
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Nature 
 

Michael Hampe 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
13.10.14 
 
© Michael Hampe 
 
  



 1 

Nature* 
 
Quasars billions of light years away, “our” sun, oceans and forests, the blood in our 
veins, elementary particles, fundamental forces and natural constants – the adjective 
“natural” can be used to describe all of these. Something that can only be observed 
using highly technical instruments is just as much a part of “nature” as the climbing 
tree in the garden and the organs in our body cavities, which can also develop very 
natural malignant neoplasms. 
 
It would be a fallacy to believe that, just 
because the same adjective could be used 
to describe different objects, they must be 
part of the same substance and join 
together to form the same whole. Nature 
as a whole is just a figment of our 
imagination, much like the habitually 
elicited concept of “being”. These 
imaginings are probably rooted in overly 
conformist engagement with the linguistic 
habits of circles with holistic leanings, or 
the result of attending too many 
philosophical seminars on the subject of 
fundamental ontology. A whole of this kind 
is something we are unable to experience; 
instead we can only ever experience 
individual objects, which the imagination 
then pieces together to form a totality. 
The assumption of a totality of this kind, 
which the great seventeenth century 
philosopher Baruch Spinoza indeed 
believed he could effectively prove in his 
work on “God or Nature”, is something that 
it will probably never be possible to 
confirm by way of empirical investigation. 
This is because “nature” cannot be 
confined to a laboratory. The overarching 
coherence of nature remains a matter of 
faith, and one which is not too far removed 
from religious concepts, such as the idea 
that there exists a supreme being who is 
mindful of everything that happens. 
Perhaps this is why, particularly when it 
comes to assessments, disputes about 
“nature” are nearly as implacable as 
religious wars. Is nature cruel or nurturing, 
contradictory or harmonious, a hostile 
desert or the motherly foundation of our 
existence? Evidence can be cited for all of 
these assertions: if the predictions of 
physicists are correct, the cruel sun will 
destroy the planet in the distant future, 
whereas it currently serves as the 
provident facilitator of life on earth. Certain 
bacteria have supposedly mutated from 
‘malicious’ parasites into ‘friendly’ 

symbionts, like little helpers in our 
intestines. But they might regress and 
become harmful again. The majority of 
outer space is inhospitably empty and 
cold, but floating through it like dandelion 
seeds is the dust of extinguished suns, 
which contains all of the elements that 
plants and animals on this planet are 
made of. 
Because people with different scientific 
experiences and different experiences of 
life all tend to generalise their experiences 
under the overarching concept of “nature 
in general”, there are now a number of 
incompatible concepts of nature. For 
example, a person who has roved the sea 
for weeks as a castaway or lost their 
house due to an earthquake has had a 
different experience of nature to someone 
who provided a home for hedgehogs in 
their garden as a child. Someone who 
searches for Higgs boson in a high-energy 
particle accelerator experiences nature in 
a different way to another individual who 
reconstructs the connections between 
species of frogs and algae in a wetland 
habitat. Not even the natural sciences 
have a uniform concept of nature; indeed, 
there is no need for such a concept with 
regard to the research carried out in these 
sciences, which – except for in the field of 
theoretical physics – is becoming 
increasingly specialised. 
Independent of experience as these 
concepts of nature are, the wide variety of 
ways in which they can be applied make 
them into an all-purpose ideological 
weapon. So allegedly, human beings must 
learn to compete, because the fight for 
resources is simply part of nature. But why 
should we extend that which occurs in 
non-human areas of the world into the 
human realm? Just because earthquakes 
exist in nature does not mean that we 
attempt to toughen ourselves against their 
impact by regularly having our buildings 
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wrecked with demolition balls. And 
although infectious diseases are a natural 
phenomenon, we still endeavour to 
prevent them and fight them whenever 
they appear. 
Ever since the ancient Stoics spoke of 
“living in accordance with nature”, people 
have lived in the hope that, should they 
lose their way when major changes take 
place in their culture, “nature” could serve 
as guidance for their behaviour. But where 
should they look? To the despotic alpha 
male of the group of chimpanzees, who 
has to begin each morning by pummeling 
his fellow monkeys to make sure they 
continue to toe the line for the rest of the 
day? Or to penguin parents, who almost 
starve and freeze to death to raise their 
young? To the young cuckoo, who sends 
his step-brother or sister tumbling out of 
the nest, or to the kindergarten of 
humpback whales?  Perhaps to 
homosexual hyaenas, or to the 
polygamous orgiastic mating behaviour of 
some toothed whales? 
People constantly react to the things with 
which they are confronted – the more 
courageous and creative they are, the 
stronger the reaction. And given that we 
separate these reactions from “nature” by 
classifying them as “culture” and 
“technology”, it seems that there is a 
divide in our world.  When it comes to our 
cultural reactions to natural conditions, 
however, the laws of nature are still very 
much in force. Nature and culture are thus 
inextricably linked. People cannot fly “by 
nature”, but they reacted to this by building 
aircraft. These aircraft are not some kind 
of miraculous creation like flying carpets; 
rather they are the product of studying the 
flight of birds, of trial and error with 
ramshackle flying machines and what has 
since developed into extremely precise 
research into nature and materials. Just as 
we refuse to accept the tumour growing 
inside of us as the result of natural 
mutations caused by consuming the mould 
on a pistachio, we do not necessarily have 
to accept the gender with which we are 
born. Scientific medicine exists, therefore 
we can hormonally influence our gender 
and change it by undergoing operations. 
Anyone who claims that this is unnatural 
ought also to ban planes and prevent 

chimpanzees from going against nature by 
using sticks to dip for ants.  
We cannot base our behaviour on nature, 
nor can we act in a certain way towards it. 
Groups of people have to decide for 
themselves how they want to live, without 
any natural or divine transcendence. 
These are decisions which concern 
individuals, so by using their senses, the 
respective groups can make contact with 
the individuals who may potentially be 
affected by their limited power to act. The 
decision of whether or not a particular tree 
should be cut down or a river should be 
channeled rests with very specific human 
beings. Inevitably, the consequences of 
these decisions will benefit some humans 
and non-human living beings, whereas 
others will be disadvantaged as a result. 
But this is not something that concerns 
nature itself, since nature does not exist. 
Particular natural contexts change 
continuously, and sometimes human 
beings are involved, but sometimes they 
are not. Where they are, they should be 
well aware of why they are doing what 
they are doing and whom they might harm 
by it. This is important, and sometimes for 
many individuals – unlike the debates 
about nature in general.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
* In German in: DIE ZEIT. 2013 Nr. 25 Beiheft. 


