Posthuman Nature

Frozen Embryos, Convivial Genes

and Emergent Ethics 

General Outline

NB in the outline :
black denotes setting out of an established view of nature'




brown denotes critique of this view




blue denotes setting out of positive view purified by this critique.

INTRODUCTION

Introduces the paradoxical status of nature within postmodern, and in particular, posthuman perspectives, and the need for a purified concept of nature that can enable an understanding of what it is to be human after the demise of 'man'.

1. Outline of the Book

Outlines the themes of the different chapters of the book (presented in more detail below).

2. Method and Stance

Explains the basic stance and methodology of the book, especially the key notion of analogy as a middle way between reducing all to a single total metanarrative, and a complete relativity in which nothing illuminates anything else.  The book offers analogies, metaphors, interilluminations, persuasive because of their coherence, aesthetic attractiveness, and creative ethical implications, but by no means the last word!

3. The Battle of Analogies

Draws the main battle-line in the book between two broad ways of 'analogising' being so as to understand it and make out of it a way of living.  On the one hand there is the distinctive 'modern' approach that builds dualistically from both ends: a reductionist world of atoms and mechanisms, is pitted against the world of value generated by free conscious beings contracting into society.   On the other there is the more ancient approach that builds out to both ends from the middle ground of nature.  After modernity we see nature as wild, weird, irrational and ever evolving, but also as convivial, meaningful and generating common good; a sound analogical basis, I suggest, for both understanding and ethics.

1. THE FROZEN EMBRYO.

A discussion of the cases of Lorraine Hadley and Natallie Evans and their frozen embryos, which the court urged had to be destroyed because their partners refused consent to their being implanted in their mothers’ wombs.   These cases raise the issue of what might be 'natural' from many angles: 

· that of the mother and her seeming 'natural' right to give birth.  Are there such 'natural rights', and is there something 'unnatural' or 'abnormal' about freezing embryos in this way?   Leads to Chapter 2.

· that of the father and his contracted rights with his partner and possible duties as a father if the child is born: leading to considerations of social contract as the 'artificial' basis of our laws, rendering obsolete appeals to the 'state of nature' – Chapter 3.

· that of the embryo as containing genes with potential, derived from both parents.  This distinguishes it from mere matter.  Is there an ethic implicit in the gene? – Chapter 4.

· the embryo as frozen – is there a question of what it really is, its essence?  Could such an essence lie in its potential for growth, its entelechy, which gives it an intrinsic value?  Or is it simply property to be dealt with according to what  society agrees? – Chapter 5.

· The freezing of the embryo, exhibiting the power of technology over nature.  This leads into questions of how far technology should intervene in nature in the sense of ecosystems – Chapter 6.

· The frozen embryo as an icon  for our age, which freezes life into technological commodities, developing, some say, a 'necrophiliac' obsession with cyborgs and other wonders, endeavouring to triumph over mortality, but thereby losing nature in its root meaning of 'natality', born-ness – as explored in Chapter 7.

· The threesome – mother, father and embryo – as a conviviality, a knitting together of lives which includes potential for new life and yet also conflict and possible loss.   Chapter 8 explores what happens if ethics starts from convivialities – ecosystems, societies, and  'individuals' considered as communities of sub-selves.   Chapter 9 explores the possibility of using nature in the sense of conviviality, as a root analogy for understanding being itself, raising the question of God.

2. NORM – Natural Law or Natural Wilderness?

This chapter considers the ancient idea of nature as providing 'norms', and aligning with a certain 'yuk' factor that rejects certain things and practices as 'unnatural' / 'abnormal'.    Such ideas are implied in the consideration of the mother and her seeming 'natural' right to give birth; and the idea that there might be something 'unnatural' or 'abnormal' about freezing embryos.  

1. The Gymnosophists

We consider these mythical creatures from Eco's  Baudolino, who live naked and in apparent harmony with the earth.  Do they represent a natural law ethic which could be possible for us, or a parody that shows its impossibility for us?

2. Holiness Codes, Rational Cities and Natural Rights.
The idea of Natural Law is traced from early holiness codes for screening out the 'dirty' or 'unclean', through natural law tradition in the Stoics through Aquinas, to the development by de las Casas et al of the idea of natural human rights.    Central here is the notion of a 'common good' to which all rational beings will assent.   After that, however, we see natural law slowly eclipsed by social contract theory, the story of which is told in the next chapter. 

3. Nature Ideologised
We explore why nature has been much criticised as a basis for ethics, on the grounds that nature is too often anthropomorphised in terms of rational goals so that 'nature' comes to embody a rationalisation of human power.   The 'unnatural' is then simply what those in power condemn, and natural law becomes an excuse for centralised control opposed by the democratising and individualising forces of social contract theory.  So natural law has been criticised in turn

· by Protestants for giving too high a view of the powers of reason

· by Darwinists for being too teleological about nature

· by liberals and latterly feminists for an ideological, androcentric account of nature. 

4. Nature as Moral: Modern Variants

Recent attempts to argue an ethical status in nature, such as Murphey and Ellis (via a kind of natural theology) and Deane Drummond (via virtue and wisdom ethics) are explored.  In part they fall prey to the same critiques, but they also point a way forward.  The notion of 'common good' very much needs rescuing in our fragmented society.  Especially useful to us is the former authors' use of the notion of levels to locate scientific, ethical and ecological languages in an ascending hierarchy.   Though we use levels, it will not, however, be in such a strict hierarchy; poetry, as we shall see, can leap the hierarchy and grasp ethics in reality without going via metaphysics.

5. Shame, Disgust and the 'Yuk' Factor: good Moral Guides?

We consider the arguments of Midgley and Nussbaum, the latter strongly arguing that shame and disgust are treacherous guides to what is wrong or should be penalised.   Natural Law has often fallen short of its rational ideal in following the lead of such emotional responses.  As Nussbaum suggests, such responses involve a flight from our human nature, so that a purified natural law ethic might actually require us to overcome the 'yuk factor'. 

6. Poems and Parables
Real nature is much more sublime, mysterious and horrific than the traditional natural law account, or its modern variants, allow for.  We explore how poems and parables handle it and urge that they give a better way of gleaning an ethic from nature.

7. Order and Chaos; Parabolic Ethics and Emergent Grace
Natural law works from an implicit concept of nature as the creation of a Creator who imposes rational order on chaos.   Science now sees nature as emerging on the frontiers of order and chaos. Evolution shows nature testing and exploring hypotheses; it is a kind of exploratory process rather than the fixed and definable object of thought; and we need to base ethic not linearly, gleaning order from nature, but parabolically, tracing nature's trajectories as the parables do.   The polarity between law-bound reason-accessible nature and free spontaneous revelation-requiring grace is thereby overcome, and we can speak of a 'natural grace'  that is revelatory.   Creation is not a Marduk-like forcing of order on chaos, but a free gift of emergence that includes order and chaos together.  Nature is not just the passive object of reason but part of its process.  So God perhaps is best seen not as thinking of a world and then deciding to make it; rather nature is the thinking of God, as a work of art is the self-discovery of the artist....  We will return to these suggestions at the end.

3. INNOCENCE – the 'State of Nature' versus Social Contract

In such an account however we may not be doing justice to the  father and his contracted rights with his partner and possible duties as a father if the child is born; leading to considerations of social contract as the 'artificial' basis of our laws, and a typically 'modern' understanding of morality as a democratic matter organised between free individuals.   On such a view nature is the primeval, instinctive innocence of the 'noble savage' (cp the gymnosophists) – something human society must leave behind as it advances.

1. The Butler and Banter
The scene is set with a discussion of Ishiguro's butler, whose sense of contracted duty and professionalism undermine natural human warmth with his dying father.  Later he learns the importance of 'banter'.

2. The Androcentric City and the Primeval Feminine
Nature on a 'social contract' view represents an original 'state' often nostalgically characterised as innocent (as in the revealing myth of the 'noble savage', and the equally typically modern developments of the notions of childhood innocence and the angelic and home-loving wife) but also as naive, crude, simplistic, and inadequate to the serious challenges of morality in the contemporary world.

3. The Alienating Contract
We explore the social contract as it has developed through Hobbes, Locke and Rousseau, considering Pateman's critique that only the last is truly egalitarian, while the former two create the typical liberal democratic society in which life is alienated to a governing power biased, by the very nature of the contract, towards the rich.

4. Fetishism and Fishing
A parable based on Marx's account which illustrates this 'alienation' of natural life by social contract.

5. The Denaturing of 'Man'
We trace the development of social contract through Kant, Hegel and Rawls, illustrating a progressive evisceration of the concrete particulars of human nature, including the domain of feeling and conviviality, leaving 'man' as an isolated individual monad making contracts based on rational calculation alone. As Stout has argued, democracy cannot survive on such a meagre basis; it requires a tradition.    But modern 'man' finds himself able to choose virtually everything, and devoid of a motive for choosing anything. 

6. The convivial Good
Rousseau, Hegel and Stout in different ways point towards conviviality rather than mere contract. Society shapes us as individuals even as we individuals shape it. 
Rousseau's contract does not simply leave the 'state of nature' behind but evolves organically from it. 
Hegel, despite his rationalism, gave more room to the corporate nature of human life.  While Marx stood Hegel on his head in one way, we can do so in a slightly different way; where Hegel saw history as the unfolding of a rationality to which nature is irrelevant, we may see nature as a whole as information continually 'rethinking' itself via new material forms, until it comes to be aware of itself in the human.
Neither Rousseau nor Hegel gave much positive thought to women, but our approach necessitates full engagement with those natural/primitive/feeling/feminine elements that social contract had relegated.  (Needless to say it involves full participation of women, and perhaps children too.)
However, such a view depends on an understanding of a core of interactive and form-generative information at work in evolution, which we call the gene.


4. GENE – Selfish or Convivial?

Is nature encapsulated in the gene?   Is nature to be equated with that part of the physical world which contains DNA? The gene is currently often portrayed as the material kernel that was once supplied by more immaterial concepts like nature.   Is the human gene what gives us our human nature?  And is there an ethic implicit in the gene? We turn then to the perspective of the embryo as containing genes with potential, derived from both parents, which is what gives it a human nature and makes it more than a collection of atoms.

1. The Selfish Gene
Sociobiology represents the bold attempt to answer these questions in the affirmative, replacing old dualistic notions of human nature with a thoroughgoing materialistic account.   Altruistic behaviour is explained in terms of 'selfish' genes.

2. Genes: Science or Ideology?
A close look at what 'genes' are and how they are believed to work reveals the same kind of mix of science and ideology that we noted with natural law' accounts of nature.   The root Capitalist myth of social contract – the notion that we are basically selfish individuals who in our contracting together and competitive participation in the market manage to produce progress and good effects – is read back into the gene.  Strings of DNA are arbitrarily individualised and given a selfish desire to perpetuate themselves in competition with others, in a process that generates, it is argued, altruistic, ethical behaviour at the macro level.  Genes turn out to be semi-mythological, hard to individuate from their thoroughly convivial interactions with their bodily and wider environments.

3. The Convivial Gene
These arguments are pressed further with the help of Rolston and Mae Wan-Ho.  The gene is seen as an informational structure, a code with meaning, value in structuring its environment into a field of value.   Evolution, though it involves competition, involves also co-ordination and balance even between competing species, or between predator and prey.   Many aspects of animal morphology and behaviour are ill served by purely functional, all-too-human utilitarian accounts; the gene has a wild and extravagant capacity for experiment and beauty.

4. Emergent Responsibility
From the sociobiologists, however, we can save a degree of naturalism and materialism: freedom and value can emerge, as Dennett shows, from even a deterministic nature.  Emergence and reductionism are not enemies, as often portrayed, but corollaries.  However, far from imposing human selfishness, pragmatism and individualism on the natural order, we can glean a better ethic for human society from nature's intricate synergy and extravagant plenitude.   On this account, freedom and personal responsibility are not individual properties but emergent properties that arise from our participation in a greater whole, society.   Responsibility for self is not the precondition for taking responsibility for others, or in any way in conflict with such responsibility, but is generated by it (cp Levinas).
However, before we explore such an ethic in detail in Chapters 7 and 8, we need to establish
a) the reasonableness in general of deriving value from fact, or 'ought' from 'is' – Chapter 5;
b) how in particular value can so emerge through the development of ecological wholes – Ch. 6.

5. ESSENCE –  'freshness deep down'?

'Nature' often refers to the essence of something; a thing's 'nature' is whatever makes it that kind of thing.   In the case of the embryo, is there a question of what it really is, its essence, the something that makes it a human embryo?  Does its essence lie in its potential for growth into a mature human being, its entelechy, which gives it an intrinsic value?  Or is it simply property to be dealt with according to what  society agrees?

a) A World of Essences
We examine the Aristotelian world-view that took biology as the key analogy for the whole of 'nature', in which each thing possessed the nature of its kind, and possessed entelechy, an inward purpose that led it to grow according to its nature: acorn into oak, human embryo into adult human....  The result was a great 'chain of being' in which the good, the beautiful and the true were integrally linked.

b)  Fragmentation and Mechanisation 
In the late middle ages Ockham's nominalism shattered the idea of real essences, and science began to see the machine rather than the organism as the paradigm for nature. Machines are 'ectelechies' assembled from parts to serve the purposes of an outside agent. Function replaces purpose; things have no integral nature but can be assembled to serve our extraneous purposes; nature, including human nature, is opened up to human exploitation. 

c) Getting an ought from an is
In such a world-view there is also no intrinsic value in things; ethical values cannot be derived from a description of how things are, or as Hume put it, you cannot get an 'ought' out of an 'is'.  To attempt to do so is to commit the 'naturalistic fallacy' (Moore). Sociobiology with its reductionist and functionalist account of nature certainly commits this error; and we have found fault with the model of a moral universe advocated by Murphy and Ellis.   But if we can recover a notion of entelechy and holism in nature the arguments against naturalism may fail.   We can then see a way in which ethics emerges from being ('ises' evolve into 'oughts'?).

d) Genes, Entelechy and Information
Entelechy returns as a valid concept if we construe it not as an added vital force, or a dualistically conceived 'mental' or 'psychic' dimension of nature, but in terms of levels, emergence, and information theory.   The gene, as we have seen, cannot be simply reduced to an identifiable string of molecules; it represents a level of discourse higher than, and emergent from, the molecular.   Genes are the entelechies of processes arising from molecular interactions.   So nature possesses a 'bottom up' entelechy which gives rise to value and purpose without our needing to speak, anthropomorphically, of consciousness and intention ('selfishness' versus 'sharing') in the gene.

e) Gases, Crystals, Machines and Fractals: Modes of Participation.
To clarify this we consider more general issues of different ways in which a part may (a) relate to a whole, (b) give or receive properties, (c) relate to time, (d) exhibit value.

· Gas: (a) parts random in relation to whole; (b) imparting only statistical properties to whole; (c) only increasing entropy (randomness) through time; (b) no apparent purpose: dystelechy.

· Crystal or Solar System: (a) whole reducible to properties and relations of parts; (b) properties of whole derive from parts and relations; (c) system quasi-eternal, future and past symmetrical; (d)  no purpose: atelechy.

· Machine, or organism considered as machine: (a) whole gives definition to parts, enabling parts to be identified through their relation to the whole; (b) whole exhibits functions that derive from parts, but is greater than their sheer sum,  – a disassembled car is no longer a car; (c) system has a purpose, achieves effect in time; (d) parts have extrinsic value in the sense of  function within the whole, which serves the purpose of its maker, not itself: ectelechy.

· Fractal, or organism considered as a growing thing: (a) whole emerges from parts which are the sole cause of the whole; (b) whole operates with an emergent coherence that requires a higher level description; (c) system may grow or evolve through time; (d) parts and their relations have intrinsic value as imparting a unique but unpredictable part of the whole's behaviour: entelechy.

The mystery of the fourth category is explained by reference to artificial life programs such as Life, and fractal generators.

f) Environmental Conviviality
But this is not the full story.  Genes do not evolve through direct interaction but through the interactions of their phenotypes (the organisms they produce) in ecosystems.   This gives a top-down entelechy; indeed value arises out of the complex (non-linear) interaction of top-down and bottom-up elements.   Distinct genetic pathways often converge because of similarity of environmental niche, which as it were create similar 'ontologies' because of a common environmental 'field of value'.  The eye structurally is good for seeing in light-filled environments: here at least naturalistic  value is obvious.

g) Natural Goodness?
This allows us to speak legitimately of a natural goodness for particular genes or organisms.  Whether there can be a 'common good' in nature that might serve as a naturalistic basis for human ethics is obviously much more questionable, and represents the question for the next chapter and in a sense the rest of the book.

6. ECOLOGY – does goodness 'emerge'?

The freezing of the embryo exhibits the power of technology over nature.    An ectelechy or extraneous purpose working through machinery has intervened to arrest a natural entelechy, a power of growth immanent in the embryo when implanted in the mother.   The clash between interventionist technology and natural growth could not be clearer than in this example, opening up more general questions of how far technology should intervene in nature.   Here nature acquires the sense of an entelechy or growth that applies not only to individual organisms (like the foetus) but to those communities of organisms we term ecosystems.  Increasingly 'nature' is coming to denote such communities, which may even include the whole planetary community through its entire history – 'Gaia'.   If it is true that such communities can be said to grow and exhibit entelechy as a whole, it may be possible to identify an ecological 'common good' that could answer the challenge posed at the end of the last chapter and provide the basis of a posthuman natural law ethic.

a) Romantics, Luddites and Eco-Feminists
Modern interventionism and technology has always had its detractors.  We trace them from the Romantic movement through the Darwinist challenge to eco-feminists.    We examine Primavesi's  'sacred gaia' and its four 'scapes' (see Chapter 8) and Szerzhynski's concept of the technodemonic: the way we find ourselves unable ever to say 'no' to technological advances, and find ourselves constructing our human world around the needs of technology (roads and car parks for the automobile, etc.) rather than constructing technology around the needs of human beings and their environment.

b) The End of Nature?
We criticise aspects of the above.  Is the technological always demonic?  Can we avoid the modern utilitarian assumption that intervention to avoid suffering is always good, without falling prey to he Luddite assumption that it must always be bad.  We examine McKibben's notion that nature has 'ended', because it only exists now through human intervention and noting is any longer truly wild.   But this is  only the case if humanity and its technology is seen as unnatural or outside of nature.  But Latour's has critiqued this opposition of technology and nature.   In a posthuman world the battle between technology and nature, or city and wilderness, could give way to the synergy of the garden. Moreover, the brain is coming to be seen in 'neuro-ecological' terms, and information technology and artificial intelligence are having to learn from the way natural brains are structured.  'Artificial nature' (or life) may not be a contradiction; but only if we can understand and apply a notion of an ecological common good, which is now within our grasp.   

c) Ecological Metaphysics
An exploration of the philosophical issues raised by the notion of an ecosystem.  Should it be conceived mechanistically, stochastically, or holistically.   Does Gaia, or the whole earthly ecosystem, make sense as an entity that may possess entelechy?   Can we be both scientific and mystical about nature?   If so, we are on the way to validating the notion of an ecological common good, which is more than just the sum of individual goods of the parts.

d) How far can the Ecological Analogy extend?

We consider the work of Gregory Bateson on the ecology of mind, and whether we should look at ecology as providing the best understanding of the cell and the work of the gene.   Also we look at how far the non-physical world can be said to participate in ecology, rendering life logically, albeit not temporally, prior to the  inorganic cosmos.   Is it better to think of an Ecological, rather than an Anthropic Principle determining the constitution of the universe: the universe has to be fine tuned as it is in order to be an adequate womb for the development of life?  Can the ecological analogy reach 'downward' to the basics of mater and the origins of the universe?

e) An Ecological Paradigm for Mind?
We turn to investigate ways in which ecology and genetics may conversely serve as 'upward' analogies  for for the flourishing of human society.   Is the dichotomy between history and nature overworked?  Kant saw us as viewing the world through a priori mental categories, but  categories for understanding the world are given in the structure of our brains and sense organs, things which have co-evolved with nature so as to enable us to interact and survive.  Mind is biologically and ecologically embodied.  Hegel saw history as the unfolding of reason; but nature can equally be seen as a kind of unfolding of the logic of information,and reason can never free itself from its natural roots.

f) Emergent Goodness

Maybe then we can restore Aristotle's universe, centred on biological nature, but with a more accurate view of nature.   We can reverse the sociobiological projection of human selfishness and functionalist utilitarianism onto nature, and instead, project onto human society a world of natural conviviality.   On the other hand we must not be naive about nature: its conviviality includes wildness, strangeness and savagery, but always beauty and mystery.  The ecological common good is neither a democratic pooling of individual choices, nor an utilitarian calculation of the greatest happiness of the greatest number, but an emergent good that arises from the maximisation of variety and interactiveness, as we shall explore in detail in Chapter 8.   

g) Genetic Technology
We turn at last to several familiar ethical issues of technological intervention, to test out the applicability and fruitfulness of the ecological and convivial approaches just outlined.   By starting not from individuals and their needs and contracted rights, but from the communities in which the individuals participate, we can make issues like abortion and the frozen embryo itself, as well as issues of genetic engineering of crops, animals and human beings, more tractable, without belittling the genuine dilemmas.

7. NATALITY – or Necrophilia?

Technology is not the only aspect of our culture that exists in tension with nature.   We turn to consider nature in its root sense (from natus, born) of  'natality', the contingent miracle of birth to which our being alive bears witness.    The frozen embryo may be an icon for our age, which has arguably turned from the celebration of birth, freezing the spontaneous unfolding of our nature in the pursuit of the measurable identities required by exchange and contract.

a) Necrophiliac Culture
Introducing Pickstock's concept of necrophilia and her critique of contemporary society,as orienting itself, fundamentally, round a love-hate relationship with death that paradoxically disowns and kills natural life in the seeking of an artificial eternity.  

b) Necro-Utopias and the Posthuman
Through Baudrillard, Graham and Tipler we explore modern fantasies of a future where cloning, cyborgs and information theory have 'transcended' the natural and the human towards an artificial cyber-world where feelings, embodiment and death no longer impose their 'limitations'. Graham notes how the cyber-world takes up longings that were once expressed religiously in angels and the divine, longings inseparable perhaps from the patriarchal ego.   The natural in the sense of physical embodiment is feared (Freud's anarchic 'id'?); artificial 'eternity' is preferred, but this is fundamentally dead.

c) Staying astride our Humanity: Poetry and Death
The encounter with death has been a shaping force in poetry, from Homer's narration of Odysseus' sorrow on encountering the disembodiment of Hades, through Keats' celebration of the freezing of time on the Grecian Urn, to Dylan Thomas' defiance of 'that good night'.   But we consider three less known modern poems, by Gillilan, Muir and Harrison, in which both the necrophilia of Keats and the necrophobia of Homer and Thomas are overcome in a more 'natal' approach, in which the poet remains 'astride humanity'.  Eternity is foregone, in the interests of life.

d) Coded Life versus Living Code: Quinn or Kells?
Where earlier art had sought to imitate nature and elicit its essential vitality, some contemporary art – witness Hirst's frozen shark and Quinn's frozen head – evinces a literally necrophilic obsession with  freezing dead specimens.   We contrast Quinn's DNA 'portrait' of Sulston, in which life is presented as a pure string of information mapped onto the canvas, with the Book of Kells, where information (language) is made to live visually and fructify in an amazing juxtaposition of forms.  The contrast between necrophiliac and natal societies is abundantly clear from the art they produce.

e) Nothing or Natality?
Aided by these poetic and visual illustrations, we return to Pickstock's more abstract themes.  She notes the way modern philosophers – Heidegger, Levinas, Derrida – derive their ethics, from the individual's encounter with death.  Love, for them, involves a morbid sacrifice.  Such philosophy – even when it rejects totality in the interests of affirming difference – in practice always moved towards the undifferentiated totality of death, celebrated in nihilism.  Pickstock turns instead to the non-identical repetition of liturgy, and the encounter between living bodies, open to the surprise of genuine difference.  We turn to Jantzen's concept of natality, taken from Arendt, to develop this positive theme of an ethic of celebratory life that can overcome the morbid alienation from nature that is so prevalent in modern philosophy, art, and culture.  Postmodernist nothing is not inevitable; the alternative is a posthuman natality, the non-reductionistic but naturalistic ethic that is already well developed, which I try to unfold next.

8. CONVIVIALITY – basis of an emergent ethic?

We have seen that modern ethics tends to start from the individual and ask how s/he contracts into society and what rights and duties this contracting imposes;  This chapter  explores conviviality as the matrix of a new way of exploring ethics that starts from convivial wholes (ecosystems, societies, and even individuals as rightly understood) and works back from there towards the part played by individuals.

The threesome – mother, father and embryo – as a conviviality, a knitting together of lives which includes potential for new life and yet also conflict and possible loss.   Chapter 8 explores what happens if ethics starts from convivialities – ecosystems, societies, and so-called 'individuals'.   Chapter 9 explores the possibility of using nature in the sense of conviviality, as a root analogy for understanding being itself.  

The core model of this ethic is the notion argued for above, that goodness is an emergent quality arising from our participation in the wholes we call societies, selves (which are internalisations of societies), ecosystems and being itself. Much Western ethics – whether rule based, utilitarian, Kantian or situationist – has focused on 'issues' confronting an individual chooser in a situation.  Virtue ethics has shifted the focus to the good life in the community, but the individual is still the place where virtue develops.   But this book urges that we are not a priori free agents contracting into a society that limits our freedom, but bottom-up determined entities who become free through responsible participation in society, through con-viviality with others and the universe.  Whereas according to Kant's basically social contractual model, individual freedom is a necessary idea for morally responsible behaviour, for us it is the other way around: belonging to society generates responsibility and freedom.  So we can reverse Rousseau, and claim that human beings are born in deterministic chains, yet everywhere find freedom through belonging.

This makes the good family, where members feel responsible for one another (even children for their parents!) a better model for the good society than the social contract where people are responsible only for themselves, but forever blaming others and calling one another to account.

This 'emergent ethic' has implications on every level of emergence, or what Primavesi terms  'Scapes'.      'BeingScape' is my own invention, the other terms are hers. -

a) SelfScape
personal virtue; self as convivial community; living on the shores of chaos; the clash of convialities; strength through vulnerability; convivial creativity; co-creative conviviality; sex as conviviality; empathy and com-passion.

b) SocialScape
the family; the 'public' household (world as pub?); a 'nanny state'? voluntary organisations; the community state; 'fractal' societies; gossip and banter; synergistic justice; emergent common good; sharing; freedoms that matter; treasuring difference; a harmony that includes conflict; paideia: an ethic of play

c) EarthScape
economy at the service of ecology; release from technodemons; genetic sisterhood and brotherhood with all creatures.

d) PoieticScape
conviviality and celebration; sacrifice and solarity; ecstatic doxology; non-dualist convivial spirituality; religion without bounds.

e) BeingScape
belonging to being: see next.


9. BEING – what, if anything, is going on?

Very often people mean, by nature, the natural world.   Nature can translate to on, that which is – 'life, the universe and everything'.  Sometimes people mean specifically the non-human world, or what goes on when things are left to themselves.   But in this chapter I seek to draw together the conclusions of previous chapters in an exploration of different ways of construing 'being', and an investigation of whether nature tells a story, whether in the universe there is 'something going on'.   

1. Outside my Window
As a simple way in to these deep issues, I look at the ways the things I see around me could each be the key to the rest: the fractal, chaotic patterns of clouds, the geometric order of the sun and stars, the natural world of my garden and the hills, the the mechanism of the car, the information processing of the computer, the artificial geometry of houses, the language and exchange of people.

2. Analogy and its Alternatives 
We may believe in multivocity: everything is what it is in its own unique way and it is futile to seek for one way of being that is the key to all others, in the way we were just trying to.    Or we may believe in univocity: being has the same meaning for everything so that all the apparently different ways of being reduce to one fundamental way – everything really is cloud, or fire, or the divine substance, or sub-atomic particles, or superstrings or whatever.   Or we may reject both alternatives and hold with the analogy of being: there are many ways of being but certain ways provide good analogies of for the other ways.   We cannot then identify a stuff everything 'really is' but we can say what things are like.  In this book I have been arguing that the world of growing things provides the best analogy for being in general. And furthermore, i have argued that knowledge itself is to be seen as a biological, ecological process.   Analogy is the way we know things because of the way we have evolved to interact and flourish in our environment.

3. What if something IS going on?
Univocalists are primarily interested in what is really real; multivocalists deny any overarching theory about reality as a whole; everything tells its own story.  In between, analogists invite an open-ended question about what, if anything, is going on in everything that happens.   Stories are invited which may cast light on the whole without ever being able to say the last word.   If the world is 'like' a machine, for example, it invites discussion of a designer.  But if the world is an entelechy, then we may expect it to tell its own story.  We are invited either to something like Spinoza's 'natura naturans', where nature explains and grounds itself, and so is ultimately its own divine Creator; or to the view that nature is the story of another subject; for example nature may be 'natured' by a transcendent being who tells her definitive story at some specific point in time, which leads us to the incarnational approach of Christianity,  

4. A Convivial God?
Most of this book, while written from a Christian faith perspective, has tried not to presuppose such a faith. Rather I have hoped to advance a vision which a variety of faith and non-faith positions will be able to adopt in their own way.   Here I briefly note how a Christian perspective might take on board such a vision.   I note

· The book has  argued for a convergence of goodness and being, but not a static identity. Rather, the goodness of being is a matter of interaction between elements 'below' with that which 'spills down' to us from a higher 'level'.   This suggests that of the two views just described, those which see God as a transcendent unity of goodness and being, always interacting with us and moving us on, are to be preferred to pantheistic options just described, which statically identify God with nature.

· We have argued for an analogy of being which can 'leap levels'; Barth's critique of such analogy as a way to God are ill-founded, so long as we avoid the kind of analogy that denies the distinction of levels and reduces God to beings in an idolatrous fashion.   So called 'onto-theology' is mistaken only when it ignores the transcending and 'unnowing' aspect of analogy when it reaches out to be encompassed by higher levels of being.

· In particular we have argued that freedom emerges from conviviality and responsibility, not vice versa.  Accounts that reify God's sovereign freedom 'outside' of creation are therefore to be rejected, in favour of a divine freedom that derives from God's inherent conviviality as Trinity, and God's responsible care for creation.

· In the parables of Jesus we find a model of the Kingdom of God as something neither imposed  nor contracted into, but mysteriously emerging.  Repeatedly Jesus uses the analogies of natural growth to describe this.   And core to his practice was conviviality, as manifest in his life-sharing healings, his open table fellowship, and the Eucharist itself, by which the Cross and Resurrection are interpreted as ‘solar’ acts of self-sharing.

· All creativity, as we have seen, and pre-eminently human co-creativity in the making of community, wants to birth the eternal, to birth that which first birthed us.  Christian faith depicts God as an eternal God who was subject to birth in time, and who  shares her very life with us as a convivial God.   In the doctrine of the Spirit, moreover, we can discern a God who comes to be as Church, as life formed and lived between people.  On such a view, the Church would be primarily an open-ended koinonia rather than a centralised hierarchy or a closed covenant.

· In the Trinity of Father Son and Spirit, then, we can discern the God of convivial ethics,  perfectly one yet richly diverse; eternally creative, but also born once for all, and emerging through history, even as we emerge from our current frozen, fearful, deathlike state, and realise our destiny as foetuses of eternity.
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