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What is the relationship between the natural order and moral standards or norms?  This is the question that Lorraine Daston takes up in her Tanner Lectures.  Philosophers agree that the natural order is an object of moral concern -- for instance, pressing moral questions surround the impact of human development on fragile ecosystems and the proper treatment of animals used for food or scientific research.  Whether and how nature itself might be a source of moral norms, however, is much less clear.  The very suggestion that the natural order contains or wields moral authority is bound to sound dubious to modern ears.  With the rise of modern conceptions of science in the 17th and 18th century, philosophers have ever more firmly insisted on the distinction between the natural order, or what ‘is,’ and morality, or what ‘ought to be.’  And with good reason.  A universe conceived of in wholly materialistic terms, as consisting solely in matter that moves according to fixed and determinate laws, does not seem a likely place to find the norms or principles by which human beings might know the good or treat one another equitably and justly. Nevertheless, the idea that morality, or anyway some aspects of it, in some way spring from nature or the natural order has proven difficult to shake.  From 17th century arguments that political authority resides ultimately in the persons who are governed rather than in absolutist monarchs to contemporary discussions of human rights, appeals to nature have grounded progressive and even subversive transformations in our ethical thinking. 


The problem that Daston aims to answer in her lectures is how it could be possible to believe that nature might be a source of moral norms -- that is, she asks how one would have to conceive of nature, if nature is to be conceived as a genuine source of moral authority.  Her lectures approach this question from a historical perspective.  She draws on ancient, medieval, and early modern conceptions of nature to argue that the natural order has been conceived of in at least three general ways.  Daston distinguishes these conceptions as specific nature, local nature, and universal nature.  She argues that these three different conceptions of nature can be seen to resemble or ‘echo’ distinctively different aspects of our moral thinking and of our beliefs about the nature and sources of morality.  The conceptions of nature as a specific and local order are older and lack the modern fixation upon the distinction between ‘is’ and ‘ought.  Daston argues that, despite the fact that the modern conception of nature is overwhelmingly of nature as an order of universal laws, aspects of the conceptions of nature as specific and local survive in our contemporary thought and discourse.  She suggests that the persistence of these older conceptions of nature can explain and illuminate contemporary appeals to nature as a moral authority.


In the first part of the first lecture, Daston discusses the three conceptions of the natural order that are the focus of her argument.  The first and oldest conception of nature is that of nature as divided into species, or natural kinds; hence the aptness of naming this conception ‘specific.’  On this view, natures belong to types of things -- the nature of a thing is that which makes it the kind or species of thing that it is -- take away the nature of a thing, and you make it something else. The second conception of nature that Daston discusses is what she calls ‘local nature.’  Local nature consists in the particular configuration of specific natures that characterize a given place.  For example, if one considers a tropical location in terms of its local nature, one will consider its particular ecology, its palms trees and crocodiles; if a desert, its cactuses and gila monsters.  The third conception of nature that Daston discusses is universal nature.  This is the conception of nature that follows from what we might call the modern scientific worldview -- nature conceived of as a realm of comprehensive, uniform, and universal laws.  Understood in this way, nature includes the entire non-human universe, and it is ordered by general and inexorable principles that are determinate and unchanging.  It’s this view of nature, Daston suggests, that we most readily associate with the concept and language of ‘law.’


In her second lecture, on “Nature’s Customs versus Nature’s Laws”, Daston begins by considering Pindar’s slogan that “custom is king”, the motto of those who wish to assert the relativity of social and moral norms against those who seek absolutes in both domains. Taking her start from Herodotus’s censorious recounting of the story of the Persian prince Cambyses, who delights in the constant mocking and flouting of settled customs, Daston considers how it might be that the force of social custom could be equated with that of natural law. As Daston reads Herodotus’s tale of Cambyses’ ‘peculiar madness’, the central question that it poses is this: What view of custom could endow it with the authority of the absolute? In response to this question, Daston takes her task as consisting in a presentation, or ‘excavation’, of the nature of custom that spans the cultural and the natural, and which transcends the common post-Enlightenment dualities which see them as opposed.


Turning to excavate the structure and content of ‘nature’s customs’, Daston asks what kind of natural order it might be that could be analogized to custom. The local and variable nature of custom might seem to accord ill with the universality and determinacy of nature. But this putative tension results from the anachronism generated by imposing a post-Enlightenment ‘universalist’ conception of nature upon an earlier (and covertly still extant) ‘customary’ understanding of natural rules. In rendering vivid this “submerged metaphysics of nature’s customs”, Daston makes use of examples as diverse as Hippocrates’s topographically-indexed prescriptions, Montesquieu’s identification of “national character” and of the harmony between a people and their laws, and von Humboldt’s research into the “physiogomies” of landscape.


Contextualizing the occluded history of this submerged metaphysics, Daston suggests that the shift from metaphors of custom to metaphors of law in describing nature coincided with the growing centralizing ambitions of the absolutist state, subordinating the local to the standardizing and regularizing demands of the political centre. And so the conflict between the ‘universalizing’ and the ‘customary’ came to a head in the dispute between the localizing subsidiarity of Montesquieu and its rejection by Condorcet and the other Enlightenment philosophes. 


In her conclusion to her lectures, Daston poses her central question: What does the natural order have to do with the moral order? Her answer, relying on the delineation of the universal, specific and local understandings of the natural order, is a complex one. For, as she points out, whilst there are many situations – as in the battle between Montesquieu and Condorcet – where these conceptions clash, they do not necessarily disprove one another. Given this, Daston raises a further question, of whether we should speak not of “the natural order”, but perhaps instead of “natural orders”, and of whether this change in locution might make a difference to our understanding of the original question. 


So, says Daston, we should see the relationship between the moral and the natural as one of “echoing” – as a relationship of resemblance (but not of copying), not of priority or justification. The moral authority of nature should thus be conceived as “analogical” rather than “stratigraphic”, which is to say “patent” rather than “hierarchical”. Neither universality nor naturalness in se commands moral authority, but the natural and moral orders have a kinship, more or less evident at different times, born of just such an analogical relationship. And so, in response to the sceptic of the moral authority of nature, who sees the very idea as embodying the “naturalistic fallacy”, Daston responds by pointing to the assumption of a stratigraphic model of authority in the genesis of such a charge. Rather than depending on the authority of the self-evident, Daston concludes, the moral authority of nature depends on the analogy of order.
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