Tom Swann

Option Essay 2: Option 2
Q1: What picture of the self lies behind historical and technological desires to achieve mastery over nature?

… where reality is resource

and this moving meat is vehicle 

to fear desire’s hidden origin …

The concepts of ‘self’ and ‘nature’ are complexly intertwined. Nature can be conceived of as ‘everything that is’ or ‘everything external from ourselves’
, and understandings of ‘self’ may vary in terms of both metaphysical and psychological constitution. Understandings of ‘self’ also entail some view of the human being’s position within nature, and beliefs about how people should interact with it. These can be analysed from many perspectives, including religious, anthropological and psychological, and philosophical analyses are not totally separable from these other disciplines. With this in mind, I will begin by outlining the typically ‘dominative’ historical Western approaches to nature, and the anthropocentrism from which they are derived. Then I will consider both historical and modern ‘ecocentric’ understandings of nature. I hope to draw out the “picture(s) of the self” that underlie both these different ideologies. By philosophically evaluating these ideologies, and by referring to modern scientific views, I will provide my own picture of the self and of its existential position within nature.


Western traditions of thought regarding nature have been predominantly anthropocentric, meaning they have tended to place human beings at some central locus of universal meaning. To a large degree this can be attributed to the metaphysical doctrines of Christianity, which served as the basis for much of early Western philosophy. The Bible makes it clear that humans were created by God, with autonomous and immortal souls, to occupy a ‘natural’ position in the divine hierarchy so that they can “rule over”
 the rest of nature. Many theologians interpreted that God created nature for humans, to master in a kind of “stewardship”
. Christianity places the self, immortal and ‘supernatural’, distinctly above an inert and soulless nature, and in a position to utilize it in accordance with God’s ‘wishes’.

A philosophical conception of humanity’s relationship with nature was developed by the Renaissance rationalist Rene Descartes. Descartes’ views, which were conditioned by the Christian world-view and also influenced by the scientific awakening of his age, profoundly influenced Western ideologies regarding nature. Descartes derived his view directly from his metaphysical arguments regarding the self, which he argued to be an indivisible, immortal and autonomous soul.
 The soul inhabits and controls the body, but there exists a distinct dualism between its pure soul-substance (now colloquially labeled ‘the ghost in the machine’), and the systematic chaos of material nature. This created a clean metaphysical humanity/nature distinction; even our bodies are clearly on the ‘nature’ side of the split, despite being causally and sensorially connected to our mind. The significance of the distinction for our purposes is ethical. Because nature was viewed as baser than the soul-essences of human beings, there need be no moral qualms involved in interacting with it. Therefore, mankind ought to strive to “make himself master and possessor of nature”. By demarcating humanity’s constituent selves from the rest of nature, and situating them on a ‘higher’ plane, Descartes retained the biblical anthropocentric framework. 

Other Western philosophers argued to further anthropocentric extremes. Georg Hegel claimed that nature only exists “in potentia, as something which it is man’s task to help to actualise through art, science, philosophy, technology, thereby converting it into something human”
. The suggestion is that the inherent purpose of nature is to be humanized
, something that even Descartes did not imply. This places the self in a position of extreme ‘natural’ importance. In contrast, Friedrich Schelling, a colleague to Hegel, stressed nature to be both independent of humanity, in the sense that it does not need humanity for stewardship or realisation, and that nature was also inclusive of humanity. Presaging Darwin’s views, Schelling’s naturalism portrayed nature as a constant and unending, dynamic, all-encompassing entity, out of which the ‘subjective’ or the self must somehow have arisen. Therefore, he claimed, nature’s highest pinnacle is creative art: the conscious element of nature utilizing self-reflection to create nature. Schelling’s account of nature, despite exhibiting an affinity with modern evolutionary cosmologies, still placed the conscious self at the centre of natural meaning.

Although Western philosophies of nature have varied, emphasis has always been placed on the ‘supernaturalism’ or otherwise metaphysical uniqueness of the self due to its essential autonomy, especially in interactions with mechanistic nature. This was the philosophical inheritance of a continuing tradition of thought, instigated by Christian theology and furthered by the Scientific Revolution in which Descartes’ metaphysics and Francis Bacon’s methodologies were prominent.  Scientific theories and technology emerging during this period were valued as ultimate manifestations of human autonomy and consciousness. Such values lead to the establishment of a somewhat ‘official’ doctrine in Western thought, proclaiming that humanity should “penetrate” nature and discover its hidden workings, so that technology may be developed in order to fully exploit it; to reformulate Descartes’ ‘cogito’: “I can, therefore I will”. Ecofeminist philosopher Lorraine Code has commented on such “autonomy obsession”
, claiming it was used throughout Western history as justification for patriarchal control of both nature and women. Western historical desires to control nature have been encouraged and justified through anthropocentric, and suggestively androcentric philosophies, which in turn were dependant on the self’s extreme autonomy. 

However, anthropocentric philosophies of nature are fundamentally flawed. Even though our self-consciousness has allowed us to manipulate and exploit nature and thus reign as the dominant species in the global ecology, it does not follow that therefore nature was either made for, or revolves around, us. The fact that we do exist, that we have subjective experience, cannot be used as a premise in any logically binding argument for a divine creator, or for a universal ‘plan’ or purpose otherwise existing in reality’s structure. Our subjectivity is the source of immense metaphysical mystery, but we can have nothing more than faith in beliefs of our exclusive universal significance. If we existed in ecological relationships with more intelligent, empathic, and creative species, as we conceivably could, it would be untenable to think ourselves nature’s pinnacle. Perhaps then, underneath the self which desires to control nature, there is a self afraid to relinquish its self-importance. 

Technological methods of manipulating nature have not been exclusive to modern Western civilisation, yet many other cultures have been far less anthropocentric. The self-concept in most Australian Aboriginal spiritual systems does not involve being above or against nature. Rather, the self is viewed within nature - ‘I am that rock’, ‘I am the sky’ – and vice versa. Aboriginal cosmologies, as well as those of the American Indians and New Zealand Maoris, are ecocentric, viewing nature is as spiritually alive, and thus intrinsically meaningful. Buddhist teachings, while rarely focusing on nature per se, involve an explicit fluidity of the (not necessarily human) self within reality, or nature. Buddhism promotes a spiritual “Nirvana” or ‘non-self’ in which one is free from “the emotional experience of ‘self’ within.”
 Desires to achieve mastery over nature are shunned as they involve “Craving” for the self-conscious experience of exercising ‘autonomy’ over the external.

Often incorporating elements of these non-dominative ideologies, some modern environmentalists have developed philosophies emphasising concern for natural ecologies. Possibly the main impetus behind these philosophies has been the mounting evidence from environmental sciences about numerous and increasingly severe ecological crises resulting from careless and exploitative industrial practice. The most radical example has been the ‘deep ecology’ movement, which views all nature and natural systems as bearing “inherent value”
 regardless of what we can extract from them. A few ‘deep ecologists’ have argued for a ‘primitivism’, promoting subsistence lifestyles in the vein of pre-colonial indigenous societies. However, most acknowledge that rather than wholly abandoning technology, we should utilise it to help us actively respect and maintain the natural value of the world. Other environmental philosophies have been proposed along more conservative lines, typically as normative ethical claims. These include Aldo Leopold’s assertion that relations to ‘the land’ should entail responsibilities beyond economic considerations, and J. Baird Callicott’s subsequent proposition of ‘the land ethic’: “a thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” Evident in all of these philosophies are overt attempts to directly counteract any desire to control or exploit nature. The self is portrayed as having the potential to become an ‘ethically sound ecological citizen’, and its ‘supernatural’ position in the ‘anthropocentric universe’ is rejected.

Environmental philosophies are immediately emotionally appealing; it is counterintuitive to view destruction of natural systems for no gain whatsoever as morally ‘right’. But philosophers such as John Passmore have argued that, despite the damage humans have caused through exploitation of non-human natural systems, this is no reason to think that nature has intrinsic value or meaning and that we should therefore interact with it a certain way.
 A ‘deep ecologist’ view may be logically plausible, but justifying it requires a sound argument for value inherent in nature. The romanticised emotional appeals on which this typically stands are not an acceptable basis for a metaphysic. The deep ecologist necessarily implies a radical ‘value realism’ which must be substantiated, and I can conceive of no way of achieving this.
 If value is not a real part of nature, it would require a subject to determine it, and we would be forced to return to the quandaries of anthropocentrism. On the other hand, a notion of anti-real but determinable ‘natural value’ could be the basis for logically sound normative environmental ethics. However, to avoid anthropocentrism, we be would required to evaluate natural systems in terms of ‘naturalness’, and as a consequence, to contradict scientific views of nature as dynamic and evolutionary. Furthermore, we would have to overcome G.E. Moore’s idea of ‘naturalistic fallacy’, namely that ‘natural’ does not necessarily equate with ‘good’.
 The alternative is to embrace fundamental subjectivity in value determinations, leading to environmental ethics that are completely moulded to our physical, spiritual, aesthetic and technological interests.

I will now draw from the modern scientific field of neuropsychology, which understands the mind as a computational system of psychological ‘modules’, reminiscent of David Hume’s ‘bundle theory’ of self. As the result of evolutionary processes, human minds have genetically predetermined structures; this means that if all human minds were deprived of all life experiences, they would share a nearly identical structure
 (but with varied mental ‘abilities’). The accompanying anthropological view is that the cultural ‘content’ within this structure forms ‘modulations’ of various fundamental psychological motivators, influencing how they are expressed and experienced. This ‘culture’ is built up in each individual mind due to life experiences, allowing variations in behavioral and psychological patterns to emerge from the one homogenous structure of the human mind. Cultural patterns in populations emerge due to interactions between people, and with the common natural environments. Now, because desires to achieve “mastery” over nature are only present in some cultures, these desires must be cultural modulations of more fundamental desires - potentially for food, safety, power, reproduction and so on. Additionally, although individuals in ecocentric indigenous societies did not desire mastery over nature, their actions still exhibited it; all humans have utilised technology to manipulate nature for their own purposes, including pre-colonial Australian Aborigines, just on far lesser scales. 

When situating the self in nature, we must acknowledge that we cannot avoid interacting with it. We can delineate our minds from it, but our bodies rely on it to satisfy biological needs. Psychological desires considered ‘natural’, such as for a certain place to live or material goods, also refer to nature even if the object of desire is ‘man made’
. To some extent, it is vital for us to negotiate around the material furniture of nature, for otherwise we resign to the causal whim of the universe (assuming that our consciousness dies with the body, and ignoring self-destructive behaviour).  Because our self is to some degree separate from the rest of nature, because we require things from nature, and because we generally wish to survive, we cannot act in ecologically neutral ways. As Passmore asserts, nature is an intricate and chaotic interplay of systems, and we must therefore accept that controlled interaction with isolated elements of it is all but impossible.
 Ecologically sound practices may be laudable for circumstantial reasons, but it must be accepted that in a meta-ethical sense we treat nature with an imperfect consequentialism, and that our own cultural interests, combined with our environmental circumstances, will ultimately determine how we go about this.

The self that I observe behind desires to attain mastery over nature is itself a ‘natural system’. It contains cultural content built up through life experiences that determine how it interacts with nature, but culture is not the fundamental source of motivation. The self evolved from other natural systems, and as such, has inbuilt drives motivating interactions with systems surrounding it. Our ‘self-system’ somehow has subjective experience, yet we cannot soundly conclude that our self-consciousness bears any metaphysical significance. We may say that selves have responsibility for nature, but ultimately this cannot be any more than a form of consequentialism, and without some imposition of external meaning, environmental ethics must be existential. In spite of this, the self has desired, historically at least, to place itself either at the centre of universal meaning, or within a universe that is inherently meaningful. I accept neither of these views, yet I feel emotionally inclined to do so. Finally, this leads me to speculate that the self requires a conception of its own ‘natural’ purpose or position in nature. If no such metaphysical conception can be soundly justified, as seems to be the case, then the self must be said to hold faith in its own significance in nature.
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� It is interesting (but perhaps not surprising) that talk of ‘self’ in regards to nature typically assumes that we are talking about human selves. For brevity, simplicity, and relevance, I have accepted this convention throughout the essay, although I here acknowledge the anthropocentric implications of this.


� Genesis 1:28, The Bible


� Option 2: Self, Humanity and the World, Board of Studies NSW, 1994


� I have omitted Descartes’ arguments for dualism - they are not directly relevant to his philosophy of nature.


� Passmore, J. 1975, Attitudes to Nature, in Nature and Conduct, ed. R.S. Peters, St. Martins Press, NY.


� …unless this quote from John Passmore has misinterpreted Hegel’s philosophy of nature. I only mention this because in extensive attempts to research the ‘Hegelian’ view of nature, I was forced to concede that Hegel’s work is as yet far beyond my comprehension.
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� As a related point, the deep ecologist movement may be justifiable consequentially. Humans now hold the technological might turn our planet’s ecologies, along with us, into a wasteland. Unfortunately, “Globalised” industry and politics are so dependent on consumer culture and economies sustained by it, that we may fail to act effectively or soon enough to prevent this from happening. Although I find deep ecology philosophically unsound, perhaps such a cultural movement will be necessary to cause the required social change.  
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� Additionally, if nature is seen as that which is external from one’s own self, it could be argued that interpersonal recognition is akin to an ‘natural resource’, for the sense-impressions of the ‘recognition’ which provides us with emotional fulfillment have come (ignoring epistemological issues) from another’s body – a part of the external nature. This is a point of interest that I cannot follow here.
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