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APPROACHES TO NATURE: AN INQUIRY INTO 

METHODOLOGICAL LIMITATIONS 

* SACHCHIDANAND SINGH 

ABSTRACT 

“Trees are poems that earth writes upon the sky. We fell them down and turn them into paper, that we 

record our emptiness.” - Khalil Gibran 

 A reassessment of the idea of nature in philosophy is basic to its cognitive accountability. Philosophy, 

as an activity in the methodical work of thought, contributes to an understanding of what ‘is’. Ecology, as a 

body of knowledge which investigates the structure and function of nature, too has philosophical bearings. 

The idea of nature, as a rational assumption for philosophical activity, became subject to self-reflection in 

the history of philosophy. It contributes an operational opportunity to different disciplines for validating 

their methodological processes. But over the last few decades, the methodological effort to uncover the 

mystery of nature has been centered around the purpose of conservation and restoration of nature, which 

limits the scope of ecology as a solution-providing institution. 

(*Sachchidanand Singh, Assistant Professor, SVKM’s Mithibai College, Mumbai. 

Sachchidanand04@gmail.com.)  



Saarth

2 | P a g e  
 

This paper will examine general notions of nature which have shaped ecology and directed ecosystem 

sciences. Then, I will show the extent to which modern Cartesian notions of matter are implicit in 

contemporary ecological sciences, given their preference for natural science methods. It makes a case for 

bringing this into the debate on method in the domain of environmental science and philosophy. This will 

take place only by challenging the implicit positivism of natural science, so that ecological science can 

move to alternative conceptions of matter. I will try to locate this alternative in the pre-Socratic 

philosophical notion of phusis as nature. I will then examine the extent to which contemporary debate on 

methods—especially in the spirit of post-positivist thinkers—can help ecological sciences go beyond the 

limits of positivist and Cartesian conceptions of nature. 

 Environmental issues and sustainability concerns have caused scepticism about mainstream scientific 

practices and their findings. Ecosystem sciences, such as environmental science, conduct research to 

develop an understanding of the mechanisms of terrestrial response to environmental changes. They apply 

this across multiple scales to project the future fate and function of terrestrial biomes. Due to a partnership 

between computation and mathematical analysis, they are trying to adopt mathematical or theoretical 

modeling, and are anxious to free themselves from the dead hand of their traditional cognitive boundaries. 

The idealization of physics-like models has gained an important role in ecology, especially in recent 

decades. Many environmental explanations have evolved using this method. Broadly, it aims to provide 

positive predictions about environmental change, in terms of its location, timing, and extent. Following 

these lines, they produce a biophysical explanation of how environmental problems occur and how they 

can be addressed. 

 In this process of creating a condition in which ecosystem sciences, too, reach the paradigm of 

autonomous science, they identified various ecological phenomena appearing in each species which can be 

governed by general mechanisms. Moreover, most environmental explanation tends to follow generalised 

cause-and-effect statements that can, in practice, effectively become "laws."They also try to keep their 

distance from institutions like culture, religion, and tradition, in order to achieve the scientific values 

advocated by positivist epistemology. But this projection of environmental sciences has encountered 

problems in theoretical consistency as well as in practice. 

 For philosophers of science, these problems lie within the assumptions inherent in positivistic 

sciences and in the assumption of nature adopted by environmental sciences. Positivist epistemology 

promotes a universalist conception of science, presupposing a reality governed by unchanging laws and 

pursuing universal truths with the ultimate goal of mastering nature. On this view, science offers 

value-neutral accounts of objective natural phenomena, and scientists themselves are taken to stand apart 

from the world, working within a value-free framework. Their method is reductionist: systems are 

decomposed into their constituent parts, each part is examined separately, and predictions are generated by 

aggregating these analyses. Yet positivist claims often fail when transferred across varied ecological and 

social settings, since they frame environmental problems in narrow ways that tend to distort them. 

 What set ecology apart from physics is the specific character of relational properties and the intrinsic 
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variability of living systems. Further distinctions — the direction of environmental change, its nature, and 

the pace at which it unfolds — depend heavily on geographical and historical circumstances. Living things 

cannot be understood or explained without attending to the historical contexts in which they exist. Put in 

Heideggerian terms, a critique of positivism would hold that to take nature as a totality of ‘ready-made 

equipment’, or as ‘world-stuff’, is to detach it from human cognition. The overlooking of these distinctions 

has caused a major conceptual problem that has plagued ecological sciences. To overcome these problems, 

there is a need to adopt a method which must be scientific in its temperament and work within the domain 

of ecological rationality. This is possible by considering the relation between the human self and nature. 

The genealogy of the positivistic attitude of science is rooted in the Cartesian notion of a 

dualism of self and nature. Descartes drove a wedge between the world understood as 

mechanical matter and the world understood as mind. It was this move that triggered the 

proliferation of dualisms in the seventeenth century: 

(a) in metaphysics, the split between body and mind; 

(b) in cosmology, the split between nature and God; 

(c) in epistemology, the split between rationalism and empiricism. 

 This outbreak led to a methodological privileging of human consciousness. Consequently, in the 

respect that human beings alone exercise intelligence, mind and body, though conjoined, could be set in 

total opposition to the non-human world. For Descartes, every qualitative feature found in nature is the 

product of mind. Colours, for instance, exist only insofar as they are perceived, and the same holds for 

other such qualities. But if this is the case, then the operation of mind is itself a constitutive element of 

nature as we actually encounter it; and if nature as a whole cannot exist without this element, then nature as 

a whole must ultimately be the work of mind. 

 By severing consciousness from nature so completely, Descartes made any harmonious reconciliation 

between the two impossible. His account of nature nonetheless relies on the imaginative resources of mind 

— proposing a story about origins and constructing mechanical models to make sense of the world's 

present structures — and this fabular quality persists throughout the mechanical philosophy of nature. The 

Cartesian narrative of how the world came into being and became differentiated sets out the explanatory 

conditions demanded by a mechanical model, but it does not thereby identify the real causes responsible 

for shaping the actual world's development.This is what is inconsistent with ecology. It caused an attitude 

towards nature that understands it through laws and transforms it through technology. A philosophical 

approach to the environment from an ethical perspective neglects a key aspect of the overall problem: the 

definition of the human self as separate from nature, and the location of this self in reason, which made 

human beings the authority over nature. To overcome this, there is a need for an alternative worldview. 

Ancient Greek thinkers presented a different conception of the world in which natural/rational causes and 

explanations were substituted by more open terms. This shows the significance of possibility in nature and 

understanding for the significant advancement of cognition, which helps to advance an alternative 
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worldview for ecosystem sciences. 

 Peter Winch argued, in his work The Idea of a Social Science and Its Relation to Philosophy, that 

there is an epistemic need for understanding in the explanation of alternative views. As for developing a 

model for ecological rationality, we must inquire into some standard model of rationality, which will be 

possible only by the synthesis of traditions. According to Winch, the need for explanation is called for only 

where there is, or is at least thought to be, a deficiency in existing understanding. But there has to be some 

standard against which such deficiency is to be measured: and that standard can only be an understanding 

that we already have. Furthermore, the understanding we already have is expressed in the concepts which 

constitute the form of the subject matter we are concerned with. “These concepts, on the other hand, also 

express certain aspects of the life characteristic of those who apply them.” (Winch, 1990: 23) This 

argument shows the need to develop an understanding of nature which differs from the existing one, and 

justifies my motive for returning to the pre-Socratic philosophical account of nature. 

 Pre-Socratic thinkers assumed human beings to be members of a shining congregation of gods, spirits, 

dryad-infested trees, and families. They did not distinguish culture or art or custom from natural 

happenings. They did not imagine an ‘objective world’ behind or apart from the world experienced by 

them, though they had an understanding of objectivity. Collingwood (1945) noticed that, historically, there 

were three periods of systematic cosmological thinking that influenced the understanding of the idea of 

nature. Of these three, the Greek view of cosmology had a wider significance, because it stands within a 

tradition in which politics and ethics are grounded in cosmological models. They had no reason to 

distinguish thought and matter, res cogitans and res extensa, nor did they think that truth was to be 

discovered by a resolute attention to physical geometry. The real world and the world of our experience 

were one, and to know it better was to know its values. Nothing was available to us as mere material, for to 

be at all is to embody value. The names of things dictated what their values and their natures were. That 

archaic unity was broken by the dichotomizing intellect, and our spiritual crisis is mirrored in the 

ecological crisis (Attfield and Belsey, 1994). 

 In general, all science is grounded on the assumption that the physical world is ordered and that its 

inquiry should be objective. The reception of these values has differed across various modes of thinking. 

As we are in search of an alternative, Greek cosmology, too, had a notion of the universe as orderly.1 They 

postulated a uniform matter as substance and tried to perceive the world as orderly and explicable in 

rational terms. In general, their notion of the cosmos was ‘the universe, the totality of things’ (Barnes, 1987, 

p. 18). Further, this totality is an ordered totality. So it is not just order but that which has this order, ‘the 

world in its aspect of order’ (Vlastos, 1975, p. 6). The order is expressed in high-level regularities, 

knowledge of which provides the explanation of all natural phenomena (Vlastos, 1975, p. 10). The cosmos, 

then, is (among other things) the rational, intelligible, regular universe. 

                                                        
1 Here, I am not trying to draw any comparison between different views on nature; rather, I am investigating the 

Greek scientific temperament. 
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 The cosmos is regular because there is no possibility of supernatural intervention, for the supernatural 

has been abolished. There is just nature. It is the nature of the cosmos to be regular because it is nature. 

‘Regardless of many disagreements among themselves, the physiologoi are united in the assumption that 

the order which makes our world the cosmos is natural . . . is immanent in nature’ (Vlastos, 1975, p. 24). 

Even Anaximenes and Heraclitus, the most theocentric in their cosmology, ‘too assume that order is 

inherent in nature and does not need to be imposed on it by a supernatural ordering mind’ (Vlastos, 1975, 

p. 25). In contrast to this objectivity, Paul Feyerabend, in Against Method, develops an intriguing 

perspective on religion and positivistic science. Feyerabend notes that God is powerful and must be obeyed 

because it is a force outside of all traditions. Likewise, he argues, objectivity is tradition-independent and 

plays a central role in Cartesian rationalism, which is a “secularised form of the belief in the power of the 

word of God.” If so, then science’s appeal to the irresistible and utterly compelling force of rationality and 

objectivity is conceptually and historically rooted in theology. 

 Greek cosmology begins with an inquiry into the first principle, in the sense of a primordial matter 

which was the element or cause that is both the primary constituent and the primary generator of all things. 

Usually, this primordial matter was a self-generated product. They believed that matter was literally alive, 

whence the expression “hylozoism,” to qualify this doctrine. In this sense, by ‘nature’ they mean what was 

there to begin with (Burnet 1945, pp. 10–11; see also 1914, p. 21). Further, the term phusis was used in the 

sense of process; this connotation was central to Anaximander’s account of cosmology. He claimed that 

since human beings have a real beginning in time, the origin of humanity and society are no longer 

represented as coeval; that is, human beings will no longer be seen as coming into existence within the 

context of a fully functioning society, as was the case in mythical accounts. We can observe that the 

rhetoric of preserving nature in its original form overlooks the aspect of nature as process. 

 The assumption of nature as process, consistent with the point of origin, contrasts with the modern 

view of nature as an original “something” that arises as a logical necessity for doing science. Presocratic 

thinkers aim to explain how something comes into existence and the power which made this change 

possible. This change is not the outcome of a process; rather, the process itself is nature, which was 

evidently orderly, but this orderliness nowhere enters human reasoning, which makes these changes 

possible from without. Anaximenes and his theory of condensation were an extension of the understanding 

of phusis in the form of process. This notion can be understood in the sense of a law or principle intrinsic 

to the idea of nature, that is, as designating what is responsible for the behaviour of such and such a thing 

(Collingwood, 1945, p. 43). Here, the word ‘nature’ refers to something which makes its possessor behave 

as it does, this source of its behaviour being something within itself (Collingwood, 1945, p. 44). 

 One important way of pursuing this approach is to examine how social interests shape the norms and 

framings that lie beneath any environmental explanation. To what extent are these framings actually shared 

across different groups of people? Consider, for instance, that most people would accept the positivist 

claim that "clean drinking water freezes at 0°C at sea level." But most would equally accept that "the sun 

rises in the morning." The second statement seems true yet is plainly wrong once we take the structure of 
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the solar system into account. It nonetheless serves most people well — those who never venture beyond 

the earth's atmosphere have no practical reason to question it. Many environmental cause-and-effect claims 

work in just this way. Assertions like "deforestation causes floods" get taken as true because they appear to 

serve the purposes of those who make them. Shifting to different purposes, or adopting different frames — 

particularly those of social groups whose perspectives have previously been overlooked — allows us to 

interrogate such assumptions and arrive at more effective understandings of environmental change. 

 To conclude, I can say that an inquiry into the structure of ecosystem sciences suggests that the 

instrumental frame of rationality lacks self-reflexivity and has certainly done nothing to discourage either 

the ruthless exploitation of nature, which becomes wax in man’s hands, or the humanising of it in a manner 

which somehow accords with nature’s real interest. At the same time, the cosmology of the Renaissance 

precisely reversed the understanding of nature found among the Greeks. The Greek notion of nature was 

correlated with the self, which was a basic tool of Descartes’ epistemological criticism and philosophical 

reconstruction. The insight into the limitations of the positivist notion of nature demands that the research 

agenda pursued by ecology be inherently more political than simply diversifying the manner in which it is 

applied. For example, it is clear that the very experience of environmental problems, or the proposed 

solutions to them, is deeply imbued with meanings from either local people or from people living outside a 

region. Environmental change will always be framed in different ways, and these different perspectives 

influence the gathering of data and the creation of explanations. This situation does not require us to "do 

positivism better"; it requires us instead to seek a new way of explaining environmental problems in which 

social and political framings become integral to scientific inquiry. To do so, we must think through the 

general conditions any philosophy of nature must satisfy if it is to do justice to the scientific concerns of 

ecology. It also suggests that the ecosystem sciences must assume something specific about natural 

processes — namely, that nature unfolds in its own manner, indifferent to human interests and entirely 

compatible with humanity's complete disappearance from the earth. Other factors, such as how we 

interpret human activity's effects on nature, do not merely alter some particular quality of a particular 

substance. Rather, they interact with an already existing system of interactions and initiate new ones, 

which means their consequences carry an ever-present risk of exceeding what was anticipated. Whales, 

returning to my earlier example, must, like any other animal, feed and reproduce; we may, if we wish, 

formulate this as a biological law — that every animal must take in nourishment and possess some means 

of reproducing itself. But such laws leave nearly everything genuinely interesting about whales still to be 

discovered. 
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