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SYNOPSIS

Apart from Chapter 1, the Chapters begin with a term that may be seen as defining 'Nature', and then raise a query about this definition.

1. THE FROZEN EMBRYO.

I introduce the dilemmas posed by two recent cases where a father has refused permission for frozen embryos to be implanted in the mother's womb to grow into a child.   The cases can be viewed from several angles.   Each angle involves a different 'take' on nature and what is regarded as natural; each 'take' introduces a different chapter of the book.

2. NORM – Natural Law or Natural Wilderness?

This chapter looks at the ancient notion of nature as a cosmic order governed by law, giving rise to a 'natural law' ethics based on what is 'normal'.   This is criticised from many angles for relying on  rationalised, anthropocentric  and hierarchical view of nature.    Nature has since been seen to be much more wild and irrational.  It is still, however, possible to relate nature to ethics, but by parable and poetry which embraces this otherness rather than a natural law that tames and humanises it.  And the notion of 'common good' may prove vital, provided we can liberate it from humanist and hierarchical preconceptions. 

Key writers: Stoics, Aquinas, Murphey and Ellis, Midgley, Nussbaum, Maitland

3. INNOCENCE – 'State of Nature' v. Social Contract?

This explores the typically 'modern' view of nature as an original innocence, a 'state of nature' that is nostalgically looked back to from the viewpoint of a society that runs its ethics and politics on the basis of a purely human 'social contract'.   Natural rights are replaced by the rights that derive from contract between humans posited as 'denatured'  free centres of consciousness.  A hostility to the genuinely human lies at the core of this kind of humanism.  But socialist and feminist critique restores a sense of humans as natural, embodied beings defined by activity and passion as much as consciousness, making possible a social ethic based on conviviality rather than bare contract.

Key writers: Rousseau, Pateman, Rawls, Stout, Scott

4. GENE – Selfish or Convivial?

We turn to genetics as supplying a model for nature that goes to the opposite extreme, positing humans not as centres of consciousness but as the programmed outcome of 'selfish' genes.  Here ethics is seen as arising naturalistically out of our biological make-up.   I criticise the mechanistic and in a sense anthropomorphic understanding of the gene implied here, and argue that real genes generate bodies and consciousness in a far more complex and 'convivial' process.  The corollary of reductionism is emergence; freedom and responsibility can be seen as emergent out of a perhaps deterministic but certainly complex set of processes.  Both genes and minds are best clarified by a kind of ecological model.   Nature then is no longer understood by analogy with the human; rather, the (post-)human is understood by the analogy provided by a nature that includes information.

Key writers: Dawkins, Wilson, Rolston, Keller, Haraway

5. ESSENCE – 'Freshness deep down'?

This chapter investigates the ancient idea of nature as essence, that which makes each thing the kind of thing it is; a concept that has had a hard hammering from postmodernism.   We explore a core set of interrelated concepts: nature, humanity, entelechy, emergence, code, information, the relation between parts and wholes, and the relation between fact and value.  Old relationships here have broken down, but new relationships are becoming possible.   This provides the philosophical equipment we need for making the claims I am now beginning to make about nature as the source of a post-human ethic.  

Key writers: Aristotle, Moore, Dennett, Rose, Wiener

6. ECOLOGY – does goodness 'emerge'?

From Romantics to Ecofeminists, nature has been seen as something beautiful and wonderfully balanced, but under threat from technology, especially a technology that now seeks to improve on nature at the genetic level.   But this model may be criticised for seeing humanity and technology as outside nature rather than productions of nature.   On the foundations established in the previous chapters I argue for an ecological understanding of humanity, mind and society, and for the notion of an emergent ethic of conviviality based on an ecological 'common good'.  This in turn enables us to steer a middle course between Luddite panic and technological utopianism.  Nature and technology are losing the opposition that was inevitable when technology was identified with 'man'; they are converging to give a posthuman source of ethics.

Key writers: Lovelock, Primavesi, McKibben, Szershynski, Bateson 

7. NATALITY – or Necrophilia?

But technological utopianism and the social contract model both run deeper in our society than we often realise, leading to a quasi-religious idolisation of denatured humanity and 'free' but isolated consciousness that is ultimately a love of nothingness and death.   The false transcendence of the 'trans-human', in which humanity and nature are alike overcome by technology is, following Graham, distinguished from the posthuman, which we now explore more deeply as 'natality'. From poetry, and from the Book of Kells, we can learn an ethic, not obsessed with death and mortality, but celebrating the embodied nature humans are born with and cannot be disentangled from.

Key writers: Pickstock, Baudrillard, Graham, Jantzen, 3 poets

8. CONVIVIALITY – manifesto for emergent ethic?

This chapter moves on to develop this posthuman, but not transhuman, ethic based on an ecological conviviality within each person in the so-called individual, between persons in society, between humans and their environment in the ecological community that is the earth, and between us and others within the whole of being, celebrated in worship and art as the generous conviviality of God.  This radically reshapes the notions of freedom and responsibility, as noted above.

'Manifesto' style, linking to a wide range of authors.

9. BEING – the Story of God?

This leads, finally, to the widest understanding of nature as the whole of being.   We look at different ways of understanding the world around us through an analogy of being, asking whether nature 'tells a story' or whether anything can be said to be 'going on' in the world in which we are set.   We consider the contemporary battle between two fundamentally opposed ways of analogising nature.    One way seeks to understand it by subordinating it to the categories of the machine and the conscious designer, resulting in either atheism or deism, depending on whether one thinks the machine of nature needs a designer.   The other way seeks conversely to understand machines and consciousness on the analogies provided by nature; not 'nature' understood in extraneous mechanistic or vitalistic terms, but in terms of the sciences that have proven best at describing it, genetics and ecology.  And this results in either pantheism – a world that generates and sustains itself by its own entelechy or inward purpose – or an incarnational theism, for which nature is one way in which God tells God's story, focused for Christians by the story told in Christ.  In either case humanity is displaced as the supreme storyteller that bestows meaning on the universe; in the one case by nature itself, telling its own stories through us, and in the other, by a transcendence that tells of itself through nature and humanity alike. The second option has great advantages in terms of sound scientific and philosophical groundedness, aesthetic attractiveness, and ethical richness.  Without making exclusive claims, we can see how a certain interpretation of the Christian Vision of God – as transcendent, analogical, convivial, incarnating, emergent and Trinitarian – cohere well with the understanding advanced in this book.

Key writings: Job, Gospels, Aquinas, Spinoza, Ricoeur
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