppy
thinking and writing and reduce the imprecision of everyday language to bring out the

real underlying meaning. The scientific method is followed in all areas of philosophy,
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even in ethics, and the philosopher becomes a professional problem-solver much like
a scientist or mathematician.

Continental philosophy, however, looks at the broader picture and is interested in
social and political aspects of humanity. This wider area of interest has probably led
Continental philosophy to have more influence on the general public. Recently
philosophers have tried to bridge the gap between analytical philosophy and
Continental philosophy, but for over a century the two have dealt with the same
problems in very different ways. Their difference in style masked their similar
concerns. They were both influenced by Kant’s philosophy, but each took from his
philosophy a very different starting point.

I shall now look at these two reactions to Kant in the following chapters and
examine their interpretations of human nature. The impact of science and the
scientific method on analytical philosophy has been highly significant, so I shall also
examine the assumptions within science, its tendency to reductionism and its
influence on our concepts of nature and human nature. But first I shall look at the
influence of Continental philosophy on the concept of human nature and our

relationship to nature.
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Chapter 1

Continental Philosophy

Kant had argued that we cannot understand the world through intuition alone but
only through the synthesis of intuition and concepts. We cannot know the world as
‘thing-in-itself’, but only through an intellectual intuition. Continental philosophers
took this part of Kant’s thought as their starting point.

Fichte, a follower of Kant, emphasized this point of Kant’s philosophy. He
described self-knowledge as an intuiting of the self and that this was the only
intellectual intuition. The idea of the self was further developed within Continental

philosophy after Fichte and led to an emphasis on the subjective stance:

Underlying knowledge, yet outside its purview, is the free and
self-producing subject. The destiny of the subject is to know

itself by ‘determining’ itself, and thereby to realize its freedom

in an objective world. This great adventure is possible only

through the object, which the subject posits, but to which it stands
opposed as its negation. The relation between subject and object is
dialectical — thesis meets antithesis, whence a synthesis (knowledge)
emerges. Every venture outwards is also an alienation of the self,
which achieves freedom and self-knowledge only after a long toil
of self-sundering. The self emerges at last in possession of the

Holy Grail: an intellectual intuition not of itself only but of the whole
world contained in itself as in a crystal ball.'

The self is separated from the not-self, and, although it strives for a unity with the
whole outside itself, it has not yet achieved it. Continental philosophy, with its
involvement with the self,, is also concerned with human freedom, with self-

knowledge and with the concept of humanity constructing their world around them.

! Scruton, R. ‘Continental Philosophy’ in The Oxford Illustrated History of Western Philosophy.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994. pp.197-198.

128



Kant’s concept of the noumena is rejected because it can never be known. Without
the metaphysical underpinnings of Kant’s philosophy, Continental philosophers
became entangled with the self and the way the self can construct its world. The
problem of the subject (self) and object (not-self or external world) becomes complex
without the metaphysical foundation of that which underpins Kant’s philosophy.

Fichte offered a metaphysical solution to the problem of the human condition.
He believed that the self would eventually possess an intellectual intuition of itself
and the whole world contained in itself. Schelling, following Fichte, offered a
different solution to the subject/object dichotomy. He developed Kant’s
transcendental idealism by presenting two philosophies: the subjective, dealing with
the self and its freedom; and the objective, dealing with the natural world. These two
worlds have a common source in the transcendental subject. Schelling was strongly
influenced by Kant’s Critique of Judgement. Through the aesthetic experience we
can harmonize nature and intellect, object and subject, non-conscious and conscious
activity.

Continental philosophy, with its emphasis on the self, understands nature as
outside of the self. The thinking eventually led to the idealism of Hegel. Hegel

introduced a historical, evolutionary perspective to philosophy:

In rough outline, however, he saw the world as a whole on the

model of a mind, a mind which, as it were, projects an object (‘nature’)
of which it can be conscious. This object develops by stages

into men, and they become conscious not only in various ways

of nature but of the cosmic mind itself and its relationship to

nature. The emergence of men and the growth of their understanding
represents the increasing self-consciousness of the cosmic mind.

This self-consciousness is completed by Hegel’s own system, in

which the whole process has become entirely transparent to us.’

? Inwood, M. Hegel. London: Routledge, 1983. pp.1-2.
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Inwood describes the way in which Hegel understands the human condition to be one
which is a journey to a final goal. The final goal is to be the achievement of absolute
knowledge. Later thinkers rejected the final goal, but accepted Hegel’s concept of the
journey.

Hegel understood the human consciousness to be not just of the individual but
of the entire human culture of each period of time in history. The human
consciousness, in its entirety, developed through various stages. At each stage
consciousness, or geist (spirit), adopts a certain way of understanding the world
(including itself) only to find out that this is incoherent and thereby a more adequate
conception evolves. Therefore our understanding of the world is caused by a
continuing conceptual revolution. All cultural changes and developments within the
sciences are a result of the spirit changing the categories in which it interprets the
world around it. Hegel did not mean that these changes occur haphazardly and will
continue to do so throughout human existence, for his philosophy was governed by a
belief in a general progression towards the final goal. Without this belief there is no
progression and changes are random.

The concept of self in Hegel’s philosophy is an introspective one: a person’s
body is an extrinsic part of the individual, as simply one of the objects of which the
self is aware. Thinking, however, is identical with the self. Hegel emphasizes the
concept of ourselves as thinking things separate from the external world. We
determine the external world by our use of categories and it is therefore understood in
a mediated manner. Our knowledge of ultimate reality is never direct. Inwood
summarizes Hegel’s belief in the prominent part active thinking takes in humans

obtaining knowledge of the external world:
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It is only by applying thought to my sensations and thus organizing
them in a coherent and interconnected way that I can think of them
as representing external objects; and it is only if I can do this that I
can distinguish between what is objective, external things, and
what is subjective, my conceptions for example and my sensations;
the application of thought to my sensations is therefore necessary
if I am to be aware of what is mine and what is not.?

Hegel’s idealism colours his perception of nature in a particular way. He
understands humans as separated from a unity with nature because of evil. We can
relate to nature in two ways: either in a practical day-to-day way, or in a theoretical
way. It is this latter way that causes us problems when we think about our

relationship to nature. Hegel asks: ‘What is nature?’:

It is through the knowledge and the philosophy of nature that we
propose to find the answer to the general question. We find nature
before us as an enigma and a problem, the solution of which seems
to both attract and repel us; it attracts us in that spirit has a
presentiment of itself in nature; it repulses us in that nature is

an alienation in which spirit does not find itself.*

It is because of our consciousness that we find ourselves separated from nature. By
looking at nature in a theoretical way, as in science, we find problems about ourselves

in relationship to nature:

...we... find that the theoretical approach is inwardly self-
contradictory, for it appears to bring about the precise opposite of what
is intended. We want to know the nature that really is, not something
which is not, but instead of leaving it alone and accepting it as it is in
truth, instead of taking it as given, we make something completely
different out of it. By thinking things we transform them into

> Inwood, 1983. op. cit. p.37.
* Petry, M. J. ed. tr. Hegel’s Philosophy of Nature. Edited and translated with an introduction and

explanatory notes by M.J. Petry. London: Allen and Unwin, 1970. p.194.
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something universal; things are singularities however, and the lion

in general does not exist. We make them into subjective things,
produced by us, belonging to us, and of course peculiar to us as men;
for the things of nature do not think, and are neither representations nor
thought.’

Hegel seems to mean that by trying to understand nature we change its very essence
and thereby become alienated from it. His philosophy puts an emphasis on the

subject; so human consciousness is always obstructive to understanding the external:

Our aim is rather to grasp and comprehend nature however, make
it ours, so this is not something beyond and alien to us. This is
where the difficulty comes in. How are we as subjects to get over
into the object? If we venture the leap over this gap, and, while
failing to find our footing, think we have found nature, we

shall turn that which is something other than we are into
something other than what it is.b

This problem became a difficulty for later thinkers, but within Hegelian philosophy
this alienation from nature can eventually be overcome. It is part of his metaphysical
system that all things are in a state of becoming and eventually all will be spirit. The
teleological aspect of Hegel’s thinking gives a solution to human alienation.

Hegel also developed the idea of will and power. Kant first introduced the
concept of will as regards to the nature of humanity, but in Hegel the emphasis on the
will is increased because of his concept of the self. The self tries to possess the world
and make it belong to itself. It wants, or desires, the world about it. But then there is
opposition. The world is not merely passively unco-operative but actually resists the

demands of the self. It becomes the other. Hegel describes the ‘life and death

* Ibid. p.198.
S Ibid. p.198.
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struggle with the other’, in which the self begins to know itself as will, or power,
confronted by other wills.

Schopenhauer also substantially accepts Kantian philosophy. The world
cannot be known only through perception but needs also the veil of intellect to be
understood. Space, time and causality are given by the intellect. Kant held that
beyond the veil of perception there exists the real world of noumena which can only
be reached by humans through the exercise of the free will. Schopenhauer develops
this area of Kant’s philosophy but he rejects Kant’s metaphysics and denies that
humans are linked by free will to God and immortality and thereby to ultimate reality.
Ultimate reality for Schpenhauer is a blind, universal, eternal force or urge and
striving — the metaphysical will.

Schopenhauer begins his argument with the self: things exist for me only as I
perceive and understand them. The world of perception is then divided into the ‘I’, the
subject of perception, and the objects that are perceived. The things in the material
world exist (for oneself) as perceived objects. But subject and object cannot be
separated. Intelligence and matter are a necessary part of one another. Therefore
intelligence as well as matter is part of the world of representation. But the things of
intelligence are an illusion. Schopenhauer thinks that through introspection we can
reach reality, for via introspection we can find our own will. Will and action are the
same thing; so the body becomes a representation of the will. The one reality is the
will and this will is one will undivided without reason or purpose. Reason is unitary
but has plural manifestations which are the world we see. All nature whether organic
or inorganic, is a manifestation of the will. This metaphysical will just is with no
value, purpose or reason. Individuals may manifest this will as if it had purpose but

this is part of the illusion.
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In his book On Human Nature Schopenhauer offers a very bleak picture of
humanity. His pessimism leads him to recognize only the evil actions of humans and
to be blind to any positive attributes that humans may possess. He has an extremely

negative view of human nature:

In every man there dwells, first and foremost, a colossal egoism
which breaks the bounds of right and justice with the greatest
freedom, as everyday life shows on a small scale, and as history on
every page of it on a large. Does not the recognized need of a balance
of power in Europe, with the anxious way in which it is preserved,
demonstrate that man is a beast of prey, who no sooner sees

a weaker man near him than he falls upon him without fail?

and does not the same hold good of the affairs of ordinary life?

But to the boundless egoism of our nature there is joined more

or less in every human breast a fund of hatred, anger, envy, rancour
and malice, accumulated like the venom in a serpent’s tooth, and
waiting only for an opportunity of venting itself, and then, like a
demon unchained, of storming and raging.’

Schopenhauer sees the striving of will throughout nature, but humans are different in
the particularly unpleasant expression of that will. Only humans can be diabolically
cruel, unlike any other creature. Schopenhauer does not perceive this as evil in

human nature, but the frustration of the will to live:

It is a fact then, that in the heart of every man there lies a wild
beast which only waits for an opportunity to storm and rage, in

its desire to inflict pain on others or, if they stand in his way, to
kill them. It is this which is the source of all the lust of war and
battle. In trying to tame and to some extent hold it in check, the
intelligence, its appointed keeper, has always enough to do. People
may, if they please, call it the radical evil human nature — a name
which will at least serve those with whom a word stands for an
explanation. I say, however, that it is the will to live, which, more
and more embittered by the constant sufferings of existence, seeks
to alleviate its own torment by causing torment to others.?

7 Schopenhauer, A. On Human Nature: essays (partly posthumous) in ethics and politics. Selected and
translated by T.B. Saunders. London: Swan Sonnenshein & Co., 1902. p.20.
¥ Ibid. pp.22-23.
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Schopenhauer’s philosophy is at odds with the mechanical description of the world
found in science. The nature of Schopenhauer is that of desires and struggles, the
expression of the striving of the will. The will is life, but it is blind and selfish,
without purpose.

The emphasis on the self in German Idealism appears again in existentialism.
Sgren Kierkegaard is often regarded as the first existentialist. Existentialism is a
philosophical movement which puts the emphasis on the individual’s responsibility to
himself. Here again are the themes of continental philosophy: choice, subjectivity and
isolation. This developed in more recent philosophy to viewing the human condition
as one of despair.

Kierkegaard’s existentialism is developed within a Christian perspective.
However it is his break with the rationalist thinking of many philosophers, including
that of Hegel, that is important. For rationalist philosophers it is possible to transcend
finitude and individuality by adopting the standpoint of pure thought. Rationalism
was first in evidence in Greek thinking. Humans were understood to have a rational
spirit that takes them beyond the world of appearances. Existentialists abandon this
aspect by affirming that humans can never go beyond the individual experience. We
are always trapped within a human perspective.

This philosophical point of view has tremendous implications for ethics and
any philosophical discussion on values. Objective truth is lost. Kierkegaard accepted
that there were no objective values, but he based his morality on religious faith.
According to Kierkegaard our existentialist predicament can only be transformed by

faith, which is subjective, and not by reason.
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In Nietzsche’s philosophy the potential nihilism within Kant’s philosophy
which the critics had unveiled finds full expression. Kant had taken a middle path
between dogmatism (belief upon authority) and scepticism (doubt about all belief).
This middle path would be achieved by examining all our beliefs according to eternal
laws of reason. However critics had revealed a problem in Kant’s philosophy. If
reason should examine all, then it must examine itself, and this becomes the problem
of how self-criticism does not become total scepticism. The result is nihilism; doubt
about all beliefs. The problem of the authority of reason is one of the defining issues
of continental philosophy and it appears must fully in Nietzsche’s philosophy.

Nietzsche has been interpreted in many ways and his style of writing is
attractive to many people. Whatever the quality of his philosophy, he has become
extremely important because of his influence on modern day thinking. He takes up
the criticism of the authority of reason and the emphasis on the self and the individual
experience that was already the concern of continental philosophers. He denies

absolute truth:

For Nietzsche, there is no absolute truth because there is no absolute
perspective. It is not possible to escape from perspectives to
understand what the world is like beyond all perspectival
interpretations. Nietzsche thinks that all understanding is essentially
specific, which means that it necessarily presupposes some point

of view, some organizational center of interpretation. What would
be required for attaining absolute understanding is a point of view
which was perspectival and yet transcended all perspectives

at the same time. To want to attain absolute truth, then, according to
Nietzsche, is to demand what is logically impossible.’

® Moles, A. Nietzsche’s Philosophy of Nature and Cosmology. New York: Peter Lang, 1990. p.36.
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He also believed that there were no eternal substances and no fixed, stable objects in
the world. Similarly there are no fixed, universal moral values. Fixed values are
continually being undermined. He saw Western culture as evolving inevitably and

self-destructively towards a point of radical inner change:

Since Copernicus man seems to have been on a steep slope-

from now on he rolls faster and faster away from the centre-

in what direction? towards nothingness? towards the piercing

feeling of his nothingness?'°
Nietzsche’s conclusion is that there is nothing of objective value in the world. We
have to create our own world. Taking the existentialist’s stance he emphases the
point that humans must take responsibility for the knowledge they seek and how they
behave to one another. The emphasis is on the individual as in Kierkegaard and there
is no appeal to any transcendent understanding of the whole. The subjective
importance of learning about the world that appears in the philosophies of Kant and
Hegel is accepted by Nietzsche, but he discards the transcendent metaphysics. The

search for knowledge is emptied of its purity and truth and becomes only an exercise

of will to power:

The world seen from within, the world described and defined
according to its intelligible character — it would be ‘will to
power’ and nothing else."’

Schopenhauer’s vision of ultimate reality being the will to power is diminished into

the individual’s will:

' Nietzsche,F. On the Genealogy of Morals: a polemic. By the way of clarification and supplement to
my last book Beyond Good and Evil. Translated with an introduction and notes by D. Smith. Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1996. p. 130.

"' Nietzsche, F. Beyond Good and Evil: prelude to a philosophy of the future. Translated by R.J.
Hollindale with an introduction by M. Tanner. London: Penguin Books, 2003. p.67
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To be unified, it is necessary that the drives have something

in common. This shared characteristic, according to Nietzsche, is
their will to power. By alliance and opposition, each achieves higher
power than it would have achieved singly. In the process the body as
a totality maximizes its level of power. At this point Nietzsche makes
a surprising move, considering his usual criticism of attempts to
understand things as simple and integral when investigation reveals
them as complex and plural. He claims that the body itself is will

to power, not only because all its components drives, considered
separately, are will to power, but by virtue of being an integral
system of will to power itself.'?

Nietzsche understands the will to power as the individual (any living thing) seeking
growth for itself. His interpretation differs from the Darwinian concept of natural
selection (survival of the fittest) by stressing the individual’s need to expand rather
than just survive. Everything in nature, including humans, has an active will to
power. Self-preservation is not the ultimate goal (which only happens in times of

decadence). The goal is the individual’s own growth in opposition to everything else:

In this state one enriches everything out of one’s own fullness:
whatever one sees, whatever one wills is seen swelled, taut,
strong, overloaded with strength. A man in this state transforms
things until they mirror his power — until they are reflections

of his perfection."

This is a doctrine of the stronger ruling over the weaker (although the strong need not
be physically stronger) through the will to power. It is the will to be master.
Nietzsche praises the will to power and its expression when it is practised overtly.

However, power as practised through diverse means he despises. This struggle of will

2 Moles. 1990. op. cit. p.111.
1 Kaufmann, W. The Portable Nietzsche. Selected and translated with an introduction, prefaces, and
notes by W. Kaufmann. London: Chatto and Windus, 1971. p.518.
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takes place throughout nature. It results in deception as a means of power. Animals
gain power by the act of deception because it is a form of defence

Nietzsche defines spirit as a type of force. Humanity has achieved supremacy
over other animals by this spirit. Humanity is not special in Nietzsche’s eyes because
of some hidden purpose, but just because humans have gained more ‘spirit’ (force)
over other animals by their ability to deceive for the sake of defence. Humans are just
one type of animal and do not take part in anything divine. But they are the strongest

because of their cunning:

We have become more modest in every way. We no longer derive
man from ‘the spirit’ or ‘the deity’; we have placed him back among
the animals. We consider him the strongest animal because he is the
most cunning: his spirituality is a consequence of this. On the other
hand, we oppose the vanity that would raise its head again here

too- as if man had been the great hidden purpose of the

evolution of the animals. Man is by no means the crown of
creation: every living being stands beside him on the same level

of perfection. And even this is saying too much: relatively
speaking, man is the most bungled of all the animals, the

sickliest, and not one has strayed more dangerously from its
instincts. But for all that, he is of course the most interesting.”

Nietzsche does not regard humans as the best animals, only the most cunning.
Nietzsche’s description of human nature is pessimistic. The individual strives
to impose his will on others by the use of deception in a world that has no ultimate
reality or true value. With this kind of analysis of human nature there is little
direction on how we are to value one another let alone the environment around us. If
the emphasis was on the individual and his need to impose his will, then there would
be little point in discussing joint ventures and an individual would be more concerned

with his present survival than any survival of nature around him. There are no

¥ Kaufmann, 1971. op. cit. p. 580.
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teleological explanations within Nietzsche’s philosophy, no sense of purpose or
direction for any creature, least of all for humans.

Studying Nietzsche we can see in him the culmination of a particular
metaphysical process beginning with Descartes. It is the undermining of any religious
and teleological perspective to philosophical speculation. Kaufmann sums this up in

his introduction to his collection of Nietzsche’s works, The Portable Nietzsche:

If one considers the history of modern philosophy from Descartes,
it is surely, for good or ill, the story of an emancipation from
religion. Or conversely: each philosopher goes just so far, and
then bows to Christianity and accepts what becomes unacceptable
to his successors. Descartes resolves to doubt everything, but
soon offers proofs of God’s existence that have long been shown
to be fallacious. A similar pattern recurs in Hobbes and Spinoza,
though they stray much further from all orthodoxies, and, a

little later, in Berkeley and Leibniz. Locke is an empiricist

who cites scripture to his purpose; Voltaire is an anti Christian
who accepts the teleological argument for God’s existence.

Kant sets out to smash not only the proofs of God but the very
foundation of Christian metaphysics, then turns around and
postulates God and the immortality of the soul, preparing the

way for Fichte and idealism. Schopenhauer finally breaks

with Christianity but accepts the Upanishads from Hinduism.
Nietzsche is one of the first thinkers with a comlprehensive
philosophy to complete the break with religion.”

With the breakaway from religion in philosophy, teleological explanations for
humanity and nature are discarded. There is now no metaphysical foundation in
which humanity can be linked to nature in a purposeful way. Nietzsche maintains that
all living things, including humans, are striving against one another. This is not a
philosophy that can support any kind of positive attitude to the environment, but it has
been one that has been overtly or covertly largely accepted today within a capitalist

society based on competition.

B Ibid. p.17.
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Phenomenology is another strand of Continental philosophy. The philosophies
of Husserl and Heidegger have been the most influential in this area. In
phenomenology knowledge is based on the subjective experience. Through the
phenomenological reduction, according to Husserl, we find our essential nature which
is the subject and the knower, but never the known. Philosophers in the modern
tradition become involved in the way the subject (ourselves) conceptualise the world.
Dilthey understood human action within the world to be different from the scientific
attitude. We see the world under the aspect of our own freedom and describe it
accordingly. We are interacting with the world, moulding the world through our own
descriptions. In this way modern philosophy became concerned with meaning.
Humans do not explain the world, but endow it with meaning and, therefore,
discussions about ultimate reality or eternal truths become a fruitless endeavour. We
can only be concerned with the meaning we ourselves impose on the world.

Heidegger concentrates on Dasein (Human Being). The question of Being is
important because of its contingency in the world; its ‘thrownness’. Each of us must
come to terms with our contingency. The problem, and solution, to it are existential.
We are concerned with our being in the world. Heidegger distinguishes between
person and thing. Things are ‘ready to hand’ and ‘to be used’. This is how objects
appear to us. We also have relations to others, whether humans or the rest of nature.
Heidegger calls this state ‘being-for-others’. Another state of being is when I see that
I alone have the question of being and responsibility for it. This is called ‘angst’. In
this philosophy we see the emphasis on the individual trying to constitute his world
through interaction with things and others.

Sartre’s philosophy describes the psychological state of humankind within the

world that can only have meaning through individual experience. Existence precedes
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essence. Human nature is not a given. At the heart of us is Nothingness, and humans
must make their own beings to fill the Nothingness within them. Objects exist but
they exist without meaning. The existentialist finds the world of being
incomprehensible and gratuitous. A human made object, such as a hammer, does
possess an essence that was in the maker’s mind before the hammer was made. But
things that exist independently of a person’s intention do not have an essence.
Roquentin in La Nausee contemplates the roots of a chestnut tree. The abstract idea
of a ‘root’ may contain essence and be defined by it a priori but the definition does
not explain why this particular root exists in physical, tangible presence. Existence is
a brute fact; things exist without reason. Sartre describes the realization of the brute
existence of things as creating within one the sense of nausea.

Humans, faced with this world deprived of meaning and motives, may feel
alone and unprotected. It is a depressing realization but the solution to this situation is
that humans can come to understand themselves as being free, unlike other things.
Humans can create their own essence, which things cannot. Things are trapped,
imprisoned in a mire of non-meaning. Only humans are free to define themselves and
to create their own values. Human reality is therefore distinguished from the rest of
reality. The abstract notions of good and evil no longer mean anything and therefore
such values no longer exist in a determined state. Values are not objective nor to be
found in the exterior world, for humans are free to create them for themselves. The
free will that Sartre gives humans is different from the notion of free will as within a
religious context where humans are free to choose between the good and evil that is in
the world. For Sartre humanity is separated from the rest of nature by this freedom.
Nature is brute fact with no reason for existence. In humanity alone is there reason

for existence and this must be created, not found, by humanity alone.
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Humans try to deny their freedom and become like objects. Sartre calls this
mauvais foi, or bad faith. Humans are free to invent meaning and they try to escape
this by various ways, as when they follow set codes of morality. But for Sartre morals
in a world without the absolute of good and evil are not to be observed in blind
obedience to a code. Morals are to be followed in a free and conscious expression of
the individual’s choice. This, of course, puts enormous responsibility on the
individual and most people try to avoid this.

We can see that Sartre’s philosophy is sadly lacking any guidelines for a
constructive way of caring for the environment. His existentialism is essentially
human dominated. The only world that exists is the human one and the only problems
are human ones. Humans must deal with their freedom but nature stands outside the
debate. Humans are not linked in any way to nature; in fact the brute fact of nature is
disturbing because it lacks any meaning. Values are entirely within the human
dimension and there does not seem to be any reason within Sartre’s philosophy to put
independent value on nature.

Sartre himself came to be dissatisfied with his form of existentialism. It
results in a form of solipsism and Sartre realized that individuals cannot find values
within their own existence. His turning to Marxism must surely have been the result
of his understanding of the need for humans to co-operate with one another and form
social bonds.

It is difficult to include all the Continental philosophers in this thesis, so only
major trends can be mentioned. A particular movement of the late 20™ century should
be included. Although there are many different thinkers within this movement who
would not wish to be thought as part of one, they all contain similar themes of

thought. This movement, which is often called post-structuralism, argued against all-
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encompassing explanations of human behaviour, such as Marxist, Freudian or
Structuralist ones. These systems of thought tried to understand humans within a
totalising vision. Freud and Marx were concerned to give a particular structure to the
interpretation of human nature and behaviour. By becoming a Marxist, Freudian or
Structuralist one was meant to be able to make sense of socio-historical processes
(Marx); human behaviour (Freud); or understand the sign systems that constitute the
world of human experience (Structuralists). All three systems of thought were
engendered within a tradition of totalizing intellectual thinking dating from the
Enlightenment of the 18th century. The values of the Enlightenment were: belief in
liberal humanism; the power of reason to resolve human problems and a commitment
to improve the material quality of life. It was a project to liberate humanity from
oppression. These appear good values in themselves but the post-structuralists
rejected these types of total structure systems as too authoritarian.

Structuralism can be seen as a brief backward look to the values of the
Enlightenment, but the main trend of modern continental thinking has been the
emphasis on the individual, the subject and the subjective stance as in post-
structuralist thought. Post-structuralism covers a variety of themes and positions:
Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical approach; Derrida’s deconstruction;
Deleuze and Guattari’s schizoanalysis; Lyotard’s post-modernism, and various forms
of feminism. All argue against the authoritarian implications of a structuralist

position. As Ferr€ says in his book Being and Value:

Post-structuralists are especially averse to anything unchanging or
‘ahistorical’. Such ahistoricity might suggest dreaded ‘absolutism’,
which might inflict ‘grand unifying perspectives’ or ‘theories’
(which totalise and lead to hegemony).

From these aversions we may correctly infer that post-structuralists
tend to value ‘pluralism’, ‘change’, ‘incommensurability’,
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‘flexibility’, ‘playfulness’, and the ‘uniqueness’ secured by finding
‘differences’ (‘differance’, Jacques Derrida; ‘differend’, Jean-
Francois Lyotard) everywhere. '®

I shall look particularly at Foucault’s work as it is highly representative of post-
structuralist thinking.

His approach to tackling problems has been influential on some thinkers in
environmental debates, although he, himself, disregarded nature. It is perhaps rather
perverse to use the thoughts of a philosopher who had so little time for nature himself
in discussing environmental problems and it is perhaps in this realization that one can
trace some inappropriate approaches to the problems of the environment. However,
Darier in his book of collected essays, Discourses of the Environment, believes that

Foucault’s approach is valid:

If one shouldn’t look in Foucault for an obvious aesthetic appreciation
and/or some empathy with nature, it doesn’t mean that Foucault’s
work is irrelevant or unimportant for environmental thinking. In

fact, as this collection of essays illustrates, Foucault’s concepts can be
made highly relevant to environmental thinking, whatever attitude to
‘nature’ Foucault himself might have held....Foucault was advocating
the ‘total effacement of the individual characteristics of the writer’. He
also systematically resisted the boxing of his work in the existing
intellectual categories such as ‘structuralism’,’ poststructuralism’,
‘modernism’ or ‘postmodernism’. In order to achieve this he
employed several ‘de-locations’ in the form of his research...

The rupture between ‘author’ and ‘text’ explains how concepts can
have unintended, unpredictable effects in ‘back of the author’.

I would argue that despite his having ‘turned his back to nature’
Foucault’s writings are having profound, albeit indirect, effects on
environmental thinking. The virulent critique of Foucault by many
environmental thinkers, via the postmodernist category, may

also indicate that Foucault is having an effect ‘in the back’ of
environmental thinkers themselves.'’

16 Ferré, F. Being and Value: toward a constructive postmodern metaphysics. Albany: State University
of New York Press, 1996. p.281.

'7 Darier, E. ‘Foucault and the Environment’ in Darier, E. ed. Discourses of the Environment. Oxford:
Blackwell Publishers Ltd., 1999. p.6.
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That environmental philosophers have accepted Foucault’s thinking means that he has
been extremely influential on thinking in general today.

In his work we can see the growth of a particular type of thinking that has its
roots in the existentialism of Kierkegaard and developed in the works of Nietzsche
and Sartre. This is the emphasis on the individual as an experiencing centre. It is this
particular point of view that has had so much impact on how we perceive ourselves
metaphysically. It has also affected the way we understand our system of values
which has become such a central topic of environmental philosophy. Foucault abhors
the grand schemes of the Enlightenment and rejects Kant’s approach. Philosophy for
Foucault is a critique. The criticism consists of analysing and reflecting upon limits

but not in a Kantian way:

But if the Kantian question was that of knowing what limits
knowledge has to renounce transgressing, it seems to me that
the critical question today has to be turned back into a positive
one: in what is given to us as universal, necessary, obligatory
what place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent

and the product of arbitrary constraints? The point, in brief,

is to transform the critique conducted in the form of necessary
limitation into a practical critique that takes the form of a
possible transgression.

This entails an obvious consequence: that criticism is no longer
going to be practical in the search for formal structures with
universal value, but rather as a historical investigation into the
events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize
ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking and saying.
In that sense, this criticism is not transcendental, and its goal

is not that of making a metaphysics possible: it is genealogical
in its design and archaeological in its method. Archaeological-
and not transcendental- in the sense that it will not seek to
identify the universal structures of all knowledge or of all possible
moral action but will seek to treat the instances of discourse that
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articulate what we think, say and do as so many historical events.’ 8

In this quotation one can see the influence of Nietzsche in the genealogical approach
to understanding humanity. There is no ultimate reality or truth to be discovered, no
essence that could be called human nature, simply an historic look backward to
understand how we have arrived where we are now. Emphasis is put on the
subjective viewpoint and human freedom. The objective viewpoint is discarded.
Following Nietzsche, Foucault also emphases the will to power. The accumulation of

knowledge is an expression of this will to power. Power and truth are linked:

The important thing here, I believe, is that truth isn’t outside power, or
lacking in power: contrary to a myth whose history and functions
would repay further study, truth isn’t the reward of free spirits, the
child of protracted solitude, nor the privilege of those who have
succeeded in liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world,;

it is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it
induces regular effects of power. Each society has its regime of truth,
its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the type of discourse which it
accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances
which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means
by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded
value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged
with saying what counts as true.'

Like Nietzsche and Sartre, Foucault is an anti-essentialist. There is no
universal human essence. His understanding of power is also anti-essentialist. Any
concept of power is historically contingent and not absolute. He does not define
power outside the limits of what power is currently understood to be. Power, for
Foucault, is not what one authority has. Power is relational and rarely an absolute, so

it cannot be as the Marxists have perceived it. Foucault’s concept of power is more

8 Foucault, M. ‘Truth and Method’ in Rabinow, P. ed. The Foucault Reader. Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1991. pp. 45-46
' Foucault, M. ‘Truth and Power’ in Ibid. pp. 72-73.
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positive in that it is not repressive and may have normalizing effects on populations.
It is a way of constructing identities; relations of power give identity to individuals.
Freedom, therefore, shows itself through relations of power: power is not
deterministic. The field of power imposes constraints about the possible options open
to individuals and groups, but it is those individuals and groups who make choices to
accept those constraints or to challenge them.

Because of his concept of power and freedom Foucault was against grand
narratives of liberation such as liberalism or Marxism. He saw these as potential
disciplinary regimes. Foucault’s concept of power is more diffuse and fluid. So for
Foucault any environmental movement with a particular structure of action would be
open to suspicion as a potential authoritarian domination. He suggests that humans
should be constantly vigilant and critical of all actions especially those undertaken in
the name of liberation. Social change, revolution or environmental activism should
be, according to Foucault, a never-ending activity in which tactics and ‘goals’ are
constantly re-evaluated and adapted to changing circumstances within the field of
power. Foucault does not think there should be any fixed, certain strategic position to
adopt. He is against any grand normative project. His emphasis is on the individual
who must engage in the ‘practice of the self’.

Foucault’s philosophy is an anti-naturalist and anti-essentialist one. It is one
that would be fervently against environmental movements like deep-ecology and any
foundational form of environmental ethics. Darier concludes his book in support of a

Foucauldian approach to environmental problems:

Therefore the challenge to environmental activism is not to establish
a binding ‘ecological rationality’ with even more powerful
instruments of control and management, but to acknowledge human
freedom, which can manifest itself anywhere, from the outright
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destruction of the planet to its survival. Maybe it is not environmental
ethics we need, but rather, a Green aesthetic of existence. In this
case, Foucault is particularly relevant to the task.”’

The reference to aesthetics is because, like Nietszche, Foucault believes that it is only
through the aesthetic experience that any meaning for life can be formed.
Foucauldian philosophy is founded on the belief in the subjective stance and human
freedom, the most important areas of concern in modern Continental philosophy. Can
it help towards an understanding of nature and our own beings within it? In fact what
comes across so strongly in the works of these philosophers is their alienation from
nature and their total concern with humanity’s sense of freedom and power.

The trend of Continental philosophy has been to discredit the objective, but
post-modernism has also brought about the diminishing of the concept of a subject.
Anti-humanist and anti-subject sentiments are commonly expressed. Deleuze and
Guattari, who are both post-modernists, have a radical vision of the subject. In Anti-
Oedipus the individual is understood as a ‘desiring machine’ without any unity.
Desire, rather than reason, drives the individual. This is again an anti-essentialist
view of the subject. Becoming is more important than being, because there is no

central essence to anything. Everything becomes a process and so meaning is lost:

There is no such thing as either man or nature now, only a
process that produces the one within the other and couples the
machines together. Producing machines, desiring machines
everywhere, schizophrenic machines, all of species life: the self
and the non-self, outside and inside, no longer have any meaning
whatsoever.”!

2 Darier, E. ‘Foucault against Environmental Ethics’ in Darier, ed 1999. op. cit. p.238
21 Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F. Anti-oedipus: capitalism and schizophrenia. Translated from the French
by R.Hurley, M. Seem and H. Lane, preface by Michel Foucault. London: Continuum, 2004. p.2.
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The schizophrenic is chosen as a paradigm because a schizophrenic has multiple
identities and the ability to go on producing new identities as if identity were a
process. Thus the ideal subject of these writers is a decentred, plural subject. Itis a
subject open to new experiences and resistant to institutional pressure. Deleuze and
Guattari show in their ideal subject their opposition to authority and repression, which
is a main theme of post-modernist thought. They are against anything that thwarts the
free expression of desire and therefore against theories and institutions that curb
individual expression. They also dismiss teleology and continuity of any explanatory
kind.

The post-modernist ideal system is represented by a rhizome rather than a tree.
A tree has roots and a definite hierarchical structure — a centred system, but the

rhizome:

...is an acentred, non-hierarchical, nonsignifying system without a
General and without an organizing memory or central automaton,
defined solely by a circulation of states. >

The subject of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s philosophy is a fragmented, centreless entity
that cannot be defined.

Postmodernists are opposed to all authority and rules. Jean-Francois Lyotard
is particularly opposed to ‘techno-science’ — the grand narrative collaboration of
political states and advanced technology. He sees them as inhuman and is therefore in
support of little narratives at the individual level. However, the emphasis placed on

the individual’s freedom is the Achilles-heel of the post-modernists’ view. The

2 Deleuze, G. and Guattari, F. A Thousand Plateaus: capitalism and schizophrenia. Translation and
foreword by B. Massumi. London: Continuum, 2004. p. 21.
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individual becomes a passive-observer in global events as Baudrillard reveals in his
philosophy. ‘Grand narratives’ are to be only passively watched. I will be discussing
Baudrillard later in Part II.

The real danger of postmodernism is its influence on the fragmenting of
society. Itis a philosophy of the individual and thereby can undermine the sense of a
larger community. It is a type of philosophy that has nothing to offer in support of a
global movement such as one which would be necessary to find a solution for

environmental problems.
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Chapter 2

Analytical Philosophy and Science

In the last chapter I have briefly outlined some of the major trends that
Continental philosophy has taken up to the present day concerning human nature.
Within this philosophy the concept of human nature is revoked. There is no essence
to humans that we can call human nature as such: human nature is fluid. Humans
create their own selves and they are free. Alongside these notions is that of the will to
power. Power is, like human nature, fluid but it is what drives us all. The outcome of
this thinking seems to lead to a fragmented society where only the individual self has
importance. Even the concept of the self becomes fragmented in some philosophical
writings. This type of thinking has influenced ethical theories and consequently
environmental ethics. I shall be dealing with the ethical implications of the concept of
pluralism that has developed largely from the influence of Continental philosophy.

However, in England the analytical critique of Kant’s first Critique was seen
as the more important part of Kant’s philosophy and the emphasis was on an
analytical style of philosophy. It is a philosophy that was strongly influenced by
scientific method and so the various developments in the sciences are as important as
the philosophy with regard to understanding the development of a new concept of
human nature and the relationship humans have to nature. This particular style of
philosophy was not restricted to Britain, for it had its roots also in Vienna and spread
to America. It is also called Anglo-American philosophy. Analytical philosophy was
at first bewitched by the successes of science, so much so that the philosophers of the
Vienna Circle drew a line of demarcation between science and what they labelled

‘metaphysics’ which for them was synonymous to nonsense. They did this by saying
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that only propositions concerned with matters of fact or with logical relation between
concepts are meaningful. Propositions not falling into either of these two classes —
the propositions of ethics and religion, for example — they regarded as expressions
having emotional or exhortatory but not cognitive content; strictly they lack sense.
Factual propositions are based upon experience and are significant because they can
be verified or falsified by experience. Analytical philosophy therefore became
concerned primarily with language and meaning. The analytical philosopher tries to
reduce the imprecision of everyday usage of language to find the real meaning. Much
like the scientist, these philosophers were concerned with problem-solving. The
tendency of this approach is to become restricted within minor arguments in
extremely complex ways. Although it can be a very useful approach to clearing up
misunderstandings within philosophy, the desire to solve problems within the use of
language often leads to greater confusion and the larger picture is often ignored.
Philosophy for analytical philosophers is a conceptual, analytical process. It
follows a reductionist approach to knowledge in a similar to fashion to that of science.

As John Searle explains:

If we combine the assumption that philosophy is essentially a
conceptual, analytical enterprise with the assumption that its task

is to provide secure foundations for such things as knowledge — then
the consequence for the positivists is that philosophical analysis tends
in large part to be reductive. That is, the aim of the analysis is to show
for example, how empirical knowledge is based on, and ultimately
reducible to, the data of our experience, to so-called sense-data.!

In this way analytic philosophy often supported the scientific method, although this is

not true of all the philosophy in this style. Anglo-American philosophy, unlike

! Searle, J. ‘Contemporary Philosophy in the United States’ in Bunnin, N. and Tsui-James, E.P. eds.
The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy. Oxford: Blackwell, 1996, p. 5.
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Continental philosophy, was, in many areas, the hand-maiden to science. At least it
would seem that way to anyone of a more Continental persuasion, because of the
emphasis in analytical philosophy on objective knowledge rather than the acceptance
of the subjective stance that was the guideline in Continental. To accept science in
the way that analytical philosophy tends to do is for Continental philosophers not to

be practising philosophy in the right way:

From a continental perspective, the adoption of scientism in
philosophy fails to grasp the critical and cultural function of
philosophy, that is, it fails to see the complicity between a scientific
culture and what Nietzsche diagnosed as nihilism. What this means
is that philosophical scientism fails to see the role that science

and technology play in the alienation of human beings from the
world through the latter’s objectification into a causally determined
realm of nature or, more aggregiously, into a reified realm of
commodities manipulated by an instrumental rationality.?

Continental philosophers tend to be anti-scientistic, although this is not the same as
being anti-scientific. They simply are doubtful that the natural sciences provide our
most significant access to the world and therefore for this reason they are critical of
analytical philosophy.

There has been much good work done in analytical philosophy, but it has been
influential mainly to only a select few; it has not caught the imagination of the general
public. The emphasis on the individual in Continental philosophy and its concern
with the human condition has meant that certain philosophers and their theories have
generally been known more by the public than the philosophers of the analytic

tradition. In England and English speaking countries the discoveries of science and

2 Critchley, S. ‘Introduction: what is Continental philosophy?’ in Critchley, S. and Schroeder, W. R.
eds. A Companion to Continental Philosophy. Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd.,1999. p.13.
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the scientist who has ventured into vague speculations of nature and human nature
have often had more influence on the public and what is generally accepted than the
philosophers. When examining people’s attitudes to the environment and concepts of
nature and human nature it is therefore necessary to assess the implications of
scientific discoveries and their impact on the concept we have of ourselves.

The scientific method led scientists to reductionism and, for the purpose of
simplification I shall be looking at the extreme form of reductionism in science as its
simplicity has been very influential in framing a concept of human nature today.
Reductionism can be understood as a way of relating the discoveries of each science

to one another:

Reductionism is one solution to the problem of the relationship
between different sciences. Thus one might advocate reducing
biology to chemistry, supposing that no distinctive biological facts
exist, or chemistry to physics, supposing that no distinctive
chemical facts exist.

Someone who is a reductionist in these terms would believe that to understand
anything within the world would be to break it down into its component parts and
nothing woud be lost in so doing. Or to reverse this idea: if anyone had the basic
building blocks of the world, anything in the world could be made from them exactly
as they are to be found now, including human consciousness.

One important area within science was to find the ultimate building block of
everything. Not only do scientists search for fundamental particles and forces that are
the building blocks of the world we see around us, but they also seek to explain the

workings of the universe by one unified theory. Thus Stephen Hawking writes.

3 Blackburn, S. The Oxford Dictionary of Philosophy. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994. p. 322.
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The eventual goal of science is to provide a single theory that
describes the whole universe.*

By this he means a theory within the discipline of physics.

The reductionist programme in science is built on the assumption that in order
to understand how the things of the world function it is necessary to break them down
into simple units. In this way, to understand living creatures science ‘reduces’ them
to organic parts to be studied within the discipline of biology, and further parts to be
studied at the biochemical level. Thence to chemistry and physics and the ultimate
building blocks whatever they may be. David Deutsch, a scientist who is critical of

the full reductionist position explains reductionism as follows:

That is to say, science allegedly explains things reductively — by
analysing them into components. For example, the resistance of a
wall to being penetrated or knocked down is explained by regarding
the wall as a vast aggregation of interacting molecules. The properties
of those molecules are again explained in terms of their constituent
atoms, and the interaction of those atoms with one another, and so on
down to the smallest particle and most basic forces. Reductionists
think that all scientific explanations, and perhaps all sufficiently deep
explanations of any kind, take that form.

The reductionist conception leads naturally to a classification of
objects and theories in a hierarchy, according to how close they are to
the ‘lowest-level’ predictive theories that are known. In this hierarchy,
logic and mathematics form the immoveable bedrock on which the
edifice of science is built. The foundation stone would be a
reductionist ‘theory of everything’, a universal theory of particles,
forces, space and time, together with some theory of what the initial
state of the universe was. The rest of physics forms the first four
storeys. Astrophysics and chemistry are at a higher level, geology
even higher, and so on. The edifice branches into many towers of
increasingly high-level subjects like biochemistry biology and
genetics. Perched at the tottering, stratospheric tops are subjects like

* Hawking, S. A Brief History of Time; from the big bang to black holes. London: Bantam Press, 1988.
p.10.
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the theory of evolution, economics, psychology and computer science,
which in this picture are almost inconceivably derivative.’
In this extreme form of reductionism that Deutsch describes science leads to the
attempt to find a theory of everything and this ultimately leads to an explanation in
terms of the initial state of the universe. In a reductionist account of the world the
laws governing sub-atomic particle interactions are of paramount importance as these
are the bases of the hierarchy of all knowledge. The whole reductionist programme

rests heavily on the acceptance of causal laws:

Not only does it assume that explanations always consist of
analysing a system into smaller, simpler systems, it also

assumes that all explanation of later events are in terms of earlier
events, in other words, that the only way of explaining something
is to state its causes. And thus implies that the earlier the events

in terms of which we explain something, the better the explanation,
so that ultimately the best explanations of all are in terms of the
initial state of the universe.®

The reductionist approach of science has been hugely successful in so many areas of
practical application that it has been largely accepted as the only way to explain and
solve problems. But it is controversial within the area of biology and related subjects.
This is because it touches on our concept of ourselves as human beings and our
relationship between ourselves and nature.

To a certain extent the reductionist programme is still considered successful
within the biological sciences. Genetic theory is well established and every day we
can see the influence of this theory on the explanation of human behaviour. The

writings of Richard Dawkins and Daniel Dennett have been extremely influential in

: Deutsch, D. The Fabric of Reality. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1998. pp. 19-20.
Ibid. p.24.
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this area and they are both reductionists. Also Edward Wilson and his book
Sociobiology has had an effect on how we understand ourselves in our environment.
The Darwinian revolution has been equated to the Copernican revolution in
astronomy: it turned the concept of ourselves in relation to the cosmos upside-down.
In the Copernican revolution the Earth was removed from the centre of the universe
and became a satellite of the sun. But more important than the decentralization of
humans’ place in the universe, the difference between heaven and earth was no longer
accepted. This had a profound effect on religious beliefs of the time. Like the
Copernican revolution, the Darwinian revolution was not only a scientific revolution
but a philosophical one as well. After the Copernican revolution people were able to
realign themselves and still believe in a difference between body and mind (or spirit).
After the Darwinian revolution, the difference between mind and body was
threatened. Materialism became the most likely candidate for a theory of everything.

Janet Radcliffe Richards sums this up in her book Human Nature afier Darwin:

This is a useful vantage point from which to approach the Darwinian
revolution, because the best way of understanding the significance
is in terms of its apparent potential for completing the synthesizing
process. Newton had broken down the distinction between the
heaven and the earth, and brought them into a single explanatory
scheme. Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection has
seemed to many people to hold out the threat (or promise) of
breaking down the other distinction, and showing that it is, after

all, possible for the workings of ‘bare incogitative matter’, to

lie at the root of all complexity and consciousness, and for
traditional dualities ( the idea that there are two distinct substances,
spirit and matter) to be replaced with monism ( the idea that there is
only one)....The Darwinian threat was to make plausible the idea
of material monism, or materialism, and in doing so to cast doubt
on the Mind First view of the world.’

" Richards, J. Human Nature after Darwin: a philosophical introduction. Milton Keynes: Open
University,1999. p.26.
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Prior to the Darwinian revolution it had been thought that there could not have
been matter without there first being Mind to create matter, mind being more complex
than matter. But after the Darwinian revolution there was now a way of explaining
how mind could be developed from matter. It was not in fact the theory of evolution
that had opened up this new explanation, as a theory of evolution had been developing
before Darwin, but the idea of natural selection. Dennett calls this ‘the dangerous
idea’, the title of his ultra-Darwinian book, because it gave a mechanism by which
evolution could happen and an explanation of how mind could develop from matter.

Darwin summarizes his understanding of natural selection at the end of his book:

If during the long course of ages and under varying conditions

of life, organic beings vary at all in the several parts of their
organization, and I think this cannot be disputed, if there be

owing to the high geometric power of increase of each species

at some age, season or year, a severe struggle for life, and this
certainty could be disputed, then considering the infinite complexity
of the relations of all organic beings to each other and to their
conditions of existence, causing an infinite diversity in structure
constitution and habits, to be advantageous to them, I think it would
be a most extraordinary fact if no variation ever had occurred

useful to each beings own welfare, in the same way as so many
variations have occurred useful to man. But if variations useful to any
organic being do occur, assuredly individuals thus characterized will
have the best chance of being preserved in the struggle for life; and
from the strong principle of inheritance they will tend to produce
offspring similarly characterized. This principle of preservation

I have called for the sake of brevity, ‘natural selection’.®

Although Darwin did not know the mechanics of heredity, it only took
Mendel’s work to fill in this gap in knowledge. The final victory for a reductionist
understanding of human nature was the discovery of DNA. For thinkers like Dennett

the discovery of DNA means that we can understand everything about ourselves in

8 Darwin, C. The Origin of Species. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968. pp.169-170.

159



material terms. There are no more ‘skyhooks’ as he calls explanations that are not
reductionist. The following are the claims Dennett makes for contemporary

Darwinism in its most extreme form:

The fundamental core of contemporary Darwinism, the theory
of DNA-based reproduction and evolution, is now beyond dispute
among scientists. It demonstrates its power every day, contributing
crucially to the explanation of planet-sized facts of geology and
meteorology, through middle-sized facts of ecology and agronomy
down to the latest facts of genetic engineering. It unifies
biology and the history of our planet into a single grand story.
Like Gulliver tied down in Lilliput, it is unbudgeable, not because of
some one or two huge chains of argument that might — hope against
hope — have weak links in them, but because it is securely tied by
hundreds of thousands of threads of evidence anchoring it to virtually
every other area of human knowledge.’
Dennett reveals his belief that evolutionary theory is the unifying theory as it unifies
‘biology and the history of our planet into a single grand story’. He takes his building
blocks to be DNA. Everything on the planet Earth is explained through the story of
these building blocks. The result is that we have an explanation for human nature in
monistic-materialist terms. It is contrary to any teleological explanation of nature and
humans. But to describe every living thing on Earth in terms of DNA could be
equivalent of describing a home in terms of the bricks that made the dwelling for the
home. In such a description the bricks would be doing a lot of work for a concept that
has very little to do with them.
Scientists who are reductionists come in various disguises. The success of
Edward Wilson’s book Sociobiology named those who followed his ideas as

‘sociobiologists’. Rightly or wrongly Wilson came under severe criticism for some of

the implications in his book so that those who later accepted his ideas have given

° Dennett, D. Darwin’s Dangerous Idea: evolution and the meanings of life. London: Penguin Books
Ltd., 1996. p. 20.
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themselves the name of evolutionary psychologists. Wilson is strongly reductionist.
His explanations of the world and the relationship of humans to nature are securely
within the field of scientific knowledge. Scientific knowledge is highly reliant on the
concept of causality and this is where scientific explanations for humans become
controversial. Kant had excluded human freewill from scientific causes because he
recognized the importance of human freewill as regards morality. A scientific
explanation of humans can seem too deterministic and this was the main criticism of
Wilson. In On Human Nature Wilson portrays a deterministic account of human

nature:

...what is man’s ultimate nature?

We keep returning to the subject with a sense of hesitancy and even

dread. For if the brain is a machine of ten billion nerve cells and the

mind can somehow be explained as the summed activity of a finite

number of chemicals and electrical reactions, boundaries limit the

human prospect — we are biological and our souls cannot fly free."®
This point of view is in direct contrast to continental philosophy, which although
rejecting a teleological explanation of human nature, encourages the concept of
human freedom. Wilson and his followers require a completely deterministic
explanation. Sociobiology, now called evolutionary psychology, is a theory to place
humans within the biological sphere. Just as non-humans can be studied within the
evolutionary theory, so can humans. Human nature and human behaviour come

within the scientific sphere and can be understood by studying their evolutionary

development. Wilson makes this claim:

It [genetic chance and environmental necessity] is the essential first
hypothesis for any serious consideration of the human condition.

' Wilson, E. On Human Nature. London: Penguin Books Ltd., 1995. p. 1.
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Without it the humanities and social sciences are the limited
descriptions of surface phenomena, like astronomy without physics,
biology without chemistry and mathematics without algebra. With it,
human nature can be laid open as an object of fully empirical research,
biology can be put to the service of liberal education and our self-
conception can be enormously and truthfully enriched.!!

Wilson is aware of the determinism within his account but sees it as an asset for future

understanding of humans. All human behaviour and experience will be understood as

determined by biological constraints. Thereby a full description of human nature is a

possibility:

But to the extent this new naturalism is true, its pursuit seems
certain to generate two great spiritual dilemmas. The first is that no
species, ours included, possesses a purpose beyond the imperatives
created by its genetic history. Species may have vast potential for
material and mental progress but they lack any immanent purpose or
guidance from agents beyond their immediate environment or even
an evolutionary goal toward which their molecular architecture
automatically steers them. I believe that the human mind is
constructed in a way that locks it inside this fundamental constraint
and forces it to make choices with a purely biological instrument.
If the brain evolved by natural selection, even the capacities

to select particular esthetic judgments and reli %ious beliefs must
have arisen by the same mechanistic process. 2

Wilson is not concerned that some of the higher intellectual endeavours of humans are
down-graded quite considerably by his account. Purposes, aesthetic and religious
experiences are explained as the result of mechanistic processes. He is overjoyed to
have simplified humans to the level of his specialist knowledge. In this cavalier
fashion Wilson abolishes the higher aspirations of humans. It is an explanation that
immediately negates any thoughts that take us beyond the every day. Creativity and

imagination become mundane. It is, in fact, a very poor explanation for the existence

" tbid. pp.1-2
2 Ibid. p.2.
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of inspiration. Yet the reductionist explanation for human nature is enticing in its
simplicity and its all-encompassing claims. If humans can be explained entirely in
this scientific way then there is a genuine possibility of solving all problems. All we
need to do is examine the evolutionary process that brought it about and by
understanding the problem in this way we can solve it. Wilson believes that morality

can be explained in evolutionary terms as well:

...innate censors and motivators exist in the brain that deeply
and unconsciously affect our ethical premises; from these roots,
morality evolved as instinct. If that perception is correct, science
may soon be in a position to investigate the very origin and
meaning of human values from which all ethical pronouncements
and much of political practice flow."

I cannot help but admire the amazing optimism that this passage contains, but it is
also very disturbing. Here Wilson really is saying that we each are a given, a result of
the evolutionary process that made our brains what they are, so that the very thoughts
of right and wrong are simply to be understood as the way our brains have evolved to
think. However if this is the case, how is it possible that after reading and discoursing
with others about a particular moral problem we can take a fresh look at the problem
and change our opinion? If our brains had evolved in a particular way, would this be a
possibility?

Wilson was by training a biologist. It was studying the behaviour of non-
human animals that inspired his theory of human nature. Evolutionary psychologists
tend to interpret human behaviour using the same terminology as that applied to
animal behaviour. Thinkers of the 19th century, such as Spencer, held that there was

evolutionary progress, humans being the topmost pinnacle to which evolution aspired.

" Ibid. p.5.
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But this has been discredited. As everything is a result of random selection there can
be no notion of progression. Progression implies purpose and natural selection has no
purpose. At the same time that humans are brought into the realm of the animal
kingdom, animal behaviour is interpreted in terms of human behaviour and the
difference between the two is understood as a difference of degree and not of kind.
Thus there have been studies of our closest relatives, the apes, to show links between
their social behaviour and our own. There has been research into the ability of
chimpanzees to acquire language, trying to prove that they have the same potential
ability to understand symbols as humans. The closeness of humans to the rest of
nature is emphasized because the claim supports evolutionary theory. But, perhaps in
an attempt to close the gap, the extent of the difference has been undervalued.
According to environmental psychologists human nature is fixed because it is
the result of natural selection. Each individual that is alive today is the result of
ancestors having favourable genes for selection. Favoured genes will spread
throughout the population and the particular traits they generate will become

characteristic of the species. As Wilson says:

In this way human nature is postulated by many sociobiologists,
anthropologists, and others, to have been shaped by natural selection.'

Wilson further holds that human personalities are the result of selected genes and that

all cultural behaviour is the result of the sum of those selected genes:

The recently discovered enkephalins and endorphins are protein-
like substances of relatively simple structure that can profoundly
affect mood and temperament. A single mutation altering the

" Ibid. p.33.
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chemical nature of one or more of them might change the personality
of the person bearing it, or at least the predisposition of the person

to develop one personality as opposed to another in a given cultural
surrounding. Thus it is possible, and in my judgement, even probable,
that the positions of genes having indirect effect on the most complex
forms of behaviour will soon be mapped on the

human chromosomes.'®

Wilson gives a genetic explanation for human personalities. This is a biologically-

determined view of human nature. Wilson also makes claims about human

behaviour:

I also believe that it will be soon within our power to identify

many of the genes that influence behaviour...Thus it is possible and in
my judgement even probable, that the position of genes having indirect
effects on the most complex forms of behaviour will soon be mapped
on the human chromosomes. '®

The sociobiologist holds that to understand human nature it is sufficient to study

evolutionary factors:

Self-knowledge [through socio-biology] will reveal the element
of biological human nature from which modern social life
proliferated in all its strong forms. It will help to distinguish
safe from dangerous future courses of action with greater
precision.!”

Evolutionary psychologists today are aware of the negative implications of the
doctrine Wilson put forward. They are more careful as to how they phrase their

theory maintaining that environmental influences are no less deterministic than

 Ibid. p. 47.
'® Ibid. pp. 46-47.
' Ibid. p.47.
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genetic inheritance. However, Steven Pinker in his book The Blank Slate published

2002 still can say this:

Psychologists have discovered that our personalities differ in five
major ways. We are to varying degrees introverted or

extroverted, neurotic or stable, incurious or open to experience
agreeable or antagonistic, and conscientious or undirected...All five of
the major personality dimensions are heritable, with perhaps 40 to 50
percent of the variation in a population tied to differences in their
genes. The unfortunate wretch who is introverted, neurotic, narrow,
selfish and undependable is probably that way in part because of his
genes, and so, most likely are the rest of us who have tendencies in any
of those directions as compared with our fellows.'®

Later he says this about ‘heinous acts’:

In either case genetics and neuroscience are showing that a heart of
darkness cannot always be blamed on parents or society."”

This suggests that evolutionary psychologists are saying that human personalities are
to a large part genetically determined and the implication of this seems to be that
those who behave badly in society cannot have total moral responsibility for their
actions. I think he would claim that he was really saying that humans are determined
one way or another, either genetically or by the environment, society, family etc.
Either way the concept of responsibility of the individual for himself is not

immediately apparent in their explanations. Later he says:

The explanations [genetics, neuroscience] may help us understand
the parts of the brain that made a behaviour tempting, but they say
nothing about the other parts of the brain (primarily in the pre-frontal
cortex) that could have inhibited the behaviour by anticipating

18 pinker, S. The Blank Slate: the modern denial of human nature. London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2002.

?.50.
® Ibid. p.51.
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