 

















Subject/Object Dualism and


Environmental Degradation


Published in


Philosophical Inquiry International Quarterly, XXI, 3-4, 1999








	Aristotelis Santas


	Department of Philosophy


	Valdosta State University


�
	Subject/Object Dualism and Environmental Degradation





In relation to the earth, we have been autistic for centuries.  Only now have we begun to listen with some attention and a willingness to respond to the earth's demands that we cease our inner rage against the conditions of our earthly existence, that we renew our human participation in the grand liturgy of the universe.


	--Thomas Berry�





Hardwood forests logged for furniture, elephants slaughtered for their ivory, gorillas decapitated for ornaments, wetlands drained and filled for housing, countless species driven to extinction by habitat loss: these are some of the most obvious cases of environmental damage and degradation.  They fill us with horror and an almost perpetual feeling of helplessness--one so common in the modern era.  Those of us interested in developing an environmental ethic see such abuse as stemming from antagonistic attitudes by humans towards their environment.  It is now a common argument that our culture has ingrained in us a conception of the relation between humans and the earth as an 'us' versus 'them' relationship.  It seems that the self, wrought out in every member of this society, has implanted in it a self-image which excludes nature.  As a consequence, even the most conscientious among us are likely to fall prey to the feeling of alienation, if not an attitude of antagonism.


The 'us and them' attitude even carries over to our recreational activities--activities which primarily take place in natural settings.  The most obvious example is that of a camper who tears through the woods in his four wheel drive RV, parks, cranks up his gas powered generator, turns on his AC and TV, kicks back with a few beers, dumps his trash, kills some animals for sport, and then drives off, having enjoyed his trip to the woods.  We are quick to disparage his "conquering of nature" and consider the satisfaction with which he goes home as perverse; but there are other more subtle examples of the alienated and antagonistic "appreciations" of nature which we may be prone to overlook.  Thumbing through a camping equipment catalogue--the kind the environment-conscious upper middle class makes use of--one finds a plethora of gadgets, gizmos and new technologies all designed to make the wilderness experience less wild and more under control: sleeping bags that keep us warm to zero degrees and colder; tents that pop up nearly instantly, keeping out wind, rain, and insects; fuel bottles, water bottles and purifiers; high tech sandals, river shoes, hiking boots; binoculars, altimeters, compasses--you name it.  Then there are the high tech back packs which allow us to carry all these items with minimal exertion.  After surveying any such catalogue--or taking a trip with one who is decked out with such paraphernalia--one might come to the ironic conclusion that achieving the total wilderness experience requires that we insulate ourselves--almost entirely--from the environment which we visit.  Moreover, when we consider that the high tech wilderness experience is most often achieved by means of merchandise whose purchase contributes to a commodity-driven economy and that such an economy depletes natural resources at the very least, polluting and otherwise degrading the earth at worst, the feeling of irony is overwhelming.�  Sadly, most of us are, by virtue of our participation in this culture, guilty of harming the environment, either directly by being unconcerned about the damage to loss of ecosystems, or indirectly by having an appreciation of nature which, even among the most enlightened of us, is largely distorted and dysfunctional.� 


Dualism has been posited as a great source of distorted attitude if not outright degradation of nature. In particular, it has been argued that the man vs. nature dualism is a major culprit in the fashioning of our antagonistic relations with nature.�  In this paper I wish to explore some other related dualisms and their relation to the antagonistic attitude that has led both directly and indirectly to environmental degradation.  It is my contention that the dualism between subject and object found in modern epistemology is a major underlying source of the antagonistic attitude towards our environment.  I intend to show that the roots of the subject/object dualism is in the dualisms of fact/value and mind/body present in the philosophy of René Descartes in the 17th century, then developed through the philosophies of John Locke and George Berkeley.  I also contend and intend to show that the seeds for the resolution of these dualisms can be found in the epistemologies of some of their contemporaries, though the seeds do not develop fully until the 19th and 20th centuries, and to this day are in need of further exploration.  Lastly, I shall indicate the key items in need of further exploration and emphasis in the development of an environmental epistemology and a viable environmental ethic. 





Modern Science and the History of Subject/Object Dualism


Francis Bacon, noted Renaissance philosopher and the prophet of modern science, admonished his fellow inquirers to consider knowledge as power.  He sought not a power of men over men, which is what the old science had developed to perfection, but a power of man over nature.  He informs his reader that ". . . to establish and extend the power and dominion of the human race itself over the universe . . . is without doubt both a more wholesome thing and a more noble than [any] other. . ."�  He even suggests that in our quest for such power we must torture nature for those secrets she keeps from us.�  Although Bacon is certainly not the progenitor of the man vs. nature dualism (for the rift runs much deeper than that), he did help to institutionalize the attitude with respect to science.  At the very least he embodies the spirit of aggressive inquiry into nature's secrets which distinguishes modern science so thoroughly from the medievals.  


As much as Bacon (popularly construed) may epitomize an attitude of violence towards the environment, it was the mechanization of nature by René Descartes that solidified the modern scientist's alienation from and antagonism towards nature.  Though he did not call for the "torturing of nature", and though it would be an abuse to his philosophy to imply that he intended such antagonism, he nevertheless legitimized in a subtle yet very real way the abusive treatment of nature and her creatures.� Descartes, who at once wanted to appease the church and subvert established canons of science, needed some way of separating the authority of the church from the investigations of science.  When he posited the systematic mind/body dualism now so thoroughly associated with his philosophy, he had acquired the means of making this separation.  Mind, the argument goes, is totally distinct from body and as such is independent of the laws of nature which govern bodily existence.  Mental substance is indivisible and unextended; it is incorporeal.  Body, on the other hand, is completely a matter of mechanics.  Material substance is divisible, extended and changeable.  Physical science, accordingly, which studies extended and divisible things--bodies, or, corporeal reality, can never have as its object the unextended and indivisible.  Spiritual objects can not be investigated in the same manner as mechanical objects because they are of a different order of reality.  Science, then, can never call into question the moral teachings of the Church--these questions are better left to faith and authority.�  


Though the sciences are now to be seen as inferior to religion inasmuch as they concern themselves with inferior realities, there are advantages for the scientist, nevertheless.  Science is now freed from the onerous task of making value judgments.  The inquiries of science, whether they be of projectile motions or human physiology, need only find the mechanical (i.e., efficient) causes of events to understand them and, thereby, make future predictions.  Any appeal to final causes, which require valuations, is not only irrelevant but detrimental: such an appeal can only lead to confusion.  Since physics is a matter of mechanics and nothing more, teleology in science is simply misplaced.  The needed results are now apparent: physical science cannot be immoral--no matter how revolutionary; it is, instead, amoral.  As such, it can investigate a narrower range of questions than it had before, gaining greater clarity in its proper realm--the realm of mechanics.


Such was Descartes' metaphysical dualism.  Whether or not Descartes actually carried out the above line of reasoning is not important here.  His view of mind only illustrates an intellectual trend, viz., that the realm of science is body, that of the church is mind; one studies facts, the other values, and never the twain shall meet.�


As we know, there are many problems and consequences associated with such a dualism.  One important consequence for our purposes is the resulting epistemological dualism, viz., the schism between subject and object.  It follows thus: If there is such a clean distinction between mind on the one hand and body on the other, then it's not so clear how such disparate entities can interact.  In general we call this problem the "mind-body problem."  An important species of the general problem (often called "The Problem of Knowledge") is that of the connection between subject and object.  If mind is distinct from body, then subjects are distinct from their objects.  If a subject, on this account, is to know an object, it must first traverse the chasm between mind and body.  Hence, a mind/body dualism implies another dualism between subject and object.


 	Of course Descartes did not break cleanly from his predecessors.  His metaphysics, which cleared the way for the mathematization of physics, borrowed heavily from the ancient and medieval traditions.  He adopted St. Anselm's proof for the existence of God,� for instance, and in his own "original" proof of God's existence he made use of a version of the Principle of Sufficient Reason heavily grounded in teleology.�  His epistemology also borrowed from the past.  Of particular importance here is his reliance on the doctrine of innate ideas, which turns out to be his means of bridging the chasm between subject and object.  On the Cartesian view, the chasm only exists as long as we rely on the testimony of our senses to learn about the world.  Our bodies receive passively (and violently) reports of bodies distinct from it and then make reports to the mind.  Along the way, the question of accuracy of the reports is always present, not to mention the question of how physical stimulus affects the soul.�  When we focus on the operations of our intellect, however, and the ideas already there from ensoulment, there is no such problem of inaccuracy.   As long as we focus on those ideas furnished to us by God--those ideas apprehended as clear and distinct--we cannot go wrong.  Except for the problems associated with our finitude,� we are happily situated as knowing beings provided that we relegate the testimony of the senses to its proper place.  Ultimately, for Descartes, there is no problem of knowledge; the world in some sense is already in us, though that world is rather different from the one we see, hear and feel.�  


Such a communion, however, between knower and known, depends not only on the presence of a non-deceiving deity, but on the existence of those innate ideas that He, in His infinite Goodness, implanted in us.  When the existence of God and the doctrine of innate ideas are later questioned (that is, on an institutional level), the rift between the knower and the known will become even more apparent.  Descartes' contemporary in England, John Locke, did not question the existence of a Deity,� but he did undertake to destroy the doctrine of innate ideas.�  Inasmuch as he succeeded, he widened, albeit inadvertently, the gap between knower and known.  Knowledge, according to Locke, is not a matter of reflecting on those ideas already in us which are microcosms of nature; rather, it is a matter of receiving--passively--sensory stimuli from the objects "out there."  Since he conceived material substance as essentially separate from us, Locke, like Descartes, had to find a bridge between the knower and the known; but having denied that we could be born with knowledge, he was much more susceptible to the irritations of doubt than Descartes had been.  Locke tried to reconcile the problem by asserting a distinction between primary and secondary properties. Both are reported by the senses, but the former resembles the object while the latter does not.  If we focus on primary qualities, he argued, we could acquire all the knowledge of objects we need.�


As Berkeley was eager to point out, however, such a distinction between primary and secondary qualities, between resembling and non-resembling properties, will not stand up to criticism.  Once we assert that there is a substance "out there" independent of us, we'll forever be questioning how it is that we can know or understand it.�   Berkeley, of course, did not posit a subject/object dualism.  Being a monist, it was impossible for him to do so; but inasmuch as Berkeley's constructive conclusion--immaterialism--has held less sway philosophically than his critical conclusions--viz., that materialism must terminate in skepticism--the effect of Berkeley is that he solidified rather than dissolved the barrier between the knowing subject and its object.





Consequences of Epistemological Dualism


The solidification of the barrier between subject and object is not without practical consequences. The division between a knowing subject and the object of cognition instills in us a sense of 'us' and 'them' that, if nothing else, intellectualizes the man vs. nature attitude.  At first it may seem that a mere attitude cannot be so significant.  Perhaps it is the fact that we are so used to seeing epistemology as distinct from ethics and value theory that makes it so easy to overlook how one's epistemological viewpoint should be inseparable from his or her ethics.  We take it as a matter of course that epistemologists need not worry about ethics and that ethicists need no rigorous grounding in logic and epistemology.  We should notice, however, that when we shift the discussion from general cognition to an appreciative act of perception, when we move, that is, from epistemology to aesthetics, the same dualism emerges as an impediment to appreciating the object as it exists in itself.  In the language of value theory, intrinsic value is lost when an object is perceived as remote and removable, leaving only instrumental value in its stead.  As long as the object of appreciation is remote and separate, our appreciation will be isolated and insulated from the object and its context.  The phenomena of "decked out" high tech backpackers and of reckless mechanized woodsmen mentioned at the outset are only two cases in point.  


We should also note that the same dualism emerges in morals.  John Dewey argues that modern social and ethical theories, as diverse as they may appear to be, all perceive each (moral) subject as distinct from every other.�  From Hobbes' ethical atomism onward, the operating assumption of all major moral systems has been that the self is a given, that it is ready-made, and that the problem of ethics consists primarily in getting these disparate entities to consider the interests of one another.  Looked at from a broader perspective, the subject/object dichotomy as applied to ethics separates humans from their larger environment--their ecosystem.  The problem with such a view is not merely that it is inaccurate, failing to see the social and biological character of the self,� but that it makes a general fact about humans, that they are interested in their own well-being, appear as a morally vicious trait, a trait which necessarily pits one human against another and all humans against nature.  If we were to construe the self as a socially and environmentally interactive being, on the other hand, self interest and responsibility will appear--as it should--to be mutually inclusive.


It's not surprising, given these cultural conditions, that environmentalists who try to extend the moral community beyond the boundaries of our own species (e.g., Peter Singer�, Tom Regan�), or to look at the world holistically, (e.g., Aldo Leopold�, J. Baird Callicott�, Holmes Rolston III�) will face attitudinal barriers.  When one combines the quest for power and control with a fundamental belief in the utter difference between 'us' and 'them', one is almost certainly going to make for antagonistic attitudes.  At the very least our aesthetics, that by which we learn how to appreciate, will be distorted.  When we see our world as something fundamentally different from us, even if the difference is considered beautiful, we cannot act as if we are a part of it.  When beauty subsides and hostility ensues, a relationship of difference ceases to be appreciative and invariably becomes violent; and when greed is accepted as a substitute for beauty, degradation and destruction become not an exception but a matter of course.


Today's ecological problems are but a dramatic extension of our philosophical legacy.  In every phase of life we find ourselves disconnected and alienated.  From the careful but commodified backpacker, to the careless RV camper, to the ruthless developer, we almost cannot help but be spectators of nature; and as our moods vary from appreciation to indifference to avarice, so too our conduct towards the environment varies from petty inconsistency to careless degradation to wanton destruction.  Although it would be irresponsible (and silly) of me to blame Descartes or Locke for our ecological crises, an important key to change is in the understanding of their ideas and in the search for a more "environmentally friendly" epistemology. 





The Seeds of Change


The history of ideas is a rather complex subject, and it is not true that philosophers in the West have invariably held the epistemology developed above.  Even in the period of Descartes and Locke we find notable figures who take exception to the dualisms found in Descartes.  Benedict de Spinoza, for instance, held that all was in Nature/God (that the 'many' are in the 'one') and that the distinction between mind and body is simply the difference between two attributes of the same thing.  Mind and matter for Spinoza are not two separate things, but two phases, if you will, of every existing thing.  Man, therefore, along with everything else, is inextricably linked to the environment, to nature--to God.�  Although Spinoza rejected final causality and teleology outright (as Descartes had done), he did not thereby conclude that nature was separate from mind; he merely came to the (heretical) conclusion that we have no more business divining the moral plans of the divine than we do the physical ends of Nature.  


Gottfried Leibniz, approaching the problem of the one and the many from the other direction, claimed that everything contained within it the totality of nature--each reflecting the whole from its own point of view.�  Mind and body for Leibniz are two aspects found in every single substance, or, monad, as well as in the whole.  Like Descartes, Leibniz saw final causes as pertaining to mind and efficient causes to bodies, but unlike Descartes, he saw a harmonious relationship--a Pre-Established Harmony--between mind and body, between final and efficient causality.  


It was David Hume, however, who broke new ground in addressing the problem of knowledge arising out of the epistemologies of Descartes and Locke.  Like Locke, he denied the doctrine of innate ideas.�  Like Berkeley, he rejected the distinction between primary and secondary qualities;� but unlike any of the major Western figures before him, he saw no need to invoke the existence of enduring substances--mental, material, finite or infinite--in the description of an act of cognition.�  Nor did he take any stock in the traditional conceptions of causality--final, formal, efficient, or otherwise.�  There is no subject, there is no object--not in the philosophically accepted senses, anyway.  There is experience, there are the ideas which copy it, and there are laws of thought which operate analogously to the laws of nature.  Hume took the leap of faith into phenomenology, deciding to "bracket out" the "external" world and consider the phenomena as they exist in themselves.�  All we need do to think well, argued Hume, is arrange our thoughts, using our natural (bodily) capacities, to fashion beliefs out of our interactions with our environment in such a way as to anticipate accurately what will happen next.


More striking than Hume's denial of the subject/object dichotomy is the establishment by his theory of knowledge of a continuity between natural and moral phenomena.  For the first time we see a significant assault on the fact/value dichotomy that modern science had created in the process of supplanting the Aristotelian cosmology.  Though he makes an important distinction between 'ought' and 'is'�  Hume's epistemology denies any logical or ontological distinction between natural and moral inferences.  The means by which we draw inferences (viz., habit based on constant conjunction), he argued, is no different when we predict what a man will do than when we predict the behavior of complex "natural" systems such as the weather.�  In short, Hume's philosophy was the first systematic (Western) attempt at grounding human cognition and conduct on a continuous plane of experience which includes the activities of all living (and non-living) things.


Immanuel Kant also broke new ground in addressing the dichotomies of subject/object and fact/value.�  Following Hume, Kant denied the schism between subject and object; but inasmuch as his views developed out of the rationalist tradition, his solution to the problem of knowledge--that of the connection of the knower to the object of knowledge--was quite distinct from Hume's.  Kant argued that there are categories of experience and forms of intuition, which, though they cannot be proved to exist outside of us, are necessary pre-conditions of all experience.  When we experience something and when we later come to knowledge of that thing, our experience (and hence any resulting knowledge) is the result of an interaction between the knower and the thing known.  The "thing" provides our senses with material stimuli while our minds interpret the stimuli through forms and categories.  Like Hume, Kant broke with tradition in asking us to forget about what lies outside of experience and focus on the experience itself.


On the distinction between factual and valuational inquiry, there is a significant sense in which Kant maintained rather than opposed a fact/value dichotomy.�  In his moral philosophy he makes it clear that he thinks the question of morals and valuation must be kept distinct from objects of empirical inquiry.�  So while we can make descriptive (factual) claims about man (i.e., anthropological ones), normative claims (valuations) are to be formed through the use of pure (i.e., non-empirical) reason.  Nature is one thing, human nature another.�  Viewed in this light, Kantian philosophy is at once an attempt to establish a continuity between mind-as-knower and the object of cognition and an attempt to drive a wedge between mind-as-valuer and the object of valuation.  But there is another sense in which Kant offered to value theory something profoundly important.  Value judgments, for Kant, be they moral or aesthetic, must pass the test of rationality.  That is, when I make a claim about the value of one thing or another, I'm not merely expressing a feeling, nor am I saying that this thing is useful to me.  To say that it has value is to imply that all other rational beings can deem it as such.  Valuation, then, is not merely subjective; it is objective, or, rather, inter-subjective.�  


The importance of the objectivity requirement in morals is almost too obvious to mention.  In environmental ethics, a field which draws on morals and aesthetics (not to mention the life sciences), the requirement is indispensable.  How many times do we hear that our pleas for environmental protection are mere expressions of feeling, or that what's useful to you is not useful to us?  How many times have we been told that buildings (and even billboards) are more aesthetically pleasing than trees, and that if we believe otherwise, that's just our opinion?�  Although Kant's philosophy is not the answer to the development of an environmental ethic (its humanistic bias makes it environmentally untenable), his contributions to the resolution of our dualistic tendencies are insightful enough to be part of the picture.  At the very least he, like Hume, planted seeds of change.





Rejecting Dualism


Dualism, as I understand it, is an oppositional grouping of entities which posits such a radical difference between the paired opposites that some external (often mysterious, if not miraculous) agent is required for any interaction between the opposites to take place.  Descartes' subject/object dualism, for instance, is one in which God serves as the mediating force between the knower and the known.  Locke's account is one in which the mediating force is the "power" of the primary qualities to represent an idea in the subject.    


On the metaphysical level, refuting any form of dualism is difficult at best (and subject/object dualism is no exception); yet on the empirical and pragmatic levels several important arguments can be suggested:  First, subject/object dualism unjustifiably presupposes a ready-made self.  There is a naive presumption in this dualistic position that there is a thinking self present before any environmental interaction, social or physical.  Although this presumption is perfectly consistent with the metaphysics of Descartes' religious tradition, it does not square well with modern psychology.  What we understand now is that the self, as self-consciousness, is one which is wrought out of the interaction between an individual organism (with a suitably complex central nervous system) and its environment.�  There is no pre-linguistc thinking self thrown into the environment, thinking about the objects which it receives in an entirely passive manner.  Nor is there a linguistic self which exists prior to social interaction.  Self emerges with the use of language, which takes place in a social and physical environment.


Second, subject/object dualism specifically begs the question against the continuity between experience, nature and self.  Mind and nature are presumed separate by this dualistic position, and experience, which is difficult to render unconnected to nature, is commonly characterized as extraneous to the essential self.  We know today from physics and biology, that our cognitive activities are intrinsically interactive; that is, the membranes that separate us from objects are permeable, there being a constant flow of energy and matter between us and the objects of our perception, and  all post-linguistic perceptions have a conceptual component.�  These findings should raise serious questions about the plausibility of the dualist's presumption.  


Third, subject/object dualism should be rejected for pragmatic reasons alone.  We have already seen that this dualism lends itself to a human vs. nature dichotomy, and that the latter has demonstrated itself to be an agent of degradation and violence against nature.  Since the problem is only worsening under population pressures and increased technological prowess, we have even more reason to seek an alternative world view.   If it was true at the beginning of the modern period that the positing of a radical difference between subject and object was beneficial to the enterprise of learning and living, it is certainly not true today.





Towards An Environmental Epistemology


For centuries we have exploited and abused our natural resources, giving little or no thought to the future consequences.  Perhaps now that it has come to our attention that living "unnaturally" is likely to lead to our demise, and that being disconnected from nature is not only a shame, but a risk, we are in a position to once again appreciate, and more importantly to protect, our environment.  With that in mind, I'd like to offer, by way of summary and conclusion, a sketch of the ideas I think essential to an "environmental epistemology," i.e., one which recognizes and emphasizes the continuity and connectedness of humans to their ecosystems.  


First, although any epistemology can and should make a viable distinction between mind and body, attributing to mind and body two entirely disparate realms runs the risk of creating a relationship of violence.  Any mind/body distinction must be careful not to align itself with a human/nature dichotomy, for once this is done, humans become essentially non-natural beings.�  An environmental epistemology, therefore, must stress the continuity between psychic and physical phenomena, and be careful to place the cognitive act in the context of a physical environment.


Second, although any epistemology must be able to explain the difference between subject and object, a viable environmental epistemology must not reify the distinction into an ontological chasm. Epistemology, if it is to help us understand our environment and stay in keeping with modern science, must reflect and explain the interactive nature of experience.  One of the roles of environmental epistemology, then, will be to develop more fully  our understanding of individual cognizers as a biological agents in a natural environment (which includes human society). 


Third, environmental epistemology must understand the difference as well as the links between self and society.  Inquiry, after all, is a social enterprise: the self-corrective nature of modern science, for instance, is premised not only on the appeal to physical testing, but on the repeatability of experiments by others in the scientific community.  Moreover, the self--the knowing subject--is essentially a social entity.�  Thinking--mind itself--is part of a larger process of communication.  For humans, this social process has evolved into one of symbolic call and response, and herein lies distinctively human thinking; but it is a socio-biological process, nonetheless.  Outside of this social process, no rational self is ever likely to emerge.�  In short, theory of knowledge, if it is to guide us well in thinking about the environment in which we live, must be mindful of the inherent sociality of mind, of character and self.


Fourth, an environmental epistemology must in general understand the relation between organism and environment, between humans and nature, as well as the continuum between human and non-human organisms.  Ecology tells us that there are no absolute lines of demarcation between any organism and its environment, that the selective process of which evolutionists speak is one that continuously flows in both directions.  Evolutionary biology tells us that the traits of the human animal--including its cognitive faculties--grew out of an evolutionary process to which all other living beings belong.   Humans, like all other beings, neither wholly create nor are subject entirely to their environment, but fashion their world and themselves with the means available to them in an effort to continue living.  Because knowing is a species of living, because it is an interactive process by which we learn to adapt and hence survive, an environmental epistemology must take into account biological and ecological "facts of life." Theory of knowledge, in short, must be interactive no less than the phenomena it purports to describe.


Lastly, the creation of an environmental epistemology  requires that the relationship between epistemology and value theory be further explored and developed.  Aesthetics is a cognitive enterprise and deals with the conditions of experience every bit as much as epistemology.�   Ethics, too is a cognitive enterprise, and can offer guidance to the community of inquirers as much as it can profit from the rigors of epistemology.  Indeed, if there is to be such a thing as social science, one that goes beyond citing facts about what people are in fact doing (if such citing is even possible) and draw some conclusions about what needs to be done, the fact/value dichotomy must be challenged and replaced by an account of facts and values which both distinguishes and outlines the relationship between factual and valuational claims.�





One might be inclined to believe that bad ideas never last, that sooner or later, if the marketplace of ideas doesn't do them in, the arena of practice will.   Ideas, on this view, are about the independently existing external world, and the world is what it is, independent of our conceptions of it.  When ideas are bad, untrue, inaccurate, or what have you, being such, they are abandoned.  It seems to me, however, that this view is hopelessly naive.  Like all "invisible hand" theories, this conception of truth and inquiry ignores the fact that the reason we seek to control and regulate in the first place is that the invisible hand "packs a mean punch!"  Beyond naiveté, however, there is a significant sense in which this view is false.  Particularly in the case of dualism, it seems to me that the idea of difference and division has brought it about that there are more divisions and differences.  


The dualisms of mind/body, subject/object, self/society, organism/environment, and fact/value have thoroughly worked themselves into Western culture.  We have created a world that is a logical consequence of our cultural beliefs, our practices displaying dualisms at every turn.  When Descartes saw the world as external, he couldn't help but wonder how he might come to know it.  The more he and his followers wondered, the more doubtful they became; and the more doubtful they became, the more they saw subject and object as distinct.  Similarly, in value theory, the more philosophers have distinguished technical knowledge from morals, the more technology has become an end-in-itself; and the more self-serving technology has become, the more ethicists have seen technical reasoning as amoral.  In social theory, as individuals have been construed as logically independent of the wholes in which they are found, the self has become an object of ultimate value.  The more individuals have been seen as all important, the more the self has become the subject of perverse adulation; and the more the self has been seen as essentially self-serving, the more removed from a social setting it has appeared to be.  In general, as long as humans have been construed as separate from nature, they have had reason to seek insulation from her forces.  The more insulated we have become, the more we have seen ourselves as separate; and the more we have seen ourselves as separate, the more inclined we have felt to be isolated and insulated.  


It might seem as though the cycle can never stop, but there's an important sense in which the needed change has already begun.  Western Science has finally come to the conclusion that there is, after all, continuity and not division between the conscious and non-conscious, between subject and object, self and society, organism and environment.  The problem is not that contemporary science is hopelessly trapped in the intellectual mindset of the early modern philosophers; the problem is primarily one of cultural lag.  Western culture and all its institutions--social, political, economic, and religious--operate on ancient assumptions which are neither scientifically nor socially viable.  Addressing this theme, John Dewey writes: 


The science that has so far found its way deeply and widely into the actual affairs of human life is partial and incomplete science: competent in respect to physical, now increasingly to physiological, conditions..., but non-existent with respect to matters of supreme significance to man.�


Dewey was calling for a moral reconstruction, one which amounted to a reconstruction of philosophy and science, as well as to the reorganization of social institutions.  For Dewey, such a reconstruction was "distinctively of, for, and by, man."  His concerns, like those of many in the fields of environmental inquiry, were largely humanistic, and not ecocentric; but whether we are human-centered or earth-centered is not the point.  Whether we seek connection out of a love for humanity, conceiving humans as members of a larger biotic community, or out of love for the community itself, the end-in-view is the same.  But if, on the other hand, we see neither the need nor the possibility for connection in our interactions with nature, there is little doubt that the result will be more than careless indifference, but antagonism and violence.  Under these psychological conditions, it is no wonder that the cycle of degradation continues, and the cries for change fall on deaf ears.  If we are to move ahead, as we must, and break out of the cycle of division and difference, we must do so comprehensively.  Part of the lesson of holism, after all, is that problems can't be solved piecemeal.  The seeds of change have been planted, and in many departments have grown to fruition.  What remains is the cultivation of continuity and connectedness in every sphere of practice.
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�.  Thomas Berry, The Dream of the Earth (San Francisco: Sierra Club Books, 1988), p. 215.


�. In light of these considerations it seems strange that the back-packer so often condemns the RV camper who parks at a campsite or in the woods and then turns on the AC and watches TV.  Though it's clear that the RV camper has more adverse impact on the area s/he visits, it's not so clear that the total damage done to nature is any less (consider, for instance, someone who flies 2000 miles to a region for the purpose of a wilderness hike).  What is clear is that both parties are guilty of the same distorted appreciation of nature: both of them approach the wilderness as a foreign world to be protected from, and both bring with them ready-made technologies developed in a context and with materials utterly divorced from the region visited.


�.  I do not wish to argue that environmental problems are reducible simply to cultural ones.  As my examples should suggest, I follow the social ecologists in believing that socio-economic forces have played an important role  in degradation of humans and non-humans alike. [See Murray Bookchin's essay, "What is Social Ecology?", in Zimmerman, Callicott, et al, Environmental Philosophy (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1993), pp. 354-73.]  Conceding that culture and economics are sociologically inseparable, I wish to explore one facet of the cultural side of our problem.


�. See Lynn White's essay "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis," Science, Vol. 155, No. 3767 (March 1967), pp. 1203-1207.


�. Francis Bacon, Novum Organum, cxxix, in E. A. Burtt, ed., The English Philosophers from Bacon to Mill (New York: Random House, 1939), pp. 84-6.


�. Admittedly such reference to torture is metaphorical expression, and in fact Bacon's admonishment requires us to obey nature, but one should keep in mind that we are to obey so that we may conquer.  The mention of torture, I take it, is at the very least indicative of fear and antagonism.


�.  I am reminded of the story of the Cartesians who undertook to prove a priori that animals could not have souls.  As the story goes, they beat their dogs with boards of wood, interpreting the screams of pain as mechanical reactions to the impact of the blows.  The story is probably spurious, but even if true, it was not Descartes but his followers who were reputedly cruel.  Descartes himself says of the animals' capacity to feel pain: ". . . I do not deny the life of any animal. . . I do not refuse to them feeling even, insofar as it depends solely on the bodily organs.  Thus, my opinion is not so cruel to animals as it is favourable to men." Letter to Henry More, 1649, in R. M. Eaton, ed., Descartes: Selections (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1927), pp. 358-60.  Again, the point is not that Descartes was overtly and consciously antagonistic to his environment or to other creatures, but that his philosophical world-view left us with such a legacy.


�. This is exactly the stance that Descartes takes in his Discourse On Method (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1980), Donald A. Cress, trans.  See esp. Part III (pp. 12-17).


�. For a similar account of the "truce" between science and religion, see John Dewey's Reconstruction in Philosophy, 2nd ed. (Boston: Beacon, 1948), esp. the Introduction.


�.  See Descartes, Meditations On First Philosophy (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1979), Donald A. Cress, trans., Meditation V.


�. Remember that Descartes invokes the distinction between a formal cause and an eminent cause, which presumes that there are levels of reality, some beings being more perfect than others.  The idea of God, being more perfect than Descartes, cannot be accounted for causally, except insofar as a being at least as perfect as it could put it in Descartes' (less perfect) mind.  Hence God, being the only Being capable of this, must exist.  Clearly we have moved beyond mere mechanics here, and have invoked valuation.  For Descartes' discussion, see his Meditations, Meditation III.


�.  For Descartes' discussion of this topic, see his "Passions of the Soul," in Eaton, ed., Descartes: Selections, pp. 361-403.


�.  See Meditations, Meditation IV for Descartes' account of how we make mistakes.  He argues that while our intellect is finite, our will is infinite (i.e., unlimited).  This being the case, we can elect to judge that something is the case prior to acquiring complete understanding.


�.  By Meditation VI of his Meditations, Descartes has reconstructed his world from one that is known primarily through the senses to one known through the intellect.  This is a world where there are minds and bodies and where the former has dominion over the latter.


�. David Hume did, with great skeptical consequences, or so it seems (more on this later).


�.  See John Locke, Essay Concerning Human Understanding (New York: Dover, 1959), 2 vols., Alexander C. Fraser, ed., Bk. I (in Vol. I, pp. 38-118).


�.  See Locke's Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Bk. II, Chap. VIII.





�.  See, for instance, Berkeley's Three Dialogues Between Hylas and Philonous (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1979), "First Dialogue."


�.  See Dewey's Reconstruction, esp. Chapters VII and VIII.


�.  A point Dewey wants to stress, but the best treatment of the issue is found in the work of George Herbert Mead, Dewey's long time associate and friend.  See Mead, Mind, Self and Society (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago, 1934), Charles Morris, ed.


�.  Peter Singer's extensionism begins with Bentham's demand that we ask not "Can it reason?" but, rather, "Can it suffer?" and builds an argument for animal liberation.  See his Animal Liberation, 2nd ed. (New York Review and Random House, 1990).


�.  Tom Regan takes an individual rights approach on the question of the treatment of non-human animals, arguing that "moral patients" as well as moral agents are entitled to respectful treatment.  See his The Case for Animal Rights (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983).


�.  Aldo Leopold's land ethic can be summed up with the following categorical imperative: 


Examine each question in terms of what is ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically expedient.  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.


See his Sand County Almanac: With Essays on Conservation from Round River (New York: Ballantine Books, 1970).


�.  J. Baird Callicott undertakes to offer rational justification for Leopold's land ethic.  See his "The Conceptual Foundations of the Land Ethic," in Callicott (ed.), Companion  to A Sand County Almanac: Interpretive and Critical Essays (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), pp. 186-214.


�.  Holmes Rolston III, like Callicott, undertakes to create an environmental ethic which is not merely "a humanistic ethic applied to the environment."  See his "Environmental Ethics: Values in and Duties to the Natural World," in Bormann and Kellert (eds.), Ecology, Economics, Ethics: The Broken Circle (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1991), pp. 73-82.


�.  See Spinoza's Ethics, in The Rationalists (New York: Doubleday, 1960).  See esp. Part One (pp. 180-215).


�.  See Leibniz' Monadology, in The Rationalists, pp. 456-71.


�.  See Hume's Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1977), Section II.





�. Hume, Enquiry, Section XII, Part I.


�.  See Hume's Treatise of Human Nature (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1978), Bk. I. Part IV, Sections IV, V, and VI, for discussions of material substance, immaterial substance, and personal identity, respectively.


�.  Hume's criticism of traditional causality is almost too famous to note: see for instance, Sections IV (for the logical criticism), V (for the role of habit in causal and all other inference), VI (for an appeal to statistical method in science) and VII (for a reconstructed definition of Cause) of his Enquiry.


�.  Such a move is usually received as skepticism, but it is only so in the context of the subject/object dualism developed by his predecessors.  If we construe the human being as part of nature, as inseparable from it, Hume's epistemology is more constructive than it is destructive.  I take Hume's move to be a pragmatic one: my world is my experience and not some thing distinct from me, and though there are practical reasons for individuation, it is mere hubris to turn our interests into substantial forms.


�.  Hume is often invoked to deny any relation between facts and values by reference to the famous in the Treatise --called Hume's Law--where he criticizes the moralists of his day for carelessly sliding from "such and such IS the case" to "such and such OUGHT to be the case."  It is my contention that it is a misunderstanding of Hume to conflate these two distinctions, though this is not the place to engage in this debate.  The passage in question is in Bk. III, Part I, Sec. I of the Treatise, p. 469.  I'll only mention here that it is important to keep in mind the subtitle of that work: Being an Attempt to Introduce the Experimental Method of Reasoning into Moral Subjects.


�.  See Hume's discussion of "Liberty and Necessity" in Enquiry, VIII.  In both cases, whether we conceive of something or someone, existing or not, what we draw on is experience, whether it is the immediately present--i.e., impressions--or the record of the past--i.e., ideas.  Inquiry, be it natural or moral, is the functioning of sentient beings in a struggle for survival.  Hume's search for continuity goes even farther, in that he showed that animals reason in fundamentally the same way as we.  See his Enquiry, Sec. IX. 


�.  On the mind/body issue, Kant seems to follow Leibniz, who posited a dual-aspectism (see above).


�. The distinction is drawn, I think, for religious reasons.  Though it is beyond the scope of this paper to argue this point, I'll mention that Kant postulates not only the freedom of the will but the immortality of the soul and the existence of God as preconditions for morality.  In order to hold that the soul lives when the body dies (and therefore subject to divine justice), one must establish--so it seems--that the two are ontologically distinct, following two distinct kinds of laws. See his Critique of Practical Reason (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1956), Lewis White Beck, trans. See Part I, Bk. II, Chap. II.


�.  See Kant's preface to the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1959), Lewis White Beck, trans.


�.  It should not be surprising, in light of this, that for Kant there are no direct duties to animals or to things.   See his Lectures On Ethics (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1963), Lewis White Beck, trans., "Duties Towards Animals and Spirits" and "Duties Towards Inanimate Objects."  Nor should it be surprising that we have no direct obligation to secure our own happiness according to Kant, since happiness--personal or public--belongs most properly to our irrational nature. See his Foundations of the Metaphysics of Moral, Section I. 


�.  'Inter-subjectivity' is the term I prefer because 'objectivity' lends itself to absolutism.


�.  A recent conversation about pine trees illustrates the point well.  A forester whom I know was visiting my home recently, and it happened that we came to discuss a very tall and broad Loblolly pine tree in my neighbors yard.  My spouse and I were commenting on how magnificent a specimen it was, when we noticed that his facial expression betrayed his disagreement.  When asked to tell us whether he agreed that the tree in question was aesthetically pleasing to look at, he told us that he didn't care much for broadly formed pine trees, that he much preferred one which were tall and straight, with no bottom branches at all.  Finding this curious, we listened, trying to find out the basis of his aesthetic judgment.  Finally, he told us, with a far away look of pleasure, that he always enjoyed being in a stand of pines, all lined up straight in a row, each of them beautifully straight.  It made him think, he continued, of perfect poles.  Although I do not want to claim that my judgment had necessarily been superior to his, I certainly want to contend that aesthetic judgments based on narrow economic utility suffer an important defect.


�. For a detailed account of the formation of self through interaction, see George Herbert Mead, Mind, Self and Society, Charles W. Morris, ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1934), esp. Part II.


�.  For a comprehensive discussion of mind and its relation to nature, both from the standpoint of history of ideas and from that of modern science, see G.H Mead, "The Process of Mind in Nature," in The Philosophy of the Act, Charles W. Morris, ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1938), pp. 357-442.


�.  One might follow Leibniz, for instance, in holding that everything in nature has in it an element of mind and body, provided that we stop short of drawing the hard and fast distinction that he does--for religious reasons--between human souls and non-human souls.  See Monadology, 82-84.


�.  The classic work in American Sociology, G.H. Mead's Mind, Self and Society is very important here, though most philosophers tend to ignore it.


�.  We must be careful to point out, however, that such links between inquirer and community, self and society, imply neither that truth is statistical nor that individuals are merely parts of an "organic whole."  An "individual" may be in reality only an abstraction, but so too is a "whole".


�.  For a classic 20th Century analysis of the relation between aesthetic and (generally) cognitive experience, see John Dewey's Art As Experience (New York: Perigee, 1934), esp. Chapters III, XI, and XII.  For a more recent discussion, see Nelson Goodman's Ways of Worldmaking (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1978).


�.  See John Dewey's "Theory of Valuation" in International Encyclopedia of Unified Science (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago, 1939) vol. II, no. IV. , for his attempt to establish what he calls "valuation propositions."


�. John Dewey, Reconstruction, p. xxviii.








